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Growth of 
An Employee Relations Research Study 

IT has been charac ter i s t ic of m a n y ques t s for 
knowledge to open up new fields for fu r t he r 
expe r imen ta t i on qu i te different f rom t h e or ig inal 

object ive . Th i s has been t rue of the p resen t s t u d i e s 
in employee re la t ions being conduc ted a t the H a w ­
t h o r n e Works of t h e Wes t e rn Elec t r ic C o m p a n y . 
T h e a c c o m p a n y i n g c h a r t depic ts t h e d e v e l o p m e n t 
of these s tud ies and shows their scope after six y e a r s ' 
g r o w t h . I n t h e following brief descr ip t ion the figures 
in paren thes i s refer t o divisions in t h e cha r t . 

Beginning i n 1924 wi th a s t u d y of i l l umina t ion 
(1) t o de t e rmine t h e effect of t h e i n t e n s i t y of l igh t 
on p roduc t ion (2), t he s t o r y is one of u n e x p e c t e d 
findings a n d a n enlarging area of s t u d y . A l t h o u g h 

the i l lumina t ion s t u d y failed to reveal a d e q u a t e 
answers t o t he ques t ions asked, i t served to show 
t h a t s tud ies in h u m a n re la t ions could no t be con­
duc ted b y the "s ing le var iable t e c h n i q u e " t h a t is 
c o m m o n l y used in t h e more exac t sciences, a n d t h a t 
some m e t h o d m u s t be used which allows for t h e 
s imul t aneous s t u d y of all var iables . 

These t h o u g h t s led to t he first b y - p r o d u c t (3), 
which was t he real izat ion t h a t all of t he factors in 
the effectiveness of employees shou ld be s tudied , a n d 
t h a t t h e s t u d y should be m a d e b y w h a t has been 
called a " m u l t i p l e free v a r i a b l e " m e t h o d . I t was 
therefore decided to es tabl ish a t e s t r oom (4) where 
as m a n y as possible of t h e h u m a n var iab les en te r ing 
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into t h e work s i tua t ion could be s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 
observed a n d where single var iab les in cond i t ions 
could be in t roduced . I n t h e t e s t r o o m were five 
women opera to r s engaged in r epe t i t i ve a s sembly 
work. The re were also devices for record ing the i r 
p roduc t i v i t y a n d va r i a t i on in work . T h e original 
object ive (5) was to find t h e answers t o six ques t ions , 
n a m e l y : 

Do employees ac tua l ly get t i red ou t? 
Are res t pauses desirable? 
Is a shor te r working d a y desirable? 
W h a t is t h e a t t i t u d e of employees t o w a r d the i r 

work and t o w a r d t h e C o m p a n y ? 
W h a t is the effect of changing t h e t y p e of work ing 

e q u i p m e n t ? 
W h y does p roduc t i on fall off in t h e a f te rnoon? 
I n conduc t ing t h e s tudies cer ta in var iab les were 

in t roduced i n d e p e n d e n t l y such as a l t e red p a y incen­
t ive, new supervis ion, res t periods, lunches , f ive-day 
week, a n d shor te r work ing days . As a check on t h e 
effects of these var iables , some of t h e changes were 
repea ted from t ime to t ime . 

T h e original list of six quest ions h a s g rown a n d 
a t p resen t t h e object ives are in t h e form of p r o b l e m s 
which are called research s t u d y pro jec t s (6). E a c h 
of these projects con ta ins ques t ions for s t u d y . 

T h e second b y - p r o d u c t (7) arose d i rec t ly f rom 
the conclusions a n d resul ts of t h e t e s t r o o m ex­
perience. P e r h a p s t h e mos t amaz ing resu l t was t h e 
s t eady increase in each ind iv idua l ' s o u t p u t r ang ing 
from t h i r t y per cent t o fifty per c e n t ; t h e increase 
cont inuing regardless of t h e va r i ab le i n t r o d u c e d , 
a n d accompan ied b y i m p r o v e d or m a i n t a i n e d hea l t h , 
wi th decreased t a rd iness , s ickness, a n d absence . 
After r a t h e r definitely eva lua t ing t h e effect of res t 
pauses a n d changes in pay incent ive i t was con­
c luded: 

(a) T h a t t h e g rea tes t factor in these resu l t s was 
a n i m p r o v e d menta l a t t i t u d e of t h e 
employees , b r o u g h t a b o u t b y b e t t e r a n d 
more personal considerat ion in superv is ion , 
a n d b y freer and more p l easan t work ing 
condi t ions . 

(b) T h a t t h e social, home, or ou t s ide life, of 
people is definitely re la ted t o the i r success 
or failure in their daily work . 

These conclusions were based on evidence found 
in the employees' conversa t ions which h a d been 
recorded. Thei r disclosures showed t h e need for 
further study of actual condi t ions in the r egu la r 
d e p a r t m e n t s with special emphasis on the employees' 
attitude toward them. 

T h u s an interviewing program (8) was e s tab l i shed 
for the purpose of learning the employees' likes and 
dislikes toward the various elements in their working 
environment. With this information at hand, it 
was thought improvements could be instituted which 
might enable the Company to realize in some measure 
the results already noted in the test room experi­
ments. At first each of approximately sixteen 
hundred employees was interviewed and the results 
were so satisfactory that plans were soon made for 
extending it to other groups until now it includes 
about twenty thousand people, all of non-super­
visory rank. 

Each employee is invited to contribute his 
comments, and all that he says is held strictly 
confidential. No identifying information is in­

cluded in t h e wr i t t en r e p o r t of each 
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discussed b y J supervisors in conference groups . 
Exper ience wi th th i s p lan of t r a in ing ind ica tes t h a t 
i t has a d v a n t a g e s n o t previous ly ob ta ined b y o ther 
t r a in ing means . I t gives t h e supervisor a mi r ror in 
which he m a y see himself as he is seen b y employees 
a n d yields t he va lues in t h e employee ' s p o i n t of 
view w i t h o u t t he fruitless h a r d feelings which resul t 
from t h e m e t h o d of direct accusa t ion a n d a r g u m e n t . 
A p p r o x i m a t e l y t w o t h o u s a n d supervisors a re now 
mee t ing bi-weekly to discuss employees ' c o m m e n t s . 

A combina t ion of t he c o m m e n t s of employees 
a n d t h e superv i sory discussions are furnishing a new 
a n d va luab le check of C o m p a n y policies affecting 
employee re la t ions . 

T h e t h i r d b y - p r o d u c t (10) is pe rhaps t h e most 
o u t s t a n d i n g of all. I t m a y be called the - rea l i za t ion 
t h a t t h e in terv iews, in p rov id ing a channe l of 
expression for employees w i t h o u t fear of conse­
quences , benefit t h e employees themse lves . I t has 
led to an ent i re ly new concept ion of t h e p r o g r a m 
a n d h a s been t he basis for t h e deve lopmen t of t h e 
presen t m e t h o d of in terv iewing which is a radica l 
d e p a r t u r e from m e t h o d s previous ly used. As evi­
dence of th i s beneficial effect, m a n y c o m m e n t s h a v e 
been rece ived from employees which in s u b s t a n c e 
are as follows: " G e e , I sure do feel be t t e r now t h a t 
I have t h a t off m y c h e s t . " 

W i t h th is knowledge i t b e c a m e clear t h a t if a 
channel for free expression were t o be p rov ided , t h e 
in te rv iew m u s t be a l is tening r a t h e r t h a n a ques t ion­
ing process (11). T h e in te rv iew is now defined as a 
conversa t ion in which t h e employee is encouraged 
t o express himself freely u p o n a n y topic of his own 
choosing. N o res t r ic t ions as t o t i m e or sub jec t s are 
made . Employees are pa id ave rage earnings for t h e 
t ime consumed in t h e in te rv iew. 

I t is in teres t ing to no te t h a t w i th t h e d e v e l o p m e n t 
of th i s t y p e of in te rv iew, i t b e c a m e ev ident t h a t t h e 
in format ion ga ined was more val id t h a n when t h e 
in te rv iewers h a d sugges ted top ics Upon which t h e 
employees should express themse lves (12). I t seemed 
a fair a s sumpt ion t h a t a s p o n t a n e o u s c o m m e n t , 
arising w i t h o u t suggest ion, was of more i m p o r t a n c e 
to t h e employee t h a n one which followed a d i rec t 
ques t ion f rom the in te rv iewer . 

These personal va lues are growing in i m p o r t a n c e 
as t h e p r o g r a m develops . I t h a s been found t h a t 
employees ' opinions , in m a n y ins tances , t e n d t o 
become exaggera ted a n d d i s to r t ed p robab ly because 
of con t i nued t h o u g h t on u n p l e a s a n t subjec ts , a n d 
t h a t these d is tor t ions become modified when freely 
expressed t o a s y m p a t h e t i c a n d crit ical l i s tener . 
A n o t h e r e lement i n th i s t y p e of in terv iew is t h a t 
employees apprec ia t e being recognized as ind iv idua l s 
who h a v e va luab le c o m m e n t s t o make , a n d enjoy 
t h e o p p o r t u n i t y to offer the i r t h o u g h t s (13). 

Whi le t h e a b o v e brief v iew of t h e s tud ies be ing 
conduc ted m a y s e e m t o ind ica te t h a t t h e y a re widely 
var ied , t h e y all h a v e t h e s a m e objec t ive (14); n a m e ­
ly, t o increase t h e knowledge of fac tors en t e r ing i n to 
t h e complex h u m a n re la t ionsh ips found in t h e in­
dus t r i a l o rder of to -day . 
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