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ABSTRACT

Many organisations which aim to achieve excellent workplace safety choose
‘culture change’ as the means to achieve this. They make use of employee
communication media to help re-form the values, beliefs, norms and behaviours

which are generally thought to comprise culture.

However, culture is a complex and profound phenomenon. Successful
communication between two culturally separate groups requires each to achieve an
understanding of the other, no less so in workplaces than in societies composed of
different cultures.

Yet even employers who believe in communicating fully with their
workforces find it difficult to convey viewpoints other than their own. Their
communication tends therefore to be one-directional, asymmetrical and controlling,
typified by the ubiquitous staff newsletter containing articles about people’s
contribution to corporate goals. The messages contained in such media have little or
none of their desired effect because they tend to be re-interpreted via the cultural

forces of the workers to whom the messages are directed.

This study investigated a large industrial minerals refinery to analyse the
working lives of shop floor employees and the effectiveness of various
communication channels. It focused on one group to whom safety messages were
communicated, the shop floor ‘crews’, and examined how the organisation’s

hierarchy, rules, and informal organisation mediated this communication.

An ethnographic approach was chosen as the means of the research because
of its emic superiority to the frequently-used quantitative methods of inquiry into
both organisational culture and safety. Through deep immersion in the working lives
of the shop floor, this method provided an epistemological vibrancy which statistical
analysis could not. Via the ethnographic method, the study explored whether and to

what degree the communication of safety messages can contribute to safety.

From a contextual understanding of how safety communication occurred

within the refinery, the study went on specifically to examine a novel approach taken



there, which was to devolve the promotion of safety to a team of workforce
communicators at the refinery. The Safety Motivation and Communication team
employed ‘the voice of the workers’ with the declared intention of obviating any
cultural barriers to communication. However, the study found that the high
expectations placed on the team were partly contradicted by circumscribed
autonomy, so that the voice became one which neither shop floor nor management

recognised as its own.

The study recognised that an organisation’s declared commitment to safety is
a necessary condition for eliminating injuries. However, that commitment must be
accompanied by both an understanding of the working lives of employees and an
acceptance that the employee culture may itself contain the seeds of injury-free work.
Attempts to change the culture will be resisted and may even fail — not only because
the imposed culture is alien but also because it counteracts the safety potential

inherent in the “native’ culture of the shop floor.

The people responsible for the formalised communication in a workplace (the
newsletters, bulletins, campaigns and incentives) should therefore allow the culture
of the workforce to inform the communication, thus achieving a situation in which

communication can contribute to corporate goals such as injury-free work.
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GLOSSARY OF SPECIAL TERMS USED IN THIS THESIS

Behaviour-based safety (BBS): A safety management approach consisting of
employee training in safe and at-risk behaviours, systematic observation and
recording of the targeted behaviours, and feedback to workers (Geller, 1999).

Bund: In a factory or refinery, a low dam intended to contain spilled liquid.

Business Centres: The refinery’s 11 production and maintenance departments.
Some retain the superseded designation of Operating Centre (OC).

Communication group: The refinery’s small team of specialist public relations staff
who conduct the refinery’s employee and community relations activities.

Communication orientation: A term which indicates the group whose interests are
represented by the communication, which can range from sender-oriented to
receiver-oriented (Cameron & McCollum, 1993).

Crew: A team of production workers headed by a foreman.

Crib: An industrial worker’s lunch. A crib room is therefore a workers’ gathering
room.

Digester: The large pressure cooker where the alumina dissolves out of the bauxite
in a slurry of caustic soda in the alumina refining process.

Emergency shower: A combination cold-water shower and wash basin where
workers can wash chemicals from their bodies or eyes. Each emergency shower
‘station’ is identified by a green neon light.

Green liquor: A term widely used in mineral process industries for the process
liquid which contains the dissolved mineral. In the alumina processing industry, the
green liquor is actually red-brown in colour. See also ‘Liquor’.

Hazard: A potential source of harm to life, health or property. (IFAP, 2001).
Workers at the refinery tended to be alienated by management not responding to their
concerns about the hazards they identified. However, management tended to believe
that the workers did not recognise that not all of the hazards presented actual ‘risks’

(@.v.).

Liquor: The mixture of bauxite and caustic soda which is termed “‘green’ after it has
been in the digesters and ‘spent’ after it has had the alumina precipitated out.

Main gate: The entrance to the production areas of the refinery, and the place where
SMAC displays were placed.

Mono-goggles: Eye protection goggles resembling skiing goggles.

NOHSC: The National Occupational Health and Safety Commission is the
Australian federal government’s workplace safety and health organisation.

Orco: Trading name of the fictitious Ohio Refining Company which has its head
office in Cleveland, Ohio in the USA.

Refinery Manager: The most senior site manager.



Risk: The combination of the potential consequences of a specific unwanted event
and the likelihood of its occurrence (IFAP, 2001).

Safety climate: An impermanent manifestation of safety culture (K. Mearns,
Whitaker & Flin, 2003). Various researchers claim to have identified between 2 and
28 factors which define climate (Glendon & Litherland, 2001). For example, the six-
factor safety climate model used by Glendon & Litherland (2001) consists of
perceptions of: communication support, adequacy of procedures, work pressure,
personal protection equipment, relationships and safety rules.

Safety Co-ordinator: A member of a production crew temporarily assigned to
special duties to assist the Safety Department.

Safe Work Instruction: Also known as Standard Work Instruction, a series of
detailed steps that outline how to perform a task so as to manage risks to an
acceptable level (IFAP, 2001).

Shop floor: Originally the site where production work occurred, now used to
designate the lowest level in a workplace hierarchy.

Slurry: The mixture of crushed bauxite and spent liquor before it passes into the
digestors.

SMAC: Acronym of the refinery’s Safety Motivation and Communication team.

Southend: The half of the refinery where initial stages of alumina production
occurred, consisting of the mills, digestion, and clarification. Southend 1 was the
portion of Southend consisting of the mills and digestion (and associated buildings).

Tagging or Tagging out: The procedure for notifying workers by way of swing tags
that machinery should not be operated, thus of taking machinery out of service.

3D: The title of Orco’s program for maintaining tidy work areas, standing for the
three actions which workers should perform to make an area tidy: “detect, decide,
do’.

Toolbox (meeting): Originally an informal get-together of workers who sat on their

work toolboxes. A toolbox meeting is now a semi-formal briefing held at the start of
a shift.

Toolbox Topics: The briefing notes usually prepared by the refinery Communication
Group and Safety Department for discussion at toolbox meetings.

Top management: A term used by refinery people to mean the Refinery Manager
and six managers reporting directly to him.

Wait 1: Orco’s slogan for the safety practice of stopping and thinking about any task
for a minute before beginning.

Zero-injury workforce: An Orco vision in which its workforce would suffer no
injuries either at work and away from work. (See also page 77)

Xi



REFERENCING AND LANGUAGE

The referencing of material in this thesis is based in the main on the
Publication manual of the American Psychological Association 5th Edition (2001),

known as ‘APA style’.

In order to differentiate between academic authorities and my informants, |
have adopted the practice of using double quotation marks for the former and single
quotation marks for the latter. (I have also used single quotation marks for short

phrases of any source.).

I have used UK-English spelling, except in quotations when | have retained

original usages such as the American-English ‘z’ in words like ‘organization’.

This thesis contains a few instances of potentially offensive language.
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CHAPTER 1:

INTRODUCTION

This is an account and analysis of the working lives of shop floor workers in
a large industrial plant, and how the workers assimilated, altered and acted out the
safety messages which their employer and peers directed at them. The subject of
investigation is therefore communication. The subject of the communication is the
safety of 1,500 people in a workplace where the possibility of serious injury is

ubiquitous.

While workplace safety has been researched from many perspectives, as has
workplace communication, there has been little effort to treat the two as a single
focus of investigation. Moreover, there is no evidence of any significant attention to
safety communication from the viewpoint of the people who are its audience, the
workers of the shop floor. Rather, existing research has been from the viewpoint of
management which initiates the communication. In taking the viewpoint of the shop
floor workers, this study is intended to break new ground in exploring whether
communication might play a role in the production of safer workplaces, and how it
might do so.

The method | used to break this new ground, ethnography, was chosen in
order to illuminate the shop floor perspective as clearly and truthfully as possible.
The ethnographic process of participant-observation, derived from social and cultural
anthropology, has become a valuable means of achieving richer understanding of the
shop floor and of developing new concepts about work (Hodson, 1998, p. 1,173)
since its first manifestation in the famous Hawthorne studies in the 1920s and 1930s
(Roethlisberger, Wright & Dickson, 1939). The method began to flourish more
recently with the respected research of shop stewards in England by Batstone,
Boraston and Frenkel (1977) and the exposition by Willis (1981) of how working
class children end up occupying working class jobs. I used ethnography in this study
in two stages. In the first instance, | wanted to deeply acquaint myself with the

minutiae of a workplace where | had previously been a complete outsider. Only after



achieving such an understanding, could I then feel qualified to propose any
hypotheses about safety communication. Raiethel (1996) neatly expressed how

ethnography can be used to achieve in this sequence:

The application of ethnographic methods to work research, then,
begins by our viewing each work group or organisation as a culturally
alien community whose world-model and practices we must
reconstruct from the utterances and situated actions of the working
persons (p. 320).

In the course of my ethnographic work, | was to discover a fortuitous further
reason why this culturally intense investigation was appropriate in this case. The
organisation had begun to view itself in cultural terms. For example, management
believed that achieving the company’s target of ‘zero injuries’ would require the
development of a ‘total safety culture’. In this light, when I once discussed with a
member of the top management of the refinery whether my research would provide
the organisation with something useful on safety, he said: ‘[Our workers] are like a
tribe. 1 don’t understand them much at all.” This opinion seemed to acknowledge the
workplace as a culture and of somewhat alien, tribal subcultures within it, and should
have forewarned top management that communicating within this culture might be

problematic.

However, ignoring the consequences of culture, management in the
organisation did what many organisations do; it directed a great amount of
information at the workforce in the hope that this would mould its shop floor culture
into the shape management wanted it to be. The abundance of this material was
supplemented with a stream of culture change programs which themselves were
supported by programs of retraining, team motivation, feedback systems and audits.
Behind all this was the safety philosophy of the refinery’s management: to teach
workers how to be safe, to lead by example and to enforce rules. This all appeared to
work. Coinciding with this cultural approach to safety there was an actual reduction
in the number and frequency of incidents and injuries at the refinery, which
confirmed the company’s belief that the cultural approach was the key to safety

success and which reinforced its resolve to pursue a ‘total safety culture’.

For all these reasons, it was a good time for me to dig deeply into

communication and “culture’ at the refinery.



As foreshadowed above, there is a large body of literature about culture and
‘informal organisation’ in workplaces. Some of the literature deals with matters of
productivity, exploring the processes by which work groups mediate the principles
and instructions of management to create a working routine of their own (Engestrom
& Middleton, 1996; Whitney, 1989). There is a second large body of management
theory and organisational psychology which attempts to quantify the interpersonal
and group forces operating in workplaces, with the ultimate aim of revealing secrets
of the cultural development of these workplaces, including safety (Geller, 1999).
Thirdly, there is a body of cultural studies of communication within and between
work groups, essentially micro-analyses of networks and interactions, to determine
how these groups solve problems and achieve goals, such as directing underground
train networks (C. Heath & Luff, 1996) or aircraft in airspace (Goodwin & Goodwin,
1996; C. Heath, Knoblauch & Luff, 2000, p. 14). In the related field of industrial
anthropology, some safety research has examined workplaces as societies rather than
cultures. One such researcher, Dwyer (1991), saw accidents as ‘socially produced
errors’. He argued that the reward systems, command systems and organisational
features of workplaces are the antecedents of accidents. (Piece-work is an
acknowledged antecedent of accidents because it encourages workers to take higher

risks to achieve higher pay.)

My work drew somewhat from each of these approaches but also stood apart
from them all. I was not directly concerned to learn how the informal organisation of
the shop floor was created — | was prepared just to describe it as | found it. The
informal organisation interested me only to the degree that it represented an
alternative set of safety attitudes and behaviours from those of the formal
organisation and because it affected the safety communication which sustained the
formal organisation. | was not directly concerned with interpersonal communication
and its role in safety. My intention was to investigate the role of shop floor culture in
formulating the workers’ response to the company’s expressed desire that they
remain safe which was communicated through formalised channels. My study
concerned itself with how safety messages which were transmitted from the very top
of the organisation were interpreted and actioned at the very bottom, and to answer
several consequential issues: how the messages were interpreted and actioned when

the sender culture was very different (or so | surmised) from the receiver culture



(Arens, 2002, p. 13); whether there was a benefit in the receiver culture being well
understood by those who transmitted the safety messages so that the communication
could respond to the values and beliefs of the receiver culture rather than
organisational dogma (Cameron & McCollum, 1993, p. 218); if there was a benefit
in the communication occurring equitably in both directions — from top management
to shop floor and from shop floor to top management, creating a dialogue about

safety instead of a monologue (Botan, 1997, p. 190).

* * *

This study was located at a large alumina refinery in Australia operated by
the Australian subsidiary of Orco.? The name Orco was a derivation of Ohio
Refining Company and the company’s international headquarters were located at
Cleveland, Ohio in the USA where it had been founded in the early 1900s. This Orco
refinery was established almost 40 years ago and was considered old technology. It
did not have the advantages of the company’s newer plants in Australia, including
better design, spaciousness and nicer surroundings. Over the years its capacity had
been expanded with the addition of extra production “trains’ so that it now lay

cramped in a site which was too small, between a major highway and a bay.

The refinery made about two million tonnes a year of white alumina powder
from crushed bauxite rock. The alumina was shipped to smelters in Australia and
overseas for further processing into the metal aluminium. Orco had refineries all
around the world, but Australia was its most productive country. In fact, Australia
produced more than a quarter of all the world’s alumina. That did not mean,
however, that the refinery was particularly profitable in relation to the other Orco
refineries in Australia. The company frequently reminded the people who worked
there that they must improve their efficiency in order to remain competitive with
other refineries run by the company and its competitors around the world. The
company made it clear that there was no place for a refinery which fell behind in
efficiency terms. The refinery also had the worst safety record of any of Orco’s
plants in Australia, even though this record was very good in comparison with other

similar plants run by other companies.

2 | have changed the name of the company and of the people in this thesis to preserve the
confidentiality of their contributions. | have also made other changes to details of places and people
for this purpose.



Almost 1,500 people worked at the refinery, two-thirds of them company
employees and the remainder employees of contractors. Perhaps because this was an
old refinery, the demographics of the workforce seem old-fashioned to a visitor. At
June 2002, only 36 of the 956 Orco employees were women. Forty-five per cent
were aged 45 or more and almost half of the total had been with the company for at
least 15 years. Less than a quarter were classified as ‘staff’, meaning that the rest
were ‘wages’ people engaged in production jobs and employed under agreements
negotiated with trade unions. The wages people were unskilled process operators and
skilled trades people. The employee demographics of the many contractors’
employees were similar to those for Orco employees, so there is no escaping the fact
that the refinery was very much a male, middle-aged, manual-working place. It was

also forbidding for a newcomer.

The production of alumina is a hot, dirty and dangerous process invented in
Germany a century ago. At its heart is the circular flow of a highly alkaline “liquor’
of caustic soda. Into this flow is introduced the bauxite rock which contains the
aluminium metal. As the liquor is heated, pressurised, cooled and de-pressurised the
metal is dissolved and then precipitated as alumina. As with all processing of
minerals, the principles are simple, but the performance of them in large quantities is
difficult. The materials of the production cycle are highly corrosive and highly
abrasive. At the Orco refinery, machinery, pipework and vessels are constantly
breaking down and wearing out. It seemed to me that the task of the people who
work there is not so much to maximise through-put as to prevent complete stoppage.
The strain on everyone from the threat of impending trouble is clearly discernible. At
the entrance to the refinery is a large display board which indicates the performance

for production, costs, maintenance, safety and the environment.

The refinery is legally part of the mining industry and is regulated by the
State Government’s mining regulatory authority. The most recent government review
of mining industry safety legislation fairly described the work situations of this

industry generally as:

often dusty, noisy and sometimes dirty places to work. The operations
are also run in a structured and disciplined manner determined by the
process speed. The work can also be highly repetitive, sometimes
physically demanding but not always mentally or intellectually
challenging, although on some sites the process requirements might



well require interpretive and considerable mental skills....Career
advancement is often limited (Laing, 2003, p. 16).

This is a fair description of the shop floor work situation at the refinery.

By chance, my work at the refinery coincided with a major crisis for the
company’s refineries in Australia, including this one. The media began to carry
increasingly accusatory stories about the health effects of contaminants from the
refineries upon workers and members of nearby communities. Individual company
employees and community people made serious allegations about the contamination,
major illnesses and the company’s lack of response to their concerns. This kind of
attack was new to the company, which had striven to build the highest reputation for
corporate citizenship and environmental care for as long as it had operated in
Australia. Orco felt it had lost control of the public debate and its own research
showed that its external reputation suffered greatly. The company did not know how
its workers would react to these allegations but undertook a series of detailed mass
briefings to inform them of its side of the debate.

In this setting, my research at the refinery comprised the collection of data in

four forms:

1. the ethnographic data contained in my field notes which | transferred
to a research diary,

2. taped interviews and group discussions with members of the
workforce at the refinery which I transcribed verbatim,

3. examples of formalised communication of the refinery (such as staff
newsletters), photographs and notes about exhibitions and displays,
selected e-mails and other related electronic data, and

4. organisational and statistical data about the refinery.

In the early months of my research at the refinery, I talked to a group of
people at length about their jobs, their workplaces and their working lives. These
informants consisted of shop floor people, their supervisors and managers, senior
management of the refinery, members of contracting companies, safety professionals
and members of the Communication Group. | also walked around the refinery,
sometimes guided by these people, sometimes alone, to observe and learn as much as



I could. During this time, I sought to compare what | found from these discussion

and observations with what other researchers had written about other workplaces.

The key group of people | focused on as my research progressed were the
crews of production operators who worked shifts keeping the refinery operating
round the clock. Each crew was managed by a foreman and consisted of 12 people
who worked from its crew crib room, a lounge-cum-meeting room. Supporting the
crews were secondary functions such as maintenance, laboratory, administration and
engineering. The refinery used the services of contracting companies which supplied
specialist functions for maintenance and construction and also some members of the
crews on a labour-hire basis. On site, it was generally difficult to distinguish Orco
employees from contractor employees because they all did much the same work. The
contracting companies operated from a separate compound in one corner of the
refinery, and their personnel numbered about one-third of the entire workforce of the

refinery.

The refinery production crews worked a 12-hour shift system, which meant
they worked during a period of 4% days before having almost 6 days off — which
averaged out at 36 hours a week. This staffing system required there to be five crews
to have one crew on duty at any time, and these crews were called *Shift A’, ‘Shift
B’, etc. Despite minor historical differences between each of the five shift crews in
any part of the refinery, they were essentially indistinguishable in composition. As |
shall described later, however, they were often quite different in behaviour and
attitude.

The company had a comprehensive set of formalised® communication
channels which it used for promoting safety among the workforce of the refinery.
The prime medium was the refinery newsletter produced every two months. There
was an employee video news program produced every six months, an award scheme
which recognised safety initiatives and information sheets made available for
discussion at crew meetings. For a number of years, the refinery had had a Safety
Motivation and Communication (SMAC) team comprising mostly shop floor

workers which conducted safety campaigns.

¥ | use D’Aprix’s (1982) term “formalised’ rather than ‘formal’ in this thesis to indicate that the
communication was formally produced rather than formal in style or content.



The respected anthropologist Edward Sapir (1884-1939) once observed that
every act of social behaviour involves communication in either an explicit or implicit
sense; and that communication is fundamentally symbolic in nature and therefore a
reflection of the relationships and understandings that exist between individuals. |
argue that Sapir’s definition of communication should encompass formalised
communication. At the refinery, several themes emerged which clarified these
relationships and understandings. The most expected piece of clarification was that
safety was not communicated only through formalised means: it was also actively
communicated through the informal organisation of the shop floor. Incidents which
occurred ‘sent a message about safety’, to use the crews’ own words, which might be
opposed to management’s formalised messages.

A second clarification was that, just as in other workplaces which have been
the subject of ethnographic research, such as Harris (1987) in the UK and Williams
(1981) in Australia, the authority in the refinery was partly reversed. An ethos of
perpetual change within the company had created rapid turnover of people at
supervisory and management levels, while there was very little turnover among the
shift crews. In my 18 months at the refinery, there were three Refinery Managers.
One particular supervisor (one level above foreman) confirmed he was the fourth
person in his position in four years.* Yet shop floor members tended to stay put for
long periods of time. These people had the corporate memory, they managed the
abiding ‘knowledge’ of the organisation and they also had the staying-power to resist
changes introduced by their quickly disappearing managers. This phenomenon
produced the impression that, for some purposes, it was the crews who had the long-
term perspective and played a role in managing the refinery. What was to emerge
was the degree to which top management failed to recognise the contribution of this

cadre to safety culture and to safety itself.

* Indeed, this particular person was promoted from this position soon after | finished my research at
the refinery. The constant turnover in the supervisory and management levels was due to promotion of
people, mostly to new positions at other Orco sites in Australia and overseas. For example, one
Refinery Manager was promoted to a position in the company head office in Cleveland and then to a
position in Europe and finally to a new paosition back in Australia during the course the three years of
my research project. I did not encounter an occurrence of someone leaving the company other than
through retirement.



Nonetheless, shop floor life at the refinery was changing. Having adopted the
principles of quality management, Orco had set out to measure what its culture
actually was, with a view to developing ways to improve it. During my time there, a
‘culture survey’ was undertaken among company employees across Australia. The
purpose was to provide an insight into how the culture could be understood and
improved for the greater effectiveness of the company.> There was no consensus
among top management about quite what “culture’ meant, but managing it was

considered to be important.(p. 251)

While | was at the refinery, the first major job reorganisation in a decade was
being planned. The shop floor was taking on features of the self-directed, team-based
approach which has latterly been popular in the management literature. One of the
intended effects of this change was to narrow the instructional gap between shop
floor and management because the workers were meant to contribute to the
organising of their own work, rather than working to instructions. What the company
had failed to recognise was that the shop floor already contributed a good deal of its
own resourcefulness in finding solutions to local problems which arose, as Harris
(1987) found in a similar plant. Inevitably, there was a struggle over who would
dominate this new team-based approach. Workplace ethnographer Hodson (1999)

described how workers respond to these kinds of changes:

Team approaches and the contemporary stress on organizational
culture are understood as management’s attempt to organize work so
that workers monitor each other — a system of micromanagement that
in some cases appears to be more effective and intense than even the
most coercive systems of direct supervision (p. 294).

Hodson believed that the struggle is not over who controls the workplace in
the abstract, but rather to achieve particular objectives. “Struggles in the workplace
are more often over specific norms and standards defining the nature of work and the
employment relation” (p. 294).

| observed that the struggle on the refinery shop floor was for workers to
preserve their authority over the conduct of their own tasks while ostensibly

remaining loyal employees. In the context of safety, the workers wished to preserve

® Despite my asking over a period of 18 months, | was unable to obtain any report from this survey,
my requests being referred fruitlessly from one part of the organisation to another. In fact, top
management at the refinery indicated they did not pay much, if any, attention to it.



the right to make their own decisions about what was safe and unsafe (or at least for
management to respect their opinions) but at the same time to demand that their
employer provide them a safe environment to work in. Workers actively defended
existing work practices against the efforts of management to replace them with
‘safer’ ones. In some cases, management gave up the battle in anticipation of its
efforts being ultimately defeated. Crews made their own breakthroughs in safety,
attributing these achievements to their ability to take charge, while reluctantly

acknowledging that the company did care for them.

All the time, the company was intent on bringing the shop floor safety culture
into alignment with its own management culture, even though there is little research
evidence that a ‘good’ or ‘positive’ safety culture produces safety. In the most recent
Australian research, Glendon and Litherland (2001) reported that, contrary to their
expectations, they could find no relationship between safety culture® and safe
behaviour. The problem caused when managers and safety professionals pay so
much attention to culture is that they are confusing cultural matters with social or
behavioural matters. For example, when they talk about improved safety cultures,
they often simply mean systems in which people conduct certain work activities
(such as making observations or filling in report forms) rather than conduct
themselves in particular culturally-driven ways. Management is familiar with
organisational processes such as these, and culture thus becomes captive to
managerial principles. Everett (1990) warned against a reliance on viewing
organisations as equivalent to cultures because it was conceptually inadequate. He
argued: “The conceptual inadequacy stems from the failure to distinguish between

cultural and behavioural features of organizational life” (p. 238).

* * *

This was the setting in which | embarked on my investigation of safety
communication at the Orco refinery, focusing on the way in which workers
responded to messages about safety. In the chapters which follow, | pursue answers
to the questions | have outlined. In Chapter 2, | explain the method I used for this

® Glendon and Litherland (2001), used the term “climate’. They operationalised climate as perceptions
of construction workers according to a variety of factors relating to the management of safety. Most
commercial ‘safety culture’ surveys also use very similar sets of perception factors. For the immediate
purposes, the two terms have been rendered interchangeable (see Glossary of Special Terms Used in
this Thesis).
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study. In Chapter 3, | describe the refinery, its people and its function. In Chapter 4, |
analyse why the communication and enforcement of organisational rules played a
crucial role in several ways, including the effort to establish a zero-injury workplace
culture and climate, giving all workers clarity of purpose which enabled them
efficiently to perform their tasks, and keeping them safe from harm. However, |
analyse why communication and organisational rules also became vulnerable to a set

of unofficial rules.

In Chapter 5, I illustrate how the messages about safety which reached the
shop floor were both amplified and distorted by the culture through which they
passed. A number of important features of culture emerged from this discussion;

among them the ambiguity, fluidity, diversity and intensity of workplace culture.

In Chapter 6, I discuss how management’s messages about safety were also
affected by the hierarchical nature of their dissemination.

In Chapter 7, | show what happened when top management of the refinery
partially relaxed its control of the process of safety communication (both the content
and style) by setting up the Safety Motivation and Communication team (SMAC).
SMAC was able to communicate in ways which management could not and imparted

messages which management would not.
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CHAPTER 2:

METHODOLOGY

This thesis is a story about the people of the refinery, and how particular
features of their working life influenced the process of safety communication. It is
presented in the form of an ethnographic investigation (Barker, 1999) which Agar
(1986) translates as a “folk description’. In this chapter, | explain how the document

got to be so.

There were three formative steps at the start of my research which established
the central, but essentially, preliminary features. The first was to resolve the
objective of the research. The next step was to select a group of people with whom to
conduct the research. The third step was to find the best way to achieve my research

objective.

Steps one and two did not require much work on my part. My university and
Orco, the company which owned the alumina refinery, had arranged to
collaboratively support and fund the research. Their aim was to achieve a better
understanding of the communication of workplace safety — the process and its effect.
The research was to be conducted at the refinery. The latter decision had the
advantage of certainty but it also had the potential to limit my work to a non-
representative workplace, or worse, to a non-cooperative one. | had worked with
companies over many years as a consultant, enough to learn that each organisation
has a distinct personality, and some are very wary of outsiders conducting
investigations. Fortunately, Orco’s support for the research reflected a commitment
to openness and self-inquiry which carried through to almost all of the people I
encountered. This left the third formative step up to me: choosing the best research

method. This process was guided by the research focus and research objective.’

My research focus was the construction of safety culture in the shop floor

through the communication of safety messages. My research objective was to answer

" The research “focus’ is the workplace activity or location which | intended to investigate (Agar,
1996, p. 184), while the research objective is the summation of my research questions.
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the following question: How do the shop floor workers at the refinery respond to
safety communication, and do they respond best to worker-initiated safety

communication? This question is composed of the following questions:

e How do workers establish their own understanding of safety (which is not
necessarily that of management)?

e How do workers safely conduct their work duties, and make their
interpretations of their roles and their safety obligations?

e How do workers respond to formalised communication, to their own

informal communication, and to the relationship between the two?
e Isworkers’ safety culture different from the company’s?

I made an early judgment that answering these questions would best be
achieved by a process in which theory would emerge during my research, rather than
through the experimental means of the scientific method in which the variables must
be specified and controlled, or varied, in advance (Raeithel, 1996). | had a ‘hunch’
that the shop floor working life of the refinery was so alien to me that an emergent
inductive method which would produce qualitative data was preferable to a “theory-
before-data” deductive method (Kusterer, 1978) which would produce guantitative
data). To some degree, | was forced into this judgment because there was very little
previous research into safety communication in industry upon which I could draw.
Moreover, | suspected that the human factors relating to safety communication were
likely to be too complex to allow a meaningful and manageable rendition in
quantifiable form. If I followed my hunch and achieved a valuable understanding of
working life, I would be avoiding several problems of the deductive approach. One
problem was the challenge facing any deductive researcher: that the information
gathered in response to any quantitative enquiry is a reflection (creation) of the
questions which are asked. Questionnaires bring into existence their own answers.
Raeithel (1996) stated the issue thus:

This is particularly pertinent to the psychologist’s standard repertoire
of methods, in which it is customary to define and measure variables
without having to show that these represent the essential elements of
some, let alone alien, culture. Ethnographers, on the other hand, try as
far as possible to put aside their own familiar perspectives in order to
gain an awareness of that which is alien to them (p. 320).
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The second problem was the difficulty of describing working life accurately
from a moment-in-time snapshot of a set of selected variables. If such reductionism
could bring solution-by-questionnaire, would not large organisations like Orco have
already done it?® Instead, Juravich (1985) enunciated my hunch perfectly: “I would

argue that the ‘reality” of industrial life lies in its everyday, mundane detail” (p.20).

A third reason for following an emergent approach was that | considered
myself to be an inductive thinker rather than an deductive one. | was daunted by the
prospect of pre-determining a set of independent variables among the huge variety of
human and other factors, pursuant to the scientific method. Better-resourced
researchers than myself had got themselves lost in the forest of factors and came to
confess the fact (Powell, 1971); and the following frank account by shop floor
researcher Kusterer (1978) rang a warning bell for me. Kusterer had embarked on an
investigation which he called “theory-before-data’. His problem was that he had built
his theory on the concept of a work community, and his collection of early trial data

warned him that such a concept did not exist in reality.

By the end of the Cone Department study, the gap between theory and
data indicated that something was clearly wrong with the plan of the
research. The problem was not that the data contradicted the theory —
in small areas it did, but mostly it did not. The problem was that most
of the concepts and categories in the theory had found no applicability
in the analysis of the case study, and many of the most clear-cut
concepts that had emerged from the case study were not especially
anticipated by the theory (p. 9).

In my circumstances, my earlier career as a journalist had taught me the value
of approaching situations with the open mind demanded by the inductive research
paradigm which, as Janesick (2000) said, is far from being an empty mind. The open
mind approach requires the formation of a line of inquiry which remains constantly
prepared to take new directions and make new theory according to what is
discovered along the way.

Finally, as | suggested above, | felt that the answer to my research questions
was to be found deep inside the refinery, in the daily working lives of its shop floor

people. | was accustomed to allowing the part to tell the whole, or the part to provide

® A Refinery Manager confirmed to me that, despite various attempts to survey the attitudes,
perceptions and beliefs of its employees regarding issues such as safety, Orco was still seeking to
learn the ‘science’ of communicating safety.
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insights into the whole, so by profoundly understanding one group of workers | felt
that I might find some valuable truths, not just about them but also about other
workers in other industrial settings. Further, | was aware that any two people could
research the same situation and find different answers — because the variation in the
human situation is matched by the variation in the telling of its story. As Clifford’s
(1986, p. 6) Indian chief said when asked to take the oath in court before giving
evidence about his tribe: ‘I’m not sure | can tell the truth....I can only tell what |

know’. I was confident in my ability to tell what I learned about these workers that

would be, if not the truth, then an account of themselves which they would recognise.

| found support and comfort for my proposed approached in many academic

researchers of organisations; indeed, these researchers helped lead me to my
decision. Hirschhorn (1988) argued for the benefits of the qualitative method when

studying workplaces:

Each has its limits and strengths, but scholars and methodologists
increasingly agree that quantitative surveys, formal interviews, and
research organized by well-defined a priori hypotheses make it
difficult for the researcher to understand the meanings that workers
attribute to particular events, the feelings they harbor about their work
world, and the intentions that shape their relationships to co-workers,
bosses, and their own ambitions.

Fieldwork, by contrast, can provide more detailed data on people’s
motives and feelings (p. 244).

I concluded that the qualitative approach which seemed to best fit all the

above requirements of my research was ethnographic. And my conclusion was soon

confirmed when | came upon this uncomplicated description of what my work wou

entail:

Ethnographers set out to show how social action in one world makes
sense from the point of view of another. Such work requires an
intensive personal involvement, an abandonment of traditional
scientific control, an improvisational style to meet situations not of the
researcher’s making, and an ability to learn from a long series of
mistakes. The language of the received view of science just doesn’t fit
the details of the research process very well if you are doing
ethnography (Agar, 1986, p. 12).

Id
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That being said, my experience of visiting other people’s workplaces,
particularly shop floors, told me that the fieldwork approach does not guarantee a
straightforwardly valid and reliable research outcome. For a start, my social and
educational background was not that of most shop floor workers. As Juravich (1985)
said: “The world of the shop floor workers is so different from the middle-class

professional world that it is difficult to understand without first-hand experience”
(p. 20).

Poole (1985) emphasised the researcher’s involvement in the working life of

the shop floor when he discussed research of safety climates:

If climates have an impact because they shape the meaning of the
organisation for its members, and if the structuring of climates
themselves depends on meaningful systems of action, then researchers
are omitting the crux of the construct when they view climate only
from their own remote perspective (p. 105).

He argued that the research must be grounded in the experiences of the
people being studied. Even the act of generating a research questionnaire requires
deep involvement with the members of an organisation so that the data collected will
accurately reflect their experiences. Edgren (1990) emphasised, and warned of, the
implications of personal involvement of the researcher studying an organisation’s
culture: “We ourselves are the instruments when we step inside an organization to

gather and interpret cultural data” (p. 173).

| was also persuaded of the value of the ethnographic approach because so
much that has been written about the management and communication of safety in
organisations is from a management perspective and not a workers’ perspective. In
short, safety is “a management problem’. As Kletz (2001) said, our Western culture
demands that managers look for principles behind events such as accidents, for the
rules of human behaviour, and the behaviour of machinery. He argued that story-

telling has a greater value:

In fact, we learn more from stories, true or fictional, than from
statements of principle and exhortations to follow them. Stories
describe models which we can follow in our own lives and can help us
understand what motivates people (p. 10).
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In safety, the story is not mere packaging, a wrapping to make the
principles palatable. The story is the important bit, what really
happened (p. 11).

Writers such as Raeithel (1996) emphasise that it is situative factors which
strongly determine the socialisation of workers into groups — such as the refinery’s
shop floor crews — both to solve their task problems and to build the cultural
structures we know as teams (p. 328). | was convinced that the way to discover the
factors which determine safety on the shop floor was to experience as closely as

possible the situations in which the rules of this culture were born.

To summarise, | believed that my research should be conducted in the
environment in which shop floor communication and safety were experienced, rather
than in the laboratory-like environment of quantitative examination — in situ rather

than in vitro.

However, | was conscious of what | judged to be deficiencies in some forms
of workplace ethnography — that the researchers provide a deep and detailed analysis
of a single workgroup but fail to answer important questions which the workers
themselves ask about the reality of their situation. For instance, Juravich (1985) gave
a lively account of the working lives of people in a factory which made electronic
cabling, with the aim of demonstrating how such a disorganised “organisation’
typified the post-industrial performance of the United States in competition with the
new economies of Japan and East Asia. However, he left the reader as confused as
the workers about why things were so disorganised on the shop floor, because to
explain the disorganisation would have required him to investigate the factory
management. | agreed with Hirschhorn’s (1988) critique: “The managers of the
company are shadowy if not invisible actors throughout Juravich’s study, even
though they undoubtedly had a great impact on the shop floor itself” (p. 247).
Striking because of similar problems was Grenier’s (1988) account of his time at a
Johnson & Johnson plant in New Mexico as an unpaid research assistant to the
plant’s social psychologist. He soon concluded that the ‘quality of working life’
teams set up by the company were being used by management to eliminate unions
from the worker-company relationship, and to manipulate workers through “soft’
controls. From this conclusion, Grenier became a committed activist on behalf of the

workers. My research concerned the shop floor at the Orco refinery, but from the
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start | felt I needed to explore the shop floor’s interaction with the management of

the refinery and to avoid taking sides with either the workers or managers.

| felt that a subtler threat to good research practice might be an
ethnocentrism, my interpretation of the work lives of the people of the refinery
according to the rules of my cultural experience (Hofstede, 1980, p. 31). | hope | was
able to defeat this tendency through continual self-awareness and self-criticism.
(More about that shortly.) It was more difficult to defeat a related threat, that of
playing cultural favourites among the groups | observed. | generally experienced
greater feelings of friendship towards the members of the shop floor than the
managers, perhaps because the shop floor workers tended to be less inhibited and
more able to express their personalities. On the other hand, | detected initial feelings
of distrust towards me by the shop floor workers when | explained the purposes of
my work. Many of these workers particularly commented on Orco’s official support
and asked if this amounted to management allegiance. Sackmann (1991) warned that
an ‘overcurious’ researcher with privileges and blessings from the company may
create suspicion among the people being studied (p. 303). As things turned out, | did
spend considerable time talking to managers about my work, partly because they
were more insistent than the workers for me to tell them what | had discovered. This
put me under scrutiny by both groups about what | was telling whom about the other
and where my loyalties lay. | remained vague about my findings for as long as
possible. As best I could, I turned people’s questions into topics for them to make
their own comments on. However, | do not believe | eradicated people’s suspicion of
me; and when one worker asked to read a copy of this thesis | formed the impression
that the request was motivated as much by personal concern about what | was saying

as personal interest.

Grenier (1988) also illustrated another potential trap; that ethnographic
approaches can be too focused on the researcher’s self, so that the people and lives
being observed become the “subject’ of the research in the exploitative sense of the
word. Gans (1999) characterised such research as “small studies of exotic sites such
as dance halls and strip joints, for which the fieldwork is sometimes mainly an

excuse for the researcher to ruminate on how the site felt to him or her” (p. 542).

Thus, these were the threats which | was conscious of needing to combat in
order to produce good research. At the same time, there was a kind of second

18



dimension of threat, because | was aware that the culture on the shop floor was
neither static nor locally produced. On the contrary, its formation was a process in
which the workers sought to make meaning not only of their own situation but of
their supervisors, managers, their multinational employer, the community and the
environment in which the plant operated (C. Mills, 2002). Indeed, it was the fluidity
and complexity of the situation in which they found themselves which caused their
meaning-making to be so difficult for them. Therefore, as | was seeking to make
meaning of the work lives of the workers, they were attempting to make meaning of
them too.

That is not to say that an ethnographer should seek meaning in every nook
and cranny of the organisation. As Marcus (1986) said, there are practical limits to
one’s research. What is best, he argued, is to focus intensely upon a closely observed
locale as the ethnographic subject, while placing the larger order in the background
“without losing sight of the fact that it is integrally constitutive of cultural life within
the bounded subject matter” (p. 172). The larger order he referred to can be as large
as the political economy or the world social order. Even within the closely observed
locale, certain matters must fade into the middle distance as the researcher develops
“certain perspectives by engaging in some activities and relationships rather than
others” (Emerson, Shaw & Fretz, 1995, p. 3). Emerson, Shaw and Fretz even
conceded that the researcher will validly follow certain political fault lines in the
setting, thereby exposing him or her to selected points of view. An extended period
of time | spent with a particular crew in Southend 1 at the refinery happened to
coincide with the development of a new fault line within this small group of people.
One of their members was nominated to become their foreman, which changed his
relationship with them. In retrospect, | am aware of selecting the point of view of his
workmates to some degree in my reaction to this potentially destabilising event.
There was a balance to be achieved between the narrow view (with its likely
partisanship with certain workers) and a wide view (with the likelihood of seeing the
forest but not the trees which constitute it). Perhaps the most telling example of the
latter is mentioned earlier, Powell’s (1971) attempt to use the shop floor
observational technique to isolate all the possible factors (engineering, behavioural
and environmental) associated with accidents. (The magnitude of this project was
captured in the book’s title and subtitle 2000 Accidents: A shop floor study of their
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causes based on 42 months’ continuous observation.) Powell acknowledged that
measuring every possible circumstance of every accident (even the temperature and
humidity at the time!) produced not a pattern of causation but a plethora of 2000
individual causations. This reminded me that the purpose of the minutiae is to inform

the big picture.

My review of the literature of organisational studies and ethnography
provided me with a theoretical preparation for studying the communication of safety
at the refinery. What did it tell me about how I was actually to do the study? As the
life of the shop floor is composed of the fluid situations and experiences of its
members, | allowed myself to be influenced by workplace researchers such as Kunda
(1992) and Barker (1999) who immersed themselves in the fluidity of “‘their’
workplaces. In the Australian context, Kriegler (1980) took a similar approach
although he also conducted no fewer than 26 long and itemised interviews with
workers, whereas my interviews were unstructured. (I felt a special affinity for
Kriegler because both he and | had the authenticating experience of suffering an
injury while engaged in our fieldwork!) Following their examples would mean
initially circling widely for starting clues about the shop floor situations and
experiences, talking to people in all parts of the refinery, reading company
documents, absorbing previous research information and attending meetings both

formal and informal.

There was no escaping the feeling that | was a stranger in the refinery. The
setting was unfamiliar, although shop floor workplaces were not unknown to me by
any means, and | allowed my previous experiences of shop floor life to inform my
initial meanderings (Edgren, 1990, p. 174). | had visited industrial workplaces for ten
years, gathering information about safety. | had also worked for five years in a
railway organisation, albeit as a member of management. For two years, | had made

ocean voyages on oil tankers gathering information for articles about the crews.

At first | was curious to see whether these experiences would prepare me for
the Orco refinery, and was conscious of not letting them taint my investigation. Allen
(2000) canvassed the issues of a researcher’s familiarity with a work setting where he
or she is conducting ethnographic research. She had been a clinical nurse researching
a general hospital. She identified the advantages of familiarity with a research setting
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in three forms: a facility with its special language, acceptance by workers as an
insider and acceptance by gatekeepers as someone who would act appropriately. The
disadvantage, she perceived, was the difficulty of recognising cultural patterns not
conforming with her previous experience. | anticipated another effect of my previous
experience of industrial workplaces: that | would experience a form of culture shock

as | tried to accustom myself to the unfamiliar surroundings and the people.

Agar (1980) reminded ethnographers to ask themselves what personal and
cultural influences they bring to their studies. At the same time, he confessed that
there is no single method of handling such biases except to be constantly aware of
them. He rejected any suggestion that ethnographers should avoid supplying any
meanings of their own and leave the sense-making to readers. Agar encouraged
researchers to press on: “Ethnography is not merely “‘data collection’; it is rich in

implicit theories of culture, society, and the individual” (p. 75).

| was therefore more of an outsider than an insider at Orco and needed to
remain aware of my personal biases, strengths and weaknesses as a researcher while
‘pressing on’. My familiarity with such places warned me how easy it could be to
commit faux pas by using the wrong words and expressions, and to face alienation
through not understanding the setting and being quite unaware of my ignorance. I
hoped my vigilance would keep me alert to the workers’ communication and my

perceptions would be uncoloured by over-familiarity.

In aiming to analyse the safety communication at the refinery through my
observation of a small group of shop floor workers, I needed to be sure of satisfying
two central prerequisites. How plausible and/or credible would be the evidential
claims which I would make from my observations and how convincing would be any
‘grand claim” which I might extract from my evidentiary claims (Hammersley,
1990)? After all, it would be one thing to observe things happening and quite another
to interpret them. In addressing the validity of making claims from either my own
observations or from the words of informants, |1 would run into three areas of
potential problems: my own reactivity (the effects which | and my research created
on people and events around me); secondly, the inherent reliability or unreliability of
features | observed or comments people made and from which I would draw
inferences; and thirdly, the circumstances in which the observing or interviewing

would take place and the reporting would occur (Hammersley, 1990).
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The product of my presence at the Orco refinery was to be an ethnographic
account of my observations, analysis and interpretations. Constructing such an
account requires a questionable balance of two separate acts, personal narrative and
objective description (Pratt, 1986, p. 33). | describe the balance as ‘questionable’
because there are as yet no rules of academe for judging if the balance is right, or
even if the resulting product is good or bad. What relationship should the researcher
establish with the members of the culture? How should the information be gathered?
How long should the researcher spend in place? How soon should the theory be
allowed to emerge from the data? These are all central questions to which there are
no precise answers, other than ‘whatever is right’. Each ethnographic account must
come with its own self-justification, so that its validity and reliability can be
determined according to the rules laid down by its internal validation. As the pioneer
sociologist C. Wright Mills (1959) said: “Let every man be his own methodologist;
let every man be his own theorist” (p. 224).° Compared with the scientific method,

the focus of authenticity is on the researcher rather than on the method.

If, in the ethnographic research paradigm, the method is reliant on the
researcher, I did not propose simply to use any native ability | possessed to immerse
myself in the life of the refinery and interpret its culture. Such an exercise would
produce a text and a readable one, but not one from which I could reliably answer my
research questions about safety communication. If the rules were to be inextricably
associated with ‘me’, | accepted that I must borrow them from others and perfect
them for my own circumstances, rather than make them up as a | went along: adopt

and adapt, not invent from my own capacities. As Wolcott (1994) said:

Our capacity for inference is a wonderfully human quality. It enables
us to figure things out, to make sense in the world of partial and
incomplete transactions. But it plays havoc with the need at times or
in certain roles (e.g., as researchers conducting field observations) to
recognise the difference between what we actually observe and what
we think things mean, how we wish things might be, or what we
believe things ought to become (p. 169).

Wolcott was apparently warning me that to observe is human, to interpret

divine (to revise an ancient aphorism). When ethnographers engage in observing

® Though frequently quoted themselves, Putnam and Pacanowsky (1983, p. 73) misquoted his axiom
in a more politically correct form as “Everyone his or her own theorist! Everyone his or her own
methodologist!”.
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human social behaviour, they are dealing with actions and their meanings. “The
problem is rooted not in the fact that we do not know what other people mean but
that as humans we are accustomed to supplying meanings of our own” (1994, p.
167). Agar (1986) famously wrote: “When you stand on the edge of a village and
watch the noise and motion, you wonder, “Who are these people and what are they
doing?’....You need to learn about a world you don’t understand by encountering it

firsthand and making some sense out of it” (p. 12).

The act of observing lends itself to multiple possibilities for making a
recording of what is observed. Wolcott (1994) suggested four possible strategies to
guide the subjectivity of the researcher-observer: to set out to observe and record
everything; to observe and look for nothing; to look for paradoxes; and to look for
the key problem confronting the people under observation (p. 160). Wolcott believed
that the answer would emerge from the context. “Context always gives us a push
(and usually a shove) in terms of what the observer should do” (p. 167). My context

was to push me to adopt the first path initially and later, the fourth.

Finally, what should I do about turning the experiences, observations and
interpretations into text? Clifford (1986) reminded me that the historic conventions

of ethnography provided good guidance:

In classical ethnographies the voice of the author was always
manifest, but the conventions of textual presentation and reading
forbade too close a connection between authorial style and the reality
presented.

Moreover, the actual field experience of the ethnographer is presented
only in very stylized ways.

In the sixties this set of expository conventions cracked.
Ethnographers began to write about their field experience in ways that
disturbed the subjective/objective balance (p. 13).

Forty years on from the cracking of the conventions, ethnographies of
organisations are able to achieve peer acceptance in so many forms that there is
almost unconstrained choice of methods of transferring the research to paper
(Hodson, 1998). For me, my two intentions were, firstly, to allow the process of

textualisation to assist me to discover the answers to my research questions; that is to
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say, the telling of the story would ‘emerge’ a theory which was grounded in the
experiences encountered (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). My second intention was that the
story which | was to write would elucidate and not obscure my experiences,
observations and interpretations; that is to say, my account would be intelligible. As
Mills (1959, p. 218) argued about the social sciences: “To write is to raise a claim for
the attention of readers.” To honour that claim, Mills appealed for an intelligibility of
writing which transcends any complexity of subject matter. “Lack of ready
intelligibility has little or nothing to do with the complexity of subject matter, and
nothing at all with profundity of thought” (p. 218). Instead, he argued, unintelligible
writing is a way for scholarly writers to avoid the scurrilous charge that their work is

superficial because it is readable.

My aim, therefore, is to write an account of my personal ethnographic
research experience, what it meant to me, and hopefully what it might mean to

others.

These were the many deliberations which preceded the start of my research at
the Orco refinery. To summarise the result of these deliberations: my study would be
an ethnographic organisational cultural study. This followed from my
acknowledgment that, while the refinery produced alumina via its pipes and
machinery, the organisation that made it operate was largely socially constructed via
the actions and cognitions of its members at all levels (Barker, 1999, p. 16). To
analyse the cultural reality of the refinery would take me nearer to understanding the
symbolic meanings of the daily actions of its people and the rhetorical meanings of
its communication. This ethnographic method also acknowledges that safety is
culturally produced from the interaction of the physical features of the refinery with
the behavioural, organisational and cognitive practices of its people. If this were not

so, | theorised, accidents would have been eliminated years ago.

The ethnographic process is a three-step one of ‘learning, understanding and
explaining’ the society of the organisation and the social and rhetorical forces which
influence, direct and constrain it (Barker, 1999, p. 16). It requires deep immersion in
the working lives of the people, observing the way they conduct their affairs, and
then a careful recording, deep analysis and finally an interpretation. There is also
analysis and interpretation of the accounts of the people themselves (spoken and
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written, formal and informal) (J. C. Meyer, 1995, p. 210), so that the meanings they
attach to their social reality become the starting point for the researcher’s own
understandings (Batstone et al., 1977, p. 276). It also involves consulting
supplementary data from sources other than these observations, and verbal and
written utterances of the people. At the expressive extreme are cultural artifacts of
the organisation and at the emperical extreme there are often surveys done by either

the organisation of itself, or the researcher (Barker, 1999, p. 17).

There is no sense in avoiding the fact that any social group outside one’s own
is, at least initially, a closed book, or a “culturally alien community’ as Raeithel
(1996, p. 320) described it. Perhaps the best guidance for me as | prepared to enter
this culturally alien community of the Orco refinery was the growing body of
published workplace ethnographic accounts. Hodson (1998) identified no fewer than
108 English-language workplace ethnographies published in 83 book titles (p. 1175).

I examined as many of these as I could obtain which were useful for my research.

* * *

| began my research through the “front door’, with initial meetings with the
Refinery Manager, safety executives and members of the Communication Group.™ |
selected this point of entry partly out of curiosity and partly out of practicality —
curiosity, because | was already feeling inquisitive about the opinions of the top
managers about those they managed, and of the communicators about those with
whom they communicated; practicality, because these people had a broad knowledge
of the refinery, so asking them about the facts of the place was likely to give me a

comprehensive answer.

There was a further reason why | started at this level: the physical layout of
the refinery. As | have explained, the administration section of the refinery where
these people worked was located immediately outside the refinery gate. As a new
arrival in this strange refinery, | found I could cope sufficiently with the strangeness
of this administration building and its workers. | felt quite unprepared to venture past
the boomgate into the refinery proper, with its towering steaming tanks, rancid

smells and menacing workers — at least that is how the workers appeared to me,

1% The small team of public relations practitioners which was responsible for conducting the refinery’s
formalised employee and community relations activities.

25



dressed in their red-stained overalls, goggles, hearing protection and hard hats. In
fact, this step-by-step approach turned out to be a good way to begin for two other
practical reasons. One was that the refinery is not a place to casually introduce
oneself and strike up conversations. There are few people out and about to approach
in any case, and the wearing of the protective equipment virtually precluded chatting
to strangers in the workplace. The other reason was that the minimum pre-requisite
for being in the refinery proper is to attend a full day’s induction at a company
training centre. (There was additional induction required for individual sections of

the refinery, known as *business centres’.)

In these circumstances, | was temporarily confined to the administration
section until I could be in a position to ‘network in’ (Agar, 1980) with the people of
the production section of the refinery. Everything seemed so new. | sat in on
meetings at which very little made sense to me. | repeatedly failed to find the tea
room when | wanted to make myself a ‘cuppa’. More significantly, | found there was
no workplace for a ‘spare’ person like me. It was rare to find a desk to work at. |
needed to borrow someone’s telephone or computer. With everyone very welcoming
but very busy, | soon became anxious not to become a nuisance. It was not so much a
problem of networking in, but of breaking into this ordered workplace and creating a

space for myself.

Even after | completed my induction and could move around in the refinery,
my lack of status still hindered me. | was allocated a small office to myself in another
administration building used by engineers. This building was located deep inside the
refinery, an ideal place from which to operate. At last | was able to meet people
casually and begin to explore the layout of the refinery. However, before long |
became aware of moves to dislodge me from my office; first by allocating a second
person to the room, and then by allocating me to another room where there was no
actual space where | could work. I sensed the engineers were not sure what to make

of me.

When you begin doing ethnography, group members are going to
wonder who you are. They will listen to you and watch your
behaviour, and they will draw on their own repertoire of social
categories to find one that fits you (Agar, 1996 p. 104).
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Eventually, an engineering manager told me that the space | occupied was
needed for running the refinery, in other words another engineer. That made his
priorities clear enough, even though I told him my project was about safety. |
remained uncertain what the engineers and operational managers thought about my
work during my entire time at the refinery. | had previously experienced engineers
and managers in tough working environments such as this place, and their rule was
that anything that got in the way of production was ‘bad’. What did these Orco
people think of the company’s rule that safety comes before production? | felt |
became skilled at accurately reading the responses of shop floor workers but the
professional members of the refinery remained accomplished at presenting an

equivocal demeanour to me. | was conscious of being a stranger among strangers.

In making my start at the refinery, | followed what | found to be a valuable
approach in the schema of Agar (1996). | needed to decide whether I would study an
intact work group or individuals randomly selected as representative of the whole
refinery. | let circumstances make the decision. At first, | circulated in the refinery,
chatting with people | was introduced to. | conducted semi-formal interviews with
these people from all parts of the refinery. There were a total of 27 interviews of a
half hour to one hour duration. In almost all cases, the interviews were held in the
person’s workplace and were tape recorded. Before each interview, | briefed the
person about the purpose of the interview and of my study, explaining how my work
was intended to help everyone to be safer at the refinery. | also explained my
confidentiality commitment and asked the person to read and sign a statement to this
effect. | explained the use of the miniature tape recorder; only once did the recorder
seem to make a person perceptibly uneasy. Intentionally, none of the interviews
followed a formal structure. Nevertheless, I usually had some specific issues which |
wanted to include. The degree of direction which I gave to the conversations varied
with the person. Some people were able to talk at length, remaining relevant and
informative throughout, because these people appeared to have previously
considered the issues we discussed. For them, | mainly allowed the conversation to
take its own course. Only at the end did | ask specific questions about particular
matters | needed to know about. Other people required more prompting by me during

the interview.
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| transcribed each of the interviews verbatim even though I had no intention o
conducting anything like a discourse analysis of the transcripts. | did the
transcriptions myself for two reasons: hearing the conversations again gave me a
clearer understanding than during the interviews themselves; and it allowed me to
consider my own contribution to the conversations and how it affected them. In this
way, | tried to compensate for the personal and procedural effects which might have
biased the information | was collecting. The personal effects included my own
influence upon what people were thinking and saying in the interviews, and the
procedural ones were the effects of the methods | employed such as tape recording

the conversations (Hammersley, 1990).

The information which all these people gave me allowed me to tighten my
circle until | felt ready to concentrate on a few people who fairly represented the
variety of shop floor experience and to select the core subjects of my research. |
found it was becoming easier to talk to people from whom | had earlier felt isolated. |
was invited to safety and toolbox™* meetings and met workers whom | then made
arrangements to visit in their work locations. | began to develop a small number of
key informants who arranged for me to watch work happening and to meet other
workers. Eventually, and to my satisfaction, | became a recognised figure in some
parts of the refinery where | was focusing my attention, particularly the Safety
Department and the “digestion’ area of Southend where the raw material was initially
processed. Ultimately, 1 felt I had met and got to know sufficient people to
confidently choose to spend extended time with one crew in one shift —a crew | felt
would be a suitable voice for a wider collection of workers. | had several crews to
choose from, but those whose opinions | valued confirmed that my crew represented
a fair average in several key indicators such as company loyalty/disloyalty,
relationship to their supervisor, group coherence and communication, injury record

and safety attitude.

Part-way through my time at the refinery, I realised | had not discovered or
talked to the refinery’s union leaders. This seemed strange in retrospect because all
the shop floor workers at the refinery were members of unions and their pay and

conditions were negotiated with these unions. Yet no union leader and only one

1 Meetings of groups of workers generally chaired by their foreman and most often held at the start of
their shift — originally named because the workers sat on their toolboxes.
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significant union issue came to my attention during my entire period of research at
the refinery. In his recent history of the company in Australia, Blainey (1997)
described the industry’s unions as ‘active but not destructive’ (p. 220). One senior
manager of the refinery described the unions as not intrusive and essentially
supportive. My lack of observation of active unionism at my refinery was similar to
Roy’s (1979) and he described the circumstances well. Roy spent his research time
as a machine operator in a production line. He also saw nothing of the union in

action:

There was an international union, and there was a highly publicized
union-management cooperation program; but actual interactional
processes of cooperation were carried on somewhere beyond my
range of observation and without participation of members of my
work group. Furthermore, these union-management get-togethers had
no determinable connection with the problem of ‘toughing out’ a
twelve-hour day of monotonous work (p. 193).

Kusterer (1978) attempted to go through the formal channels in relation to the union

where he wanted to carry out research.

A standard piece of advice for would-be researchers of work
situations is to obtain ‘dual entry’ by getting research permission from
management and also from the union, if there is one. The first months
of this research were wasted in fruitless efforts to follow this advice,
and | now tend to agree with Roy (1970) that such a thing is almost
always either impossible or inadvisable (p. 13).

In the end, all Kusterer came up with was bureaucratic obstructions from
management and non-negotiable demands from the unions. So he went straight to the
workers themselves and satisfied himself with their permission. Collinson (1992), in
a similar setting, found that consulting with a union leader about his research plans
led to pressure he could not withstand: “The trade union convener insisted on
maintaining control of the research by choosing the first fifteen potential
interviewees” (p. 234). In the light of their experiences, when | realised | had not
spoken to any union leader, | decided to do two things. | would take my cues from
the workers themselves, as Collinson did; and | would not force any union issue into

my research. If one appeared naturally, | would include it.

This is not to imply that an ethnographic exercise is free from being a

political act. | was determined throughout my time at the refinery to respect everyone
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who agreed to participate in my work, or not to participate. I did not want my
presence to be seen as a colonialist and neo-colonialist act by a person who “steals
tribal lore and provides nothing in return to the population” (Clifford, 1986, p. 8). |
was determined that the workers should only give their information willingly and
that I would have an open-minded approach to everything they had to say. | would
seek to return some worthwhile benefit to the workers. Edgren (1990) and Kusterer
(1978) argued that returning ideas to their source benefits both the researcher and the

researched. First, the researcher benefits:

When we at a certain point of time draw out, or uncover dominating
ideas and traits that powerfully affect life in an organization and
document them, we catch an instant picture of the culture. Later on,
this picture is given back to the organization. In this way we open up
for the organization’s own interpretation what we have found - i.e.
what we think we have seen and heard. This is important since the
difference between a correct interpretation and more common
opinions sometimes seems to be subtle (Edgren, 1990, p. 174).

The researched also benefit:

But, unlike much theorizing in social science, theory that is grounded
in empirical reality should be useful also as a practical guide to the
people involved in the social situations that the theory is about .... It
is the ambition of this research to create concepts that will add as
much to the practical knowledge of workers as they do to the practical
knowledge of social scientists (Kusterer, 1978, p. 11).

Despite my best intentions in this regard, | was aware that no one would
believe this until the end of my research. One of my key informants, Eion Muffett,
said of my crew: ‘If they see something change as a result of what you’ve done, then
there’ll be some credibility attached. If nothing changes, then you are just another

one of those [people] who has drifted through.”*?

In the end, I borrowed the following eight principles from authors whose
advice I respected which I intended to fulfil during my time with the people of the
refinery:

1. Carefully give advice about my research to the people I will be working with

when launching into the study.

12 Interview with Eion Muffett 15 May 2003.
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Be certain to make it clear to the shop floor workers that I am not representative
of management or unions, nor performing a kind of spying exercise for the

company; nor am | there to pass ‘messages’ from the shop floor to management.

Take notes from the very first exposure to the refinery, so that my first
impressions will be preserved against the danger of being altered or eliminated

by later ones.

Pay attention to members of the workforce who are in minorities. | soon found
that the refinery’s minorities included women and people from non-English
speaking backgrounds. In the refinery context, even supervisors, foremen and
workers from labour-hire suppliers fulfilled some of the characteristics of

minorities.

Set a sufficiently long time-scale, six months at least (Barker, 1999, p. 17) and
perhaps much longer. In fact, my research of the refinery extended for 18
months, including six months among the crews of Southend and one month of

routine 12-hour shifts with my crew.

Be prepared to stay ‘loose’, especially at the early stages, and ask open and even
ambiguous questions to avoid constraining the responses to my own

interpretation of the social reality.

Observe, and constantly seek to alter the observational perspective. One useful
observation habit will be to observe an event or process which an informant has

previously described, or vice versa.

Review my tape recorded interviews, because | know from experience how much

useful information goes unnoticed during the original interview.

* * *

Having selected my crew, | arranged with their supervisor to assemble the

members (who | had mostly met already), and brief them as a group on my work and

my wish to spend extended time with them. | chose to do this in their crib room
where they spent their time when not actually engaged in work on the plant and
machinery of Southend 1. As often happens at much-anticipated moments, the

occasion was somewhat of an anti-climax, in that the crew were casually receptive to

my request, to the point of apathy.



The crew consisted of twelve workers in three groups: the operators who kept
this section of the refinery functioning, the process controllers in the control room
and the process cleaners who cleaned the interiors of the big process vessels such as
liquor heaters. (The operators and process cleaners actually had adjoining crib rooms
but often gathered in the operators’ room. | refer to a single crib room for
convenience.) Some characteristics of this crew made themselves known to me

straight away.

In sitting with the process operators and the process cleaners, it was
interesting that the former are a bunch of jokers and the latter are a
comparatively quiet, serious and thoughtful group. My discussion
with them about what 1 would do was characterised by these
differences. In the first group, people tended to make fun of each
other; for example, when Dave Bell gave me a long description of
their work, they got into [ridiculed] him. On the other hand, the PCs
were quite interested in my work and one of them even had a good
insight into the nature of their ‘tribe’ (he nominated the concept).™

During my time at the refinery, many of the 27 people who | interviewed in
depth remained interested in my work and contributed ideas and comments. Five

emerged as key informants. They were:**

Jock Hay A member of the Safety Department

Charlie Rogers An operator in Southend seconded to safety duties as a
Safety Co-ordinator

Frank Brown A member of the Training Department

Merve Hicks An active member of the SMAC team

Eion Muffett An operator in Southend but not a member my crew

These five names recur in the pages which follow because I use their insights
and comments to help me describe and interpret the working life of the refinery.
They recur for another reason, too: because they represent the insights and
understandings of numerous other members of the refinery which I obtained during
my research. Rather than introduce and confuse the reader with such a large

collection of names, | have allowed just these few to tell the story in the main. Of

13 personal research diary 22 March 2002.
“ Further detail can be found in their biographies on p. xiii.
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course, there are other named people — 44 in all — who make their appearances for the
purpose of completing the story, but | hope that | have allowed the personalities,
insights and understandings of my key informants to remain uniquely recognisable
throughout this thesis.

The fact that the key informants represent the insights and understandings of
many others was a form of triangulation of my data which goes towards validating
my analysis and interpretation. During my research at the refinery, when I found that
two or more colleagues shared very much the same understanding of an aspect of the
their working life because of their own experiences, | felt justified in putting their
understanding forward as a reliable representation of a more widely held
understanding among their colleagues. This was the case, for instance, when
Southend 1 operators talked about the sources of their job satisfaction — many
apparently enjoyed rectifying breakdowns in the production cycle. When I found that
two people or more people from different hierarchical or geographic stations in the
refinery shared an understanding, | felt even more justified. This occurred in the
context of my interpretation of toolbox meetings when | found senior managers who
initially gave me the company line that the meetings were an important contributor to
safety; but who, when | presented them with my findings, concurred with the view of
the crews that such meetings were mostly a sham. Actually, this example was one in
which my own observations also provided a triangulation of the data because my
observations agreed with what I had learned from the senior managers and crew

members.

The 27 tape-recorded interviews which | conducted and transcribed were an
important resource which | drew on constantly. Each time | listened to the recordings
or reread the transcripts | felt | gained fresh understandings. | also found that they
were a reliable source because the information they contained was constantly being
validated by the commentaries of others or by my own observations. | did not return
the transcripts to the interviewees for validation reasons, as some ethnographers do,
because | judged that this would in fact be of little value and probably impractical.
To my mind, that the validity of what is said in an interview is established during the
interview through the skill and attention of the interviewer. Asking someone to read
through what he or she has said is inviting a distortion rather than a confirmation of
the truth.
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One of the refinery’s minorities who | was interested to inquire into were the
women — and | have noted above that only 36 of the 956 Orco employees were
women. The validity of the ethnographic research method derives from its deep
involvement with a carefully selected, but small, number of people in a research
locale. In the case of the women of the refinery, there were only two who worked in
production-related jobs and only one whom | was able to include in my research,
Jeanette Drake. It was therefore hard to generalise about the female experience at the
refinery, which made me tentative about my comments. Nonetheless, | found it
important to represent Jeanette’s experience of refinery life and to allow her a space

to contribute her perspective, which may or may not be a gendered one.

In addition to my interviews and the time | spent with my crew, | attended
many meetings at various levels of the organisation, ranging from top-level strategy
meetings to local production meetings within business centres. In an organisation as
large and varied as a refinery where 1,500 people worked, meetings were a most
important form of command and control. For an observer such as myself, they
provided an invaluable opportunity to learn some key lessons about the human forces
which made the refinery work. My general lesson was that the prime outcome of
these meetings was team-reinforcement. | had initially formed the impression that
most of the meetings were poorly planned and run. There was often uncertainty
about the location and time, about who was to be present and about the information
upon which discussion was to be held. For example, here are my notes of a monthly
Safety Strategy Team Meeting:

This is the peak meeting for safety at the refinery attended by
departmental heads. Mike Ferrari notes straight away that there is no
representation for BCs 4,5 and 6. “We are unfortunately under-
represented here,” he comments dryly.*

Much of the time at these meetings, comparatively little meaningful decision-
making seemed to eventuate and | found myself becoming critical of them. However,
as time went on, | started to see such events in terms of their relationship-building
and socialising effect, and for their flexibility — I was later told that the membership
of the Safety Strategy Team Meetings (above) varies considerably as circumstances

change. | surmised that the operation of the refinery was a lumbering process which

1> personal research diary 19 March 2002.
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had developed its own local practices and where little was done at speed. Perhaps
this was the result of the refinery having been operating for almost 40 years,
producing the same product® for all that time. | found a universal belief that

everything happened at a steady pace at Orco.

The organisation also produced innumerable documents, both printed and
electronic, which I collected and consulted as best | could during my research.
Among the most informative of such documents were the e-mails which flooded the
refinery’s intranet. While a methodical analysis of this electronic traffic might be
enlightening, my approach was to analyse and interpret a relatively small number of
electronic discussions which | selected on the basis of relevance to specific events. |
looked for several features of these discussions: a span of seniority, a degree of
debate or disagreement, and expressions of opinion and judgment about issues
(rather than statements of procedure and protocol). The application of these criteria
thinned out the number of prospective e-mails for me to analyse, although | remained
surprised how lively and personalised much of the traffic was when | had expected it
to be generally dry and procedural. There were even occasional examples of what the
military might see as insubordination, as when a foreman e-mailed the refinery’s

chief of production challenging his new safety procedure and concluding with:

As an authorised tagger in [deleted] I’m a little confused now as to
how we support the system when changes are made to rulings without
consulting all concerned.*’

Other things which I collected or noted had the quality of cultural artifact
(Schein, 1992, p. 18). Among these were the few examples of graffiti or defaced
signs which | ever saw on site. (On a roadside flood marker someone had scrawled
the names of three workers alongside three dates. | understood these to
‘commemorate’ the occasions when these workers accidentally flooded the location.)
Notice boards sometimes caught my eye. In the building where | spent the most time,
the “‘Health and Safety Rules’ on the notice board were five years old and carried the
signature of the Refinery Manager four previous to the one who was currently in
place.'® Whiteboards located in crib rooms and foremen’s offices were used to log

18 That is not to ignore the fact that the efficiency of the refinery had improved markedly in that time.
7 Internal e-mail 30 March 2001.
'8 This was despite a finding in a previous plant audit that safety notice boards needed improving.

35



the status of tasks for incoming shifts. An Orco artefact was the array of notices and
illuminated signs displayed at the refinery entrance indicating the status of
production, safety, costs and the environment. Alongside the reports were smiling
green faces for good news or frowning red faces for bad news. Nearby, often to be

seen were manikins dressed as Orco refinery workers acting out safety scenarios.

Finally, I recorded my moment-by-moment experiences at the refinery. |
never did settle on the best way of doing this. While using my tape recorder in
interviews turned out to be effective, | did not find a comfortable way of accurately
recording in detail what the workers said and did in the work situations where my
tape recorder was less practical. Occasionally I used the tape recorder for semi-
formal interviews in which | introduced a topic and asked workers to chat about it.
However, what was | to do about the casual comments and actions of these workers
in the context of their daily working lives? | was determined that any recording
technique I adopted would minimally affect these comments and actions, even
though I knew that all ethnographic fieldwork must have some effect on those being
studied (Emerson et al., 1995, p. 3).

Sanjek (1990) helpfully distinguished four varieties of notes which can be
made on location — “scratchnotes’ (quickly written during an event), “fieldnotes
proper’ (fully fleshed-out notes written later), ‘headnotes’ (consists of memories and
reflections never written down at the time) and *“filednotes’ (any of the above further
processed and filed after leaving the field). | found myself making use of all these
kinds of note-making during my time at the refinery; the challenge always being to
record the information in sufficient detail to be useful and with sufficient accuracy to

be reliable, when discussions among members of the crew was both fast and subtle.

If discussions were brief; the perpetual asides and jokes even briefer.'® The
use of local jargon was confusing, and yet contained a wealth of revealing
information which | needed to somehow record. The situation was partially saved by
a custom among these workers to make their own written records of information
needed for their work. For instance, the crew members wrote down details of their

work tasks in small pocketbooks: comments such as ‘30B blow-off tanks, 2 needs

19 In her ethnography of a similar plant, Harris (1987) described banter as the ‘small change’ of social
interaction (p. 29). | felt it *bankrolled’ the social interaction in my crew because most of the local
work arrangements were conducted in banter and much of the crew social interaction was, too.
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changing.” It was not out of order for me to pull out my pocketbook at this time and

write things down as well in my fieldnotes.

Mostly, I made my notes as soon after conversations or events as possible. |
just had to learn how to time my note-taking appropriately, for | found people looked
askance if I made notes immediately after talking to them. One piece of note-taking |
did not adopt was the custom of the crews to write notes to themselves on the
overalls they were wearing. At toolbox meetings at the start of their shifts, members
of my crew would sit on desktops in the small foreman’s office. The men’s thighs
soon had scribbled instructions all over them. | soon learned that this low-tech
method had some useful qualities. One was that the notes were always available to be
consulted quickly — though it always struck me as eccentric to see a man hoist his leg
onto a table to read it. Another was the semi-permanence of the record. Written in
ballpoint ink, the notes would progressively fade with laundering over the period of
three or four shifts. | felt that this form of note-taking was important to the workers
because writing on the company’s overalls was a minor act of rebellion and also a
riposte to what they regarded as the over-use of technology to communicate in the
refinery. (I chose not to write my notes on my overalls not just for confidentiality
reasons but because | did not consider myself entitled to adopt an action so personal

to the crews.)

This more or less solved the ‘scratchnote’ problem. But it did not solve the
problem of what LeCompte and Schensul (1999, p. 13) called “inscription’, the
making of mental notes prior to making written ones. My ability to recall was simply
too limited to record accurately the precise language the crew members used or a
particular series of events. My solution, apart from doing my best, was to gradually
teach myself the language of my fellow crew members. | concentrated as closely as |
could on their conversations and utterances, and gradually built them into my own
pattern of speech — although I did not attempt to match their use of crude language
which, at times, became extraordinarily rank. Nor did | use many of my new
linguistic skills among the workers themselves. | was certain it would fall very flat. |
used the language in my head and found this made it much easier to remember what
they said and how they said it, and to write up my ‘fieldnotes proper’ from the scraps
of notes in my little pocketbooks. In the case of the technical language and jargon, |
studied hard the processes of the refinery and the technical terms and acronyms so
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widely used there. In the end, | believe | became reasonably technically proficient

and could hold up my end of a discussion about the operation of the plant.

Having accomplished LeCompte and Schensul’s (1999) first two stages of
writing up my experience (inscription and description), the act of translation —
putting in my own words the meanings and understandings of the behaviours and
concepts | had witnessed — became both a creative and a mechanical exercise. My
task was to analyse and reveal the multiple truths of the lives of the people I was
studying (Emerson et al., 1995). For this to occur, | needed to trawl the ocean of
material | had collected. | placed all my notes into my computer in table form, each
entry being a short segment containing a single concept. As | wrote, I inserted in a
column next to it a summary phrase such as ‘asbestos’, ‘crew safety concern’ or
‘hazardous work’. 1 left a third column blank. I did the same with the transcripts of

interviews.

My next step was to gather together all the concepts contained in these notes
and consolidate them into a manageable number of key concepts. Without forcing the
exclusion of items or the merger of ones which were not closely related, there
initially emerged 128 preliminary codings which represented all the concepts
contained in the notes. From this unworkably large number, I sought to produce a
smaller number of key concepts. Initially, some codings were strong enough to
become concepts in their own right. Others | filtered out because | judged that their
conceptual significance was not strong enough to survive. For the remainder, |
performed a pattern analysis which allowed me to merge like-codings. Lastly, |
retained a small number of codings which I judged were not true concepts but which
| felt were markers for concepts. Some of these were simply events which | observed
(such as rodding,? the practice of which led to a long-running saga during my time
at the refinery, which informed my interpretation of behaviours and attitudes). The
final output of this codification process was 17 items. To test the “fit’ of these items,
I back-loaded them into the vacant third column of a portion of my notes. This
process revealed that there were three missing concepts to achieve a comfortable fit

2% The use of a ‘home-made’ L-shaped metal rod to unblock valves in the base of liquor heaters which
is described in ‘The war of the drilling machines’ in Chapter 6.
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with all my notes. The final selection of concepts which thus emerged through the

use of my ethnographic tools** was:

Table 1: Key refinery concepts (in alphabetical order)

1. Alienation 11. Measurement

2. Amateurism 12. Relationships

3. Climate 13. Rewards

4.  Commitment 14. Rodding

5. Communication 15. Rules (& compliance)
6. Control mutuality 16. Satisfaction

7. Culture/safety culture 17. SMAC

8. Hazards 18. Supervision/management
9.  Humour 19. Trust

10. Informal organisation 20. Women

The final stage of the ethnographic process after observation, description and
analysis was interpretation (Wolcott, 1994). Here | was back on firmer ground
trodden before me by experienced researchers of workplace cultures who could be
my guides. Theories of workplace organisation abound (Aungles & Parker, 1992), as
do theories about the contribution made by culture to the functioning of organisations
in pursuit of their missions (Schein, 1992). My task was to progress beyond this
material to an understanding of how the culture of the shop floor mediated the
communication of safety, a context not previously explored. The following chapters

of this document are intended to fulfil this task.

* * *

It is important to mention that the experience of the ethnographer often
exceeds the gathering of data for analysis and interpretation. | have already discussed
my wish not to exploit the people of the refinery for the purposes of my research but
to return something of value to them in exchange. Further, interacting intensively

with a group of people over a period of time builds friendships which can transcend

2! Transcribed interviews, structured group and individual discussions, personal observations recorded
in a research diary, documents such as e-mails and consultation with key informants about my
interpretations.
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the research. The workers of my crew entrusted the minutiae of their working lives to
me while |1 was among them, even though | could never be one of them. There were
times when this finely balanced relationship wavered. | felt particularly embarrassed
when Darren Redman, a warm-hearted but anxious man in his mid-thirties, found me
writing up my notes late one night. This was his first realisation that my research
meant taking his words and placing them in a thesis. His look of confusion and
antagonism hurt me. Didn’t he realise that my research involved writing about what
people said, I struggled to ask him? The awkward situation was resolved in the best
‘traditions’ of this crew when his workmates ribbed Darren severely for being so
naive. For the remainder of my time with the group, Darren would himself joke

about this episode, and he would call me “professor’.

My departure from the crew at the end of a month of 12-hour shifts night and
day with them was difficult for me. This was a short period of time in the 18 months
| spent researching at the refinery but I had certainly grown attached to my crew.
Had they grown attached to me? There was rather too much crude teasing to be sure.
‘Fuck off back to your books, professor,” was Darren’s farewell comment.?
Collinson (1992) had a similar experience when he began to withdraw from his
group. One of the workers said to him: “Where’ve you bin, you lazy fucker? Before

we were sick of the sight of you, now you’re never here” (p. 235).

* * *

It is important for me to state finally that certain details in this thesis have
been altered so as to preserve the anonymity of all those who have contributed to my
research. All the names of people in this thesis are pseudonyms. In addition, in cases
where the description of people may possibly identify them, | have altered the
descriptions sufficiently to make identification impossible except perhaps through
guesswork by close colleagues. In some instances, my job of obscuring identities was
made easier when important positions have been filled by more than one person
during my research. This was the case with the Refinery Manager, for example.
There where three during my time. In addition to people, the name of the company,

Orco, is fictitious and the location of the refinery has been left vague.

22 One of my key informants, Eion Muffett, commented about this farewell: ‘He wasn’t actually
saying to go off back to your books, he was saying to go off and do something useful with what we’ve
given you.’.
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CHAPTER 3:

GEOGRAPHY, PROCESS AND COMMUNITY

“In this place no day started. Nothing ended or began, things just went
anonymously on. Morning was a start for some, an end for others™

(Ireland, The unknown industrial prisoner)

Like most people who live in this part of Australia, | had driven past the
refinery many times over the years, hardly noticing more than the tall smoke stacks
and the labyrinth of steel structures from which steam would blow across the
highway in the seabreeze. Now, | was to put meaning into this enigmatic place — the
meaning of its geography, its process and its community — the hardware of pipes and
vessels, the transformation of rock into mineral and the labour of 1,500 people who
work there. This thesis is about how these three coalesce into a refinery which not
only competes against global competition but keeps its people remarkably safe

despite some of the greatest of industrial hazards.

THE GEOGRAPHY

The refinery is in three main parts. First, there is a set of administrative,
training and refectory buildings. Then there are the production facilities which I will
describe in detail. Finally there are the materials-handling facilities consisting
principally of a rail siding for unloading the raw materials, a ship-loading jetty for
exporting the alumina and a waste disposal site. Located a short distance away from

this site are a company recreation centre and social club.

I will begin my description of the geography of the refinery by following the
arrival of a typical worker at the carpark for the start of his?® daily shift. A workers’
carpark can provide a range of information about any organisation. Kunda (1992)

found a place where the employees of a high tech company arrived with their minds

%% | have made him a man because the workers are predominantly male.
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already in gear for a day’s committed contribution to the company. However, the
worker arriving in the refinery does not visibly reflect such commitment to his
employer, but does evince fortitude and camaraderie, and appears to approach work
as a means to a good livelihood. The arriving worker exchanges jokes with departing
workmates who farewelled him just 12 hours earlier. The worker is driving a ten-
year-old family car but all around are vehicles set up for towing fishing boats, off-
road vehicles and recreational vehicles with messages like ‘I’d rather be golfing’.
The shift system operating at the refinery gives considerable free time to pursue
private pastimes and these vehicles reflect it. The refinery car park also reflects
crime. There are security cameras on poles, a security gate, and an alarm system in a
motorbike shed which alerts the guards when someone enters. (I was to meet one
motorcycle rider who had had his machine stolen from the shed not many months
earlier.) The workers’ vehicles are also threatened in another way; by alumina dust.
Every shift leaves the vehicles coated in this dust, so much so that the company has
installed two automatic car-washes on the road out of the refinery. Not far from the
car park used by production workers, maintenance workers, engineers and
administration staff there is another small car park used by the refinery managers as

well as visitors.

It is a short walk to the entrance of the production area itself, with its
boomgate and guardhouse. The entrance is a ceaseless passage of mostly heavy
vehicles — trucks, cranes, semitrailers, contractors’ utilities — and a few passenger
cars. The cars have electronic devices which open the boomgates automatically, but
most vehicles actually pass through with a wave in the direction of the guardhouse
staff. Equally, the worker does not show any form of pass and is never specifically
checked. Wearing the correct type of clothes — tank-tops, shorts, thongs and carry-
bag slung over the shoulder — seems to confirm his bona fides. For one of the
nation’s most valuable industrial assets, security is casual, and did not seem to
change after ‘September 11°. The fact is, it is not the damage which people can do to
the plant that concerns management, but the damage which the plant can do to
people. Dressed so casually, the worker himself appears vulnerable as he enters the
‘jaws’ of this industrial monster. Inside the main gate, he will change into the

prescribed work clothing of blue long-sleeved overalls, steel-capped boots, hard hat
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and eye protection goggles. Now he is ready to cross over a blue line painted on the

roadway which confirms that danger lies within.

* * *

The refinery was built almost 40 years ago to exploit enormous quantities of
the raw material bauxite discovered nearby by processing it into the white powder
called alumina. The raw material is a form of laterite known chemically as hydrated
aluminium oxide but colloquially by the common name ‘bauxite’, because it was first
discovered near the French town of Les Baux (Blainey, 1997, p. 19). The bauxite for
the refinery comes from the hills above the coastal plain where the refinery is

located.

Alumina is produced from bauxite using caustic soda as a solvent by the
Bayer process which is simple in theory but neither straightforward nor pleasant in
practice. The caustic soda is a strongly alkaline liquid which burns deep into your
skin if you touch it. (The minimum treatment, even for a slight contact with caustic
soda, is to run water on the skin for at least 20 minutes, followed by first aid.) The
other main ingredient of the process is heat which is produced at the refinery’s own

powerhouse.

The refinery was constructed on flat coastal land alongside the still waters of
a natural harbour and barely above the water level. At first, there was only a single
production unit or “train’, with the capacity to produce about 200,000 tonnes of
alumina a year. But the refinery soon began to expand rapidly as the world demanded
more and more aluminium. In his history of the company, Blainey (1997) explained:
“[The] refinery grew faster than anyone had predicted when the wire fence was
erected around the empty site” (p. 125). In 1966 another unit was completed, which
doubled output, and a third unit followed the next year (p. 115). By the end of 1970,
the number of trains had reached six and the production capacity was 1,250,000
tonnes of alumina a year (p. 124). Not only did the site now show the strain of this
expansion, but the people working there were aware of how crowded were their

conditions compared with those of more recent refineries scattered around Australia.

* * *

As the worker proceeds down the roadway to his workplace, everything

around him gradually changes colour from white to brown. For the refinery is two-
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toned, as if designed in colours which were fashionable 40 years before. However,
the colours signify something more fundamental than fashion and are a by-product of
the Bayer process itself. The refinery is stained brown where the bauxite is initially
crushed and processed. It is stained white where the pure alumina is produced. The
ochre zone is the dirty, smelly, steamy and leaky section, where the workers are
assailed by the heat which radiates from the processing vessels, the din of
innumerable pumps, the streams of hot seeping liquid and the humid gush of steam
on the skin. This is where the worker works and where | spent most of my time while
at the refinery. The white zone is the clean end, where heat from the 1,000 degree

processers is the worst affliction.

The names given to these two halves of the refinery do not reflect their colour
but their geographical location. The ochre half is called *Southend’ and the white
half ‘Northend’. Intersecting the whole site are tarred roads (also stained ochre and
white respectively) with signposts which read Powerhouse Parade, Mills Rd and 3X

Avenue.

In Southend, the arriving worker can see that most of the processing
machinery is located in what are referred to as ‘buildings’, but which are really
frameworks of steel girders holding the production vessels and pipework some six
storeys high. The array of equipment in these buildings is indescribable. For the new
worker, it is impossible to decipher just by looking at it how all the pieces relate to
each other. If there is logic in the arrangement, it is not obvious. No wonder that the
new recruit needs between two and three years to learn the refinery well enough to
do his job without direct supervision by an experienced workmate. At ground level,
each building in Southend has a four-sided dam with concrete walls 30 centimetres
high. The purpose of these dams, known as ‘bunds’, is to trap any spilled liquid and
direct it into sumps from where it is returned to the production cycle. I was to find
during my time at the refinery that the bunds are in constant use because of the large
quantity of liquid which routinely escapes. There were even occasions when an upset
in the powerhouse required boiling water to be discharged in enormous quantities
outside the bunds into the grounds of the refinery. Then, the refinery became a flood
scene. All around, the roadways became steaming lakes and there were flood height
markers at the kerbs. Being outside the bunds, this water took several hours to drain
away into gutters, allowing the roads to both dry out and cool down.
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The buildings and equipment of Southend are the province of operators who
seem to draw their self-respect in part from their intimate knowledge of its
complexity and from their ability to make it all function. Southend does not belong to
them, but it is reliant on them to achieve performance. The workers feel that
management does not have the same allegiance to Southend, lacking both their
intimate knowledge and their respect for the machinery. What they hope is that
management will acknowledge that within the boundaries of this place their
judgment should be prized. Turner (1971) discussed boundaries in industrial plants,
distinguishing between the observable physical boundaries which aid the
manufacturing process and less-observable socially established ones. Of the latter he
said: “These can only be established with the acceptance of those who come into
contact with the boundaries, and work-group definitions of areas may be different
from those favoured by management” (p. 121). There were different but tangible
rules about how one group at the refinery should cross the boundary in the area of the
other. As I describe shortly, management believed in boundary-crossing if it helped
solve management’s organisational problems, whereas workers believed in

boundary-crossing if it helped solve the workers” shop floor ones.

The effects of boundaries manifested themselves during my research at the
refinery in relation to safety and communication. On their side, the shop floor
workers had constructed a process for defining safety in terms of their long and
intimate experience of the machinery and materials which endangered them. They
waited in vain for top management to share this construction of safety and join with
them in building a shop floor safety culture. Top management, however, doubted the
honesty?* of this safety construction and was determined to impose across the
boundary its own safety culture. One of top management’s means of doing this was
to use communication which it constructed by its own culture. Thus an impasse was
established which prevented further progress towards zero injuries. In fact, while |

was there, the number of injuries increased.

In the other half of the production areas, Northend, the principal building is
the enormous ‘precipitation” department: row upon row of vertical vessels topped

with wooden sheds — “tall tanks which looked like silos standing shoulder to

2* Some managers doubted shop floor workers’ knowledge of hazards and risks to correctly perceive
that all hazards did not warrant attention because they created negligible risk.
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shoulder’ (Blainey, 1997, p. 81). Workers tell the story that the design for these
sheds came from the US parent company, which explains why they have sloping

roofs — so the snow slides off. (This part of Australia has never had snow.)

To be a worker anywhere in the refinery, or to be a visitor like myself, is to
drown in sensations. Though grim and dangerous-looking, the place also has a
particular majesty. | was to discover that its finest moments were at first light or in
the dead of night.

At night, the plant is quite different from during the day. The dirtiness
is not so evident and the variety of coloured flood lighting (sodium-
yellow, tungsten-white and emergency-green) actually looks pretty. |
can see the shapes of the tanks and pipes rather than the grime on
them. Everywhere | look, small puffs of steam lazily rise from all
sorts of places, and here and there more powerful blasts gush
skyward. | go to the top of Building 35 and there is not a soul to be
seen. | have a feeling of possession, all this is before me. A plume of
steam blows overhead and a mild rain of warm wet spray lands on my
face and mists up my goggles.?®

Outside the gatehouse at the entrance to the refinery, are the management and
administrative offices, a two-storey building. Here the working environment is
peaceful, in contrast to the production areas. On the walls are large pictures of waste
settling ponds photographed ‘contre jour’ to resemble Canadian lakes. There is also
another visible contrast. The production areas are unkempt and old, and there is little
to make the work lives easier because the facilities are minimal. In the offices, there
is much to make the working life easier: little kitchens with coffee machines and
fridges, magazine racks, curved mirrors to prevent people colliding where corridors

meet, and no requirement for boots, hard hats, ear plugs or eye protection.

That is not to say there is no work pressure. The refinery is under constant
demand to be more competitive with other aluminium companies around the world,
and with other refineries belonging to the company. The management team is caught
in what one Refinery Manager called “perpetual cost-reduction’.

We measure energy cost-per-tonne. We’ve got all these smart
engineers always looking for better and more efficient ways to do it.
We’ve got a very good R&D group. Even the wages people out there

2 personal research diary 3 April 2002.

46



and the way they operate [contributes to cost reductions]. So every
year we should be able to improve ad infinitum. This place has gone
from about 13Gj [gigajoules of energy] per tonne to under 12. If
you’d said 10 years ago that we’d be producing at 5,700 [tonnes a
day] with an energy of under 12, people would have laughed at you.?

Everyone has to participate in keeping the refinery viable: a view
communicated in places such as the refinery newsletter which carries regular articles
explaining how everyone must contribute to the struggle for competitiveness and
warning of the dire consequences of poor performance. As if that is not sufficiently
threatening, the company’s head office in Cleveland has demanded that operations
around the world find savings of US$1 billion a year — although this is described as a
‘challenge’. “We have the 2003 Challenge of the $1 billion cost reduction. They split
the pie up and we have to come up with our reduction,” said the Refinery Manager.?’
One of the reductions is jobs — 130 of them, or more than ten per cent of the Orco
employees. Many workers still remember the last major reorganisation of shop floor
staffing arrangements, described by Blainey (1997):

The recession of the early 1990s and the slump in aluminium process
promoted another step towards reforming the workplaces....Its
employees had the motivation to act because they knew that they
could lose their jobs — if a refinery had to be closed, [this refinery]
would be the first to disappear. At [the refinery], a radical solution
was proposed. All overtime payments would be abolished: in return
the workforce would receive an annual salary. The deal was accepted.
(p. 226)

Blainey rather grandly described as a “‘miracle’ how the new arrangement
made employees team-spirited and less determined to be idle. He also told how the
workers found fulfilment: “Talent and ideas that were previously neglected or under-
used began to blossom in many teams” (p. 227). A decade later, some workers saw
the new round of changes as robbery. One of them, Luca Rossetti, explained how the
new system of shifts described by Blainey had eliminated the benefits of overtime.
However, what they had received in trade-off then was now being clawed back in the
proposed new system. This new reorganisation would mean the effective end of 12-
hour shift system for the operators and process cleaners. At night, there would only

be skeleton crews in Southend to perform emergency or unexpected tasks. The other

?® Interview with Dennis Lloyd 7 February 2002.
2" Interview with Dennis Lloyd 7 February 2002.
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members of the crews would change to ten-hour daytime shifts. Instead of cycles
consisting of 4% days on and six days off, the men would be working nine-day
fortnights. Moreover, 2003 was to be the year of a big performance audit. A
management philosophy applied in many organisations is: ‘If it can’t be measured
it’s not worth doing’. It seemed to me that the company applied the philosophy
comprehensively. For 12 months, managers and workers had been preparing
documentation for the big audit which was intended to reveal how well