
The Problem of Employee
Turnover

By Gordon T. Bowden

ACCORDING to some people (I hope
L \ with tongue in cheek) the answer to the

^ A-problem of labor turnover is simple —
just offer and pay employees more than your
competitors do for comparable jobs, and they
won't leave you. In spite of government de-
fense contracts on a cost-plus-fixed-fee basis,
this is about as helpful as the old saying, "If
wishes were horses, beggars would ride."

Other groups advocate adoption of the
"even if we go broke we want you to be happy"
approach as the best solution to the problem.
Presumably these people — to be logical —
would have to give in to all union demands in
order to be considered "enlightened" and
"progressive," whether that resulted in char-
treuse bathing suits for all women employees,
20 shares of stock to each employee for each
year of service, or pensions at full salary.

Still others deal in glittering generalities —
undeniable, but just as vague as they are over-
worked: "Employees are real people who
should be treated with tact, firmness, and un-
derstanding." "Always be frank and straight
from the shoulder, and let employees know
where they stand." Anyone can think of a
score of similar solutions which "can't miss"
when applied with "judgment," "insight," "in-
genuity," "initiative," "foresight," and "ag-
gressiveness." They all add up to the truism
that "the way to encourage new employees to
become old employees is to do the best possible
all-round job of management." But this does
not help much. The important question re-
mains: How, or what specifically does it re-
quire?

Obviously, a conscientious answer to the
problems of labor turnover is not so easy. Be-
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tween the extreme views just stated and the
opposite alternative of doing nothing at all
about employee losses except to say "good
riddance," there are some important distinc-
tions to make — and then some practical steps
to consider.

Desirability of Avoiding Losses
Before saying anything directly about how

to get employees to stay with the company, I
believe it is important, at the risk of mention-
ing the obvious, to consider the question of the
extent to which the individual company will
find it desirable to go in trying to avoid em-
ployee losses.

Inevitable Limitations. First of all, manage-
ment must recognize that avoidance of em-
ployee losses is not a 100% proposition. Rather
there are certain real limitations not only on
the possibility but on the wisdom of keeping
all employees.

Short-run drops in business activity militate
against a stable and experienced work force.
The longer the layoff, the more likely it is that
those laid off will have found other jobs and
will not want to return to the company. Al-
though fluctuations in business activity should
be minimized, the expansion and contraction
of the work force must be recognized as a
balancing process probably essential to a
healthy, free economy — a process by which it
maintains the adaptability to changing circum-
stances that makes it superior to other forms
of economic organization.

Permanent losses of business resulting from
a switch of consumer demand to new products
also operate against a stable and experienced

Level Foremen at the University of California at Los
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work force. Examples of this are seen in the
switch from coal to oil consumption by home
and industrial users, the growing preferences
of the public for automobile, bus, and plane
transportation rather than train, and the more
recent shift of interest away from movies to
television entertainment. These losses of
market result in payroll cutbacks that will
be permanent in the particular industries af-
fected unless compensating new markets are
developed.

In a free economy these permanent displace-
ments of products and services by new products
and services are probably inevitable in the
light of the basic role which technology and
research play, and they affect not only those
employees whose jobs are abolished but also
other employees who contemplate what is hap-
pening to their fellow workers.

The whole history of American industry is
one of expansion and relocation. Despite
temporary setbacks, the industrial power of
our economy has been growing at a rapid pace
for more than 150 years, and it is still growing.
Industrial growth means not only new products
but rieio companies and, with expansion and
relocation of existing operations, more jobs.
Along with this spread and growth of business
have come extensive population movements,
and inevitable employee gains and losses
between regions of the country.

As a consequence of such movements of
population over long periods of time and as a
consequence of the value system of the people
who settled America, we have in mental out-
look tended to become wanderers rather than
people who like to "stay put." Travel has al-
most become one of our cultural traits. As a
people we have put our roots down often but
not very deep. We have "pulled up stakes" so
frequently that we have not developed the ties
that bind to locality or job which are typical
in other countries.

Moreover, from the point of view of the in-
dividual Avorker, the possibility of changing
jobs is also the possibility of improving him-
self, of finding the work which best utilizes his
talents. It is also of value to the company to
be able to find the right men for the right jobs,
which necessarily involves losing — either by
discharge or through lack of encouragement —
those who are not suited.

Tlien there always tend to be a few em-
ployees who, on account of various weaknesses
of moral character or sheer inability to do the

jobs available, are definite problems. Regard-
less of whether they are on the job through
hiring mistakes or become intolerable prob-
lems later in their careers, it would not be
good management from an economic or morale
point of view to retain them on the payroll.
Some of these employees present very difficult
decisions to management, and the process of
arriving at the decisions is tied closely to the
processes of employee rehabilitation (to be
discussed later).

Losses are also inevitable among those hired
as minors. These boys and girls are working
under the care of parents or guardians and are
subject to tbe wishes and plans of the adults;
they may return to school; or they may move
with their families to new localities. Again, a
certain number of married women will be lost
as a consequence of family responsibilities
which require them to resign their jobs. Fi-
nally, and most obvious of all, a certain num-
ber of employees will be lost because of ill
health, retirement, and death.

Such events need no explanation; they are
part of the normal course of a business. Btit
they serve to emphasize the point that the
working force cannot and should not be
thought of as static, even in the ideal sense.

Relative Costs. The economic desirability
of keeping employee losses at the lowest pos-
sible level in any particular company depends
also on that company's costs of replacement and
training. These costs are not nearly so great
in some manufacturing and retail sales opera-
tions, where production jobs are easily learned
in a short time and where similar jobs are
found in several companies in the locality, as
they are in companies where the initial train-
ing period is long and where no other com-
panies share the expense by training for the
same jobs.

It is simply a practical matter that less em-
phasis may be placed on avoiding employee
losses in companies which can draw from the
employment market experienced applicants
trained by other companies and practically
ready to do a prodtiction job, such as machin-
ists, punch-press operators, and tool, die, and
gauge makers; or in companies where the
largest part of the production work can be
done by quickly trained sales clerks, file clerks,
or assembly-line workers; or in companies
where goods or services can be produced and
distributed to the public largely by means of
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machines and outside plant equipment oper-
ated and supervised by a relatively small work
force, such as in gas, light, power, oil, and
water companies.

Conversely, greater attention must be given
to employee losses in companies where labor
costs represent a major share of the total opera-
tion costs, as in the telephone, automobile, or
airplane industries. My own company (I am
associated with Pacific Telephone and Tele-
graph) operates under these circumstances:

Our costs of training are considerable, not only
because our operating and plant craft jobs are
unique in job content among the gamut of jobs
in local industry, but also because the training
period is necessarily longer than that for most
other production jobs in local industry. Generally
we cannot expect to draw people from the em-
ployment market for telephone operating and
craft work who have had experience and training
in other industries that enable them immediately
to start producing effectively in one of our intake
operating or plant craft jobs. It is necessary to
train a new employee for these jobs from several
weeks to several months before he can be expected
to meet the minimum requirements of satisfactory
performance, and it may take as long as six years
or more to attain topnotch proficiency in a par-
ticular job.

The importance of an experienced work force
under these circumstances is intensified when it is
recognized that the rendering of consistently re-
liable telephone service is an established obliga-
tion to the public that reaches into the lives of
most people in the nation on a daily basis. We
must give good telephone service every month of
the year, every week of the month, every day
of the week, 24 hours a day.

The outlook right now is for a continuing
tight labor market. Defense production will
probably be maintained at a relatively high
rate. Most employable men are already in the
labor force (or are unavailable because of be-
ing in the service). The percentage of women
of working age who are currently tied down
by family responsibilities has been rising over
the last 10 years. And young people of high
school and college age not.only have decreased
in number because of the low birth rate of the
1930's but are less likely to join the labor force
voluntarily than would be the case under the
stimulus of extreme emergency.

Add to this the fact that production in any
company is hard to build up and maintain
when the composition of the work group is
constantly changing, and it becomes obvious

that there is good reason for all companies to
consider seriously the ways in which employee
losses can be avoided. No matter how in-
evitable and even desirable a certain amount of
employee turnover may be, there is always a
residual amount that is undesirable and, at some
cost, preventable. The points that I have been
raising simply bear on the question of the ex-
tent to which the individual company may find
it economically wise to go in this direction.

Standard Approaches to the Problem.

There are several standard approaches to
this problem which I presume most companies
are making in a highly competent manner,
and will continue to do so.

Employment and Selection Procedures. In
recent years a great deal of time and money
has been put into the improvement of hiring
procedures to sift out the best possible candi-
dates from those available. While definite
progress has been made in this direction, there
is still a considerable margin of error in the
best testing and interviewing methods. More-
over, it is possible that we may be nearing a
point of diminishing returns in further refine-
ment of employment procedures, not only
because of the peculiar handicaps of the em-
ployment office context in evaluating people
and the diminishing supply of well-qualified ap-
plicants, but because the differences between
available applicants may become so obvious or
so slight as not to warrant the expense of de-
veloping further what wotild prove to be
spurious distinctions.

One of the pitfalls of the present situation
with respect to employment testing and selec-
tion is that there are so many tests being
peddled. Faced with the bewildering array of
techniques, formulas, and tests, our "eyes are
likely to be bigger than our stomachs," and, in
our anxiety to get enough of the right people,
we may waste our money by spending too
much rather than too little on this phase of
the problem. It is important to remember
that no employment selection methods — tests
or interviews — can be more accurate or effec-
tive than the common sense, skill, and judg-
ment of the people who use them. The best
shovel in the world will do a poor job of
digging if the person who has it does not know
how, when, and where to use it.

Similarly, in connection with placement,
procedures have already reached a high de-
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gree of refinement and may also be near the
point of diminishing returns. The evaluation
of personal qualities and job skills is one of
the most difficult tasks management has, and
we do not necessarily or indefinitely improve
our skill in doing this job by devising more
tests and paper work that can push us away
from rather than get us closer to the situation
we are trying to evaluate.

Job Training. Industry has tried with some
success to reduce ttirnover by giving more ade-
quate technical training and job orientation
not only to new employees but to older em-
ployees as well. Many companies have also
recognized that we need to do more to com-
municate to employees the company's prob-
lems and policies than has been done in the
past. Training materials for supervisors and
more information on the company's economic
situation in employee newspapers and maga-
zines are valuable aids in expanding the com-
munication system. Since World War II
company training and information programs
have improved so much and are used so gen-
erally that our efforts here, again, may be
reaching a point of diminishing returns.

Administration of Wages and Working Con-
ditions. Probably most time and money have
been spent on improving wages and working
conditions. Without detailed and continuous
attention to wage levels and working conditions
no management can expect to compete effec-
tively for the people still in the employment
market or retain those it already has. Over a
period of years, however, business management,
mainly under the pressure of labor laws, the
large trade unions, and the Federal Govern-
ment itself, has moved along the road toward
standardizing wage levels and working condi-
tions.

One of the results of this trend has been to
make employees and potential employees in-
creasingly sensitive to the material aspects of
working for a living, to a point where small
differences may assume an importance out of
all proportion, as in wage levels for particular
jobs or the number of holidays granted with
pay. This way of thinking on the part of the
employees and its consequences in action can
work real hardships on particular companies
that may not be able to make the specific im-
provements necessary to put themselves in a
good position relative to other companies in

their locality. Under such conditions even the
time lag between the annual labor negotiations
of one company and those of another can result
in employee losses.

Another result, perhaps even more important
for management to consider, is that the trend
toward standardization of wages and working
conditions and the narrowing of differences
between companies may be weakening the
competitive appeal of wages and working con-
ditions; they are simply becoming less and less
available as means by which to attract and hold
desirable applicants. If Company A and Com-
pany B pay the same wages for typists and file
clerks and their working conditions are sub-
stantially the same, the incentive for typists and
file clerks to stay with Company A or to move
to Company B will be found in some other
aspect of work (such as the congeniality of fel-
low employees or the quality of supervision)
or in some personal circumstances outside the
work situation over which the management has
at best only an indirect control.

In effect, if a company today wishes to hire
new employees and keep its work force, it can-
not afford to fall much below what is considered
the prevailing range with respect to wages and
working conditions for comparable jobs in the
locality, or to lag in other standard efforts; to
do so would make it very difficult to hire
needed employees. On the other hand, it can-
not offer much more than competitors pay be-
cause the increased costs would tend to destroy
company earning power and economic stability.
Hence, the competitive advantage may have to
be sought in other areas of operations.

Questionnaire and Interview Studies. The
use of the questionnaire survey as a means of
finding out what employees think and why they
do what they do is currently quite prevalent in
indtistry as a standard approach to the problem
of employee losses. To a lesser extent the inter-
view method is also being used for the same
purpose.

My company has had considerable experi-
ence with both approaches, and we have found
them useful mainly in indicating those areas
requiring more careful personnel relations
study and corrective action. But notwithstand-
ing the acknowledged value of such studies in
pointing to the areas and situations which need
more attention, I do not believe anyone would
claim they are adequate methods for diagnosing
and solving problems of preventable employee
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losses. Questionnaire attitude surveys indicate
the nature of the problem on a broad scale —
that is whether morale is high or low — but
they do not break the problem down in terms
of the individual employee or provide any
concrete basis for supervisory action. Indeed,
if they are not followed up by patient, thor-
ough, firsthand studies of the human situations
involved, a completely futile expenditure has
been made.

Even if a follow-up is made, there are certain
pitfalls to recognize in evaluating results of
questionnaire attitude surveys. One of the most
difficult to avoid is the wording of questions in
such form that the desired response is indicated.
Another pitfall is the oversimplified question
that forces employees to make absurd or un-
realistic choices, as for example: "Would you
rather be a general, a statesman, or a scientist?"
Still another, more general difficulty stems
from the erroneous assumption that words
mean the same things to all people all the time.
For these reasons, the validity of the results is
always open to serious doubt.

The interview method has an advantage
over the questionnaire survey in that it can
avoid the problem of ambiguity to a consider-
able extent if the interviewers are well trained.
Even so, since an attitude survey usually con-
sists of a sample of single interviews, there is
no good basis for action. Indeed, the impor-
tant unanswered questions with either ques-
tionnaire or interview studies are: What action
should be taken? How should it be taken?

Human Relations Training for Supervisors
If we can assume, then, that we are getting

about all we can expect from the standard
approaches just mentioned, how else can we
attack the problem of keeping down avoid-
able employee losses?

Those standard approaches depend on rules,
practices, and statistics; they are largely mecha-
nistic. Even when supplemented with inter-
views throughout employment, exit interviews,
and so on, they are superficial in the sense that
they only help to locate problems and rarely
do anything to solve them.

We must deal with employees as human be-
ings in human situations. Even more impor-
tant, we must improve our ability to help em-
ployees as individuals to deal with those things
which hinder them in obtaining satisfaction in
their present jobs, whether the trouble lies
in the demands which the situation is making of

them or in the demands which they are making
of the situation.

This clearly points to what is called "human
relations training" of supervisors. The ques-
tion is: Just what is this human relations train-
ing or, perhaps more significant, just what
should it be? Perhaps we can understand it
better if we look at its development and try to
pin down its deficiencies; after that we can
consider ways in which to make it more effec-
tive.

Development of Human Relations Train-
ing. Good work in the field of industrial hu-
man relations training has been going on in an
unspectacular way for more than 25 years, but
it was only with World War II that it reached
the promotional or boom phase. At that time
people everywhere began in a vague way to
realize that the war itself was in one sense the
result of a breakdown in human relationships
on a large scale. Then the Federal Govern-
ment gave added impetus by encouraging just
about anything and everything in personnel
and industrial relations under the cost-plus-
fixed-fee contract for military purchases.

Following the war human relations was "dis-
covered" and popularized by journalists, edu-
cators, and businessmen, judging by the rash
of books, articles, and programs that appeared.
The rush was on; every management demanded
human relations training. Unfortunately, in
far too many instances human relations was
only a magic phrase, the mere utterance of
which was supposed to bring about desirable
changes in human conduct.

Promoters of human relations training who
got beyond this verbal stage of appreciation
divided into two general schools of thought:
the "salesmanship school" and the "psychiatric
school." The first group has argued directly
or by inference that the most effective way to
motivate employees is to be terribly clever and
use certain tricks to convince them that man-
agement's proposal is the best; the other group
has urged in one way or another that psycho-
logical theories be given to supervisors by
means of which the suppressed desires of em-
ployees can supposedly be discovered, taken
apart, and put together again in the "right"
combination. At either extreme — whether
viewed as a selling or psychiatric job — such
approaches are an insult to the common sense
of most supervisors in industry.

My own company has been no less concerned
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than others with the problems of human rela-
tions as they actually exist on a day-to-day basis,
and it has been tackling the problems of doing
something substantial in the way of human
relations training. In an effort to avoid being
superficial or misguided, we developed a course
in human relations consisting of ten parts,
which was given to our entire management
group. The material was prepared by men of
the highest reputation in the academic fields
involved. It presented to management people
a distillation of useful knowledge about human
psychology in the employee's daily work situ-
ation, and as such has been of real assistance to
many of our foremen and supervisors.

As training courses in human relations go,
there is every reason to believe our course is
typical of the best that have been developed in
industry, but even this kind of course does not
go far enough in certain important directions.
It does not concern itself sufficiently with some
of our very natural failings — the tendency to
oversimplify human relations problems and
thus to oversimplify their solutions.

Oversimplification of Problems. There is a
great difference between technical and human
relations problems. Failure to recognize it
gives the feeling of a false sense of familiarity
with human relations problems. We reason
that we know how to become familiar with the
important considerations in technical prob-
lems, so wby should we not know how to be-
come familiar with the important considera-
tions involved in Joe Doakes' wanting a trans-
fer? The difficulty is that human reactions are
far more complex and variable than the pos-
sible variations of a technical problem, and we
can never assume that Joe Doakes' reasons for
his actions will be sufficiently similar to John
Smith's to justify reasoning by analogy. The
job of getting acquainted with the facts is much
more complex in human problems than in tech-
nical problems.

This is particularly serious in the case of the
first-level supervisor, i.e., the foreman. One of
the most characteristic features of his job is the
necessity of analyzing situations on the run,
under pressure, "on horseback." He is busy a
considerable part of the time "putting out
fires." Such an approach often works because
many technical, everyday problems are quickly
identifiable as similar to some past problems.
In such cases the experience of the past is valid.
Furthermore, technical situations do not vary

to the same extent that human situations do.
Thus this way of thinking at times is not only
unavoidable with respect to the technical
phases of the job but probably even desirable
in the interests of getting the job done. But it
is very likely to be a real handicap in handling
human relations problems and should be
avoided.

In human situations it is all very well to
know that xfo oi all employee losses in indus-
try for 1951 were caused by a "desire to take
other work," "leaving the city," or some such
reason, but all the statistical studies in the
world will not tell the supervisor what he needs
to know about why Sally Brown resigned, why
Susie Smith has put in a request for transfer, or
why Harry Jones is such a poor producer.

So what happens when the pressure of daily
work leads supervisors to "horseback" the diag-
nosis, short-cut the appraisal, rather than to
become acquainted with all the facts in each
situation? They resort to the use of labels:
"Joe is a hopeless, no-good bum," or "a man
with a persecution complex," or "a natural born
troublemaker," or "too dumb to come in out
of the rain." Unfortunately, while the consci-
entious workers in the field of tests and meas-
urements have been of real assistance to indus-
try in selecting manipulative and clerical abili-
ties, they have done almost nothing to help
supervisors or any of the rest of us overcome
"label-itis" in the over-all evaluation of people.
If anything, they must take considerable re-
sponsibility for aiding, abetting, and even ex-
ploiting this particular human frailty we all
have.

Supervisors dealing with human relations
problems day by day do not need bigger and
better pigeonholes to place people in, or more
knowledge perhaps about the correlation be-
tween brains and beauty, but they do need more
ability to size up all the important considera-
tions in the situation that bear on the problem
at hand. This is a skill with reference to situ-
ations as wholes, not an ability to isolate fac-
tors that have a .95 correlation.

Oversimplification of Solutions. When the
determination of the problem is oversimplified
the proposed solution tends to be equally over-
simplified and inadequate.

In most companies there are advocates of
what might be called the "get lost" or "drop
dead" solution to problems of human relations.
Their inclination is to tell Joe in one way or
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another, "You are giving me and my depart-
ment a poor reputation, so I wish you would
stop being a problem or get out." They usu-
ally think a "word to the wise should be suffi-
cient but if it isn't, get rid of him" — and they
seldom attempt to come to grips with what the
problem really is. Actually, of course, dismis-
sal may have to be the ultimate solution, but it
should follow rather than precede thorough
study of what is wrong.

There are also advocates in most companies
of what might be called the "poor kid" or "if
you're sorry, everything is all right" solution.
Advocates of this solution want to sympathize
excessively with the employee to the point of
excusing and ignoring the problem. The em-
ployee "means well" but is a "tragic victim of
circumstances." His poor performance is over-
looked; he is even given a pat on the back.
This solution — which, though the opposite of
the "drop dead" kind, is also a natural conse-
quence of the "horseback" approach to "what's
wrong" — is especially popular when a company
is faced with serious labor shortages.

The extreme approaches just mentioned are
often resorted to simply because the supervisor
does not know any other means for accomplish-
ing prevention and cure. Perhaps he depends
on an ordering and forbidding technique. This
may sometimes be successful in solving
human relations problems; but if so, it is only
because a relationship existed between the
supervisor and the employee which made it
work, not because the technique itself is in-
herently effective. More often the ordering and
forbidding technique backfires or otherwise
fails, and the supervisor has no idea why it
failed because he does not realize the impor-
tance of a good relationship between himself
and the employee — or if he is aware that he
does not possess this relationship, he knows no
way to obtain it. So perhaps he continues to
try the "drop dead" solution; and if it does
not work this time, he will speak with still more
emphasis next time.

Clearly it is a deficiency of human relations
courses that they minimize these problems of
finding out "what's wrong" and of doing some-
thing about it. But perhaps that is only part
of a serious oversight, namely, minimizing the
importance of an effective relationship between
supervisor and employee and of the skill re-
quired to achieve it. (By effective relationship
I mean one which enables the employee and

the supervisor to communicate to each other
what is important to them as individuals.) It
is the extraordinary amount of patience and
sensitivity needed to attain this relationship
that makes the daily application of human re-
lations principles so difficult.

Relations to Things versus Relations to
People. This apparent minimizing of the hu-
man relationship problem in human relations
courses is in large part due to a historical
"blind spot" among social scientists. They fail
to recognize the differences between our rela-
tions to things and our relations to people.

For several decadeS there has been a tendency
among social scientists to look to the physical
sciences for approaches to problems and to imi-
tate them. It has been easy for them to look at
the progress of research in the physical sciences
and the marvelous applications of scientific
knowledge in the physical world and get the
impression that the scientist simply works out
the formula on the blackboard, the engineer
manipulates his slide rule, puts calipers to
paper, and presto! out comes the steam engine,
telephone, radio, skyscrapers, miracle drugs,
atom bombs.

Actually, all these things waited for the de-
velopment of skilled relationships between the
Students in the field and the things in the
natural world they were trying to understand.
Because the achievement of a skilled rela-
tionship is a long, slow, laborious job, it is not
"news" and has rarely got into the literature
of the physical sciences. Instead, the rituals and
physical conditions of experiment have been
given attention, and so have been imitated by
the social scientists. As a result students in the
fields of social science are still spending most
of their time developing a skilled relationship to
the library, the slide rule, the questionnaire,
the standard deviation, the coefficient of corre-
lation, and to pieces of paper rather than to
people and human situations, as if merely by
these manipulations they will learn how to
solve human behavior problems or will make
discoveries about human relations that will be
easy to apply to people in actual situations and
will be effective in controlling human behavior '
problems.

Only in recent years has there been a recog-
nition in the social sciences of the importance
of the researcher's personal, skilled relation-
ship to his data when his data are human beings



The Problem of Employee Turnover 79

and human situations.^ Even now there re-
mains a reluctance to admit not only that
achievement of this relationship is a long, slow
process without glamour, but especially that
the problem is any more complex in dealing
with people than in dealing with things.

There is still the escapist belief on the part
of many academic people, in industry as well
as in the Halls of Ivy, that somehow, someday,
a method of controlling and handling human
relations problems will be found that does not
require us to develop a human relationship —
a test, a gadget, a formula, or a technique that
will be a substitute for the effective personal
relationship to human situations which requires
special, personal effort. This is as much a will-
o'-the-wisp as the belief that some day we will
develop a miracle drug or a surgical operation
that will enable Frenchmen to speak Chinese
overnight.

Securing Improvement
In view of all this, how can the deficiencies

of human relations training courses be reme-
died? I suggest that their emphasis might be
shifted. There are two pertinent facts about
human relations which, if given more weight
in the training, might do much to improve the
habits of supervisors. I should like to discuss
these, and then describe an actual attempt to
secure improvement along the lines suggested..

The Limits of Persuasion. One fact that
cotirses in human relations need to emphasize
more clearly is that there are limits of persua-
sion. Under pressures to dispose of problems
as quickly as possible, we sometimes attempt to
persuade people to do things that they are not
ready to do.

The word "persuasion" has acquired two un-
fortunate meanings in its common usage. In
one sense it has come to mean either the use
of force or a threat of force — as in the world
of crime when the gangster wisecracks, "I per-
suaded him with my trusty .45 automatic." In
the other sense it has come to mean the polite
or clever use of fraud by concealment of an
ulterior motive, as is often attributed to the
politician or the salesman. Basically, the word
should imply neither of these connotations but
simply the idea of successfully advising or help-
ing a person to a useful point of view.

^See G. F. F. Lombard, "Self-Awareness and Scientific
Method," Science, Vol. 112, No. 2907 (September 15, 1950),
pp. 289-293.

If our efforts at developing good relation-
ships have any suggestions of force or fraud,
however subtle, they are likely to be futile.
But even if they are untainted, their success at
any particular time or on any given occasion
will be limited by the basic attitudes, habits,
and beliefs of employees — and tbese do not
change easily or rapidly. People cannot be per-
suaded to do things which seem to threaten
what they believe in, which they have not been
trained for, which in fact run counter to their
"trained incapacities" (sentiments, prejudices,
fears, ambitions, knowledge that "ain't so").

In order to estimate how long it would take
to modify the "trained incapacities" that gov-
ern Joe Doakes's response to his work situation,
we must know how basic they are. This we
cannot know without firsthand acquaintance
with him. We must determine the limits of
persuasion for Joe Doakes in every contact we
have with him, and govern ourselves accord-
ingly. The limits may be narrow today but
broad tomorrow; whatever they are, recogni-
tion of them is important in avoiding obstacles
to the development of good relationships.

The Role of Preoccupation. Another fact
that needs greater emphasis in the development
of good human relationships concerns the role
of preoccupation — and, perhaps I should add,
the importance of control of preoccupations.

Both our daily experiences now and otir ex-
periences long since past constantly compete
for our attention and determine our responses.
As we go about our daily work, whether on the
job or elsewhere, we find ourselves alternately
thinking about what is before us at the moment
and what happened or did not happen in the
past (or even what may or may not happen in
the future). This alternation between attention
to the present and attention to the past (or
future) may be, and normally is, well balanced
in terms of what the situation requires. Btit
when our experiences are hard to understand
and even harder to accept, we tend to become
preoccupied with these other times or sittia-
tions, to try to make sense of them, and atten-
tion to the present suffers.

If Joe Doakes becomes preoccupied trying to
reconcile what the boss wants him to do now
with what his wife wanted him to do yesterday
and what he thinks the company did to him
ten years ago, the probleni of getting ac-
quainted with him may be difficult. Obvi-
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ously, supervisors too have their own occa-
sional bouts with preoccupation that must be
dealt with just as much as the employee's. Be-
fore they can persuade or communicate with
Joe Doakes, they must control their own inter-
fering preoccupations and must help him to
deal with his to the point where they cease
to interfere with his capacity and inclination to
hear what is being said.

In other words, if we want to establish a
relationship that permits communication, we
must recognize these possibilities of preoccupa-
tion and deal with them.

Training by Discussion of Cases. How can
these two neglected considerations be brought
more effectively to the attention of super-
visors? I suggest that this can be done through
the discussion of actual case situations on a
group and individual basis. I am sure that this
is by no means the answer to problems of em-
ployee turnover, but I do feel that it is defi-
nitely a first step in the right direction.

Such an approach is not new, but it bas had a
rather limited trial because of the kinds of
thinking which have dominated the personnel
and industrial relations movement during the
past few decades. However, the use of case ma-
terials based on actual situations in supervisory
training programs has slowly been gaining in-
terest as applied to human relations problems
and should continue to obtain acceptance.^

In my company in 1950 some traffic oper-
ating management people became interested in
experimenting with situational materials along
the lines mentioned.^ At that time we were
asking ourselves the question: What can be
done to bridge the gap between the very good
human relations course theory that has been
given our supervisory people and actual practice
on the job? We wondered whether anything
worth-while would be accomplished if we were
to have group discussions of a few actual cases
involving supervisor-employee contacts. We
decided to go ahead and try it.

Cases were prepared with the cooperation of
chief operators and their assistants. The situa-
tions selected ranged from very short contacts
between chief operators and operators to those
of considerable duration and complexity. The
subject matter concerned mainly poor attend-

° For a review of recent developments in the use of case
materials see F. J. Roethlisberger, "Training Supervisors in
Human Relations," and Kenneth R. Andrews, "Executive
Training by the Case Method," HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW,
Vol. XXIX, No. 5 (September 1951), pp. 47 and 58.

ance, work performance, and relations with
other employees.

The discussion material was prepared from
written accounts and discussions held with chief
operators regarding particular interview con-
tacts they had had with employees. After these
were carefully rewritten to protect the ano-
nymity of the participants (at the same time
reflecting what happened as accurately as pos-
sible), the interview was tape-recorded by two
people who had no personal connection \vith or
knowledge of the actual situation. The first
cases presented for group discussion had rela-
tively little context; as the discussions brought
out a need for more facts, situations with a more
complete context were used. •

These tape recordings were presented with-
out elaborate introduction to supervisory
people in groups of about ten each on this
basis: "Here is a recording of an interview con-
tact between a supervisor and an employee
with actual names and places omitted."

After the recording was played for the group,
it was discussed; the district traffic superin-
tendent or one of his personnel assistants acted
as group leader. There was no thought that he
had the final or "right" answer or that anybody
else had it. The idea was simply to discuss
those questions that supervisors have to answer
every day: "What's going on here?" "What's the
problem?" "Whose problem is it?" "Where
do we go from here?" "How should we pro-
ceed?" "Why is Sally absent so much?" "Why
is Susie making so many errors?" "What is the
difficulty between Ruth and Mary?" "Why
didn't Betty tell us she was going to quit?"

As the discussions proceeded, particular ap-
praisals of the problem by various members
of the group were put down on large sheets of
easel paper. Because these appraisals were dif-
ferent, several questions of fact were naturally
raised by the proponents of one or the other
appraisal. It gradually became apparent that
members of the discussion group were making
certain unwarranted assumptions about the true
state of affairs, and that many of the presumed
facts were only inferences. They began to
realize that they did not know so much as they
thought they did about the situation. What
should they do? Additional facts were necessary
to validate or rule out certain appraisals of the

"For the initiation and development of this approach
in field operations, special acknowledgment is due especially
to W. T. Taylor and R. F. Fields, their respective chief
operator staffs, and to Mrs. V. W. McClellan and Miss D. E.
Dickson of the general traffic personnel supervisor's staff.
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problem. But what facts were needed? Upon
inquiry as to why particular facts were wanted,
some were recognized as irrelevant or presump-
tuous, and it became clear that an attempt to
obtain them might raise questions in the mind
of the employee which would be obstacles to a
good relationship.

After determining what additional knowl-
edge would be desirable, the group was then
confronted with the question: "How should we
obtain this knowledge so we can make an in-
telligent appraisal; and after we get it, then
what?"

The discussion of "next steps" with this
background led to an appreciation of the im-
portance of the considerations mentioned
earlier as being involved in developing an effec-
tive supervisor-employee relationship. The need
for a good relationship became clear, a rela-
tionship in which the employee would feel
free to'talk about anything that seemed im-
portant to him. The limits of persuasion and
the existence of interfering preoccupations
were brought out in a context that was real in
the experience of the supervisors.

Following the recommendations thus de-
veloped in discussion, the supervisors who had
to handle the various situations took "next
steps," and in subsequent meetings the results
were appraised. Continued discussion of these
actual situations, raising problems of real im-
port to tbose in the discussion group, led those
who participated to a more mature self-aware-
ness that was recognized as a prerequisite to
greater skill in dealing with "problem" em-
ployees and "impulse" losses.

The training results of this type of discus-
sion are difficult to reduce to statistical form
especially at this early stage of development,
but the response of those supervisors, if it may
be taken as one measure of the worth of the
approach, was clearly favorable. In individual
instances it was possible to see definite gains in
point of view and to see these manifested in
greater skill in interview contacts in the central
office. More specifically, there were instances
where an employee who would have been an
"impulse" loss worked out a more effective rela-
tion to her situation through more satisfactory
discussion with a supervisor in the central
office. There were also instances where new
progress was made in dealing with employees
who had made or were, on the way toward mak-
ing chronically poor records in attendance or
work performance.

The establishment of causal results between
this type of supervisory training disctission and
a lowering rate of employee losses is no easier
(or, for that matter, no more difficult) than it
is for other types of training, and tabulations
and correlations would have no more signifi-
cance at this stage of the development than they
do for other training approaches. The real evi-
dence on a large scale of the effects of better
thinking and habits of response by supervisors
must wait upon extended and conscientious
application over longer periods of time. We are
continuing our training efforts in traffic field
operations on a modest basis and are extending
them experimentally, where interest has de-
veloped, to first-level supervisors who work
along with their employees. As our experience
accumulates, we hope to be able to report sig-
nificant progress.

The development of a supervisor's habits
of response in contacts with his people is not
something to accomplish overnight, by mir-
rors, or without practice. But I believe it was
the consensus of those participating that we
were on the right road.

Only through the discussion of actual ex-
periences in dealing with human relations is it
possible to realize what is involved in develop-
ing an effective personal relationship, without
which successes in reducing preventable em-
ployee losses will be no more than superficial
and accidental. We know that success in relat-
ing ourselves to the natural world has been pos-
sible only through first patiently developing
skilled relationships to it; and that scientific
knowledge has come later. It could hardly be
otherwise in the world of people and human re-
lationships. Napoleon's motto has a certain
relevance to the problems of human relations,
training today: "The skills to him who will de-
velop them."

A Final Thought
Characteristic of the American state of mind

is the search for "greener pastures," a place tO'
"get in on the ground fioor," the chance for a
"big deal," an impatience with troublesome-
situations, and perhaps an overreadiness to as-
sume that the best solution to any problem is.
to escape from the situation in the economic,,
social, or physical sense rather than to stay with
it and understand it so that we can develop a
more effective relation to it. We have been able
to choose this "escape" method of solution as
individuals and groups probably more easily
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than any other people in the world. And there
is much to be said for it as we look backward
into American history. In view of our natural
resources such an attitude has been highly de-
sirable.

Undoubtedly a healthy spirit of adventure
still underlies this state of mind, but its effec-
tiveness is waning as our industrial and inter-
national relations become more complex, and
it probably has other consequences that con-
tribute considerably to the rates of turnover in
American industry. Looking into the future,
the need for a more mature attitude may be im-
portant.

Experience with employees both in staff and
line operations — my own and that of others —
indicates that sometimes employees want trans-
fers or want to resign for reasons that, when ex-
amined carefully, are impulsive, superficial, and
otherwise immature. A full discussion in some
cases has brought out that although the em-
ployee says he is trying to escape from a work
situation because it "affords no opportunities,"
is "stifling to men of my caliber," or has "im-
possible supervision," his own ability to develop
good working relationships with his fellow em-
ployees is somehow inadequate and he has not
yet learned how to obtain satisfaction from th'e
self-disciplined and responsible performance
that is expected of him. He is unduly restless.
Whether he states the problem as one of escap-
ing from an unhealthy situation or escaping to
a more healthy situation, his own incapacities
for cooperation are at least part of the under-
lying problem.

It is only natural that when a whole nation
of people is preoccupied as ours has been for
more than loo years with the physical and ma-
terial problems of a rapidly expanding econ-
omy, the processes of education (both formal
and informal) will be similarly preoccupied and
suffer neglect in other ways. In this country
while we have done an outstanding job of train-
ing people for engineering and all those re-
lated occupations concerned with raising ma-
terial standards of living, we have at the same
time left too much to chance the education for
cooperation which we require in industry to-

day. We have neglected what may be called
the civilizing process — the process by which
children grow up to become responsible and
self-disciplined adult members of a complex
society and learn how to get satisfactions from
working with others on a sustained basis.

It is understandable why we would overlook
this need, because in situations of rapid social
and economic change other kinds of problems
receive most of our immediate attention. Only
in recent years have we been able to see that the
civilizing process cannot be disregarded in a
complex, large-scale economy such as ours.
Only by more attention to the civilizing process
can we impart a satisfactory sense of balance
between personal rights and personal responsi-
bilities.

The concern of the public in recent years
over the so-called "progressive" philosophies
of education in primary and secondary schools is
perhaps an indication that we are becoming
aware of the inadequacy of education which
confuses self-indulgence with self-expression
and neglects self-discipline as a requisite to
mastery of basic knowledge and social skills. '

A symptom of this, emphasis in education is
apparent in the considerable number of appli-
cants for employment whose ability to read,
write, spell, and do simple aritbmetic is insuffi-
cient for many clerical and operating jobs. An-
other symptom of more direct interest is the
high turnover rate of these employees.

In time this unbalanced emphasis in the
training of youth may be corrected; but it is a
slow process at best, and the pressures opposing
a reversal of trend are still strong. We must as-
sume they will continue to exert their influence
on employee thinking and action, not only
through those who will enter the labor market
in the years to come but through present em-
ployees and those others who constituted the
employment market of the last 20 years.

If here, again, we see a limitation on what we
can do to avoid employee losses, we also should
be made more aware than ever of how im-
portant it is to help supervisors to improve their
human relations with the workers for whom
they are responsible.






