
In Proceedings of the 34
th
Annual Congress of the Nordic Ergonomics Society, 1-3 of October 2002, Norrköping, Sweden 

 
 

Perceived Participation - a Key Factor for  
Successful Implementation of a New Working Concept 

 
A. Erlandsson 

 
Quality and Human-Systems Engineering,  

Division of Industrial Ergonomics, and 
Centre for Studies of Humans, Technology and Organization 

Linköping University 
SE-581 83, Linköping, SWEDEN 

E-mail: aneer@ikp.liu.se 
 
 

Abstract 
The Swedish Post Office is undergoing large-scale restructuring 

including outsourcing of the mail service division to an independent market 
driven organisation. As a consequence of exposure to competition,  
the local delivery offices were rationalised by introducing a new working 
concept called “Best Method”. The implementation process varied 
substantially in terms of success at the local delivery offices. The aim of this 
paper is to identify factors crucial to the success of the process. The findings 
emerge from a study performed during autumn 2001 at fifteen local delivery 
offices in different parts of Sweden. It was carried out by participant 
observation, 60 in-depth interviews and a questionnaire answered by 524 
postal personnel. A number of factors related to a successful implementation 
process have been identified as vital, such as participation, local and 
central managerial support and local adaptation of a managerial tool. In 
order to arrive at a more participative approach, an infrastructure is 
suggested that will improve information flow and communication both 
horizontally and vertically in the organisation. This calls for further 
research activities, which are planned in a second phase. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
A new working concept called “Best Method” was implemented from the beginning 

of 2000 at the local delivery offices of the mail service division of the Swedish Post 
Office. The aim was to rationalise the working process. After about a year, management 
noticed considerable variation in the success of the implementation at the delivery 
offices. Management were puzzled and wondered what circumstances during the 
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implementation process had contributed to the difference between success and lack of 
success. 

The question is of course of great interest for the now decentralised mail service 
division in particular, but it is also of general interest to quality management 
researchers. Various change processes are becoming increasingly frequent and success 
or failure could, if it comes to the worst, make the difference between a company’s 
continued existence or its demise. Even if the worst-case scenario does not occur, we 
recognise the importance of well functioning working processes in a successful and 
competitive company, something that is stressed by researchers in the Quality 
Movement areas (Bergman and Klefsjö, 1995; Eklund, 2000).  

This paper identifies some factors crucial to the successful implementation of this 
new “Best Method” at the local delivery offices of the mail service division of the 
Swedish Post Office. The results emerged from an evaluative investigation conducted 
during autumn 2001 by an independent research team in industrial ergonomics. The 
presentation is limited to findings on participation, its relation to local and central 
managerial support, and to instructions for local effectiveness. 

Participation has been researched and discussed for most of the 1900s and there is 
today strong agreement on the importance of creating a participative culture in working 
life. Participation is also considered to be one of the cornerstones in the Quality 
Movement and closely associated with successful change processes (Axelsson and 
Bergman, 1999; Bergman and Klefsjö, 1995).  

Research on participation has been thorough but it has proved difficult to find a 
general definition of the concept. A phenomenological exploration of participation from 
case studies in three companies undertaken by Eklund (2000) showed that participation 
was associated with the four dimensions of Control, Communication, Activeness and 
Human consideration. The dimensions include a number of aspects, e.g. influence, 
information, communication, state one’s opinion, involvement, consensus, delegation.  

These dimensions were elaborated on and applied in a qualitative study (Erlandsson, 
2001), evaluating participation within Swedish health care, which was undergoing an 
organisational change towards process orientation. The four dimensions proved useful 
in investigating participation in the inquiry. 

 
2  MATERIAL AND METHOD 

The methods used were participant observation of postmen during a whole day’s 
work, and in-depth interviews followed by a questionnaire survey at fifteen local 
delivery offices in different parts of Sweden. Survey data were analysed using the Chi-
Square test to see if there were any differences between the delivery offices.  

The fifteen delivery offices were chosen and accessed by the central management of 
the mail service division. They were drawn five by five from three different categories, 
depending on how well the implementation of “Best Method” had worked out: one 
category where the implementation was successful, one where it was poor and a middle 
group where it was classified as neither successful nor poor. 

The author interviewed four people at each of the fifteen offices, one male and one 
female postman, the union representative and the local manager, for approximately two 
hours each. The results from the interviews formed the basis for a questionnaire that 
was distributed to everyone at the fifteen delivery offices. 524 questionnaires were 
answered (90% response rate). Distribution over the delivery offices and the number of 
months “Best Method” had been in use are shown in table 1. 
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Table 1. Participants distributed over the fifteen postal delivery offices and the 
number of months “Best Method” had been in use. 

 Delivery offices with implementation rated by management as … 

… successful  … neither successful nor 
poor  

… poor  
 

 
Postal 
delivery 
offices A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O 

Invited 43 58 31 23 45 45 58 49 22 27 35 50 45 30 25 
 

Respondents 41 55 26 23 43 37 46 42 18 27 27 44 43 30 22 
 

Response rate 
in % 

95 
 

95 84 100 96 82 79 86 82 100 77 88 96 100 88 

No of months 
with “Best 
Method”  

20 20 361 18 19 20 19 19 14 17 17 19 13 13 8 
 

 
3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The time since “Best Method” was put in place varies greatly within each category of 
postal delivery offices. There are examples of offices where “Best Method” had been in 
use for a comparatively short time but where the implementation nevertheless had 
worked out well. Yet, as table 1 shows, there is a time factor related to how well the 
implementation had worked out in the sense that the higher the average number of 
months since the new working model was installed, the more successful the 
implementation process. However, the relation between time and success is not the 
crucial point, as we shall show.   
 
3.1 Perceived participation  

During the interviews at the delivery offices, participation was used as a “sensitising 
concept”, i.e. a guiding concept used during the dialogue to track essential complex 
problems. A number of aspects of participation were “tracked” as prominent factors in 
the implementation of the new working model at the delivery offices. These features 
corresponded well with the four dimensions suggested by Eklund (2000) and 
Erlandsson (2001). Consequently, this justified a section of questions on participation in 
the questionnaire distributed to the postal personnel. The four dimensions of 
participation were used to determine the perceived participation among the postmen and 
were operationalised as follows:   

• Control, including the opportunity to influence and to adapt locally 
• Communication, including communication, information flow and instructions 

during the implementation process  
• Activeness, including motivation 
• Human consideration, including work satisfaction. 

The questions used in the questionnaire to represent these aspects and the results are 
shown in table 2. The results show answers from postmen working with mail delivery in 
the field, including 452 of the 524 postal personnel. The remaining 92, who work with 
other tasks in the delivery offices, were excluded as the implementation of “Best 
Method” has affected their work in a somewhat different way.  

                                                 
1 Pilot office starting the implementation before 2000 
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Table 2. Perceived participation in the implementation of “Best Method”.  
 Delivery offices rated by management as … 

Questions from the questionnaire  
( 7-grade response scale) 

… successful      
implementation 

 

… neither 
successful nor 

poor  

…poor 
implementation 

 

1.  How do you think the information related 
  to the implementation of “Best Method” 
 has worked out at this delivery office? 

 
    n = 152 
 

 
 n = 136  
 

 
    n = 134 
 

       Very well          (1, 2) 33%  18%  12%  
                                    (3, 4, 5) 58%  48%  62%  
  Very badly         (6, 7) 9%  34%  26% p<.001 
2.  What is your opinion about the instruc-
 tions you have received concerning
 how to work with “Best Method”? 

 
    n = 153 
 

 
 n = 136 
 

 
    n = 141 
 

     Very good         (1, 2) 28%  11%  14%  
                                   (3, 4, 5) 63%  62%  60%  
          Very bad             (6, 7)  9%  27%  26% p<.001 
3.  How do you think the communication 
 around the implementation of Best 
 Method worked out at this delivery office?
  

 
 
    n = 152 

 
 
 n = 135 
 

 
 
    n = 133 

           Very well           (1, 2) 31%  15%  11%  
                                    (3, 4, 5) 60%  50%  64%  
       Very badly          (6, 7) 9%  35%  25% p<.001 
4. How do you estimate your opportunities
 to influence how “Best Method” should be 
 implemented? 

 
    n = 154 

 
 n = 135 

 
    n = 138 

  Very good           (1, 2) 12%    6%    5%  
                                    (3, 4, 5) 46%  33%  28%  
   Very bad             (6, 7) 42%  61%  67% p=.001 
5.  Do you think there have been 
 opportunities to suitable local 
 adaptation of Best Method? 

 
    n = 153 
 

 
 n = 136 
 

 
    n = 140 
 

  Yes, to a very high extent      (1, 2) 18%  13%    9%  
                                                       (3, 4, 5) 56%  42%  49%  
  No, not at all                         (6, 7) 26%  45%  42% p<.01 
 6. How do you estimate your motivation 
 considering the implementation of 
 “Best Method”? 

 
    n = 156 
 

 
 n = 137 
 

 
    n = 138 
 

       Very high          (1, 2) 31%  24%  17%  
                                  (3, 4, 5) 57%  51%  55%  
         Very low           (6, 7)       12%  25%  28% p=.001 
7.  Have you felt participant in the 
 implementation of “Best Method”? 

    n = 158  n = 138 
 

    n = 143 
 

  Yes, to a very high extent      (1, 2) 16%  15%    9%  
                                                       (3, 4, 5)     50%  38%  27%  
  No, not at all                        (6, 7)        34%  47%  64% p<.001 
8.  How do you estimate your satisfaction in 
 working with “Best Method”? 

    n = 156 
 

 n =  137 
 

    n = 138 
   

       Very high satisfaction    (1, 2) 44%  28%  27%  
                                                           (3, 4, 5) 49%  44%  54%  
         No satisfaction at all           (6, 7)          7%  28%  19% p<.001 

According to the Chi-Square test 
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Closer analysis of the results shows a clear connection between perceived 
participation and postal delivery offices in terms of the success of the implementation. 
A statistical analysis of participation in table 2 showed consistent differences in all 
participation aspects (Chi-Square test p<.001 and p<.01). The more successful the 
implementation (as assessed by management), the higher the perceived participation. 
Even taking mass significance into account, there are clearly valid statistically 
significant differences. The results also show that all eight aspects of participation are 
closely related to each other. 
 
3.2 Handling instructions of how to work with “Best Method” 

Closely related to participation is the use of a printed manual containing instructions 
on how to work with “Best Method”. Also in this respect there were differences related 
to the success of the implementation process (Table 3).  

Table 3. Question regarding the “Best Method” manual. 
Delivery offices rated by management as …  

According to a question from the 
questionnaire 

 

 … successful      
implementation    

…  neither 
successful nor 

poor 

      …poor       
 implementation 

 

        n = 161        n = 142          n = 148 Postmen having access to the 
manual.     52%    44%  35% p<.05 

        n = 161        n = 141          n = 148 Postmen  considering the manual 
useful.    14%      7%    7% p<.05 

Postmen having access to the manual  
and considering it useful. 

 
   27% 

  
  16% 

  
19% 

 
p>.05 

According to the Chi-Square test 

We can conclude (table 3) that the more successful the implementation the higher the 
access to the manual and the higher the perceived usefulness (Chi-Square test p<.05). 

A comparison between the number of postmen having access to the manual with the 
number considering it useful is not however statistically significant. Comparing the 
group of offices where the implementation was rated neither successful nor poor with 
the group were it was considered poor, there is even a tendency that the greater the 
access to the manual the lower the perceived usefulness. This may seem somewhat 
contradictory. An interpretation could be that the discrepancy is associated with the 
view of standardisation that the manual represents. The standard at some delivery 
offices may be viewed as an absolute regulation to be followed in mind-numbing detail, 
while at others it may be seen more as a framework for developing the new working 
method as well as possible locally. A recent study (Eklund et al, 1998) found that the 
latter approach creates higher participation and acceptance.  

 
3.3 Leadership and managers’ roles  

The results further show that local and central managerial support is another critical 
factor related to the degree of success of the implementation of “Best Method”. Two 
questions focused on perceived leadership from local and central management. The 
participation features in table 2 were analysed in relation to this perceived leadership. 
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We found an unambiguous tendency that the lower the perceived participation, the 
poorer the perceived leadership (Chi Square test p<.001). 

The role of leadership in change processes cannot be stressed enough and many 
researchers consider a participative strategy to be a fundamental key for organisational 
success (Axelsson and Bergman, 1999; Bergman and Klefsjö, 1995). To create 
conditions that support participation, it is vital to establish an infrastructure that 
promotes good information flow and communication or dialogue both horizontally and 
vertically and between different functions all the way through the hierarchical levels in 
the organisation. This will allow a common view of the activities and processes in the 
organisation to be established (Dixon, 1999).  
 
4 CONCLUSIONS 

From the interviews and questionnaire results we can conclude that communication 
between the hierarchical levels within the mail service division has not been 
satisfactory. It even seems to have hindered the development of a common view and 
mutual understanding of the organisation’s activities and processes, and also affected 
the implementation of “Best Method” negatively. It is therefore vital to ascertain how 
communication can be improved to secure the organisation’s long-term efficiency. 

Participation has proved crucial for successful implementation of the new “Best 
Method” working concept. The perceived information, instructions, communication, 
opportunities to influence the implementation, motivation and work satisfaction are also 
clearly connected to management’s role and support and the use of the manual. 

Research has long shown that participation leads to better work organisations and 
change processes, but knowledge of how to go from theory to practice is still scarce. 
“Best Method” is integrated in a continuous improvement process within the mail 
service division. The challenge now is to develop a more participative way of working 
within the organisation. This calls for further research, planned for a second phase and 
which will hopefully increase our knowledge of how to put participation into practice.  
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