
FOREMEN-

Key to Worker Morale
The usual problems of the foreman-worker rela-
tionship are magnified in an automobile assembly
plant hy the pressure of the moving line, and so
are the lessons to be gained from management
attempts to solve them.

By Arthur N. Turner

« "This company don't care about the men and
does nothing for diem. Nohody gets a break in
there. They have their own motto — production
— and that's all that counts. If a man can't do it,
the foreman tells him, 'Well, we'll get somebody
else who can'."

C "Our foreman told us, 'You men know how to
schedule runs, so let me know if you're overloaded.'
He gets along pretty good. Everyhody resents su-
pervision to some extent; but if the foreman wasn't
halfway decent, he could ruin the job."

It is a commonplace that workers' opinions
about management are strongly influenced by
the relations they experience with their fore-
men. But what determines the climate of this
relationship} Management needs to know so it
can take effective action.

The purpose of this article is to throw light
on that question. The findings and quotations
presented here are based on a series of intensive
research studies made by the Institute of Human
Relations at Yale University under the direction
of Charles R. Walker,^ and are drawn from in-
terviews with some 400 workers (18% of the

^ The results of the first of these studies were reported
in Charles R. Walker and Robert H. Guest, The Man on
the Assembly Line (Cambridge, Harvard University' Press,
1952); see also their article of the same title, HARVARD
BUSINESS REVIFW, May-June 1952, p. 71. Tbe author
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production work force), 80 foremen, and all pro-
duction general foremen and superintendents
of two large automobile assembly plants.

The discussion has interest and relevance for
management generally for two main reasons:

(1) Foreman-worker relations in an automohile
assembly plant, with whatever characteristics stem
from that particular environment, are worth special
attention. Here is a rather extreme form of mass-
production technology — a system for ordering
work processes which, because of its technical ad-
vantages, is increasingly admired and imitated in
this country and abroad.^ To reduce the human
costs of this development, we need as thorough an
understanding as possible of human relations as
they exist in those plants where the technology
is most "advanced."

(2) The essential elements of the relationships
between people described here apply in every work
environment. The circumstances of automobile as-
sembly work simply bring them out in sharper focus
— particularly their quality of "circularity." It is
because of this circular effect that when relation-
ships are "good," they tend to get better; and when
they are "bad," they tend to get worse. Thus, ex-
perit̂ nce on the assembly line makes it very clear
that a foreman who thinks of his men as "a gooil

of the present article was assisted in its preparation by
Mr. Walker and Mr. Cuest, and also by Mary Ann Logue.

~ For a description of the "technological environment"
of an automobile assembly plant, see The Man on the As-
f,em.hly Line, op, cit., pp. g-28.
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Now let me go on to discuss how the climate
of foreman-wo][ker relations is affected and de-
termined by fiie specific factors:

1. The attitudes and actions of workers.
2. The attitudes and actions of foremen.
3. The foreiijian's immediate superiors.
4. The nature of the work.
5. The policies and administrative point of view

of top management.

Workers' Viewpoint

Whether th^y have favorable or unfavorable
attitudes towaj-d a particular foreman, appar-
ently workers tend to agree on what a foreman
should be like^ A good foreman should know
his job; he shj)uld not constantly "bother" his
men or use unnecessary pressure; he should be
helpful and slick up for his men; he should
be fair, friend] y, understanding; he should rec-
ognize feeling^, listen, ask his men's advice; he
should show (Consideration for his men when
they are sick ^r injured; he should not let his
authority "go tp his head"; and he should never
make such statements to his men as, "If you
don't like it here, why don't you quit?" Each
one of these p(jints was illustrated over and over
again in our iriterviews. Here are a few typical
examples:

€ "My foreirian is pretty rough. He is incon-
siderate even of his friends. He don't think any-
thing of drivin); you. . . . The job I had before,
I always respected the foreman. He knew every-
thing ahout the i job, and the men looked up to him.
Here, it doesn't work out that way; they make
anybody a foreijnan. You can't he a good foreman
(in the eyes of management) until the men call
you names."

C "My preseht foreman is the nicest fellow I
ever worked foif. He's got a high IQ. He asks me
about work loads, and if guys are being overworked,
because I work Ion all the johs. The other foremen
respect him. I Saw him stick his neck out with the
general foreman over work loads. You won't find
other foremen doing that. Hell argue a point with
the general foriiman, if he thinks he's right. . . .
The other foreijien just give you a lot of noise."

« "My foremkn knows the traits of human nature
and acts accordingly. . . . He came in one morn-
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ing and it was bitter cold. He went out to the
cafeteria and bought two big cans of cofEee and
gave it to the men. While we can't be bought, the
thought was there and we appreciated it. As a re-
sult, the men picked up lots of jobs that ordinarily
they would have let go through to be picked up by
the repair man."

One of the most interesting things about what
the workers said of their foremen was the way
in which dislike of a foreman's behavior was
often dissociated from dislike of the foreman
as a person. Many workers showed a real un-
derstanding of their foreman's position. For
example:

e "The average guy knows it's not the foreman's
fault, and they don't really blame him. He's got
worries of his own, and the same with the general
foreman."

C "The foreman gets stepped on and takes it out
on the men. You know the old story of why the dog
got kicked. . . . I wouldn't take a foreman's job,
because I couldn't stand having a finger under my
nose all the time and being pushed to get out pro-
duction or else out you go."

A worker who is thus able to see things from
the foreman's point of view thereby helps to
establish a less frustrating relationship than a
worker who blames his foreman for everything
he dislikes about his work experience. The way
in which workers feel and act toward their fore-
men has just as much to do with determining
the climate of relations as the way foremen feel
and act toward their men. Unfortunately, not
all workers seem able to view their situation
with such detachment that they can say, "I
don't really blame the foreman because it's not
his fault." Many of them feel a degree of bitter-
ness toward supervision which makes it impos-
sible for them to see that foremen have prob-
lems of their own.

Foremen's Viewpoint

Foremen usually agreed with their men on
what constitutes a good relationship. They
stressed that in dealing with his men a foreman
should recognize their individual differences
and at the same time always try to be "fair" to
the whole group. In their opinion, he should
talk to his men about their personal interests,
listen to their problems, and try to understand
their points of view; should help his men out
when they need it and try to protect them from
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unnecessary pressures from management and
from the disliked characteristics of the work;
and should teach his men new jobs and help
them to get ahead. In turn, they felt, a good
foreman should rely on his men for help, con-
sult with them about the work, and give them
responsibility wherever possible.

Foremen also emphasized the necessity of
constantly "checking up" on the men on the as-
sembly line to see that they do the required work
and meet quality standards — a point which, as
might be expected, workers were less likely
to make. But foremen usually implied that, in
doing so, they should not "bawl a man out" or
use formal disciplinary measures except as a last
resort. As one foreman summed it up, "Occa-
sionally, you have to be stern and lay down the
line with these fellows, but you should do it in
a way so that you are not obnoxious about it."

All these different ideas about how a foreman
should act toward his men were expressed many
times. To illustrate:

€ 'That man over there is fast. This man isn't.
He's pretty slow. But I gave them the same amount
of work so that it is fair. Then the fast man can
get ahead sometimes and take a rest for a while,
and the slow man will learn how to do it hetter
in time."

C "A lot of them bring you their own personal
problems. . . . And these sorts of problems affect
their work a hell of a lot. Take a man with a sick
child. He goes around all day as if he were in a
daze. It helps a lot just to let them speak and say
what's on their minds, and then they feel a lot
better."

C "1 always get in there to help them out when
something goes wrong. . . . If a man knows that
you're for him instead of against him, you gain his
confidence . . . and everything goes smoother."

C "Over there, that man's a fellow I am trying
to develop. . . . I had a talk with him yesterday.
I asked him if there was anything the matter. He
said, 'Yes, I am not getting anywhere. I hear you
are going to put in another utility man [a worker
assigned to fill in on any of the johs in a particular
foreman's section]. What axe my chances for it?'
I told him, 'It's up to you. I will put you on pickup
work so you can start to learn every operation, and
then after a while I will make you a repair man so
you can learn all the jobs,' He is happy as hell
about it now. . . ."

Constructive Relations
Two common characteristics are apparent in

the comments of those foremen who had estab-

lished the most constructive relations with their
men: (i) Instead of talking about general prin-
ciples of human behavior, these foremen de-
scribed specific actions taken in respect to spe-
cific individuals as, "That man over there is fast.
This man . . . is slow. But I gave them the
same amount of work." (2) Their comments
do not describe these actions as useful "tech-
niques" for squeezing work out of people, but
as natural human behavior which is justified for
its own sake.

As an example, note carefully the following
comment of a foreman who described how and
why he gave added responsibility to his men,
and especially to his utility man:

C "I would rather have a lot of men under me
because it makes you use your utility man. . . .
Once a foreman starts to poke into everything, he
is lost. The utility man loses self-confidence and
doesn't feel that he can malte a move for fear that
the foreman will step in and say something else.
I can see that, in certain kinds of industries under
very stahle conditions, perhaps it is hest to have
the foreman keep his fingers on everything. But
on an assembly line you must design your whole
personnel setup for emergency conditions, hecause
everything is in a constant state of emergency. As
I like to tell my friends, an assembly line is just
one damn emergency after another. . . .

"Let me carry my theory just a little bit further.
There is so much to do on the assembly line that
even the utility man can't do everything. Now,
what I have trained my utility man to do is to get
the men themselves to take a lot of responsibility.
In other words, if they see they are running short
of parts, why it is the usual practice for the utility
man to check with the stock man. But the men
themselves know enough to take care of it. I have
some of my men now that I never have to pay any
attention to at all because they know where to
go to get things done and to get material when
they need it."

Whether this foreman was right or wrong is
irrelevant. How much responsibihty a foreman
should delegate and how he should use his
utility man are interesting questions, with prac-
tical arguments on both sides according to the
particular circumstances of the situation. But
the point I am trying to make here is simply that
a foreman such as the one just quoted, who has
established an outstanding reputation with man-
agement and with the men, has a way of think-
ing about his job which is different from that of
most of the foremen we interviewed.

It is easier to give examples of this way of



thinking than to describe it, but perhaps the
words specific, pragmatic, natural will do. For
example, the foreman just cited did not discuss
any general piinciple concerning how much
responsibility could or should be given to work-
ers. Instead, he described the specific amount
of responsibilitj he had given to certain individ-
uals. And he liad not done this because some-
one had told him it was a good technique, but
rather because jit was natural for him and be-
cause long experience on an assembly line had
taught him that this was the only practical way
to perform his |ob.

The distinction I am making was most notice-
able when foremen pointed out that "no two
people are alike; you have to treat each one dif-
ferently." Almost all foremen discussed the im-
portance of inc ividual differences, but they did
so in quite dif'erent ways. Here are two con-
trasting examp es:

C "You have igot to know each individual, how
they're different how one can do more than an-
other, so that ypu can get something extra out of
him. You have |to know how to squeeze it out, you
might say. Sonie foremen can't do that."

C "That manj over there is slow as molasses, but
he's a good worjter. If I should try to needle him,
he would go eve^ slower. He won't work overtime.
He has family ttoubles. I told him that these other
fellows have to kvork overtime and it hurts them if
he doesn't, but Jie says that if he had to work over-
time he would I quit, and I know he would. We
could take disci])linary action, but I won't. I'll wait
until he gets straightened out at home, and then
he will do bettef."

The first of j these two foremen was patently
talking about the general "principle" that people
are different, feaying that an understanding of
this principle |helps him to get the most from
each worker; whereas the second foreman was
describing hov| he handled a particular individ-
ual in a certaih situation. And he was not pri-
marily thinking about a correct technique; he
simply believed that considerate treatment in
this instance \|ould be justified in the long run.

This same ct)ntrast appeared again and again.
For some forertien, talking with a man about his
personal interests is a "technique . . . to get
more and mor^ information on him" and so con-
trol him more effectively. For others, informal
conversations with the men are central to the
foreman's whcle approach to his job and grow
naturally out of his way of thinking about him-
self and his min. A few of the most inarticulate
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foremen exhibited a sense of human understand-
ing and a warm personal contact with their
men simply by their naturally friendly behavior
throughout the working day.

Circularity
In all this we can see the circularity of the

foreman-worker relationship; namely, the fact
that the attitudes and actions of foreman and
worker are mutually reinforcing. This is ob-
vious, perhaps, but what needs to be emphasized
is how the quality of this circularity is influ-
enced by the "dominant assumptions" ^ which a
foreman holds about other people, and in par-
ticular about his own men. These assumptions
tend to perpetuate themselves. But also they are
influenced by the circumstances of the fore-
man's job, by the nature of assembly-line work,
and by the assumptions and behavior of manage-
ment itself.

AH this has little meaning unless it is illus-
trated in more concrete terms. For a first ex-
ample, consider those foremen who seriously try
to teach certain men new jobs and to help them
to get ahead. Several of the foremen we inter-
viewed implied that bringing men along was
one of the main satisfactions of their jobs. -This
kind of foreman helps men to win promotions
because it is natural for him to do so, even if
it means losing his best men. As a result, he
builds up a loyal group of workers and a rela-
tionship with his boss and with his men that
makes it easier for him to give attention to in-
structing and promoting them.

Thus it is that some foremen act naturally,
on the basis of positive assumptions about their
men, and as a result help to make these assump-
tions come true. But many other foremen are
too busy getting their men to perform the jobs
they are already assigned, or too preoccupied
with getting ahead themselves, to pay much at-
tention to their men's need to learn and to pro-
gress. For this reason, just as a good foreman-
worker relationship promotes conditions which
make it still better, so it is sometimes difficult to
prevent a bad situation from becoming worse.

The circular nature of the relationship comes
out still more strongly when foremen are con-
cerned about giving their men responsibility and
consulting with them about the job. A foreman
discovers whether his men are responsible or

' See Harriet O. Ronlcen and Paul R. Lavvrence, Admin-
istering Changes (Boston, Division of Research, Harvard
Business School, 1952),
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bave useful advice to give only when he offers
them a chance to prove themselves. If he is able
to make the initial positive assumption about his
men that is required, he often finds that they
are capable of filling a more responsible role
and are very grateful for the opportunity to do
so. But the foreman who is already in trouble
with his men or with his boss does not feel free
to take a chance on giving his men responsi-
bility or asking their advice. To the men such a
foreman does not expect them to act responsibly,
and so they tend to justify his expectations.

In one of the plants studied there was a gen-
eral belief that the workers there were unusually
responsible, independent, rational, and sensi-
tive to criticism. Whatever truth there might
have been to such a belief originally, it is easy
to see how it would promote the kind of treat-
ment of the men which reinforced those quali-
ties. And in both plants there were a number
of foremen who went out of their way to praise
their own particular group of men as an un-
usually "good bunch." For example: -

C "I have had every section in this department
but one. But this is the best crew I have had yet.
They always help you, never let you down."

A foreman who feels this way about his men
interprets their behavior quite differently from
a foreman with the opposite opinion, even when
to an outside observer the behavior may appear
to be much the same. As a result, he acts toward
them in ways which tend to make his assump-
tions about them come true.

Unfortunately, other foremen expressed the
thought that the workers were not interested in
or capable of taking responsibility, and that some
of them purposely made the foreman's job more
difficult instead of trying to help him out. The
foreman who acts on the basis of these beliefs
also usually finds that his assumptions are justi-
fied. That is why such assumptions are so diffi-
cult to change; whatever they are, they are re-
learned through experience. Even so, it may be
easier to change the way foremen interpret their
men's behavior than directly to change the be-
havior itself. For, to a large extent, foremen
learn their assumptions and ways of perceiving
others from higher management.

The Foreman's Boss

A department superintendent commented on
bis own job as follows:

il "I feel that our job is to do whatever we can
to help the foreman. If the foreman is in some
trouble, it doesn't do any good to tell him that he
is in trouhle — he already knows it. But the thing
to do is to see how we can help him. Sometimes
I know I do say to a foreman, "You solve it. I don't
care what the difficulty is.' But when I do that, I
think it has a bad effect. I try not to push the
foremen. I try to be as much help as I can. . . .
Dealing with a foreman is just like dealing with
anyone else. You have a group of different person-
alities, and you have got to understand the point of
view of each one of them."

At all supervisory levels there were individ-
uals who clearly recognized that the way fore-
men treat their men depends in part on how
foremen themselves are treated by their superi-
ors. The idea is that a good boss helps his sub-
ordinates do a better job; he also consciously
avoids the use of unnecessary pressure, knowing
that beyond a certain point "pressure" becomes
worse than useless as a method of securing
cooperation.

Positive Influence
Foremen implied that the foreman's boss im-

proves foreman-worker relations when he follows
the line of organization in dealing with foremen
and their men, when he is able to absorb some
of the "pressure" without passing it all down to
the people below him, and when he is ready
to help a foreman out, not just to condemn him
if something goes wrong. Foremen described a
helpful superior as one who trusts his foremen,
listens to them, takes their advice on problems,
delegates authority to them, and backs them
up. In short, their ideas about a good boss are
very similar to workers' ideas about a good fore-
man. Here are some typical foremen comments:

C "In some places the superintendent thinks
nothing of going down to the line and bawling a
man out or bawling a foreman out right in front of
his men. You don't see that in this department.
This superintendent is very strong on following
strictly the line of organization. He always deals
with the general foreman, and the general foreman
talks to the foreman. . . . They are very good that
way here."

« "My boss is the best man I have ever worked
for. He finds out what's troubling you before he
tells you what to do, and he'll ask why. Now re-
member I pointed out before that other people
come down here and start yelling at you before they
find out what's wrong. But not him."



e "The geneijal foreman and superintendent
never bother us. If I need a man, he gets me one.
He pitches in an i helps. In this department super-
visors help each other out. The plant is never down
because of us. j It's not like in 'B' department.
They're all jitter^ over there."

« "I have a vejry good boss. Nothing ever excites
him. He's honest and fair. His boss will crack
down on him, but he won't on us, so I think he has
to take too muclj. Around here, if one man jumps,
the other does, too, and the mood of the foreman
reflects the mood of the boss."

A number ofl the general foremen and super-
intendents agreed that "the mood of the foreman
reflects the mc^d of the boss." Therefore, in
spite of the coi^stant urgency for improved pro-
duction, they tty to stay "cool." They implied
that an ability t|o filter out or absorb some of the
pressures that ;otherwise get passed down the
line is an essential supervisory skill in this kind
of an organization. In their view, foremen who
remain calm iî  dealing with their men get bet-
ter results. Tlese supervisors believe that the
attitudes they tJiemselves express in dealing with
the foremen will inevitably be reflected in the
manner in which foremen deal with the men.
And general fbremen and department heads
have learned thbir attitudes from their superiors,
the production and plant managers. Here is the
way one of thej general foremen put it:

« "Right nowjl have never worked for more cool-
minded people. I They seem to stay collected at all
times, and that Js a very important thing. Back in
'37 things werelvery different, but we all change
with the times. I Yes, I am working for a boss who
expects you to k^ep your head at all times. His boss
is the same waŷ  and so is his boss's boss. . . . I
am vFilling to sajy that you will find that relations
with the foremdn are pretty fair here, and when
you have that l|ind of relations, it's got to come
from up above. '• It's the people on top that make
the difference."

Ceneral forehien and superintendents are in-
fluenced in dealing with their foremen not only
by the practice^ of plant management but also
by their estimate of a particular foreman's skill
and capacity fair growth. Clearly, in this way a
successful forerian is helped to be more success-
ful. When a foreman has already established
for himself a reputation of being able to get his
work done well and at the same time to get along
well with his nien, his superiors have a natural
tendency to ask fewer questions and to give him
a larger degree ii freedom in running his section.
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In contrast to these more experienced fore-
men, certain others feel insecure in performing
their jobs, and their very insecurity leads to
more insecurity. Because these foremen feel
under more pressure, they do not have a chance
to experiment in developing methods for reliev-
ing their men of some of the pressures of work-
ing on the assembly line.

Negative Influence

So much for ways a foreman's boss can make
things better. Here, by contrast, are ways he
can make them worse, as expressed by the fore-
men themselves:

« "The general foreman is always trying to put
the pressure on me to get more work out of the
men. He sees a man idle, so, without waiting to
find out why, he tells me to find some work for him
to do. Now, I don't believe in handling my men
the way I'm handled. . . . If I treat a man right
and he figures a way of doing the job which gives
him a little rest, then so much the better for him.
My boss doesn't understand that. So, you might
say, I'm the concrete wall between the general fore-
man and the men. I have to take it one way, but
not give it out the same way."

€ "My boss thinks that whenever anything goes
wrong it's the foreman who gets in trouble. It's al-
ways the foreman's fault. . . . They never say
what they can do to help you, but they always pick
your job apart. He tries hard, but he's too ready
to condemn rather than help."

C "We have a certain item come up, like the
other day, and my boss comes around and wants to
correct it right then. He doesn't want to waste any
time. Well, the other day I had two men out —
emergency situation. I was all tied up, and the
committeeman was screaming to me about some-
thing. My hoss kept coming around and coming
around, hounding me. He knew I was busy, hut
he kept hitting me on this one item. And hecause
he's on your tail you do a half-ass job."

The trouble is not entirely that the foremen do
not understand their bosses. As one foreman
said, after he had finished complaining, "I sup-
pose the general foreman gets it from his boss,
and his boss gets it from his boss." And another
foreman, when asked how his situation could
be improved, pointed out:

e "Well, he could come up and ask you a ques-
tion instead of telling you what you are supposed
to do. You could have him watch the line while
you go up and repair the thing, for instance. Well,
they are not on the line; they don't realize our prob-
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lems. But I guess we all need patience. He's being
pushed, too, of course, hut then that's the test of
the man." .

At the same time, it should be noted that in
order to improve the relationship, changes in a
superior's behavior may not be enough. It is
equally important to change the circumstances
of the foreman's job in order to make it easier
for him to interpret constructively his boss's be-
havior. If more foremen felt less pressed for
time, less preoccupied with "pressure," more of
them would see that their boss was at least try-
ing to be helpful.

Foremen were not alone in stressing the im-
portant influence of their superiors on the kind
of relationship that they can establish with their
men. Many workers also made the same point,
sometimes even more strongly, as shown by
these comments:

e "It's not so much how the foreman gets along.
It's how he's forced to get along. He's not bad if
no one is hounding him; hut as soon as someone
comes along, he does an about-face."

•I "Our gripe isn't the foreman, but the general
foreman. He tries to run the whole show and tell
the foreman what to do. On the whole, I'd say our
foreman is a good foreman. I know if he were left
alone, we'd get along 100% hetter."

Not all workers talked this way about their
foreman's superiors, and those who did some-
times made it clear that they were not talking
about all the general foremen, but rather about
a small minority whose actions nevertheless in-
fluenced the climate of relationships throughout
the whole plant. For instance, one worker who
said that his own general foreman was "o.K.,
always good for a 'hello' or a 'good morning'
whenever you see him," went on to refer to one
of the other general foremen as follows:

C "Joe Morel [fictitious name] is one of those
lousy bastards. I am downstairs and he's upstairs,
and I hear about him. He'll use all the rotten lan-
guage on a man he can think of; and if the guy
calls a committeeman, he'll say, 'That's not pro-
fanity, it's shop talk.' My foreman fairly shakes
when one of his bosses shows up."

Obviously, the foremen in a mass-production
plant have an exceedingly difficult job; and so
they need whatever help they can get from their
superiors. Our evidence shows that some of the
foremen's superiors act to diminish "pressure"
and so make it easier for foremen to secure the

workers' cooperation, while others act in ways
which increase pressure and so make a healthy
foreman-worker relationship more difficult.

Nature of the Work

Judging by our interviews, most workers dis-
like the repetitiyeness and mechanical pacing,
the lack of inherent interest, and the prevailing
feeling of "pressure" associated with the mass
production characteristics of their jobs.* It is
one thing to supervise men on work that is chal-
lenging and interesting to them and which they
enjoy doing for its own sake. It is something
else, and much more difficult, for a foreman on
an assembly line to establish constructive rela-
tionships with his men, since generally he is ask-
ing them to do something which provides little
human satisfaction.

Foremen said that their most difficult prob-
lems were in relation to quality performance,
overtime work, training new men, absenteeism,
and turnover. In all these problem areas the
foreman-worker relationship is crucial, and in
each case the problems are made more difficult
by the intrinsic nature of the jobs themselves.

The Moving Line

The moving line does not insure good quality
performance, and the nature of the work makes
it difficult for foremen to encourage sufficient
interest in their men to induce them to catch
bad-quality items before it is too late.

Other factors tied closely to technology are
the widely fluctuating production schedule and
yearly model changes; these invariably result
in periods of extensive overtime in order to
maintain quality standards. (In our study this
showed up especially in the car-conditioning de-
partment.) Because of the nature of the work,
it is difficult for foremen to distribute overtime
equitably, or to get men to accept extensive over-
time without antagonizing them. As a result, in
our interviews many workers bitterly complained
of foremen who "forced" them to work long and
unexpected overtime hours.

When production increases or when turnover
is high, foremen find it difficult to spend enough
time training their new men and helping them
make the difficult initial adjustment to assembly-
line work. As one worker said:

€ "The trouble is that no foreman has enough
time to talk with the men to find out how things

* See The Man on the Assembly Line, op. cit., p. 38ff.



are going. Theyl have too much to cover. They
have too many apsentees."

Unless foreman can take more time than is
usually available to build constructive relations
and group loyal y, providing human and social
satisfactions to counterbalance the dissatisfac-
tions of the inimediate job itself, many men
will continue to
to escape work

be absent or will quit in order
hey dislike.

Another exariple of the way the nature of
the work itself :nakes foreman-worker relations
more difficult dame up in connection with a
particular complaint made by a surprisingly
large number of workers. This was that their
foreman had refused to let a man leave the line
when he urgently needed relief. Most jobs have
to be filled continuously when the lines are
running. When absenteeism is high, relief men
are not always j available. It is inevitable, be-
cause of the nature of the work and the pressures
of the moving line, that conflicts will arise be-
tween a worker!who needs or says he needs re-
lief, either to g|o to the toilet or because of a
minor illness or jinjury, and a foreman who may
have to shut dcwn the line if one of his men
leaves. Thus t ie worker's and the foreman's
perceptions of the seriousness of a man's need
for relief often jdo not agree with each other.

Here, as elsewhere, friction between workers
and foremen isi built into the relationship be-
cause of the technological requirements of the
job; high absenteeism, itself largely a result of
the same technological characteristics, in turn
aggravates theiri effect.

All of these factors connected with the nature
of the work majy be summarized this way: the
technology of the moving conveyer seems to be
responsible for i. pervasive feeling of "pressure,"
as it is describetf by workers and foremen alike,
which makes thfe development of any satisfying
human relationiihip difficult under the best of
supervision. When "the assembly line is just
one damn emergency after another" to the fore-
man, and when the worker is preoccupied with
"that iron mons:er coming at you all the time,"
the foreman-woi ker relationship not only is very
difficult; it is al^o highly important.

Role of Foreman
Some worker^, thinking of the foreman's job

primarily as a jnatter of getting men to do a
predetermined (Quantity of work in a predeter-
mined length of time, apparently feel that the
moving line makes the foreman practically su-
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perfluous. As one worker put it, "They don't
need a foreman. The line is the foreman. You
have to keep up with the line." Consequently,
the type of foreman that such a man has makes
little difference to him. Some foremen seem to
feel the same way, judging by comments such
as these:

€ "That iron monster, as we call the line, does
a lot of your work for you. The men have to keep
up with it."

« "The first thing I do when I come into a de-
partment is to try to do away with subassembly. I
don't like that at all. The moving line here con-
trols the man and his speed. . . . Then, no mat-
ter how slow a man he is, he has to keep moving.
We're all human; we like to go as slow as we can
unless we are pushed; and this line controls him
perfectly."

This way of thinking about the conveyer as
a substitute foreman does not alter the fact that
the moving line does not control quality or re-
duce the costs of absenteeism and turnover.
These and other problems remain for the fore-
man to solve; and unless he has an unusual
understanding of his men's points of view, their
objection to the compulsion of the line, and the
lack of inherent interest in their' work, it be-
comes that much more probable tbat their hos-
tility will be directed against him as the agent
of these unwanted pressures.

Counteracting the Technology

To a large extent it is clear that a successful
foreman, in order to build the kind of relation-
ship on which a good quality, absenteeism, and
turnover record depends, finds himself trying
to counteract the pressure of the line, rather
than relying on it to do a lot of his work for him.

Recognizing the element of compulsion in the
conveyer, some foremen go out of their way
to avoid the use of "pressure" on their men. Be-
cause the technology largely assumes that all
workers are the same, most foremen find it espe-
cially important to recognize that "each individ-
ual is different and you can't treat any two of
them alike." Some foremen counteract the repet-
itiveness of most of the jobs by giving their men
experience on different operations, and by estab-
lishing a ladder of advancement within the sec-
tion from simpler to more complicated jobs.
Occasionally, a foreman told of taking a man
over to another section to show him how his
operation affects work that is done further down
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the line, or how his simple job is in fact vitally
important to the assembly of the completed car.

In some cases this conscious effort to "counter-
act the technology" goes so far as to violate the
letter of management's regulations or of "sound"
engineering principles, in order to promote a-
mong the men a feeling of cooperation as mem-
bers of a purposeful group. One foreman stated
it this way:

C "I have often put it up to a group of men as to
how they are going to break their work down. You
take the seven men on that subassembly job over
there. I got them together and said, 'Now, you boys
know more ahout the job than I do. Do you want
to break it up in any way you think best?' I went
on to explain to them that I wanted it broken up
so that any of the men could do any of the differ-
ent jobs. In other words, I didn't want to have it
so that one smart guy would have it worked out so
that he wouldn't have to do anything. Well, the
thing worked, I think, very well.

"Now there are some people who wouldn't go for
that. You see, especially in this department, it's
absolutely impossible for the foreman to know how
the job should be broken down. Sure, after a while
he may know, but that takes some time. If he can
put some trust in his men, they'll break it down fair
enough. The company doesn't like the foreman to
let the men do it. The company policy is that the
foreman should know every job so well that he can
do all the breaking down. But a foreman couldn't
possibly survive if he did everything that was ex-
pected of him."

This foreman, who was willing to "put some
trust in his men," at once accomplished several
important objectives:

(1) By giving his men a say in determining how
to do their jobs, he made them more interested in
their work and at the same time appreciative of his
reliance on them.

(2) He built up a feeling of belonging to a seven-
man team.

(3) Each man on this team was to be ahle to
perform each of the seven johs, which made pos-
sible greater variety in work through joh rotation.

Thus, in several related ways this foreman
was counteracting the dissatisfactions character-
istic of most assembly-line work. He was doing
this not as a conscious technique by which to
get the most work out of the men, but simply be-
cause he recognized that it was impossible for
him to do everything himself. Notice also that
he thought "the company" would not approve

of what he was doing, although as a matter of
fact he was highly regarded by management.

Management Viewpoint

In one of the plants we studied, the workers'
attitudes toward their foremen were generally
much more favorable than in the other. In fact,
in answering a specific question, 72% of the
workers interviewed in one plant said that their
foremen got along well with the men; whereas
in the other plant only 44% described a satis-
factory relationship. And within both plants
there was a wide difference in opinion about
foremen, varying from "He's a damn nice fel-
low" to "We all hate his guts."

We have discussed some of the important
causes of this difference: the actions and atti-
tudes of workers and foremen themselves, the
role of the foreman's boss, and the mass-produc-
tion character of the work. Now, let us examine
in more detail the most important influence of
all — management's own actions and attitudes.

Management Aid to Foremen

Management's responsibility to the foreman
is to help him to act in ways which will improve
his relationship with his men. More specifically,
management needs to make it easier for the fore-
man to interpret constructively the behavior of
his men, of other foremen, of his superiors, and
of the staff people with whom he has contact.
Fundamentally, this means taking some of the
pressure off the foreman — giving him oppor-
tunity to think and to feel, time to listen and
observe, room to grow, freedom to experiment,
permission to make mistakes and to learn by
them, and a chance to develop a sense of pro-
portion and a sense of humor. This is a lot, but
it is not impossible. Some mass-production fore-
men are being given all these things, with results
that speak for themselves.

In appraising the different groups with which
they had contact on the job, the main criterion
used by the foremen we interviewed was whether
these other people were helpful to them or not.
Many foremen said that workers and other mem-
bers of management were "helpful," although
some foremen seemed to be too pressed for time
and worried about immediate problems to inter-
pret other people's behavior this way. They all
ac r̂eed on this point: the most helpful thing that
management can do is to relieve and not to ag-
trravate the sense of pressure that is inevitably



associated with a foreman's job on the assembly
line. As one geijieral foreman said:

e "When a foreman gets into trouble, running
around like a chirken with its head cut off [is] not
going to get him out of trouble. He has to learn to
stay calm. . . . ISome people, let's say in higher
management, ha\|e got to recognize the fact that hy
putting too much pressure on the foreman you are
only going to drijve him to do things that lead to
friction on the jo 3. Very possibly the foreman can
see certain things that are having an adverse efFect
on the joh that ought to be corrected. But if he is
driven too much with too much pressure, he may
make an overhasty move which will set up a chain
of events that will go from one point right along
the line, and in Ithat way you will just have bad
relations."

In addition tcj the importance of the amount
of "pressure" puf on foremen as an influence on
foreman-worker Relations, as emphasized by this
man, other signijficant influences under manage-
ment's control ate the selection, evaluation, and
promotion of f(^renien and also the foreman
training program.

Many foremeti think that in management's
evaluation of th^m there is too much emphasis
on their short-riin "efficiency" and on competi-
tion between foitemen, and not enough encour-
agement to build constructive relations with
their^nen and w îth each other. Several workers
made observatioijis like this:

C "The foremeh go around sticking files into one
another's heads iij front of the men. Just today we
thought we were j;oing to see a fist fight between my
foreman and another one. They were screaming
Hke washerwomen at one another. Fine exampJe.
They hate one ani)ther. They're all job-scared."

Obviously, wl^ere this kind of friction between
foremen exists, rjianagement is not helping fore-
men earn their ijien's respect.

In selecting ^nd promoting foremen, more
attention should! be paid to a man's ability to
understand othej: people's feelings and respond
to them, to his pvillingness to trust others and
rely on them, and to his courage to stick up for
what he thinks ii right. These qualities are not
the only important ones, of course. But unless
there are enough men with such traits scattered
throughout the organization, human coopera-
tion is impossible.

Training for Ft^remen

What about f(j>reman training? Human rela-
tions training programs are supposedly estab-
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lished by management specifically for the pur-
pose of helping foremen to build better relations
with their men. But training divorced from
reality, involving principles which are repeat-
edly being violated on the job, is worse than
useless.

The foremen in one of the plants, who were
taking a formal course in human relations, ex-
pressed neutral or, at most, mildly favorable
attitudes toward their training. They said they
were learning principles of human nature and
techniques of human control, some of which
were useful; but that it was hard to "remember
all the things they tell you," and more difficult
still to apply some of them.

They talked much more enthusiastically about
their classes in job instruction, in which each
man was called on to give a demonstration of
how he would teach a particular job to a new
worker, followed by a lively group discussion on
how he had played his role. Such display of
enthusiasm is understandable in view of the
fact that this kind of training involves actual
practice on problems that are real and applicable
to the immediate job, and requires a high de-
gree of participation. The processes of role
playing and case discussion are active, not pas-
sive; they deal with the specific complexities of
administration and do not hide behind general-
ized techniques; the}' involve actual situations
of vital concern to the participants.

Basic Beliefs

More important than any particular foreman
training program, or any other specific recom-
mendation that can be made to improve fore-
man-worker relations, are management's basic
beliefs and assumptions about what it is trying
to do and how to do it. Which is more impor-
tant to management and more effective — tech-
nological progress or progress in human relations,
individual competition or team loyalty, economic
incentives alone or human and social incentives
also, external pressure imposed by authority or
internal initiative derived from interest in the
task? Or, to put this in the form of one simple
question, can you get people to do what you
want unless your first interest is to help them
satisfy their own needs and ambitions?

Such questions have no categorical answer.
The important thing is that many members of
management are now asking questions of that
kind. This fact is itself encouraging. For man-
agement's point of view is crucial, and in the-
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last analysis everything depends on what sort
of questions management is willing to ask itself.

Conclusion

Our research has illuminated for us certain
problems of human behavior common to any
leader-follower relationship. But it has also de-
fined with great clarity certain practical prob-

, lems connected with foreman-worker relations
— problems important to any administrator.
Although the foreman-worker relationship is
"circular," it does not operate in a vacuum. The
mutually reinforcing attitudes of both parties
are influenced (a) by the nature of the work
being performed, (b) by the foreman's own boss,
and (c) by "management" generally.

Throughout our interviews, men and super-
visors alike stressed the important influence of
foreman-worker relations on quality perform-
ance and the problem of absenteeism and turn-
over. Therefore, if management's desire is to
iind a solution to these problems, it must attempt
to improve foreman-worker relationships by its
efforts in each of the areas enumerated above.

The work itself, especially in an assembly
plant which is characterized by a pervasive feel-
ing of pressure because of its organization
around a moving conveyer, can be made more
interesting by a management conscious of the
particular problems this work presents. Satis-
faction with a job is related to the variety of
tasks performed and to the relative absence of
pressure in the job. Management can provide
variety, to a limited degree at least, by arranging
for job rotation, promotion of a capable worker
to a job of greater complexity (like that of utility
man), and freedom for an able and imaginative
foreman to run his section as he sees fit. And
pressure can be reduced by a management which
gives recognition to the human element in its
largely mechanized operations.

The foreman's own boss must be aware of the
situation in which the foreman finds himself.
The boss can give the foreman leeway in direct-

ing his men, ask his advice when problems arise,
absorb some of the pressure which comes from
above, and recognize the man who is able to
gain the support of his workers. From our study,
it appears that the good foreman is the one
who in turn attempts to relieve some of the
pressure on his men, who has a personal feeling
for them, and who approaches his work specifi-
cally rather than generally, talking about cases
rather than principles in describing his problems
and his approach to them. It is this man who
should be encouraged by his boss, because it is
this man who can build good worker relation-
ships, which in turn lead to quality performance
and group loyalty.

Management generally can assist in the im-
provement of foreman-worker relationships by
providing an atmosphere in which is conceded
the importance of human needs as well as the
necessity for quality and quantity in the produc-
tion process. It can offer the type of training
to foremen which means something to them —
participative discussions dealing in actual cases.
And it can promote the type of man who will be
a good superior — a man who is understanding,
ready to trust his men, and who has the courage
to stand up for his beliefs.

Most people would agree that modern man-
agement's responsibility is to administer a com-
plex social system. Within that system the'fore-
man-worker relationship is crucial, for that is
where management's objectives intersect with
workers' attitudes. It is up to management to
achieve the twin goals:

1. Effective utilization of the human resources
available in carrying out the organization's formal
purposes.

2. Satisfaction of some of the human and social
needs of the members of the organization.

These goals are clearly interrelated. But, as
responsible members of human society, top man-
agers must realize that tbe second has impor-
tance of its own and is not just the prerequisite
for the first.






