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Abstract. 

The focus of this thesis is on labour-management relations in the Nigerian National Petrole-

um Corporation (NNPC), Nigeria. The study explores current managerial practices in the 

corporation and their effects on the intensification of work, and how the management sought 

to control workers and the labour process. The study explores the experiences of workers and 

their perception of managerial practices. Evidence suggests that managerial practices and 

their impacts on workplace relations in NNPC have become more subtle, with wider implica-

tions for workers’ experience and the labour process. 

Using primary data obtained through interviews, participant observation, and documentary 

sources, the thesis assesses how managerial practices are varieties of controls of labour in 

which workers’ consent is also embedded. This embeddedness of the labour process gener-

ates new types of worker subjectivity and identity, with significant implications for labour 

relations. The study suggests that multiple dimensions of workers’ sense-making reflect the 

structural and subjective dimensions of the labour process. 

In NNPC, the consequence of managerial practices has been an emergence of a new type of 

subjectivity; one that has closely identified with the corporate values and is not overtly dis-

posed towards resistance or dissent. While workers consent at NNPC continues to be an out-

come of managerial practices, the thesis examined its implications. The thesis seeks to ex-

plain the effects of managerial control mechanisms in shaping workers’ experience and iden-

tity. However, the thesis shows that while workers remain susceptible to these forms of man-

agerial influence, an erasure or closure of oppositions or recalcitrance will not adequately 

account for workers’ identity-formation.  

The thesis shows that while managerial control remains significant, workers inhabit domains 

that are ‘unmanaged’ and ‘unmanageable’ where ‘resistance’ and ‘misbehaviour’ reside. 

Without a conceptual and empirical interrogation, evidence of normative and mutual benefits 

of managerial practices or a submissive image of workers will produce images of workers 

that obscure their covert opposition and resistance. Workers ‘collude’ with the ‘hubris’ of 

management in order to invert and subvert managerial practices and intentions. Through the-

oretical reconceptualization, the thesis demonstrates the specific dimensions of these inver-

sions and subversions. The thesis therefore seeks to re-insert “worker-agency” back into the 
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analysis of power-relations in the workplace; agency that is not overtly under the absolute 

grip of managerial control, but with a multiplicity of identities and multilevel manifestations. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

This study is concerned with the implications of managerial practices and labour process 

on workers in the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), Nigeria, particular-

ly, at the Shopfloor (Refinery) levels. The Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation 

(NNPC) was established  in April 1977 by the Federal Government of Nigeria with the 

mandate to manage the operational aspects of the oil industry in Nigeria, while the regu-

latory functions reside with the Federal Government. The NNPC is a successor organisa-

tion to the Nigerian Oil Corporation which was established in 1971. In addition to its ex-

ploration activities, NNPC developed operational interests in refinery, petrochemicals 

and products transportation, as well as marketing. Between 1978 and 1988, NNPC con-

structed petroleum and petrochemical refineries in Warri, Kaduna and Port-Harcourt. The 

Port-Harcourt refinery was the research site for this study(NNPC2007). 

However, in the last two decades, NNPC has emerged from one of the most ambitious 

and far reaching organisational changes in its thirty-year history. In 1988, the corporation 

was decentralised into twelve strategic subsidiaries and units covering the entire spectrum 

of the corporation’s operations. Port-Harcourt Refinery Company (PHRC), Eleme, Port-

Harcourt, is one of the twelve subsidiary companies of NNPC. In the last ten years, the 

operations and activities in NNPC have centred on coping with the challenges of both 

intense internal and external developments in the operating environment, in particular 

with regards to its products and processes of production. The concern has been to make 

its products compete favourably in the world market, both in terms of pricing and quality. 

As a result, the business units and subsidiaries of NNPC have been re-organised into 

companies with NNPC as holding company (NNPC, 2007).The implications of these 

developments on employment relations become the concern of this study. In particular, 

the study is concerned with the workers’ own experiences and interpretations of these 

changes, given the peculiarity of the corporation as a State-Owned Enterprise. As a state 

owned enterprise, NNPC remains the main driver of Nigeria’s economy. The study is 

thus specifically inspired by the realization that given the centrality of the NNPC to the 
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Nigerian economy and Fiscus, the interpretations that workers give of the new production 

process and their locations within the employment relations merit scholarly enquiry. 

Workers’ perception and their sense-making of the changes deserve empirical analysis 

and theoretical understanding. In addition, the study explores, at the level of the refinery, 

how workers’ representatives responded to these changes. 

The thesis is in three parts. Part one comprises two sections made up of Chapters 2 and 3. 

Chapter 2 describes the background to the study, and the research methods adopted in 

carrying out the fieldwork. The Chapter ends with methodological issues in ethnographic 

method—the principal technique adopted in the study. Chapter 3 comprises the Concep-

tual Framework that underpins the Research Work. Labour Process Theory provides the 

theoretical framework for the study. Its deep and insightful contribution to understanding 

workplace labour process provides the “critical understanding of the world of work, and 

of the submerged issues of management’s control” (Gamze, 2003:32). The conceptual 

inheritance from labour process debates both of the earlier Marxist works and the second 

wave analysts remain influential. 

Chapters 4-9, form Part two of the thesis, covering the context of the research. Chapter 4 

provides a historical over-view and a critical discussion of the regulatory framework of 

the Nigerian oil industry. In Chapters 5 and 6, we examine the dynamics in the labour 

process within the corporation. This is against the background of managerial practices 

and organizational reconfigurations of work processes that were undertaken in the con-

text of the operating environment of the corporation. It is in this context that we examine 

the prevailing employment relations. Furthermore, we examine workers’ sense-making of 

the managerial practices in the organisation. We argue that NNPC is in a period of signif-

icant changes and work re-organisation, which is impacting strongly on the method of 

production and thus redefining the managerial practices such as teamwork and Total 

Quality Management Programme (TQM). This, in turn, is having considerable influence 

on workplace relations and the work experiences of the workers. We place the emphasis 

on workers’ perception and the interpretations that trade union officials offer, “as some-

thing different from its presentation by the management” (Gregor 2000 cited in Knights, 

D. and Willmott, H. 2000:136). 
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The problematic and contentious issue of workplace identity formation and responses to 

changes in work processes in NNPC are examined in Chapter 7. The discursive and con-

text of the organisational practices through which employees perceive managerial prac-

tices are evaluated; both from conceptual and empirical analysis. The management at 

NNPC, as part of change process has introduced intervention programs such as training 

and development with its implicated dimensions in terms of normative expectations from 

workers, and their own perception. The relations between managerial practices; (Chapters 

5 and 6), and the responses of workers are analysed. This analysis is located within, and 

guided by the thematic strands contained in later writing on labour process theorizing that 

tend to mediate the classic discourse of labour process theory. It is argued that the analy-

sis of workplace relations goes beyond a “one-side abstraction” of labour-capital relation. 

It incorporates the mediating influences of workplace and extra workplace social pro-

cesses in the articulation of workers’ consciousness and identity within the workplace 

power relations. It is also in this context that the institutional frameworks of interest me-

diations in NNPC are analysed. The institutional structures and processes of interest me-

diations and efforts bargaining such as the branches of trade unions in NNPC, Joint Con-

sultative Councils(JCC), and other frameworks for ‘social partnerships’ are analysed in 

the light of emerging theories. This analysis is done in Chapter 8. Work process, and pro-

cess of production, especially at the process plant level are characterised by shopfloor 

collectives and its infra-politics. Chapter 9 evaluates the dimensions and implications of 

collective knowledge sharing in the plant. The concept and processes of collective 

knowledge sharing is reconceptualised to examine its hegemonic power implications. 

A general review of evaluation and implications of the themes surrounding managerial 

practices in the context of labour process in NNPC on workplace relations is done in 

Chapter 10. This review of the innovative strength of LPT further deepens our under-

standing of the thematic strands within labour process analysis, especially in the specific 

type of labour relations in NNPC. 

Thus, while the core elements of labour process analysis, including its theoretical and 

analytical substances are adopted in explaining work process, and its managerial control 

imperatives in NNPC, the study examines workers’ own construction of their location in 
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the social relations of production. The mediating role of other social processes, such as 

identity-work “highlights the importance of contextualizing our understanding of 

“Shopfloor” responses to managerial practices” (Glover and Noon 2005:16). 

The study therefore attempts to re-conceptualize production relations, especially in the 

context of a State-Owned Enterprises such as the NNPC where issues of work and em-

ployment relations go beyond the classic labour process analysis. Workers’ own sense-

making and explanations, and indeed their rationalization also count. There is therefore a 

need for “a re-conceptualization and re-definition of production relations” (Adesi-

na1988), that seek to extend the conceptual remit of LPT to incorporate identity-work and 

interest factors. While Braverman’s (1974) conceptualization of labour process, and Bu-

rawoy’s (1998) method of enquiry at the workplace remain foundational  to our under-

standing, contextual relevance of social processes within the particular capitalist mode of 

production, through which workplace orientations and relations are enacted and interpret-

ed also serve as mediating factors in the understanding of workplace relations at the Re-

finery. Analysis of workplace relations at NNPC goes beyond “ex-ante” structural labour 

determinacy. 

The Refinery, where the fieldwork is carried out is located in Eleme, in the riverine area 

of Southern Nigeria. Port-Harcourt Refinery Company (PHRC) Eleme, is one of the 

twelve subsidiary companies of NNPC. It provides petroleum refinery service to the na-

tion. It is also charged with the development and production of specialized petroleum 

products. The operations and activities of the company are carried out by two depart-

ments within the company: Production, Engineering and Total Quality Control Depart-

ment and Administrative, Personnel and Manpower Development Department. 

In the attempt to place the re-organization of work in its theoretical context, and in a 

manner that sufficiently captures the dynamics in labour process of work in NNPC La-

bour Process Theory (LPT) is adopted as a conceptual tool in this study. LPT is consid-

ered as an appropriate framework that situates labour process in the historical process of 

production relations. It remains a significant “theoretical framework for understanding 

workplace labour process issues, and changes” (Thompson and Newsome 2004, in 
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Kaufman 2004:133]. LPT as a theoretical approach provides the central focus in analys-

ing the core elements surrounding changes in work process that had taken place in the 

organization in the last twenty years (NNPC 2007). 

As a theory for analysing workplace relations and labour process in the organization, the 

strands within the theory will be employed thematically between Chapters 5, 6, 7, 8 and 

9, in understanding labour process and workplace relations in the refinery. As noted by 

Thompson and Smith (1998:18), “the systematic qualities of capitalism are not experi-

enced in the same way across societies because of diversity of nations and firms.” It is 

this diversity that makes the application of LPT context-specific and guided by the histor-

ical circumstances of organization under study. 

Changes in work processes, and technology of production in the refinery have been var-

ied and diverse. This has been influenced not only by the diverse challenges facing the 

operating environment of the organisation, but also by the interests of the Federal Gov-

ernment within Nigeria’s oil industry. 

Therefore any analysis that seeks to capture these nuances must be context and historical-

ly based. As a conceptual tool, LPT allows its diverse strands to dovetail into context and 

specific circumstances that shaped workplace labour process. In other words, as analyti-

cal tool that allows it to be deployed into specifics, LPT continues to be at its most, in 

revealing the interplays between organisation of work and employment relations. It 

reaches downward “into micro-firm analysis from political economy of capitalism” 

(Thompson and Smith1998:20). 

While the various normative discourses within mainstream managerial literature tend to 

privilege our understanding of how workers are ‘bought into’ the managerial normative 

practices (Hammer and Champy 1993, cited in Knights, D. and Willmott, H. 2000:136), 

such managerial discourse only ends up in providing a limited trend in the understanding. 

Thus, in the light of conceptual tools provided by LPT, such mainstream managerial un-

derstanding could only be interpreted as a ‘self-limiting’ alternative line for our under-

standing the dynamics of labour process in the workplace. Indeed, considering the impli-

cations of managerial initiatives and practices on employment relations, and impact on 
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workers’ experiences, dynamics of labour process in NNPC deserve our scholarly atten-

tion. 

NNPC has witnessed significant developments in its work process and managerial prac-

tices in response to its challenges and operating environment. This is especially so in re-

gards to its product markets and process of production. Emerging managerial practices 

such as skill flexibility, teamwork, Total Quality Control (Hammer and Champy 1993) 

become workplace practices seeking the ‘hearts and minds’ of the workers. These are 

emerging managerial “practices that promise empowerment, autonomy, more discretion 

and consequently more rewards for the workers’’ (Knights, D. and Willmott, H. 

2000:65). However, beyond the ‘disciplined workers’ thesis, Glover and Noon (2005), 

the new work processes are accompanied by more work intensification, more competi-

tion, increased workload, task-flexibility, and pressures on the trade unions. Indeed, while 

the dimensions of work processes and managerial practices in NNPC may have sought to 

integrate workers more with the accompanying normative values of empowerment, ade-

quate rewards, and opportunity for career growth, the deeper implications for employ-

ment relations in the workplace remain that of “more intensified exploitative work expe-

rience for the workers’’ (Gregor 2000, cited in Knights and Willmott2000:137). 

This introductory section of the thesis provides the general outline and overview of the 

entire body of the thesis. The various themes analysed and evaluated in each of the Chap-

ters provide the understanding of the managerial practices and dynamic of labour process 

in the corporation. In what follows as Chapter 2, the background to the research context 

is provided, which is also underpinned by the research methods adopted for the study.   

 
Chapter 2 

Background to the Research 

2.1. Introduction 

The Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC) was established  in April 1977 by 

the Federal Government of Nigeria with the mandate to manage the operational aspects 
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of the oil industry in Nigeria, while the regulatory functions reside with the Federal Gov-

ernment. The NNPC is a successor organization to the Nigerian National Oil Company 

(NNOC), which was established in 1971. In addition to its exploration activities, NNPC 

developed operational interest in refinery, petrochemicals and product transportation as 

well as marketing. Thus, between1978 and 1989, NNPC constructed petroleum and pet-

rochemical refineries in Warri, Kaduna, and Port-Harcourt (NNPC 2007). 

However, in the last two decades, the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation (NNPC), 

one of the largest federally owned corporations in Nigeria, has emerged from one of the 

far-reaching organizational changes in its thirty year history. In 1978, the corporation was 

decentralized into twelve strategic business subsidiaries and units covering the entire 

spectrum of the corporation’s operation. This has entailed making the corporation respon-

sible for the commercial aspects of oil and gas activity. Also, as part of efforts to put 

NNPC on a more commercial footing, the Federal government in March 1988 introduced 

a new structure for the corporation. The aim, as stated by the Federal government was to 

see the NNPC as a “financially autonomous” and “commercially integrated” company. 

Accordingly, three new areas of responsibility were initiated for the corporation: Corpo-

rate Services, Operations and Petroleum Investment (NNPC 2007). In 1989, two addi-

tional SBUs were established: the Integrated Data Services Company(IDS), and Eleme 

Petrochemicals Company which was established and commissioned “to provide the basis 

for the expansion of a petrochemicals and plastics industry” (International Directory of 

Company History, 2005:3 Vol. 172).Also, between 1978 and 1989, the NNPC construct-

ed refineries in Warri, Kaduna and Port-Harcourt (NNPC 2007). The activities and opera-

tions of the refineries fall under what is referred to as Downstream Operations of the 

NNPC, which cover oil/gas conversion into refined and petrochemical products. As an 

autonomous Federal Government-owned corporation, NNPC is regulated by the Depart-

ment of Petroleum Resources (DPR) - a Department within the Ministry of Petroleum 

Resources (NNPC 2007). Over the years, the operations and activities of NNPC have 

centred on coping with challenges of dealing with developments in the oil industry, par-

ticularly with regards to its products. The concern has been how to make its products 

compete favourably in the world market, both in terms of pricing and quality. As a result, 
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the business units and subsidiaries of the State Owned Oil firm have been reorganized 

“unbundled” into companies with NNPC as a holding company. 

Port Harcourt Refinery Company PHRC, Eleme is one of the twelve subsidiaries of 

NNPC. It provides a petroleum refinery service to the country. It produces petroleum 

products. The operations and activities of the company are carried out by two Depart-

ments within the company: Production, Engineering, and Total Quality Control Depart-

ment; and Administrative, Personnel and Manpower Development Department 

(NNPC2007). 

Within the context and rhythms of work processes and managerial practices in the corpo-

ration, there have been considerable impacts and implications on employment relations, 

especially at the “shopfloor” levels, where the influences of labour processes are more 

immanent. Labour process implications of the managerial practices are the scholarly con-

cerns of this study. In particular the study is concerned with lived experiences of workers 

and their explanations of the labour process regarding the accompanying managerial 

practices, given the peculiarities of the State Owned Enterprise within the Nigerian pe-

ripheral capitalist mode of production. As a State Owned Enterprise, the Corporation con-

tributes significantly to the Nigerian socio-economic development. The study is thus spe-

cifically inspired by the realization that NNPC as a “state-capital” does sustain the collec-

tive socioeconomic interest of the citizens of Nigeria. This is illustrated in its motto 

“NNPC touches your lives in many other diverse ways”. The work experience of workers 

in this context, their interpretations, and indeed their orientation  are therefore the focus 

of this study. 

Literature has shown what organisation of work often means for workers, and workers’ 

interests at the workplace, as something different from its presentation by the Manage-

ment (Gregor 2000).Thus, to Gregor, forms of managerial practices and the discourse 

surrounding them are designed to exploit the workers in the organization. In essence, 

from the perspective of labour process analysis, work processes at the workplace with its 

components of new technology of production, work re-organizations and employee in-

volvement are strategies that “when stripped bare, aimed at tapping into the shopfloor 
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based knowledge for increase productivity, and work intensification” (Gregor 2000,cited 

in Knights and Willmott 2000:137). 

At the point of production, managerial practice is to be conceived as a medium and out-

come of distinctive and often unequal power relations between capital and labour. In this 

sense, managerial practices generate potentially problematic issues and tensions at the 

point of production. While on the one hand,  workers’ locations in the production rela-

tions reflect the dimensions of labour process and managerial practices, their experience 

and perceptions also reflect these dynamics. Within the regulatory framework that estab-

lished the NNPC, operational activities at the refineries level are expected to respond to 

the ‘un-bundling’ at the corporate level. The nature and patterns of work relations at the 

interfaces thus become important. This is because “itis at the factory level that the for-

mation of workers’ consciousness and its manifestation are clearly shown in response to 

the production process’’ (Adesina1989:2-3). Activities at the shop floor “reflect workers’ 

perception and explanations of their locations in the production relations’’ (Adesina 

1989:2). Questions therefore persist on the need to examine and analyse workers’ experi-

ences within the context of the corporation’s labour process. 

The aim of this study is to explore the dynamics of labour process and managerial prac-

tices on employment relations. I intend to do this by critically examining the managerial 

discourse of the emerging work process, managerial control imperatives, and implications 

on workplace employment relations, and workers’ own experiences and perception of 

this. 

Fieldwork for this research took place at the NNPC, Nigeria, between the months of April 

and August 2008. The five month period of the fieldwork was split into two; I spent the 

first two months at the Abuja Corporate Office of NNPC, and the remaining three months 

at the PHRC, Eleme Port-Harcourt. The choice of NNPC, and indeed the focus on the 

PHRC as a research site is influenced by several factors: First, NNPC remains one of the 

most significant and largest sectors in the Nigeria economy, and there is a curious duality 

to this. Reorganization of work as influenced by regulatory framework reverberates in the 

managerial practices of the corporation. This has implications on employment relations 
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both at the corporate and refinery levels. Secondly, such changes in managerial practices 

affect the roles and activities of the trade unions. 

2.2. Research Goals and Objectives 

The goals and objectives of this study therefore are: 

a. To critically examine rhythms of labour process within NNPC, and the impact on 

organization of work, and shop floor relations at the Port-Harcourt Refinery 

Company (PHRC); 

b. To examine the influence and implications of managerial practices and tech-

niques, on workplace representational roles of the Trade Unions at the Refinery; 

and 

c. To examine the forms of shop floor collective and subjective identity formation of 

workers, and how these mediate adaptation to work, resistance to work and other 

manifest forms of workers’ orientation at the point of production. 

Towards achieving the basic goals/objectives set for this study, the study offers explana-

tions to the following questions; 

a. How does organization of work process in the NNPC impact on the shop floor re-

lations and workers’ experiences at the PHRC? 

b. How do managerial practices and techniques at the company influence shop floor 

collective representation, and roles of the Union Leaders? 

c. How do the social processes of identity formation on the shop floor mediate 

workers’ perception and interpretations of managerial practices? 

In offering explanations to the above questions, the study adopts both explanatory and 

critical approaches; while the former focuses on the descriptive dimensions of the mana-

gerial control practices in the context of the production process, labour process analysis 

provides the critical exploration of these dimensions. The study therefore offers empirical 
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analysis of managerial discourse and practices in the NNPC. More importantly, it offers 

new insights into the mediating roles of workplace and extra workplace social process in 

the reproduction of relations of production. The study offers an explanation to what hap-

pens at the point of production. From the basic conceptual understanding and analysis of 

managerial practices in the NNPC and in the context of social processes of production, it 

is believed that it is at the point of production that the impacts of managerial practices are 

mostly felt. 

An empirical investigation of the influence of managerial practices and labour process on 

workplace relations at NNPC continues to raise some methodological concerns relating to 

the ‘problem of knowing’ “How the Researcher approaches the knowing of the context 

under investigation privileges the method to be adopted in the knowing” (Adesina, 

1992:19). He notes further “the method of knowing makes one’s narratives as valid as 

any other”, and our method of enquiry in this study is “trenchantly ethno-

methodological” (Adesina 1992:19). Thus, in what follows  in the next section of this 

Chapter, I  will discuss the research method and the techniques adopted for data gathering 

for the research. In line with the central objective of this research which is to examine the 

dynamics of labour process in the refinery, including workers and trade unions percep-

tions and orientations, the research method for data collection would be qualitative. 

2.3. Research Method for Data Collection: an Epistemological Concern 

This section of this Chapter is concerned with the Research Methodology and Techniques 

for data collection. In particular, the section deals with the epistemological issues sur-

rounding the adoption of the particular method of doing research. This and the epistemic 

of the research method are discussed along the following three areas: ethnography, inter-

view and participant observation, all of which fall under qualitative research methodolo-

gy. 

In this section, we attempt first, to clarify and elaborate on some of the issues relating to 

the use of qualitative research method generally, and in particular, how the method is 

relevant to this study. As noted by Denzin and Lincolin (2005:3) “qualitative research is 
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concerned with interpretative, naturalistic approach to the world we study.” While mak-

ing sense of  people’s own interpretation of their social relations, qualitative research 

locates the researcher in the world he is studying. Writing on the importance and rele-

vance of qualitative research method, Babbie and Mouton (2001) note that it is an ap-

proach in which the researcher takes as its departure point, the ‘‘insider’s perspective’’, 

in social action. It seeks to explore the lived experiences of the research subjects based on 

their “symbolic materials”, that is meaning, values and norms enacted and attached to 

their “sociational” experiences. It is an “emic perspective” that privileges our understand-

ing of the research subjects’ behaviour in their cultural milieu. As noted by Wolcott 

(1987 in Babbie and Mouton 2001:411) “culture should be understood as attributes of a 

group with patterns relating to their social world.” To Lincolin and Guba 

(1985:42)“qualitative research is more sensitive to, and adaptable to the many mutually 

shaping influences and values patterns” in the research setting. Writing on the need for 

the researcher to infuse the social setting into his description, Miles and Huberman 

(1984) stress how “thick description” allows meaning to come out, and which only the 

research subjects can best communicate. 

To Brockington and Sullivan (2003cited in Scheyvens and Storey 2003:57) qualitative 

methods allow the researcher “to explore the meanings of people’s worlds, the myriad 

personal impacts of impersonal social structures” on the individual. As they note, “quali-

tative methods work inductively, building theory from observation” (Brockington and 

Sullivan 2003 in Scheyvens and Storey 2003:57). In other words, the “symbolic interpre-

tation” the research subjects give to their perspective and social dynamics are explained 

through the lens of qualitative inquiry. The researcher must be able to locate himself in 

the world of the research subjects. The world, inwhich the researcher immersed himself,, 

is then turned into “a series of representation, field notes, interviews and conversations” 

(Denzin and Lincolin 2005:3). Guided by the situational understanding of the research 

subjects, the researcher is therefore able to make sense of the natural setting through the 

‘interpretive narratives’ of the research subject. The world view of the researched subject 

is reflected through the ‘reflexivity’ of the researcher (Burawoy, 1998). 
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As mentioned above,  Miles and Huberman (1984) stress how thick description allows 

meaning to come out, and which only the research subject can best communicate. In other 

words, qualitative research unearths the various dimensions of the subject’s lived-world, 

privileging an “insider’s perspective” into the research. On the inclination of  a  research-

er adopting a particular methodological approach, Morgan (1979) notes that this will be 

influenced by his or her underlying view of reality (ontology),  and ways of knowing 

(epistemology). As demonstrated throughout this research, our ontological and epistemo-

logical concerns are guided by the inclinations we have towards examining the underly-

ing dynamics of labour process and the implications on workplace relations, and from the 

perspective of the workers. 

2.4. Ethnography 

In what follows here, I describe Ethnography as research technique, in line with explana-

tions given by Fetterman (1989), Hammersley and Atkinson (1995), on Ethnography. 

Brewer (2000:10) describes Ethnography as the “study of people in naturally occurring 

settings or fields by means of methods which capture their social meaning and ordinary 

activities, involving the researcher participating directly in the setting.” Ethnography, 

therefore, stresses the need for the researcher to have access not only to the research ob-

jects’ social setting, but also their social meaning and activities. However, ethnography, 

as noted by other writers involves ‘triangulation’ of methods stressing the need for the 

researcher to approach the research setting with full awareness and recognition of the 

strength and limitations inherent in any of the research methods adopted. In the context of 

workplace study therefore, ethnography has become an important method of enquiry. It 

has become a useful tool in analysing workers’ identities and managerial control in the 

workplace. This is more so when the purpose is to capture the lived experience and per-

ception of workers in the workplace. However, within its tradition, ethnography has also 

taken on a critical perspective; a neo-Marxist turn in post-structuralist analysis of work-

place relations. These are located in (Hugh Willmott 1995) informal social organization 

in the workplace, and the dynamics of workplace resistance (Beynon 1975, and Thomp-

son 1995). Espousing the inherent qualities in Ethnography as a research technique in his 
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Extended Case Method, Burawoy (1998), for instance, elaborates and qualifies it as an 

approach that highlights the importance of participant observation as an important tool 

for the researcher in placing the everyday lives of workers in its local work context. This 

implies that the researcher, while ‘rooting himself in the context of the world of the re-

search object, will need to “thematize his participation, thus allowing himself to be guid-

ed by evolving dialogue with the participants” (Burawoy, 1998:5). Ethnography, as a 

research technique, according to Burawoy (1998: 5-6) embraces ‘reflexivity’, an ap-

proach that stresses not detachment, but “engagement as the road to knowledge, assuring 

multiple dialogue to reach explanation of the empirical phenomenon.’’ In other words, 

through reflexivity, the researcher is able to comprehend the interaction between the 

workers and their local processes in the social world he studies. And as Kuhn (1962 cited 

in Burawoy 1998:5) notes, “…reflexivity in ethnography builds on knowledge through 

reconstruction of theory” and is thereby able to accommodate the dimensions of the re-

search setting. Thus, in a grounded empirical underpinning of such ethno-methodology, 

the researcher, in the context of workplace study needs to go beyond ‘pigeonholing’ of 

‘capital’ and ‘labour’ as deterministic ‘categories’, especially in a peripheral capitalist 

workplace, to discuss the multiple processes, interests, and overlapping in the workplace. 

In other words, the “existential folk stories and indigenous narratives of the research sub-

jects should guide the academic theory brought to the social world of those we study” 

(Burawoy 1998:7). The hallmark of reflexivity in ethnographic study, according to Bu-

rawoy (1998) is demonstrated when the knowledge of the research objects  is not created 

‘‘Tabula Rasa’ but through dialogue between the researcher and the participants. 

More discussions on the importance of ethnographic study as research tool in a work-

place environment are further located in Burawoy (2003). According to Bu-

rawoy(2003:652),there  is a combination of factors that could warrant ethnographic 

study; “the internal processes within the field over time, and forces external to the field.” 

The underlying facts that therefore recommend ethnographic study is the reality that the 

world we study undergoes real historical changes, and the ‘dynamic properties’ that char-

acterizethese changes can only be fully understood and put into empirical analytical per-

spective through ethnographic study of the research site. Thus, questions and implications 
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of workplace changes within the historical and social context of the place of study, in the 

wider dimensions, are best addressed by ethnographic research method. 

Ethnography opens up for the researcher the historical dimensions and social processes 

that characterize the social context being researched. In making a case for the relevance 

of ethnography, guided by this historical process, we argue that ‘in-situ’ observations 

allow the researcher to study others in their micro-social space and time, involving an 

“analysis of the canonical works of either himself or that of his forebears in a diachronic 

comparison” (Burawoy 2003:650). This way, and by “standing on the shoulders of the 

giants” (Burawoy 2003:658) the researcher brings to the research field ‘a frog-eye view’ 

(Adesina1995) that makes the study unfold along what Burawoy (2003:650) categorizes 

into central dimensions or themes that guide the researcher; “first as participant observer, 

and secondly for the reconstruction of a theory that answer both the internal and external 

forces.” Focused study of ethnographic type takes as its point of departure, an “adequate 

awareness and cognizance of changes in historical context, the interests and perspectives 

of the objects’ at research site,”(Burawoy 2003:650). 

In the context of the workplace where this study was carried out, ethnography explains 

workers’ account of their experiences of managerial practices, and the social relations of 

production. Work processes in the corporation exemplified in managerial control practic-

es and procedures (mediated by both micro and macro social processes), impact on labour 

relations in the workplace. Therefore our adoption of ethnography not only opens up for 

our understanding, workers’ own account, but also explains the unfolding dimensions of 

social relations of production. An analysis of dimensions of internal managerial practices 

with impact on employment relations is best accounted for through the ethnographic line-

age. Ethnography allows the research to be done in a manner that is not a description or 

illustration, but done through foregrounding and conceptualization of a theoretical lens, 

and analysis of the dynamic trends of labour processes, in the light of emerging histori-

cally specific external forces. Attentiveness to how the external forces of workplace rela-

tions feed on the internal micro-social process remains the “hallmark of best structuralist 

ethnographic study” (Burawoy2003:661).It throws up “complimentary and contradictory 

multiple perspectives” (Burawoy 2003:661), implicated in our analysis of the research 
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site. This is more compelling if the concern is to situate and thematize the “interconnect-

edness” between the internal micro social processes of workplace relations with the ex-

ternal forces that reconfigured managerial practices and the labour process. Ethnographic 

study ‘problematizes’ not only the ‘thematic assumptions’ and findings in the context of 

these emerging dynamics, but also calls for reconceptualization in explaining the emerg-

ing assumptions. Theoretical lenses brought on to the field guide the researcher in reflect-

ing on the assumptions. However, while the conceptualization of the emerging assump-

tions may not necessarily ‘deconstruct’ or ‘reconstruct’ findings, merit in its adoption lies 

in its abilities to problematize the emerging workplace configuration. Its values also lie in 

paying distinct attentiveness to ‘fluxes’ and ‘processural dynamics’ of the labour process, 

with adequate cognizance of ‘disruptions’ on the field from the ‘external’. With under-

standing and inspirations gleaned from the research site, ethnographic study analyses 

concepts, explores themes, and based on these, new questions are posed, aimed at offer-

ing explanations and accounts of the “changing terrain” of the workplace (Bu-

rawoy2003). In justifying the use of ethnography on workplace study, Burawoy 

(2003:675) argues that in “the context of changes that give character to the field of study 

today, the re-composition of everyday life has become a product of transactional process; 

of new trajectories in institutional processes; changes in individual identities at work and 

reconstitution of workplace”. In other words, ethnography tracks down, and helps the 

researcher to make sense of the evolving trajectories. 

While raising concerns on pedagogical implications of ethnography, and its broader im-

plications on reliability of research outcome, Adesina (1991:30) however, notes that eth-

nography with its technique of “participant observation is essentially a simulation of so-

cial realities and experiences of those being researched.” According to him the process 

courts the danger of just “rehearsing the power relations context of the workplace” 

(Adesina 1991:30). Drawing on Brown’s (1984) distinction between ‘Work’ and ‘work-

ing on Work’ , the latter reflects the engagement of the researcher at the research site 

which might just be a ‘pretentious undertone’ of the reality of work. Adesina (1991:30) 

further highlights the problems associated with doing participant observation, especially 

in a workplace context where “immanent locational and class differences between the 

researcher and the research objects cannot be ruled out.” While urging researchers to be 
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conscious of their own “pedagogical orientation” on the field, he stresses the need to be 

attentive to the context of the research setting, especially of a workplace where “problems 

of management” often shape our research agenda and conversation. Such asymmetric 

relations between the researcher and the research objects often have implications for eth-

nographic writing and findings in which ‘shopfloor’ experience of workers may be sub-

stituted by experiences and orientation of the researcher (Adesina 1991). 

2.4.1. Justification of Ethnography as Methodological Approach. 

As suggested by (Daudi 1986, cited in Muhammed 2003:14) there are two major ap-

proaches that guide the researcher in his methodological analysis; “one entails an effort to 

provide a comprehensive epistemological discussion that allows for a review of major 

theories involved; and the second involves empirical analysis of the procedures to be in-

corporated in data collection and analysis”. This section of the Chapter would, therefore, 

incorporate these approaches in providing a detailed explanation of the ‘epistemological 

foundation’, thereby facilitating a fuller understanding of the issues involved in studying 

workplace relations in NNPC. 

In keeping with sociological traditions that seek to provide explanations to dynamics 

rooted in local specific conditions, we adopted ethnographic approach in this study. 

While allowing a limit of the field of analysis to a particular context, it facilitates an in-

depth exploration of the unique dimensions of labour process that influenced or shaped 

the experience and orientations of workers in the corporation. In other words, it seeks to 

explore how the interplay of work process and managerial practices in NNPC shape the 

lived experiences of workers. On how the researcher should decide on the techniques for 

gathering data, Silverman (1985, cited in Muhammed 2003:14) notes, “…given the wide 

range of possible research topics brought to the research field, there are no hard-and-fast 

rules for conducting research.” Corroborating this, Gaskell (2000) observes that the tech-

nique for gathering data must reflect the specific aims of the given study (Muhammed 

2003:14). Since the broad objective of this study is to explore meanings workers give to 

their subjective conditions and how they interpret managerial issues, a decision was made 

by this researcher to combine the use of ethnography as research method with interviews 
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and participant observation, as techniques for gathering data. Noting the importance of 

interviews in ethnographic study, Collinson (1992) suggests that using interviews allows 

the researcher to gain access to many issues that questionnaires do not allow (Muhammed 

2003:14). In other words, participant observation combined with interview aids the re-

searcher to gain the social significance of ‘shopfloor folklore’; “while positivist methods 

like questionnaires constrain research by imposing a particular structure or predefined 

categories on the research” (Muhammed 2003:14 ). On the other hand, a more open-

ended research method such as interviewing allows and encourages respondents to nar-

rate stories of their own reality. According to Silverman, (in Muhammed 2003:14) “inter-

view data obtained through open-ended techniques reproduce and rearticulate cultural 

processes and practices grounded in a given pattern of social setting or organization.” 

Cultural realities are displayed in manners that are “neither biased nor accurate but simp-

ly real, from the respondent’s point of view” (cited in Mohammed 2003: 14). Thus, my 

use of participant observation provides me with the analytic tool to obtain knowledge 

about the social processes of the workplace, its routine and the specific daily practices. 

Daudi (1986) and Collinson (1992), separately noted in their work, that many acts of dai-

ly work experiences of workers draw on a thorough knowledge of the technical and social 

specificities embedded in the social organization (Muhammed 2003). 

Opportunity to understand the context which “direct observation” provides, gives analyti-

cal insights into ongoing practices, consistencies, patterns and nuances in the workplace 

that are themselves context defined. As noted by Muhammed (2003:14) “fractures within 

and between patterns could not be easily analyzed and coded without taking context into 

consideration.” Actors in workplace relations are engaging in “infinite and counter nu-

ances”(Mohammed 2003:14) in the specific context. To Gaskell, therefore (cited in Mu-

hammed 2003:15) “what goes in one setting must be understood in its own terms within 

the context, in which a researcher must be able to deploy ‘an approach which allows him 

multiplicity of methods in the specific settings.” This therefore provides the opportunity 

to bring together seemingly “inconsistent” and often “contradictory categories” that give 

a ‘thick description’ of the particular workplace. This therefore explains our adoption of 

ethnography, participant observation and interview as research tools. It is on this that Gill 

(2000, cited in Mohammed 2003:18) suggests that a “context-based analytical approach 
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must be adopted in such ethnographic study.’”Such a perspective is characterized by cer-

tain features that should prevent the researcher from adopting an ‘a priory’, and taken for 

granted stance which could yield unproblematic ‘truth’ of the context. On this, Brocking-

ton and Sullivan (2003, cited in Scheyvens and Storey 2003:59) caution that “qualitative 

methods go beyond numbers, to consider meanings derived from findings, and to prob-

lematize, rather than accept uncritically the production of data.” With this orientation, the 

researcher would be able to appreciate that his analysis and understanding of the context 

are “historically” and “culturally specific” and also relative. Such an approach appreci-

ates that knowledge is ‘socially constructed’; reality of the world we study are construct-

ed by the on-going social processes, embedded with people, practices and phenomenon 

that are linked to action, practices and discourses”(Brockington and Sullivan 2003, in 

Scheyvens and Storey 2003:59). Thus in the context of the workplace for this study, the 

unfolding dynamics of labour process and managerial practices require a combination of 

theoretical concepts with empirical analysis in the interpretation of not only the dynam-

ics, but indeed workers’ lived experiences in the context. In making sense of the work-

place regimes in the NNPC therefore, Ethnography guides my research work in the cor-

poration. 

While the use of qualitative technique for gathering data and gaining insights from the 

field have been found to be well established in the social science discipline ( Lincolin and 

Guba 1985), it has also been demonstrated to be complimented by quantitative technique. 

Quantitative research tends to adopt a more technical numbers and tables approach in 

analysis (Miles and Huberman 1984), while qualitative research utilizes words and ‘thick 

descriptions’ as method of analysis. For Lincolin and Guba (1985), researchers in the 

social science discipline should be ‘wary’ of ‘technicist’ approach of quantitative re-

search. 

However, as shown in literature, some researchers such as Lincolin and Guba (1985), 

Bart Kosko (1994), Steiner Kvale (1996), and Babbie and Mouton (2001), have demon-

strated that there was indeed no need for separating the social research work into quanti-

tative and qualitative. As I applied the combination of both in my analysis and evalua-

tions in Chapters 5-9, it is also demonstrated that social research inquiry is simultaneous-
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ly guided by both qualitative and quantitative considerations of research reports. Yet em-

phasis remains that, in the instances of ethnographic studies, reports are captured better 

through qualitative method. As indicated above in my discussions on ethnography, this is 

more so when the researcher will need to actually make sense of “enduring” social pro-

cess from the perspectives of the research objects, in their own context. This is when ‘in-

sider’s perspective’ becomes highly important to be privileged into researcher’s analysis. 

Thus, as noted by Babbie and Mouton (2001), qualitative research method is crucial to 

capture the underlying dynamics in the social context. However, in the context of social 

reality, what produces“balanced research” evidence is the ‘triangulation’ of techniques 

both within and across the qualitative and quantitative. As demonstrated in this research 

(Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8), it entails utilizing the strength of one to mitigate the weakness of 

the other. And in addressing the questions of objectivity and validity, as often raised by 

the ‘positivists’, Lincolin and Guba (1985) have rightly cautioned against rigidity of 

quantitative techniques. They argue that qualitative inquiry of ethnographic study should 

start with ‘multiple constructed realities’ of the social context (Lincolin and Guba 

1985:301). To them, this allows for credibility, neutrality and consistency which in the 

final analysis fulfil the ground objectives of both qualitative and quantitative research. 

Nevertheless, arguments on the appropriate research tool to be adopted for investigating 

the social world remains problematic. This is why Smalings (1989) earlier advocated for 

a non-rigid scientific protocol that does not privilege one technique over the other. The 

concern for a researcher, as noted by Smalings is to adopt a multi-method approach to his 

data collection. This will allow a consideration of the detailed evidence from the field. 

Importance of such detailed discussion has therefore informed the relevance of multi-

method approach that underpinned my adoption of technique of interview, participant 

observation and my evaluations of responses in this research. 

In this part of the section, I have been able to review literature on Qualitative Research 

Methodology with attention to its merits as a method of inquiry. Justifications for the 

adoption of ethnography and its limitations as method of inquiry are further discussed as I 

moved into sections that deal with my research site. While its merits and justification are 

particularly placed against the backdrop that the social realities of the world of work for 
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the workers is better captured through their own ‘lens’, and with attentiveness to ‘narra-

tives’ of their own ‘stories’, its problematic remains, as shall be demonstrated shortly. 

 

2.4.2. Doing Ethnography Study in NNPC: Inside the Corporation 

Sociological methodology, that often accompanies doing workplace ethnographic study, 

especially that of large corporations such as the NNPC, would initially present the re-

searcher with dilemmas and practical challenges. The initial challenges concern  those of 

negotiating and gaining access into the Corporation. As noted by Grooning (1997:23), the 

challenges border on“‘how to gain acceptance to do research on what is perceived as 

‘sensitive topics’ and therefore obtaining conditional access, and how to maintain a posi-

tive relationship with the “gatekeeper.” In my own experience in this research, the man-

agement at the corporate level of the NNPC symbolizes the gatekeeper. And in the cir-

cumstance of this research work, my relational experience with the gatekeeper required 

of me, some acts of perseverance, consistency and patience in the corporation. The air of 

official secrecy and bureaucracy that is palpable in the NNPC and which also surrounds 

its activities could be interpreted as a measure of its importance to the country. Totsuk-

ka,(1995 cited in Gronning 1997:25)earlier identified some challenges associated with 

gaining access into large corporations while doing workplace study. Two major challeng-

es identified by Totsukka (1995) parallel my encounter in the course of gaining access 

and doing my study at NNPC. This has to do with what I refer to as ‘Main door’’ chal-

lenges; involving how to enlist the interest and approval of the Corporate Manager to 

conduct the research, and also an approval for the duration, as direct observer in the re-

finery. 

Having enlisted the interest and approval of the Corporate Management through the gate-

keeper for access, my duration at the Corporate Office of NNPC was typified by direct 

observation of employment relations matters and activities. The Office for employment 

relations matters at the Corporate Headquarters co-ordinates all activities relating to Un-

ions and Management. The Office relates to and services the two branches of national 

industrial unions in NNPC; the National Union of Petroleum and Gas Workers, and the 
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Petroleum and Natural Gas Senior Staff Association of Nigeria(NUPENG and 

PENGASSAN), representing the Junior and Senior workers of the corporation respective-

ly. The Office renders assistance to the unions’ officials relating to their roles to mem-

bers. This involves conferences, workshops and meetings which the unions’ officials 

need to attend in the discharge of their roles and functions as representatives of workers 

in the corporation. 

At the unit, I participated in the processing of applications for the release of nominated 

union officials to attend conferences and meetings. Such meetings and conferences have 

to do with unions activities. The call for attendance and nomination of officials for Meet-

ings and Conferences reaches the Secretariat of the Union where nominations are subse-

quently made, request for release and sponsorship obtained from the management 

through the Employment Relations Office. From the management’s point of view, un-

ions’ leaders’ attendance of such meetings is meant to further develop the organizing and 

leadership qualities of the Union leaders. Such meetings also include the quarterly Joint 

Consultative Committee (JCC) meetings between management and the unions’ officials. 

Gleaned from the organization’s records and files, and as stressed by the management 

representatives, JCC meetings ensure regular consultation on matters pertaining to mutual 

interests of both the management and the workers. This is essentially to maintain peace 

and mutual agreement on vexing matters relating to labour process and managerial prac-

tices. 

Equally important, Corporate Employee Relations Office facilitates meetings for resolu-

tion of perceived grievances either of intra-union or between the management and unions, 

of any of the branches. By implication it is through the JCC that Management enlists the 

cooperation and compliance of workers, through unions’ leaders on current and proposed 

managerial policies and practices. This is exemplified in one of the remarks made by the 

Convenor, at one of the meetings I attended; “consultations and discussions at this level  

have come to represent the hallmarks of harmonious relations between us (manage-

ment)and the unions’ leaders.” Indeed, such a forum and opportunity to present Manage-

ment-Labour issues is viewed with all seriousness by the management, going by the wide 

range of issues often deliberated upon at these meetings. Also, the hierarchies of JCC 
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between unions and management cascade from the corporate level down to the Zones and 

Branches of the SBUs and the Refineries; many of which I participated in at the refinery 

level. 

My two (2) month stay at the Corporate Employment Relations Office gave me the valu-

able interactions with the leadership of the unions with whom I was able to share opin-

ions on management policies and issues, and how they believed their members were af-

fected. Discussions on these issues and evaluations are contained in Chapters5-8. The 

discussions and evaluations give the understanding of their perceptions of the broader 

implications of managerial practices. My evaluations and analysis of union leaders’ 

views, roles at JCC meetings, and how these had impacted on their representational roles 

to members are contained in Chapters 5-9. 

2.4.3. Inside the Refinery (PHRC) 

Port-Harcourt Refining Company (PHRC), Eleme is made up of two refineries; the old 

refinery commissioned in 1965 and the second, often referred to as the ‘new plant’, 

commissioned in1989. PHRC has five (5) Process Areas; Areas 1-5.At the time of this 

research, the new refinery  was made up of Areas1-4; while the old refinery  was Area 5. 

Areas 2 and 3 were the only ones in operation at the period of this research. Due to Turn 

Around Maintenance (TAM), Areas 1 and 4 were shut down. Area 2 has the Continuous 

Catalyst Regeneration Unit, which constantly reactivates catalyst from the reformer. Oth-

er units in Area 2 include, the Hydrogen Purification, Fuel Gas Vaporizer, Sour Water 

Treatment and Caustic Treatment unit. Area 3 is made up of a Fluid Catalytic Cracking 

Unit (FCCU), where Vacuum Gas Oil (VGO) and heavy diesel oil are cracked to obtain 

the more valuable products such as PIVIS and the Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG). Other 

units in Area 3 include the Gas Concentration, Gas Treating and Mercaptan Oxidation 

units (NNPC2008). 

My ethnographic study of the refinery entailed close interactions and working with both 

the Plant Operators and their unions’ leaders, to gain understanding of how they per-

formed their daily activities within the plant, and how they interpreted the emerging man-

agerial practices. It also gave me the opportunity to understand how the unions’ leaders 
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engaged with the management on diverse managerial issues. However, in the context of 

work environment for this study, I constantly realised that I was in a sensitive work envi-

ronment where concerns about information, particularly about how the conditions and 

operations of the refinery, are viewed with great sensitivity. I also realised that while I 

hadto exercise some level of discretions in ways I related to the workers and unions’ 

leaders, I needed to be attentive to both intended and unintended responses. In doing all 

this, I knew I  had to be part of the everyday work routine in the refinery. I was therefore 

able to observe and gain understanding of covert responses to work processes in the 

plant. I was warmly accepted into the plant, after being introduced to the Plant Superin-

tendent by the Employee Relations Officer from the Administrative Department. It was 

on the first week of my arrival in the Plant that I quickly got close to Emeka, who I later 

came to know as the team leader in the Plant. For the duration of my stay in the refinery, 

Emeka was very friendly and co-operative, which was not unconnected with his desire to 

explore opportunities to study in South Africa. 

By ‘working’ with the Plant Operators on a daily basis, I was able to gain ‘insiders ac-

count’ of the Plant Operators’ responses to daily routine of work processes in the Plant. 

Within two weeks of my stay in the Plant, I became a ‘familiar member’, and I was there-

fore able to interact freely with the Supervisors and the Plant Operators. With the intro-

duction by Emeka to the team members some of whom I even maintained contacts with 

after my stay, I became a member of the team and we moved around the Plants installa-

tions for the daily routine of work. For the daily routine of work in the plant, I was pro-

vided with helmet and ear-muff, but not with the factory boot. During our daily ‘tour’ 

round the plant, I knew I  had  to pay due diligence, and attention to every relevant aspect 

of the team members’ activities, and team leader’s discussions regarding the plant opera-

tions. Occasionally, while I observed as the team members carried out their work activi-

ties, I asked questions, and took mental notes of their answers and the observations I 

made, as we moved round the plants. I listened, and took notes of their conversations as 

they engaged in the explanations; demonstrating technical skills in the process of repair 

or operations of the plant, and the use of technical language. This understanding and in-

sights from the workers’ perspectives are tied up in my evaluations and analysis of labour 

process in the refinery, as contained in Chapters5-9 of this study. As far as my observa-
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tion was concerned in the refinery, and in line with Fetterman’s, remarks on ethnography, 

unrelenting questioning and interviewing lead an ethnographer into respondents’ “deepest 

spheres” of meaning. This helped me to have good understanding and notes of their 

world of work, and thereby being able to make sense of some of their vocabulary, often 

couched in the plant operation’s jargon 

Through my interaction with the Plant Operators, I got to know and understand the 

rhythms of their daily work activities, and their perceptions of management’s roles in 

scheduling their task performance. I was thus able to gain insights into what the realities 

of refinery work meant for the Plant Operators. Various insightful remarks, from labour 

process perspective, made by team members and leaders concerning the operations, state 

of the plants and how management is responding to their own suggestion, explained the 

daily operations of the Plant, and possible solutions to ‘critical incidence’, as the team 

leader often referred to un-envisaged problems in the plants. And it is in this context that 

tasks are performed, and also made sense of in the daily work process. Critical incidence 

or un-anticipated problems could happen anytime during the process of daily operations 

of the plant. This explained why the teams were multi-skilled in formation, for team 

members to be able to respond in time to the incidence. As I also stayed with the Opera-

tors in the Control Room, I further gained insights into the operations in the CR;  that is, 

the operations of the cursor and control panels. It was the labour process implications of 

their activities and interactions, both inside the plant and in the CR that further deepened 

my analytical evaluations of labour process in the refinery. These are rendered in Chap-

ters 5-9. 

While I was in the Plant as a ‘team member’, the canteen and the rest-rooms also served 

as avenues for interaction with the workers. I utilized many of these opportunities to en-

gage informally with the plant operators to learn from them. Specific observations made 

and information picked during various informal conversations wasfurther explored during 

my in-depth interviews with some of the workers and union leaders. As the workers were 

more willing to express their feelings regarding ‘new’ work practices and what the daily 

operations entailed in the plant, I was able to gain their understanding and perceptions of 

the managerial discourse such as their working in teams, concern to ensure steady and 
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uninterrupted plant operations, and quality of products. Detailed analysis of the evalua-

tions of the issues to which the workers responded is contained in Chapters5-9. 

As a participant observer in the refinery, I came in with the purpose to actively observe 

the plant operations activities, and make sense of the dynamics of the refinery labour pro-

cess, and how the socio-physical aspects of the work environment also explained the dy-

namics. And this has entailed applying me, appropriately, to the social context of the 

work environment. In doing all this, the complexities of the social context required me to 

be consciously aware of details. As noted by Spradley (1980:55) being aware of details in 

the social setting enables the researcher to avoid what he calls “selective inattention”; a 

situation in which the researcher is not attuned into the context, “‘not seeing’” and “‘not 

hearing’”. In the context of my participation in the activities of the refinery, I had to pay 

attention to every relevant piece of information, even to the seemingly trivial ones; on the 

notice boards in the plants, in the offices, in the canteen and even along the hallways in 

the refinery. Here, I picked information relating to daily work schedules in the plants, 

shifts- rosters and latest ‘news’ from the management, concerning the state of the refin-

ery, plant operators that were to be on secondment to other refineries. The shift- rosters 

always reflected skill-composition of team members from other units such as the Mainte-

nance and Electrical. The team composition also cut across all skills needed for opera-

tions of the plant at every point in time. The labour process implication of this was to 

ensure flexibility in the deployment of the workforce. For the purpose of obtaining full 

understanding of the teams’ work process in the plant, I ensured that I joined the team 

being led by my friend, Emeka. With Emeka, as the team leader I got the full advantage 

of the ‘grand tour’, Spradley’s observation of the Process Plant(1980). 

However, given the sensitive nature of the socio-physical environment of the Process 

Plant, the ‘question-observation’ of my ethnographic study must be done unobtrusively. 

Also, with a heightened sense of expediency of time and opportunity, I knew I  had to 

prepare myself to take in as much of the broader spectrum of information as practically 

possible. Detailed discussions of some of the question-observation of the work process in 

the Process Plants are contained in Chapters5, 6 and 7 of my evaluation of dimensions of 

labour process in the refinery. 
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As a ‘familiar stranger’ in the refinery, I went about doing my ethnographic study in the 

plants with the sense of “learning from the workers, rather than studying them” (Spra-

dley, 1980:55), but with a focus on critical sociological inquiry and explanation of their 

daily work processes, in the plant. In doing this, I also had to deploy the use of open-

ended interviews with the workers. As noted by Gillham (2000:13) “…open-ended inter-

view should be used to obtain from interviewees, what they know in relation to the re-

searcher’s aim of study.” But this must be done with a researcher’s concern to gain in-

sights into interviewees’ ‘frame of meaning’ (Babbie and Mouton, 2001: 291). My use of 

open-ended interviews thus proceeded with the aim of understanding workers’ concern 

about the daily routines and perceptions formed in interpreting work processes and man-

agerial practices in the plant. It was in the process of interviewing that the ‘hidden dimen-

sions’ of their interpretations of work processes were understood. It gave me the oppor-

tunity to know how their perceptions acquired its character. In other words, unstructured 

interviews of this nature move beyond the content of daily conversation regarding the 

work process in the plant, to include the sense the workers made of the work process it-

self, and the team compositions. Thus, in the attempt to understand the ‘framing’ and 

‘interpretations’ workers and unions leaders made of emerging themes of managerial 

practices and work process in the refinery, the Secretaries General of the two branches of 

industrial unions in the corporation were interviewed. Details of their responses and eval-

uations are contained in Chapters5-9. My interviews with the union leaders both at the 

Headquarters and refinery sought to obtain their views on the specific forms of manageri-

al practices, and how this had been affecting their representational roles to their members. 

Also, the interviews gave me the opportunity to further understand their roles and percep-

tion of various institutional frameworks such as the JCC, and learning programs in the 

corporation, as established structure and process to enlist the co-operation of the workers. 

My trip with the unions to Mosinmi Office of NNPC, for instance, gave me the oppor-

tunity to interview both the management and unions sides, on the regular JCC meetings. 

Perceptions and evaluations from both the managements and unions sides of JCC meet-

ings are rendered in Chapters5-8. 

The Employee Relations Office at the refinery also performed Personnel and Employees 

relations activities for the workers at the refinery level. As an interface between the 
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workers in the Plants and the management, I interviewed the Officers in charge, Messers 

Epelle and Victor. Their views were considered important as my understanding of Per-

sonnel activities in the Office served as background information into knowing managerial 

and administrative practices in the Plants. Here, I also had the opportunity to go through 

some of the Personnel files in the Department. While most of the activities and corre-

spondence carried out by this Office were meant to acquaint the workers with manage-

ment’s decisions on Personnel and Welfare matters, my participation at some of the meet-

ings gave me the opportunity to know how workers reacted to some of these administra-

tive decisions and welfare matters. For instance, an awareness workshop on Appraisal 

System was organised by PHRC Management between 14th and 16th July 2008 for both 

the Junior and Senior cadres. The unions and workers had earlier complained about their 

lack of understanding of procedures and objectives of Appraisal Exercise for the year 

2007. Many of the junior workers expressed a complete lack of understanding of the ‘mo-

tives’. This is the remark made by one of the junior workers at the Workshop, “we are 

suspicious of management’s intentions.” The union leaders also complained that the last 

exercise for the year 2007 did not favour them as “many of our officers scored less than 

3%,” as remarked by Secretary General for NUPENG. He said further, the “evaluations 

did not take into consideration additional roles we performed to our members as union 

officers.” However, the Management explained that it was only the unions’ Chairmen and 

Secretaries that were “on-call” on emergency basis that could have additional considera-

tion in the exercise, apart from their primary assignments. While the unions’ leaders ex-

pressed dissatisfaction with the rating procedures, the junior workers complained of “lack 

of effective communication between them and their appraisers.” This was a case of dif-

ferent and opposing views to administrative matters in the refinery, also demonstrating 

workers’ experience and perceptions of managerial discourse on the Appraisal System in 

the organization.While my discussions so far had centred on the rationale, and justifica-

tions for the use of participant observation in the refinery, these were not without their 

limitations, to which I now turn in the remaining part of this Chapter. 

As noted by Spradley (1980:56), while “active participation” could be a valuable tool for 

data gathering, ‘not all social situations’ offer the same opportunity for active involve-

ment for the researcher. In the socio-technical context of the refinery, my participant ob-
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servation was limited by the highly specialised and technical configuration of the plant 

installations. Thus, according to Spradley (1980:55-56), “active participation for maxi-

mum benefits, and limited use of the technique, for greater understanding depend on the 

social context of the research site.” 

Further, on the use of participant observation, Paul Thompson and Stephen Akcroyd 

(1995) caution against the tendency of overlooking employee’s ‘misbehaviours’ (re-

sistance), both from theoretical and empirical grounds, when doing workplace participant 

observation. As they note, researchers visit workplace, already “seduced by cultural cor-

poratism, and therefore unable to identify misbehaviour and resistance” (cited in Gabriel 

1999:192). In other words, the tendency is there for a researcher doing ethnographic 

study to be influenced by discourse of management, prevalent in the particular organiza-

tion. This resonates with observations made earlier by Adesina (1989). Gabriel 

(1999:192) maintains, “…the researchers see control, and consent everywhere, because 

they have been conditioned to see control everywhere”. In Foucauldian interpretation, the 

researcher doing ethnographic study “wears his or her identity card, equipped with his 

interview schedules and notebook, he or she too easily becomes part of the panoptic ma-

chinery surveying and constructing the docile worker’ and his or her gaze becomes in-

separable from the disciplinary gaze of the organization” (cited in Gabriel, 1999:192). On 

this, Willmott (1993, cited in Gabriel, 1999:192) notes, “the invisibility of resistance 

marks the absence of resistance.” Doing research of this type thus, requires the researcher 

to adopt the stance of “good listener, co-conspirator on forbidden plots, and fellow-

travellers on fantasies” (Gabriel, 1999: 196). This is because, as he puts it, it is in these 

plots and story-telling that some of the oppositional, and ‘conspirational discourses’ re-

side, which may not be immediately manifested in their actions. Indeed, specific observa-

tions and information I picked up as a ‘team member’ in the plant and at the corporate 

headquarters gave me insights on how covert oppositions and inversion of managerial 

practices occur,for example on training programs, and managerial discourse surrounding 

learning programs at NNPC. This was also shown in my evaluations and analysis how 

controls and resistance still reside in the ‘margins’ of ‘managed terrain’. This is illustrat-

ed in Chapter 8. Also, my working in the Employee Relations Office in the refinery re-
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vealed to me how workers contrived to re-appropriate time and resources (Thompson and 

Akcroyd, 1999), which were below managerial radar. 

In inserting theory into empirical findings, some commentators on labour process analy-

sis such as Paul Thompson and Stephen Ackroyd (1999), Hugh Willmott(1995), David 

Knights(1996), Deetz and Collinson(1994), have admonished researchers to re-

conceptualize how managerial control mechanisms and consent generate new forms of 

resistance and work-identity in the workplace. As remarked by Gabriel (1999:196), “re-

sistance may go unnoticed if one goes about looking for it in the way plant Sociologists 

did.” Ethnographic study of post-industrial factory workers requires different observa-

tional and conceptual resources to be able to account for “invisible’” on the shop floor. 

As demonstrated through Chapters 5-9 of this research, attempts have been made to re-

insert emerging conceptual framework into my evaluations of workers’ and unions’ expe-

riences of labour process in the refinery. 

2.5. Conclusion. 

The main aim of this Chapter on ethnography has been to provide an account of how the 

empirical data for this research were obtained. Evaluations of the responses both from the 

workers and unions are shown in Chapters 5-9. This Chapter has illustrated the specific 

ways, and how I deployed ethnography as a research method in the refinery. Participant 

observation and interviews were employed as my research tools in the research. Con-

tained in this discussion are also the justifications and limitations of the research method 

for the research. My next Chapter deals with the review of literature concerning concep-

tual framework for this research. 
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Chapter 3 

Review of the Literature 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter is concerned with the review of literature on the conceptual framework that 

underpins the study: the labour process analysis. The generic character of capitalist mode 

of production has distinct features that have been elaborated in labour process analysis. In 

the context of structured relations between capital and labour, labour process analysis 

providesthe foundational theoretical framework for examining and understanding the 

relations of production within the workplace. However, the debates over labour process 

continue to reflect a ‘broad church’ of perspectives comprising ‘eclectic orientations’ of 

diverse strands. The diverse contributions to the debates on the labour process provide the 

“critical understanding of the world of work, and of the submerged issues of management 

control” (Gamze, 2003:32). The conceptual lineages of labour process debates-both of 

the earlier Marxist contributors represented by Braverman (1974), and Burawoy (1979, 

1985), P. Edwards(1979) Friedman(1977) and that of second wave analysts such as Paul 

Thompson and Stephen Ackroyd(1995) Hugh Willmott(1998) David Knights(1988) and 

David Collinson (1994), remain influential. 

3:2 Braverman and Labour process Analysis: a resilient analytical tool. 

Braverman’s (1974), Labor and Monopoly Capital draws on Marxian orientation for un-

derstanding the Capitalist mode of production. It provides the means for examining the 

workplace as a contested terrain between the owners of the means of production, and the 

workers, while locating the struggles within a wider political economy. This is further 

demonstrated in Burawoy’s (1985) Politics of Production. The “Labour Process debate” 

that followed Braverman’s publication continuesto advance our understanding of the 

complex character of the transformations of work under capitalism. Indeed, the on-going 

tendencies in labour process analysis of reproducing the orthodox labour process, and the 
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inclusion of diverse perspectives under the same umbrella continue to make the debates 

dynamic and relevant for understanding workplace relations. 

The strands within the genre make Labour Process Theory (LPT) the best means for criti-

cally analysing work under capitalism. However, as Thompson (1989, cited in Vaughan 

Ellis 2004:2) notes, it is necessary for “both orthodox analysts and “second wave” writers 

to consistently identify with the “core” elements of LPT for it to retain its vitality and 

usefulness in understanding work under Capitalism”. Marx (1990, cited in Vaughan Ellis 

2004:3) defines “labour process as comprising three elements; one as a purposeful activi-

ty, that is work itself, second the object on which that work is performed, and third the 

instruments of the work”. It is therefore the interaction between the ‘human’ and ‘tech-

nical elements’ that shapes the particular labour process. It is this analysis that provides 

the framework for delineating the “core” elements of labour process, as argued by Paul 

Thompson (1990). 

Thompson (1990, cited in Stephen Jaros 2005:5-7) outlines four elements that constitute 

a proper and “coherent core” for labour process theory; one, the function of labour in 

generating surplus in capitalism; second, the need for constant renewal and change in the 

forces of production and the skill of labour; third, the necessity for control imperatives in 

the labour process. And fourthly, “‘due to the dynamics of exploitation and control, the 

social relations of production in the workplace are of structured antagonism.’” These the-

oretical categories of labour process offer explanations not only to specific capitalist 

mode of production, but also to historical change that characterised it. The general char-

acter that constitutes the ‘core elements’ of labour process thus provides the backdrop for 

understanding any particular capitalist social formation. 

It is also within these general categories that interconnections between technology of 

production and human category form and shape the social organisation of labour process. 

These core characteristics of the labour process, explored by Paul Thompson (1983)give 

an explanation to the condition under which capital and labour co-habit in particular so-

cio-economic formations. Thus, the relationship between labour-power--the human ca-

pacity to work--and the means of production transform the capitalist social formations to 
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value creation for the capitalists. In this formation, the sole goal of the capitalist goes 

beyond commodities production, but goes to that of exchanging the use-values. The la-

bour process is thereby linked to the struggle for profitable production, in the interest of 

the capitalists. 

The distinct character of the Capitalist mode of production is that production is for the 

purpose of extracting surplus value.Though created by the labour power, it becomes the 

‘legal purchase of the employer’(Stephen Jaros2005:7). 

From the Marxian perspective, capitalist production is “‘both a labour process; human 

action with a view to the production of use-values, and a process of the production of 

self-expanding value of valorisation’” (Marx, Capital 1, cited in Brighton Labour Process 

Group 1976 :4). It is also noted that “‘valorisation is a process specific to capitalism, a 

social system in which a given quantity of abstract socially necessary labour time, ‘val-

ue’, has the property of being able to activate and socialise more labour time, and thus 

create additional surplus value” (BLPG 1976:4).This understanding of the development 

of the capitalist mode of production has therefore provided widespread concern for the 

study of work organisations, and the labour process. From the Marxian perspective, the 

interest in the labour process involves a concern with the impact of the capitalist mode of 

production on workers’ lived-experiences of the workplace, and for worker collectivities 

on the “shopfloor”. The concern has been to challenge the managerialist rhetoric of or-

ganisation of work delivering prosperity to workers (Marx 1990; Braverman, 1990; Ed-

wards 1979; Friedman 1977; cited in Ellis 2004:3). 

Building on Marx’s conceptualisation of labour within the capitalist mode of production, 

Braverman’s contribution involves two theoretical concerns; given the Capitalist’s inter-

est in appropriating surplus-value, Braverman conceptualizes degradation of work as 

fragmentation of circuit of labour, that is,the separation of the sphere of conception from 

the sphere of execution (Braverman 1974). This tendency in the workplace in which there 

is separation between those who perform the ‘global function’ of capital and those who 

perform the ‘global function’ of labour-power remains  central in our understanding of 

capitalist labour process. The implication of this for labour process analysis is that “work 
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under capitalist mode of production is increasingly degraded and dehumanizing to the 

people who perform it in order to survive” (Vaughan Ellis, 2004:4).Bravermans (1974), 

in the circumstance of advancement in technology, “where the instruments of labour are 

removed from the worker’s hand and placed in the grip of mechanism” (Braverman 

1974:169), poses the question “how is labour process transformed by the scientific tech-

nical revolution? According to Braverman, though no straight-forward answer could be 

given, nevertheless, he notes “the scientific and managerial attack upon the labour pro-

cess had embraced all its aspects; labour power, the instruments of labour, the material of 

labour and the products of labour” (Braverman 1974:169).  Braverman maintains, “the 

labour had been re-organised and subdivided according to the rigorous principles of mod-

ern management” (Braverman 1974:169).This implies that as capitalist mode of produc-

tion develops, “new methods and new machinery are incorporated within a manage-

ment’s efforts to dissolve the labour process as a process conducted by the worker and 

reconstituted as a process conducted by the management” (Braverman 1974:170). Thus, 

in the capitalist attempt to degrade work, “the capitalist disassembles the craft and returns 

it to the worker piecemeal, so that the process as a whole no longer belongs to the prov-

ince of any individual worker; the capitalist manages with an “eye” towards getting a grip 

on the individual operations” (Braverman 1974:171). 

Consequently, as noted by Braverman, “the unity of thought and action, conception and 

execution, hand and mind have now  been systematically attacked by capitalism” 

(Braverman 1974:171). As a result, “the materials and instrument of production have now 

been with the labour force, as a factor of production, henceforth carried on by manage-

ment as the sole subjective element” (Braverman 1974:171).Braverman  makes this ar-

gument for the purpose of guiding our understanding,showing how, historically, work has 

been effectively degraded as he notes, “the degradation experienced by men and women” 

at the workplace “arose because of the transformation of working humanity into a labour 

force” (Braverman 1974:139-141).Management has thus “in its activities as an organiser 

of labour continued to provide the formal structure for the production process” (Braver-

man 1974:155).This formal structure, as noted by Braverman “is not just the technical 

production process but also the content in which the technique of production, in form of 

skill and craft are carried out”(Braverman1974:155). 
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As argued by Vaughan Ellis (2004:5), Braverman  is concerned more with understanding 

how the “wider issues of the emergence of monopoly capitalism had succeeded in chang-

ing the composition of working class, shift between occupations and the evolution of the 

specific labour process.”. While much of Braverman’ degradation thesis  has been sup-

ported by Friedman (1977) and Edwards (1998), they argue the need for “considerations 

of managerial control strategies in understanding labour process” (Vaughan Ellis 2004: 

5). Context of technology of production, nature and extent of workers’ resistance contin-

ue to shape the trends in labour process analysis. However, it is to be noted that contem-

porary trend in labour process analysis is moving away from Braverman’s own concep-

tion and analysis of labour process. The emerging tendency, which seems to cut across 

the evolving spectrum, has tended to incorporate into the political economy of labour 

process debate “culture”; to move class analysis of labour process into studies of ‘dis-

course and identity’ (Peter Meiksins, 1994:1-2). More significantly study of labour pro-

cess has refocused attention (beyond Braverman’s conceptualisation) to the ability of 

workers to resist managerial controls – by covert and overt means, and to a concern  with 

the role of forces outside the workplace in shaping the labour process and conflict within 

it. Thus, in the context of contemporary managerial practices of workplace organisation, 

Meiksins argues that a “distinct critique on Braverman’s work is found in his (Braver-

man’s) analysis of techniques of scientific management” (Meiksins 1994: 5). The tech-

niques of work rationalisation and control, developed by Taylor, and located in Braver-

man’s conception and analysis of labour process are particularly being eroded in modern 

workplace organisation. On the contrary, as noted by Meiksins (1994:6), capitalists have 

“developed a variety of strategies for controlling labour, of which Taylorism is only one, 

and not necessarily the most effective one as espoused in Braverman’s”. 

Commenting on the emerging and diverse techniques of management, Andrew Friedman 

(1977), has argued that there are two major types of capitalists control strategy in con-

temporary workplaces; “direct control” involving the techniques of scientific manage-

ment and “responsible autonomy’ in which workers are allowed leeways and discretion at 

work. Even as modern capitalism progresses, there is no feasible future for the ‘erasure’ 

or ‘closure’ of these two concepts in modern workplace. In a later work, Richard Ed-

wards (1979), develops a historical review of the evolution of the labour process in which 
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the capitalists have developed a sequence of modes of control in response to new forms 

of worker resistance in the production system. To Edwards, the small workshops charac-

terised by ‘simple control’ developed into ‘technical control’ of assembly line type, 

which as modern capitalism develops gave rise to ‘bureaucratic control’ that characterises 

“the internal labour markets of contemporary workplaces” (cited in Meiksins 1994:4). 

Consequently as observed by Edwards (cited in Meiksins 1994:4), transitional forms of 

control continue to emerge “as employers grope for ways to solve the problem of work-

place labour control.” As a result, contemporary workplace transformations and new 

ways of managerial practice seem to have superseded scientific Tayloristic management 

type. 

Also, a consistent theme in the long line of critiques of Braverman’s Labour andMonopo-

ly Capital has been the absence of ‘subjectivity’ in shaping the labour process. On this, it 

is has been pointed out that Braverman’s “self-imposed emphasis on “class-in-itself” as 

opposed to “class-for-itself” excludes an understanding of the role of subjectivity in shap-

ing labour process.To Zimbali, (cited in Meiksins 1994:5), this is interpreted as Braver-

man’s neglect of working-class resistance to capitalist efforts to control the workforce. 

To Braverman’s critics therefore, this represents an implicit claim in his work of “work-

ing class inability under monopoly capitalism to mount effective resistance to capital”, 

and the role workers’ resistance could play in conditioning, or blocking the capitalist ef-

forts to control workers (Meiksins 1994:5). However, as pointed out by Meiksins 

(1994:7), much of Braverman’s analysis can still accommodate the “idea of subjectivity 

and resistance since the central achievement of his work was to restore the dynamics of 

exploitation, class and class conflict in the central analysis of work under capitalism.” 

Thus, as noted by Sheila Cohen(cited in Meiksins1994:7), Braverman does not describe 

“a labour process to nowhere”, but a labour process that exposes the fundamental logic of 

capitalist accumulation of surplus labour. 

Much as Burawoy’s (1979) work,Manufacturing Consent is located in Braverman’s 

(1974) Labour and Monopoly Capital, his discussions fail in many ways to account for 

workplace resistance and opposition. In his “Manufacturing Consent”, Burawoy had ar-

gued that a central element in shaping work relations is the manufacture of consent by 
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workers, which consequently aids the management’s in gaining workers’ consent to the 

conditions of production, even on the volition of the workers. However, the “negotiated 

outcome” through which workers continue to “manufacture” their consent inexorably ties 

them to the structures of capitalist mode of production. 

Burawoy’s “Manufacturing Consent” has also been criticised as offering “a version of 

elite theory in which all events at the point of production end up in strengthening the con-

trol of capital” (Clawson 1983:671). In his critique of Burawoy’s Manufacturing Con-

sent, Clawson (1983) argues that his approach is “fundamentally ahistorical and non-

dialectical”, as such does not account for the dynamics and the struggle between labour 

and capital. In Clawson’s interpretation of Burawoy’s analysis, he further argues, 

“all social processes on the shopfloor benefit the capitalist” (Clawson 1983:671). 

As noted by Clawson (1983:672), the most important means through which shop floor 

workers produce consent in Burawoy’s Manufacturing Consent is by playing various 

“games”, especially the game of “making out”. Therefore as part of “ensuring the subor-

dination to the labour process” (Clawson 1983:673), games arise from the initiatives of 

the workers. Interpreted from the perspective of class relations, these “games did not cre-

ate an autonomous cultural and production system that oppose the management” (Claw-

son 1983:673). In other words, the shop floor collectivities surrounding workers’ games 

play on output and quota restrictions are “neither independent of, nor in opposition to 

management” (Clawson 1983:673). A careful reading of the shop floor “games” on the 

manufacturing of consent seems to persist because they are indirectly supported, and be-

ing “regulated by the management in serving its own ends”(Clawson 1983:673). The Su-

pervisors, on the shop floor actively co-operate and participate in the game of making out 

by requesting the workers to reduce or increase the number of their pieces in line with the 

on-going piece rate. Thus, at Allied Corporation, where Burawoy did his fieldwork, for 

the game of making out to succeed, the active co-operation of the management was in-

volved = “management accepted the rules of the game and co-operated in entering these 

rules, specifically those informal rules establishing an upper limit on output” (Clawson 

1983:673). Paradoxically, the acts of the management helped to consolidate the process 

of securing consent and production output of workers on the shop floor. The implication 
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of this for our understanding of the labour process is that the workers themselves negoti-

ated their own way into the process of “super-exploitation with no rebellion but consent, 

the very activity of playing a game generates consent with respect to its rules” (Clawson 

1983:674). In this way, consent on the shop floor is inexorably tied and rests upon the 

workers’ activities. Ironically therefore, the game is responsible for, and generates the 

“harmony” of workers’ interest with the management. From labour process analysis 

therefore, though the workers are tied to the logic of capitalist mode of production, they 

still “make choices”, which also encourage the process that generates their consent. On 

the shop floor, the informal rules establishing the norms of making out, legitimates the 

relationship between the supervisors and the workers, and where each errs, the other 

points out the corrections. 

Drawing on Antonio Gramsci’s work on hegemony, Clawson (1983:675) argues that Bu-

rawoy’s work illustrates how hegemony manifests at the workplace. In other words how 

the patterning of the lived work experiences “shape the game of making out, and how 

workers find rewards in self-acts that drive them harder, thus generating more profits for 

the capitalists”(Clawson1983:675). As pointed out by Clawson, the problematics of con-

sent and control in contemporary workplace is aptly demonstrated by Burawoy; how cap-

italism structures “on a day-to-day basis, the labour process control without the use of 

force” (Clawson 1983:675). The game dimension of the labour process reinforces the 

interests of the capitalists in expropriating more profits from the workers. Critiquing Bu-

rawoy’s, Clawson noted the essentialist logic of “either/or” in his analysis, and this is 

“the fundamental weakness in his book” (Clawson 1983:676). The game of making out, 

in as much as it reinforces the system, can equally perform the opposite role of opposition 

and struggle – “a phenomenon can be both itself, and its opposite,”(Clawson1983:676). 

To Clawson therefore, “Burawoy’s Marxist argument on labour process lacks a dialecti-

cal analysis” (Clawson 1983:676). 

A significant weakness in Burawoy’s Manufacturing Consent, is its “neglect of the inputs 

of conscious class struggle” (Gartman, 1983:659). According to Gartman, by evoking 

Althusserian Marxism of structural determinism, Burawoy’s work “underestimates the 

significant role of class struggle in shaping the development of the production process 
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under capitalist formation”(Gartman 1983 659). Through his “manufacturing consent,” 

“Burawoy gives us a class struggle that only reproduces and realizes the structure” 

(Gartman 1983:662). The apparent “complementarity” of interests between the workers 

and the management, in the game of making out privileges output maximization for the 

capitalists. 

By evoking the tenets of Structuralist-Marxism, Burawoy’s work paid undue significance 

to “a static system of social relations at the workplace, essentially, governed by prevail-

ing laws of reproduction to the neglect of process of historicity of such mode of produc-

tion” (Gartman, 1983:660). In this deterministic view, the role of ‘human agency’ in 

shaping the consciousness and dimensions of class struggle is made passive. Underscor-

ing Burawoy’s analysis of labour process are the “essential principles and requirements 

inscribed within the structure of the capitalist mode of production” (Gartman 1983:660), 

which ensure the “unmitigated fulfilment” of capitalist interests through consent at the 

point of production. As pointed out by Gartman, Burawoy’s analysis of labour process is 

a “coupling of governing principles of production with the governing principles of eco-

nomic surplus appropriation which together secure an adequate production of surplus 

values but in obscure indirect and exploitative manner” (Gartman 1983:660). According-

ly, the dual situations of “obscuring” and “securing” surplus value generates a logic of 

“internal transformation”, carried out through the game of making out, that consequently 

reproduces and realizes the essential interests of capitalism. Further, Gartman’s critique 

of Burawoy is located in the latter’s characterisations of capitalist labour process as di-

vided between a ‘despotic’ and a ‘hegemonic’ type, in which advance capitalism repre-

sents the hegemonic type where there is “unmitigated fulfilment” of obscuring, by replac-

ing coercion with ‘consent-producing measures” at the point of production. With greater 

challenges facing monopoly capitalism in the realisation of its goals, and with “greater 

resources” at its disposal, “capitalists offer workers autonomy within the production sys-

tem, by relaxing hitherto standards, and supervision, creating internal job ladder, and in-

stituting collective-bargaining systems”(Gartman 1983:660) – all fulfilling the essential 

logics of the game of “making out”. These “measures generate workers’ consent” (Gart-

man 1983:660) into which they “voluntarily negotiate” themselves. However, in Gart-

man’s reconceptualization, Burawoy’s merger of “micro-rationalism of game theory with 
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“structural determinism of Althusserian Marxism provides the pivot through which heg-

emonic labour process fully realises the structural requirements of securing and obscuring 

surplus value, and thus assuring the capitalists a stable structure with no contradiction” 

(Gartman 1983:661). 

For the purpose of our reconceptualization, the version of labour process analysis provid-

ed by Burawoy produces a ‘deterministic structure’ of capitalism production with an “in-

exorable logic” of surplus value production and appropriation, and in which the issue of 

social relations of production facilitate rather than “contradict the immanent development 

of the structure,”(Gartman 1983:661). The social relations of production identified by 

Burawoy merely deepen the process of obscuring and securing the structure of self-

exploitation. Paraphrasing Burawoy’s argument rather than agreeing with him, Gartman 

notes that “the economic struggle between workers and managers on the shopfloor over 

piece rate quotas, bonuses and rules as identified by Burawoy does not (in Marxist’s 

standard account), contradict but actually facilitates capital accumulation” (Gartman, 

1983:661). To Garman,“the motor driving the development of labour process in Bu-

rawoy’s conceptualization is not struggle but structural conditions of competition” 

(Gartman 1983:662). 

Under the hegemonic labour process characterisedby consent-generating and game of 

making out, Burawoy sees “class struggle at the level of collective bargaining as facilitat-

ing the development of equally appropriate institutions i.e., internal labour market and 

internal state” (Gartman 1983:662), through which workers’ consent is obtained and con-

solidated. The motive here is not struggle but structural imperatives of competition and 

surplus-values. Put graphically, the enormous resources at the command of monopoly 

capitalism necessarily allow capitalists to usher in flexibility and re-organize production 

along hegemonic lines, as against the despotism of earlier factory regime. Under the new 

hegemonic regimes, and for capitalists to continue with surplus accumulation without 

making obvious, the “dimensions of job intensifications and cut in wages, ‘increased 

flexibility’ and ‘responsible autonomy’ must appear to be given to the workers through 

internal labour markets e.g. seniority and hierarchy demarcations, and institutional me-

diations of which unions play significant roles” (Gartman 1983:662).Within this context, 
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and in Burawoy’s conceptual framework, workers “act and struggle”, but such struggles 

are confined to, and only fulfil the structural logic of capitalism.They do not undermine 

it.Though the developments in labour process understanding through the successive stag-

es of Taylorism, Fordism and Neo-Fordism of work organisations, in general, reflect the 

immanence and the inexorable character of the structural logic of capital accumulation 

(Gartman 1983:664), the concrete dimensions of workers’ own struggle must also be lo-

cated. 

However, in his own contributions, Adesina (1991:2) argues for a reconceptualization of 

labour process theory that incorporates extra-institutional factors that mediate the ‘sphere 

of interests’ in capitalist production. While noting the conceptual remit in the work of 

Braverman and Burawoy, he argues for the concern of labour process analysis to go be-

yond the institutionalist models that reify the categories of politics of production. This is 

more so in peripheral capitalist mode of production where collective relations of labour 

processes are often embedded with extra-collective bargaining processes. As he notes, if 

LPT is to make sense of labour process within the context of the specific capitalist for-

mation, “such engagement must embrace the processes of both collective and extra col-

lective within the specific relations of production” (Adesina 1991:2). This would there-

fore require a procedure of analysis that moves beyond the structuralist-Marxian model. 

If the totality of the social relations of production must be accounted for, then “‘our anal-

ysis of labour process must take on board other forms interests mediation’”(Adesina 

1991:6), apart from institutions of wage bargaining encapsulated in institutional frame-

work. A central point located in this mode of reconceptualisation as reiterated in Adesi-

na’s (1991) is for the researcher to  show attentiveness to how the dynamics of relations 

of production are mediated by specifics cultural, historical and economic experiences, 

thus shaping the character of social struggles at the point of production. It is this “‘media-

tion that shapes workers’ consciousness and subjectivities at work and gives rise to dis-

tinctive formations of diverse labour processes’” (Adesina 1991:13). 

Building on the lines of arguments earlier developed in Hymans (1978), Adesina (1991) 

outlines the directions in which such reconceptualization should take place, especially in 

the context of peripheral capitalism. This implies that labour process analysis should 
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“creatively engage with the peculiarities of social process of production that subsequently 

define the terrain of labour process in the contexts’ (Adesina1991:13). By way of the 

reinterpretation of Adesina’s line of arguments, much of what existed in mainstream la-

bour process analysis (e.g., Edwards 1979;Friedman 1977; and Burawoy 1979) fails to 

account for the duality of labour as comprising “both sides of the same coin of commodi-

ty production and as definitive creative processes at the point of production”(Adesina 

1991:460). Even Burawoy’s work, as remarked by Adesina (1991:460) treats “consent as 

absolute” as if it is something different from what is “essentially an indeterminate and 

contradictory factor in the labour process”. In other words, their analysis treats the dy-

namics of consent and control in purely “structuralist-deterministic” ways without 

properly accounting for the contradictions in the duality, that is. conflict and consent as 

inherent in the capitalist labour process. This deficit therefore calls for the re-insertion of 

dialectics in our reconceptualization of labour process even within the mainstream of the 

debate (Gartman 1983). 

3:3 Beyond Consent Manufacturing: bringing Dialectics back in 

As clearly shown in this review, Burawoy’s conceptual approach to labour process and 

his theoretical construct, is demonstrated to be limited by his overt emphasis on the im-

manent logic of the structure of the capitalist mode of production in which “the interests 

of workers and those performing the global functions of capital are co-ordinated and sus-

tained” (Adesina 1991:7). Concern for a dialectical analysis of forms of control and re-

sistance is excluded from his analysis. Thus, in his work both the “internal moments” 

(game of making out) and the “internal state” (efforts bargaining) co-joined to “generate 

consent rather than challenge the relations of production and surplus appropria-

tion”(Adesina 1991:7). Burawoy’s analysis therefore renders worker resistance irrelevant 

in the whole logic and process of consent manufacturing through which consent is con-

stantly generated on the shop floor. As Adesina (1991:8) notes, “Burawoy’s work ne-

glects the purposeful militant activities which undermine the hegemony of the dominant 

classes or the ruling bloc.” This resonates with Gartman’s claim that “the struggle by the 

working class often threatens the accumulation of capital” (Gartman 1983:664). In its 

quest for surplus value appropriation through production, capitalists need to constantly 
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“modernise” the means of production. In doing this, and its attempt to defeat workers’ 

struggles, capitalists need incremental “changes in the labour process” (Gart-

man1983:664). According to Gartman, and in line with Adesina (1991), “these changes 

give rise to new forms of accumulation and class structure, which in turn reconstitute 

class struggle, leading once again to changes in the labour process to overcome it” 

(Gartman 1983:664). Therefore embedded in historical development of capitalist labour 

formation is the “dialectical” and “contradictory process” in which capitalists not only 

need to contain, but indeed continue to design “counter-measures” against labour in the 

process of accumulation of surplus labour. Thus, located in the capitalist structure, and 

the struggle it generates, is the “dialectical interplay” between labour and the capitalists. 

An illustration of this dialectic of class struggle between capital represented by the state 

and labour is shown in Adesina’s (1991) account of “the developments that led to the 

restructuring of unions and the national grievance machinery in Nigeria, between 1971 

and 1975” (Adesina, 1991:9). During this period, there was the struggle between the state 

and the national unions that “threatened the functions of the state” (Adesina 1991:9). On 

the one hand, there was the shop floor militancy reflecting the agitation of the workers 

within the National Unions, and the logic of state-capitalists’ “expansion” put the respon-

sibility on the Federal Government to checkmate workers’ “agitation spirit.” In quick 

response to this, the state had to embark on changes in the labour process by way of re-

structuring the National labour policy “in response to struggles around production rela-

tions”(Adesina 1991: 10). The State, as a functioning capital was being challenged by the 

agitations and unions’ struggle, and as an attempt to protect the existing capitalist struc-

ture of production, the State had to mediate on behalf of Capital, Adesina (1991). Thus, 

as noted by Marx, “it is the barriers to accumulation often erected by class struggle, and 

not the inherent logic of capitalism, which cause capital to transform the labour process” 

(cited in Gartman 1983:665). Therefore, analysis and conceptual approach towards un-

derstanding labour process must be attentive to this dialectic. Indeed, workers’ struggles 

have often been “consequential” in shaping the labour process. In spite of the capitalists’ 

efforts in the design and redesign of organisation of production from Taylorism to neo-

Fordist transformation of the labour process (Gartman 1983), “shopfloor resistance” by 

workers remains as struggle against increased exploitation. Therefore, for a dialectical 
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understanding of the labour process, theoretical and empirical work must pay attention to 

the contradictions inhered in the process. 

As insightful as Marxian perspective, in the analysis of relations of production remain 

foundational, emerging dictates of contemporary dynamics of such systems of production 

“demand a revitalization of alternatives, and greater openness” (BLPS 1976:15) in the 

discourse of labour process. As such, post-Braverman’s labour process analysis has there-

fore made efforts to introduce the idea of “national variations” into analysing organisa-

tions of work. As argued by some of the second-wave labour process writers, for example 

Thompson and Smith (1998:563), “there are variations and diverse capitalist formations, 

and therefore the types of capitalist forms of labour process organisation.” In other 

words, there are competing forms of organising labour process reflecting the national 

distinctiveness of a particular form of capitalist formation. Cautioning against seeing the 

continental Europe and the USA variant of capitalist labour process analysis as  universal 

reference points, Thompson and Smith (1998) drew attention to diverse and multi-variant 

forms of capitalist labour process shaped by the national “social effects”. According to 

Thompson, and Smith,“today, it is hard to speak of the capitalist labour process as a sin-

gle experience, as though US-capitalist labour relations are equivalent” (Thompson and 

Smith 1998:563). National socio-political systems of diverse capitalist formations have 

therefore become important and critical in the post-Braverman labour process analysis. 

Also, a pattern in which a particular capitalist formation is “written into the global forces 

of capitalism and neo-liberal market place have some “hollowing out” effect on national 

economy and the labour process” (Thompson and Smith 1998:568). In the context of neo-

liberalism, “global features of capitalism in the form of transnational character of firms, 

the universal patterns of commodities production continue to succeed in drawing people 

into waged labour” (Thompson and Smith 1998:564) and therefore integrate labour more 

into world commodity production. Nevertheless, researchers doing labour process analy-

sis are to note that, regardless of “regionalisation of economic activity into distinct 

blocks, and the diverse patterns of employment relations, global economic dictates con-

tinue to erode the autonomy of national economic systems” (Thompson and Smith 

1998:564). Thus, despite the distinctiveness of a national economy from neo-liberal anal-

ysis, it remains vulnerable to capitalism, and therefore may not be able to maintain “a 
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serious autonomous space” in terms of pursuing “a distinct form of labour process” 

(Thompson and Smith 1998:564). 

Nevertheless, and for empirical grounding, contemporary labour process needs to be “de-

centred” from the US-European process”, and put into consideration national institutions, 

the patterns of employment relations, local forces, and socio-political dynamics of the 

specific capitalist formation. As noted by Adesina (1991:14) “a conceptualisation of a 

labour process must commence from the specificity, and peculiarities of commodity rela-

tions,” if we are to make sense of the particular labour process. Researchers on labour 

process are therefore encouraged to embrace an attitude of “selectivity” in their analysis, 

dictated not only by the context of study but also by emerging global dynamics. Within 

the “universalistic” labour process, analytical framework on which first wave analysts, 

largely influenced by Marxian perspective premised their arguments, the concern for na-

tional diversity and difference in organisation of work has generated new themes for la-

bour process analysts. 

Theoretically, attempts are being made to ensure analysis of the workplace labour process 

that takes into account “societal effects” of diverse nation states. Such comparative per-

spective takes into consideration, as noted by Sorge (1991; cited in Thompson and Smith 

1998:565) “situated variety of forms of organisational systems and practice…bound into 

institutional forms of HRM; education, training, work careers, social stratifications, and 

industrial relations”. Buttressing this point, Thompson and Smith (1989:566) notes “so-

cial institutions mould capitalist social relations of production in distinctly “national 

ways”, so much so, that “there is no generalised tendency for labour process to express 

the same antagonistic relationship between labour and capital, as seen in the UK or the 

USA”. 

The implications of this for our understanding therefore is that within a specific capitalist 

formation, workers and managers may manifest “mutual expectations” and perceptions 

distinctively rooted in the “cultural”, informed by historical experiences and enduring 

social processes. However, this is not to dismiss the primacy of the “core” elements of 

the capitalist labour formation, and in fact, the “peripheral” which are embedded in the 
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‘core’. And in the context of liberal workplaces such as in Nigeria, the “peripheral” can-

not limit the “core.” As noted by Thompson and Smith (1998:566) “no sufficient and 

adequate national ingredients can produce totally different national cake, if our analysis 

takes into consideration such structural, essentially contradictory categories such as 

wage-labour, unemployment, flexibility, wage-effort bargaining that characterize con-

temporary organisational practices.” Also, taking into consideration the universalism of 

“technology of production” and peculiarities of production patterns in a local labour mar-

ket such as the Refinery, for instance (dictated by global operating environment) “periph-

eries” are embedded in the “core”. And as Thompson and Smith (1998:566) caution, “so-

cietal or institutional approaches in its undiluted form are close to Weberian Sociology, 

when workers and manager’s activities, orientations and perceptions are bracketed within 

institutional dynamics of organisation of work.” Clearly, therefore, while labour process 

analysis must incorporate societal or “institutional effects”, and in the attempt to retain 

the autonomy of social processes, such conceptualisation must be synthesized with wider 

social structures and production politics. 

The significance of this for conceptualizing the labour process is that the post-Braverman 

genre is to be re-theorized beyond the “binary classic” structural Marxism to embrace 

national thinking such as the family, community or clan as co-existing with “rational-

legal” capitalism, and with its own distinct implications on specific labour process. Im-

pliedly, the autonomy of the local workplace practices, and experiences of labour process 

at national or local levels “speak into”, and are “also fed” by the “international typicality” 

of labour process. As noted by Thompson and Smith (1998:566) “there are common 

technological imperatives impacting on the life history of factories as influenced by local 

labour markets, folklores and social processes that are context determined at the work-

place.” Labour process understanding is made more “reflexive” and “nuanced” when the 

dynamic tensions between national specific varieties are “synthesized” with international 

capitalist dynamics. 

Contemporary developments and patterns in labour process conceptualisation therefore 

indicate the importance of “broad theoretical” perspectives in thematizing and under-

standing the emerging dimensions in the capitalist labour process, and organisation of 
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work. The implications of these dimensions have now compelled labour process re-

searchers to work beyond Braverman’s Labour and Monopoly Capital, and contextualise 

the shifts in patterns of labour process, and the attendant managerial practices and control 

imperatives. Emerging patterns in the workplace show responses to trends that are both 

dynamic and contradictory, even as they are influenced by the dictate of global capitalism 

(Thompson and Smith 1998). New perspectives on labour process therefore “needs to 

combine sensitivity to the more emerging individualised and employer dominated forms 

of employment which seek to engage workers’ subjectivity in realising capitalist agenda” 

(Thompson and Smith 1998:571). In other words, particular workplace understanding 

needs to be contextualised with structural relations and production politics that go beyond 

local or national context. As noted by Thompson and Smith (1998:571) both “micro and 

macro contexts need to speak to each other.” Researchers within the labour process tradi-

tion, therefore, need to evolve analytical tools that are capable of integrating both. 

In his exploration of how the “micro’ and ‘macro” contexts feed into each other in the 

explanation of specific labour process, Adesina (1989, 1990) explains “how workers’ 

perception of their location in the relations of production feeds into shopfloor resistance 

and oppositional practices” (Adesina 1989:289), in their response to managerial practices. 

Beyond Burawoy’s structural autonomy of labour process, workers’ “lived experiences, 

shaped by symbolic construction of social communities underscore their autonomously 

constructed identity at work” (Adesina 1989:290). Shop floor workers’“identity for-

mation” influences workplace relations. Through the articulation of “social processes” at 

work, the experiences of workers, therefore, go beyond the capitalist social relations of 

production, but serve as “basis for maintaining working class solidarity, and are mobi-

lised in the process of defensive activities on the shop floor” (Adesina 1989:290). 

Through empirical analysis, Adesina’s work shows how “lateral community in work” 

(LCW) constituted by shop floor workers, and combined with extra workplace social 

processes such as earth-folk talks serve as cultural repositories, are mobilised in their 

daily work experiences. These cultural resources mobilized by shop floor workers feed 

into, and may at times contrast sharply with the capitalist ethos of the relations of produc-

tions” (Adesina1989:290). 
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The significance of this observation is to be able to reconceptualise labour process under-

standing within the ‘locale specific’ dynamics of on-going social processes that feed into 

everyday forms of worker experiences and activities at the workplace. This solidary bond 

amongst shop floor workers becomes the basis for “emphatic” (lateral) relations in sup-

port of or against the workplace managerial practices. It becomes the “context of collec-

tive reproduction of mutual support or opposition” (Adesina 1989:290) to supervisory 

practices on the shopfloor. It also forms the basis of workers’ perception of their loca-

tions in the distributional relations of capitalist labour formation (Adesina 1989). As not-

ed by Adesina (1989:294), the “complex interpenetration of work and non-workplace 

sources in shaping lived work experiences of workers exist in contradictory forms” in 

determining workers subjectively at work. Workers’ perception and moral position that 

“their humanity should count for something significance in the direction of work” 

(Adesina 1989:294) drawn from their “cultural repository, co-exist in dynamic, even in 

mutually/contradictory process, within capitalist ethos of production relations”(Adesina 

1989:294). Thus, the ‘locational perceptions’ of workers within the employment relations 

are shaped by what the workers themselves perceive as “matters” or “not matters” within 

the workplace itself. Adesina’s (1989) observation illustrates further how the “micro” 

feeds into “macro” while doing labour process analysis. 

The peculiar character of workplace labour process where Adesina’s (1989, 1990, 1991) 

data were drawn is particularly instructive for the purpose of understanding the mediating 

role of “sociational” processes in shaping the “locational perceptions” of the workers. 

NNPC, as a “state-owned capital” (Adesina 1989), fosters a feeling of collective orienta-

tion, a sense of oneness of a ‘collective farmland’ amongst the workers. In this context, 

there is “alternative morality’ which defines the relationship between the workers and the 

management which performs the global functions of capital” (Adesina 1989:295). To the 

workers, their “humanity” and sense of belonging are tied with the collectively owned 

asset, and this ethos negates being treated as a “labour” category in the employment rela-

tions(Adesina 1989).Workers’ perception that “legitimises the framework of production 

i.e the refinery or corporation as state-owned capital reinforces perception of their loca-

tion in the labour process” (Adesina 1990:135). 
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The other-side of this perception as noted by Adesina (1989) is also significant for our 

understanding of the labour process in the peripheral capitalist economy. The “expendi-

ture of labour-power that generates products and surplus-values for instance, is firstly 

interpreted within the context of the social process of the organization, even though their 

location as wage-labour persists with the concern for the survival of the unit of capital” 

(Adesina 1990:130). Thus, as noted by Adesina (1990:131) “the feeling that the corpora-

tion belongs to us all is however complex in its implication” within the particular work-

place of the study. While it fosters the ethos of a collectively owned asset, underscoring 

the LCW, “its valorisation process does not disappear from sight,” it equally expresses 

the “other-side” as a basic unit of capital for the reproduction of labour power and profit 

generation”( Adesina 1990:131). 

In another analysis of how the solidary nature of shop floor’s lateral relations shape 

workers’ subjectivity, Oloyede (1992) deploys Burawoy’s analytical mode of “game-

play” to explain workers’ own capacity, in the wake of recession in the organisation 

he(Oloyede) studied. His analysis was based on shop floor workers lived experiences and 

efforts to cope with the challenges of the recessions. In Oloyede’s (1992:52) account, 

shopfloor workers enactment of the strategies of “game-play” were designed to cope with 

“anxieties” and “uncertainties” in response to managerial disciplinary strategies of task 

intensification and job-cuts. As part of strategies for coping with the recession, the work-

ers actively engage in shopfloor relations in their autonomous work experiences as basis 

for “making out” in the light of managerial “on-slaughts”. 

According to Oloyede (1992:52) “in moments of organisational changes (recession), a 

consciousness of insecurity is generated which exerts a greater influence on strategy to be 

adopted by shopfloor workers.” The strategy adopted may, however “not be oppositional 

but survival oriented” (Oloyede 1992:52), and as such, consent is produced making 

workers remain “acquiescent” to managerial disciplinary measures. Enactment of “game 

play” by shop floor workers in this empirical study equally remains instructive in our 

understanding of shop floor culture as “resource strategy” for workers’ “subjective for-

mation” in coping with regimes of uncertainty. More significantly, though, and in the 

context of labour process analysis, his account remains within the confine of Burawoy’s 
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“consent manufacturing” at the point of production, and not interpreted as overt struggle 

and oppositions to the processes of organisation of work. He notes “by engaging in the 

game, the individual worker concern for survival predominates” (Oloyede 1992:52), over 

the collective action that could confront or challenge the concrete issues of surplus-value 

valorisations. Concern for survival inhibits workers’ ability to harness the “lateral ten-

sion” into collective action in confronting the managerial practices. This further confirms 

Gartman’s (1983) observations of limitations of Burawoy’s “manufacturing consent” 

thesis in offering a dialectical understanding of labour process under assumed managerial 

hegemony. 

While the Labour Process Analysis, as a conceptual approach for understanding the 

workplace labour process, offers a powerful theoretical insight into the capitalist mode of 

production, “in a context like Nigeria, it needs to take into consideration the specific cul-

tural context and dimensions in which workers perceive their location in the world of 

work” (Adesina 1991:145). In a peripheral capitalist economy like Nigeria, the labour 

process framework remains a credible conceptual approach in understanding the charac-

ter of workplace relations (Adesina 1988). However, as noted by Adesina 

(1991:145),attentiveness to “context specificity in sociological study of workplace guides 

researchers from mapping insights developed from one research setting to another.” 

The importance of context-specificity—indeed the social process in which the objects of 

study are located, has been empirically demonstrated to be useful for the workplace re-

searcher (Adesina 1988, 1989, 1992). In other words, from the standpoint of shop floor 

workers, that is, their perception of work and their world of workthat is, sensitivity to 

context-specific social process and culture should guide workplace studies. Adesina 

(1991:145) notes “shopfloor workers orientation rooted in their cultural milieu influence 

how they relate to their supervisors and co-workers.” Based on his empirical findings, 

“the analysis of workplace relations, in particular shopfloor, need to go beyond the one-

sided abstraction, on a continuum, to one mediated by the “workers’ (people’s) culture” if 

we are to lay bare the complex contradictory character of work relations in its totality 

(Adesina 1991:145). 
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Thus, for an understanding of a particular labour process, it has to take into account the 

dynamics of the workplace. It has to pay attention to the specificities of on-going social 

process at the research site. This is more so in a context of a workplace such as the 

NNPC. The corporation is generally viewed by the workers as a collectively owned na-

tional asset and central to the national development project. Although “a unit of capital, 

the sense of collectively owned asset has implications not only for the sense of legitimacy 

of the claims that workers make on its management, but also of the demands that the 

management can make on the workers” (Adesina 1991:146). Such concerted and recipro-

cal obligations have implications for the type of “qualifications” a researcher might need 

to attach to the specific labour process in the workplace (Adesina 1991). Qualifying, and 

analysing this distinct aspect of workers’perception as a premise for, and how it shapes 

their subjectivity, is crucial as a mediating role even for understanding the complex dia-

lectical interplay of shopfloor politics of production. 

For instance, in the specific site where Adesina did his study(Adesina 1988), the 

shopfloor politics is structured by, and reflected in what Adesina (1991:1-2) refers to as 

Lateral Community in Work (LCW), and Vertical Community in Work (VCW). The 

LCW refers to the “community of shopfloor or office workers, while the VCW refers to 

reciprocal bonds of non-formal obligations between the management – represented by the 

supervisors on the shopfloor and workers – beyond the standard ideas of workplace rela-

tions between those performing the global functions of capital and workers under their 

control”(Adesina 1991:119). 

In this conceptualization, a coherent understanding of labour process should involve a 

“deeper understanding of workers’ oppositional stance and resistance to particular mana-

gerial practices as grounded in (and mediated through) “collective ethos” or ‘alternative 

morality – alternative in the sense of confronting the logic of capitalist commodity rela-

tions and individualisation”(Adesina 1991:114). The interpretation that workers give their 

“significant others” – in this context, the supervisors and managers– on issues relating to 

work or outside the work, is equally important for the study of the labour process in the 

context of NNPC. This is more so in the context of state-owned enterprises (such as the 

NNPC) where the feelings and perception of pure labour exploitation in the process of 
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production are mediated by ethos of “collective ownership,” reinforced by and articulated 

through the idea of “national development”. 

“Workers’ construction of social communities at work”, Adesina (1991:115) notes, repre-

sents two levels of mediation for understanding workers’ orientation in the process of 

production. The two levels involve the “Lateral Communities in Work (LCW), and the 

Vertical Communities in Work (VCW), mediated by a set of norms and values that pro-

duce the two levels, and  are equally reproduced” (Adesina 1991:115). In other words, 

the sense of belonging and collective ethos that flow from the ‘community’ mediates the 

patterns of consent and resistance in the workplace. In this sense, even though workers 

subject themselves to a capitalist mode of production, they still find rationalization of 

their location in the “collective’’ which mediates the workplace resistance. 

3.4. Analyzing Control and Resistance in the Labour Process Debate: 
post-structuralists’ perspective 

The understanding of labour process in the workplace, represented strongly by Braver-

man’s (1974), which was in turn, inspired by Marx’s, labour process debate in recent 

times has started to take the turn for consideration of resistance in the workplace . And 

from Marxian perspective, ‘real resistance is manifested in diverse forms but significantly 

takes its source from revolutionary class consciousness’ (cited in Knights et al 1994:2). 

Here, resistance is conceptualised as a fundamental defining feature of capitalist mode of 

production, where surplus value is appropriated. 

Inherent in this collective form of labour is lack of tendency for real consciousness on the 

part of labour of the “real resistance”. As noted by Marx, “because of the mystifications 

surrounding capitalist mode of production, there is illusion of freedom which blurs and 

obscures the fundamental source of the alienation” (Knights et al.1994: 3). Here again, 

we note how the mechanisms and “legitimating ideologies” of capitalist mode of produc-

tion tend to obscure a tendency on the part of collective labour to engage in class-based 

resistance. The legitimating ideologies constructed capitalism “as normal and rational 

progress of nature” (Knights et al 1994:4). As a result of this rationality and its inner 

logics, workers may therefore find it difficult to actively move beyond it as a ‘socially 
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constructed” reality, thereby obscuring and mystifying any consciousness for “real re-

sistance”. 

As demonstrated in the above review, it is precisely because of the “hidden” and obscure 

form of consent in the workplace that evokes the concern for understanding the relevance 

of “subjectivity” and “identity’ as crucial imperatives for a critical understanding of la-

bour process. As noted by Knights and Vurdubakis (1994, cited in Knights et al. 

1994:168), post-’structuralists’ interest in “subjectivity and resistance is to address the 

gap in early writers’ contributions to labour process understanding.” Thus, elaborate the-

orisations in its various forms continue to engage the attention of “second-wave” labour 

process analysts. We  find this in the works of David Knights and Hugh Willmott(2000); 

Stephen Ackroyd and Paul Thompson (1999); David Collinson(1994 and 2003); 

Mahmoud Ezzamel et al (2001); and Muhammad (2003). Their analyses within the la-

bour process debate touch on the meaning of resistance from the subjective formation of 

workers’ identity even as this is influenced by the inner logics of the capitalist labour 

process. 

While Braverman’s (1974) LMC remains inspirational and fundamental in the work of 

these analysts, attention is increasingly being paid to the issues of subjectivity and pow-

er/knowledge relations on identity formation and resistance in the workplaces. Their con-

tributions paid close attention to what may appear as “cooperation or consensus at work”, 

which may conceal aspects of resistance that do not directly threaten capitalism, but form 

the “subjective orientation” of workers and subsequently “reproduce” itself in the work-

place. According to Knights and Vurdubakis, labour process analysis should begin “to 

question the assumptions that render knowledge of resistance self-evident in the work-

place” (Knights and Vurdubakis 1994, in Knights et al 1994:169). In other words, “theory 

and analysis of resistance should be located around three central questions; where is re-

sistance to be located, who are its agents, and how can it be justified?”(Knights and 

Vurdubakis 1994). The answers to these questions as noted by Knights and Vudurbubakis 

are situated “in the analysis of resistance within the relations of power and knowledge” 

(Knights and Vurdubakis 1994, in Knights et al 1994:169) in the workplace. In this un-

derstanding, the “subjects though separated, are also determined by the structures of 
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power knowledge relations and discourses” they are embedded in (Knights and 

Vurdubakis 1994 in Knights et al 1994:170). 

In this new turn, labour process debates have consequently been “far-reaching” in  an 

attempt for a “re-dress” of the relative neglect of resistance in the workplace. There have 

been calls for consideration of detail theorisation of subjectivity and resistance in the 

analysis of labour process. In the contemporary workplace, Knights et al (1994) argue 

that “‘resistance is intertwined with subjectivity.” In other words, there is a “role” as-

signed to the subject in the manifestation of resistance in the workplace. Labour process 

understanding, therefore, needs to incorporate the new direction of resistance and the 

processes of subjectivity in the capitalist workplace. Amongst the critical labour process 

writers whose work depicts the growing concern for a theory of subjectivity are David 

Knights (1980), Paul Thompson (1990), Hugh Willmott (1990), David Collinson (1992), 

Study et.al. (1992). 

It is, however to be noted, that there are differences in their theory of subjectivity and 

social identity formation at workplaces. While earlier writers such as Friedman (1977), 

Edwards (1979) situate their line of analysis within managerial control strategies and 

workers’ subjective resistance tendencies, other writers like Littler (1982), Edwards and 

Reich (1982), Burawoy (1985), and Knights et al (1994:6) draw a connection between 

managerial control and resistance in the workplace. 

Though Burawoy’s (1979) writing on “game play” through which consent is generated 

among the shopfloor workers could also be interpreted as workers’ experience and identi-

ty formation on the shopfloor. Its limitations have been pointed out for not being able to 

draw out “the implication for understanding shopfloor resistance” (Knights and 

Vurdubakis 1994:6). Arguably, his analysis remains relevant to the extent that “playing 

game” becomes an arena for testing the self-esteem of shopfloor workers. Nevertheless, it 

is still locked up in the conditions of exploitation and subordination that reproduce their 

subordination. When workers get bounded up in the conditions that reproduce their sub-

ordinate positions, awareness  regarding resistance is “blurred and obscured”. Critics of 



64 

Burawoy’s “making out” thesis point to this, as one of its limitations for understanding 

modern workplace ‘misbehaviour’ and subjectivity (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999). 

Also, the critical labour process analysis that draws on Foucault’s works (1980, 1982) 

started with a refocus on the close relationship between “the subject and pow-

er/knowledge relations, as particularly influential in stimulating a deeper understanding 

of subjectivity, with a strong focus upon localized, context determined forms of re-

sistance” (cited in Knights et al 1994:177). For the Foucauldian turn, the real implication 

of power is through the workers’ subjectivity. Subjectivity is seen as “a complex compo-

site of such category of persons (workers) upon who powers of others are exercised” 

(Knights and Vurdubakis 1994 in Knights et al 1994:177). According to Foucault, “it is 

the formation and reformation of self through the gaze of power/authority that is most 

important for understanding contemporary strategies of control and resistance” (cited in 

Knights et al 1994:184). “Self-identity formation” thus becomes a complex outcome of 

“subjugation” at workplace, and from which resistance to it also emanates. Through the 

“effects” of power, process of subjectivity and identity formation are in process. While 

power does not in itself “directly” form identity and subjectivity, it puts in motion pro-

cess and conditions for its formation – which also generate tensions and resistance 

(Knights et al 1994). Modern workplace study has, therefore, renewed the attention on 

how to problematize workers’ experiences through the concepts of control and resistance, 

understanding the relationship as dialectics between power/subjectivity, and con-

sent/resistance in the analysis of labour process (Knights and Vurdubakis 1994 in Knights 

et al1994). 

In its most conventional way, resistance in the workplace is seen as a “reactive process 

when agents (workers), in the context of workplace/power relations actively oppose initi-

atives from the management” (Knights et al 1994:9). Resistance is, therefore, seen to be 

shaped and determined by the particular context, and the context of the workplace. 

Workers’ responses to specific processes of managerial practices are manifested in the 

dimensions and character of workplace resistance and consent. And the particular form in 

which the resistance is manifested is also located and conditioned by the local and histor-

ically specific formations of the workplace managerial and employment relations’ prac-
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tices. To Knights et al (1994:10), therefore, central to “theoretical analysis of resistance 

and subjectivity in the workplace is the focus on power.” Thus, consistent with the under-

lying assumptions of post-structuralists’ labour process analysis, theory of subjectivity 

and resistance provides the conceptual framework “where self and agency are seen as 

constituted through the essence of power in the workplace … and other practices” 

(Knights et al 1994:10). In the attempt to break away from the “dualistic-deterministic” 

orthodoxy of agency – structure within the Marxian tradition, in which resistance could 

be interpreted as manifestation of deep-rooted antagonism between capital and labour, the 

theoretical framework of subjectivity draws insight from both extremes of “structure-

action”, and “‘determinist-voluntarism’s” range of thematic underlines, within the critical 

strand of labour process understanding. At one point on the continuum or level of our 

analysis, it is essential for the researcher doing workplace study to investigate the mean-

ing the subjects themselves attribute to their action within the locale (Adesina 1989). In 

other words, the researcher should consider the words and interpretations of the partici-

pants in the analysis and confirm their meaning  regarding the local resistance practices. 

At another level, and arguing for contemporary literature on workplace resistance to 

move beyond the “dualism” of consent and resistance, Mumby (2005) urges researchers 

to incorporate a dialectical approach that account for consent-resistance as “mutually 

constitutive of social reproduction of everyday organisational life” (Mumby 2005:20).In 

this way, according to Mumby, a “thick description of the politics of everyday life and 

workplace would be provided” (Mumby 2005:20). A conceptual approach that adopts “a 

more dialectical analysis to consent/resistance seeks to understand how the two are “mu-

tually implicated and co-productive” (Mumby 2005:21).Consent and resistance often 

intersect in the “complex mundane practices of everyday workplace situations where the 

“bow” and the “fart” i.e. both processes of workers’ obedience and covert act of re-

sistance shape the process of workplace relations” (Mumby 2005:21). 

Mumby’s (2005) work goes further to show, drawing on both neo-Marxist inspirations 

and Foucault’s perspective “the discursive conditions under which the dynamics of con-

sent and resistance unfolds” (Mumby 2005:21) in the workplace. To Mumby, “all forms 

of workplace workers’ behaviour - “discursive or material” are best understood through 
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the prism of discourse in which all forms of behaviours are shaped and fixed by compet-

ing efforts in the workplace” (Mumby 2005:21) A dialectical understanding of the work-

place relations of consent and resistance therefore explains how “the actors accommo-

date, resist, reproduce and transform the interpretive possibilities and meaning systems 

embedded in the organisational life” (Mumby 2005:22). If the workplace is conceptual-

ised as frontiers for interplay of mutual tensions, and contradictions, a dialectical ap-

proach synthesises these tendencies in their “dramaturlogical” context. As such, work-

place resistance is best understood as a local sociational process and production, involv-

ing “how actors attempt to shape workplace practices” (Mumby 2005:23).While it seeks 

to eschew reification of behaviours in the workplace, it analyses the “how” in a dialecti-

cal context. 

In arguing for the revitalization of dialectical approach in the study of contemporary 

workplace, Mumby’s emphasis is on how daily manifestation of struggles by workers is 

best conceptualised. According to him, there is “indeterminacy” in this struggle, and this 

indeterminacy is best understood through the prism of dialectical analysis. In other 

words, in the workplace, there are diverse ‘underbelly’ interplay of mutually embedded 

efforts unfolding in the daily workplace practices that shape workers’ struggle and re-

sistance. In an Edwardian sense, this workplace struggle and resistance are at the centre 

of analysis, and which, therefore, makes it a “contested terrain”. With greater attention on 

this, dialectics give attention to “rhythms” of everyday managerial practices and labour 

process, without privileging “limitless” understanding on the managerial texts and dis-

courses, for instance on TQM, teamwork, and flexibility as objects of analysis. As such, 

dialectical perspectives “rediscover the recalcitrantworker – the missing subject that has 

become an “extinct” species in critical” workplace analysis” (Ackroyd and Thompson 

1999, cited in Mumby2005:24). 

For the researcher to be able to locate and identify the recalcitrant worker, he is to adopt a 

dialectical approach and move beyond descriptive “typologies” or “differentiation” of 

types of resistance in workplaces (Mumby 2005), to a model that gives distinctive atten-

tion to the “interpretive struggles” with managerial practices. In other words, the specific, 

locally produced character of the workplace, and its attendant “ambiguities” and “recon-
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stitution”, should engage the attention of the critical analyst within the labour process 

tradition. In the context of this “discursive turn,” and within the general framework of 

dialectical model, resistance is conceptualised “as a routine, yet complex embedded so-

cial process, the meaning of which is contingent on the contextual features of the work-

place” (Mumby 2005:32). 

According to Mumby (2005:32), this has been the approach and concern of post-

structuralist labour process scholars such as Mumby (1998); Knights and McCabe 

(2000); Collinson (1992,1994); Ackroyd and Thompson(1999); Fleming and Spicer 

(2002), to thematize workers’ resistance in its “agentic formulation” and reconstitution in 

the workplace. Within this conceptual remit, workers in their recalcitrant tendencies are 

able to deploy inherent “discourse strategies” in their attempt to create “resistant spaces 

for themselves within the larger discourses of managerial practices” (Gabriel 1999, cited 

in Mumby 2005:32). Such discursive tactics are exemplified as including: “cynicism, dis-

identification, humour, joking, gossiping, parody, mode of dress, hidden transcripts, of-

fice graffiti and discursive distancing” ( Mumby 2005:32). Though these are routine daily 

workplace practices, “they are also forms of resistance, that are covert and non-

confrontational, operating in the interstices and underbelly of organisational life” (Mum-

by 2005:33). Mumby’s analysis has, therefore, shown how the workers in the workplace, 

through the process of discourse, “engage in the systems of meanings constituted in their 

daily fabric of organising” (Mumby 2005:33). In other words,labour process analysis 

should focus on the “ambiguity” and “multiplicity” enacted by the workers towards the 

managerial practices. The broad space provided by this “ambiguity and indeterminacy 

therefore allow workers to freely deploy resources that make possibilities for reconstruct-

ing alternative resistance and counter the hegemony of managerial practices”( Mumby 

2005:33). 

Drawing on illustrations from Collinson’s (1992) workplace ethnographic study, Mumby 

(2005:33) shows how humour, for instance could firstly be seen as a discursive practice 

“producing conformity” and simultaneously used to resist managerial practices, and, 

therefore, use it to control shopfloor production output. In this context, as demonstrated 

through Collinson’ (1992), humour on the shopfloor, demonstrates a strong resistance 
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culture, rooted in shopfloor conception of autonomy, knowledgeability, and “critical nar-

cissism.” 

While classic Marxist labour process analysis situatesmechanisms for resistance within 

the inherent contradiction of capitalist mode of production, “discourse-based” post-

structuralist analysis conceptualises resistance as a form of “Identity-Work” (Mumby 

2005) through which “organizational members, that is, the workers discursively manage 

their identities in the face of management’s efforts at control and surveillance”(Mumby 

2005:33). Self- identity formation, therefore, becomes the outcome of “daily experienc-

es” of work life practices. The implication of this for our understanding of labour process 

analysis is that in this context of ambivalent work life experiences, a worker may pursue 

“conformist subjectivity” behaviour to secure identity in the face of constant pressure, 

and at another level he/she may articulate such “self-formation” and subjectivity in a 

manner that challenges the very managerial discourse. 

The conceptual challenge from a research point of view is, therefore, to critically analyse 

and examine how workers explore the “tropes of resistance” mechanism such as irony, 

cynicism,  and parody and how they use these resources at their disposal to reconstitute 

their identity, and in the appropriation of managerial discourse. And as noted by A. Pra-

sad and Prasad (1998 cited in Mumby 2005:36), such strategic discursive of resistance is 

manifested in “subtle subversions,” “ambiguous accommodation”, and various forms of 

workplace disengagement that may be difficult to be noticed directly, or identified as 

overt recalcitrance. Ezzamel et al (2001) also identify how workers have been able to 

“use such discursive mechanisms to resist managerial attempts to encroach on what they 

perceive as their autonomy and collective identity in the production process” (cited in 

Mumby 2005:36). 

Thus, in the context of “multiplicity of meaning”, that characterised everyday workplace 

practices, resistance is the “medium and outcome” of how workers reproduce and deploy 

available “spaces” and managerial discourse to reformulate their own self-identity. From 

a dialectical perspective of consent-resistance dynamics, and given the “shifting” and 

“precariousness” of meanings/discourses in the workplace, resistance and self-identity of 
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workers are contingent upon the ability of workers to strategically engage with and adapt 

to available discourses. As noted by Mumby (2005:36), workplace resistance as a “dis-

cursive practice needs to be examined not as a specific, identifiable set of behaviours, but 

as a complex, contradictory and socially situated attempt to construct oppositional mean-

ings and identities.” 

The concern about forms and dimensions of workplace resistance and recalcitrant behav-

iours that are often covert, and that lie beneath the “observable surface” in the workplace 

continue to engage the attention of “second-wave” labour process commentators on how 

to conceptualize and analyse such forms of “organisational misbehaviours” ( Ackroyd 

and Thompson 1999). In a context, where management remains the active agent in mana-

gerial practices, Ackroyd and Thompson (1999:3) argue for the rediscovery of the “recal-

citrant worker” that is becoming an “extinct species” in the labour process analysis. 

Within diverse strands, but within a single genre of labour process conceptualization, 

sociology of work continues to see the workplace as an arena of “contested” and multiple 

changes. In other words, work processes are restructured with new management practic-

es, with attendant implications on employment relations. From the critical LPT perspec-

tive as against mainstream managerialists’ conception of workplace relations, there is a 

growing and palpable “removal of labour as an active agency of resistance” - painting a 

picture of “quietness in the workplace’ (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999:615). Therefore, as 

work organisations change and evolve in the light of global dynamics and in line with 

normative expectations, with the attendant managerial implications, theoretical re-

consideration and re-conceptualization of “recalcitrant worker”  have challenged re-

searchers to see beneath the surface of “formal consensual” formation in the capitalist 

employment relationship. At the workplace, and beneath the managerial gaze, there exists 

“a considerable variety of forms of resistance and misbehaviour’(Ackroyd and Thompson 

1999:615) , thus making workplace practices an arena of contestations that often make 

the insidious process of “colonization” not easily observable, but inherent in the daily 

process of work organisation. Ackroyd and Thompson (1999) therefore, offer an insight-

ful analysis of contemporary workplace practices, at ‘the underneath’, that constitute the 

covert forms of workplace resistance. 
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Conventional Marxist thinking within the labour process perspective has tended to over-

emphasize the overt forms of resistance and opposition taking the form of “declared 

strikes” and union activism, and thus underplays the role of “agency” (Ackroyd and 

Thompson 1999). In response, recent analytical focus has attempted to remedy these 

shortcomings by identifying the incidence of all forms of resistance prevailing in the 

workplace. The focus on various and diverse forms of resistance has shifted from collec-

tive type, Vallas 2003; individual type, Wilson 2000; overt type, Ezzamel et al 2001; to 

covert type, Ackroyd and Thompson 1999, (cited in Penny Dick 2008:327). Indeed, fol-

lowing the criticisms of Braverman’s (1974) apparent neglect of workplace resistance, 

the conceptual significance of workplace resistance within the labour process debate con-

tinue to rise. As stated earlier, part of the concern is the challenge coming from dimen-

sions of managerial practices and control imperative, and it is in this context that all 

forms of workers resistance are manifested. 

While the concern of management and its control imperatives continue to focus on how 

to “eliminate” or minimize recalcitrance in the workplace, its persistence in several forms 

remains a “distinct analytical” focus within labour process commentary. Analysed 

through diverse conceptual orientations, resistance and recalcitrance have been thema-

tized and outlined in such diverse forms. However, the distinct contributions from labour 

process writers have been significant in the attention they are able to draw to the “irre-

ducible interrelationships” between managerial practices, control and workers’ resistance; 

pointing out the significant implications of unequal power relations in the workplace. 

Amongst early analysts in this realm are Friedman 1977; Nichols and Beynon 1977; R 

Edwards 1979; Storey 1985; Thompson and Bannon 1985; Ackroyd and Thompson 

1999; and Collinson 1994, (cited in Knights et al 1994:26). Their concern has been to 

explore and analyse the way workplace resistance could be conceptualised as the inevita-

ble outcome of managerial control strategies. 

As such, their analyses tend to “reinsert” worker resistance and subjectivity which were 

thought to be lacking in Braverman (1974). Among the important analytical questions 

that these analysts engage with in this strand are: “What discourses and practices consti-

tute resistance in the workplace? What resources and strategies are available to those who 
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resist? How do resistances emerge?” (Collinson 1994 in Knights et al 1994:26). Accord-

ing to Collinson (1994), these questions are important if researchers are to explain the 

“complexity and dimensions” of workplace resistance. 

The significance of these analytical questions for our understanding of workplace re-

sistance, therefore is that rather than paying attention to describing and explaining the 

disciplinary process of managerial control, and how consent is manufactured (Burawoy 

1979), researchers are to refocus attention on analytical questions of dimensions of re-

sistance and its enactment by workers. On this, Clegg (1989, cited in Collinson 1994:27), 

draws on Foucault’s (1977) arguments to explain why the “dominated so frequently con-

sent to their subordination, pointing out the significant influence of power–knowledge 

relations in organisations.” In Clegg’s(1989) formulation, management possess the over-

riding strategic power in terms of agenda-setting, procedures, rules and resources mobili-

zation so much so that management invariably “outflanks” the subordinate. However, for 

Collinson (1994), this argument cannot be taken as given, since to him, in modern work-

places “workers are not so lacking in knowledge and information or so powerless” (Col-

linson 1994, in Knights et al 1994:27), in the situation they found themselves. Collinson 

argued that while a researcher often explains the patterns in which consents are manufac-

tured, or how compliance are gained and sustained, there should be a “renewed analyti-

cal” focus that primarily gives attention to “detailed examination of the conditions, pro-

cesses, and consequences of workplace resistance” (Collison 1994 in Knights et al 

1994:28). As he puts it “knowledge in organisation is multiple, contested and shifting” in 

which, though workers may “lack certain detailed understanding of the underlying politi-

cal processes, they do possess and monopolize other technical production-related 

knowledge that facilitate their oppositional practices,” (Collinson 1994 in Knights et al 

1994:28). Therefore, according to Collinson, it would be misleading to assume that the 

prevalence of compliance or consent in the workplace has totally “outflanked” resistance. 

Thus, the “subjective strategies” deployed by workers through their own mobilization of 

the very organisational knowledge and processes account for the prevailing workplace 

resistance. 
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According to Collinson (1994:28), part of workers’ subjective strategies may include 

attempts to escape or avoid demands of the management by “distancing themselves” ex-

emplified in “daily routine resistance” at the shopfloor. Readin tandem with Mumby’s, 

Collinson’s work shows that “oppositional practices are significantly shaped, not only by 

power, knowledge and specific organisational discourses, but also by the ‘subjectivities 

of employees in its agentic formulation” (Collison 1994:29).Collinson argues, “these sub-

jectivities are creative, knowledgeable, multiple, shifting, sometimes fragmentary, often 

inconsistent and frequently contradictory”(Collinson 1994:29). Running through their 

analysis, therefore, is the recognition that “resistance and consent are rarely polarized as 

extremes on a continuum but are interwoven and invariably play themselves out together 

within particular organisational cultures, discourses and practices”(Collinson 1994:29). 

The interfaces between the two “arenas of display” are characterised by elements and 

features of each other. Therefore, a “polyvalent understanding” of the role of compliance, 

consent and resistance within labour process analysis needs to incorporate the “interrela-

tionship between power, knowledge, information and subjectivity” (Collinson 1994:29). 

It is, therefore, important for labour process analysis to first account for how the appro-

priation and monopoly of knowledge by management constitutes an important control 

strategy in the workplace. Secondly, to explain how this control strategy generates oppo-

sition and resistance arising from the subjectivity of the workers (Collinson 1994). 

In an ethnographic study of workplace resistance in a UK organisation, Collinson (1992) 

demonstrated how shopfloor culture of an engineering factory had shown workers’ re-

sponse to corporate’s discourse and practices relating to teamwork and quality improve-

ment programs. Here, shopfloor workers were able to enact their own informal discursive 

practices where “resistance by distance” was articulated. The workers were more con-

cerned to redefine their own identity in a more positive way, and in a manner different 

from that prescribed by the management concerning teamwork, and quality programmes 

introduced in the organisation (Collinson 1992). Workers’ own redefinition of managerial 

practices reflected their oppositional discursive practices to the practices. 

On the shopfloor, workers’ own understanding and definitions of factory production pro-

cess, based on their knowledge information (craft-knowledge) and as something different 
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from what the management wanted them to believe, played an important role in the dual 

process of identity formation and resistance in the organisation (Collinson 1992 and 

1994). In other words, the workers had the capacity to mobilize the practical knowledge 

of the shop floor to their own advantage in their resistance to managerial practices. To 

them, the “craft knowledge” that characterised shopfloor production system was more 

important than the “white-collar scripts” (managerial practices), that was interpreted as 

less important realities to  that obtained on the shopfloor (Collinson 1994). Through this 

orientation, the shopfloor workers “symbolically inverted the management scripts and 

discourses, and, therefore, able to demonstrate that shopfloor work and knowledge re-

main the site for real, authentic and experiential knowledge’’ (Collinson 1994:33); an 

inversion that facilitates their resistance and “self-differentiation.” Here, we are able to 

see how the technical and shopfloor knowledge of production process were mobilized as 

“counter-culture” to managerial practices –a sense of power and self-identity for 

shopfloor workers. 

Shopfloor craft knowledge facilitated “series of oppositional practices and resistance 

through “distance” which often entail restriction of flow of technical and social infor-

mation through deployment of their engineering and collective skills solidarity” (Collin-

son 1994:34). By having control over the job and self, they were not only able to manipu-

late their knowledge of the shopfloor, but also able to appropriate symbolic spaces and 

resources using their knowledge of the labour process (Collinson 1994). The resistance 

practices gave the workers “oppositional power” to equally counter the “managerial heg-

emonic” practices on the shopfloor. With their knowledge of the skill and the shop floor 

technology of production process, they were not only able to “control output”, but also 

the “plant process” in the factory. Their craft-skill and knowledge therefore represented a 

“collectivity” of engineering knowledge which superseded whatever “production scripts” 

the management may have enacted for production processes on the shopfloor (Collinson 

1994). 

However, as pointed out by Collinson (1994:37), it is to be noted that the act of resistance 

and oppositions put up by the workers also “reinforce the commodification of their la-

bour, and therefore serve to reproduce their own material and symbolic insecurity.” This 
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is because by merely acting to secure a degree of their “self-identity”, without critically 

challenging the logic of the managerial practices and discourses, their resistance repro-

duces the very conditions in which they found themselves. Therefore, on the shop floor, 

resistance, compliance, and consent co-exist in the same discursive pattern. Here again, 

we read a Foucauldian interpretation of power/knowledge in the analysis of workplace 

consent-resistance. 

Indeed, in moments of labour process changes and re-organisation of work that accompa-

ny workplace restructuring, or the introduction of new methods of production, in the re-

finery for instance, there could be “uncritical acceptance” of management’s technical and 

managerial prerogatives.Management often justifies the decision to be taken in this re-

gard by presenting to workers “discursive rationale” in form of technical and managerial 

information to warrant such decisions. In this circumstance, workers might not be able to 

critically question such management wisdom. And this could therefore be interpreted 

from labour process perspective as “conferment of acceptance of their status as disposa-

ble commodified labour’’ (Collinson 1994:37). Also, in such moments when workers 

concede to managerial prerogatives and discourses (because they have lesser options), 

they may manifest a ‘hidden’ expression of opposition. This, referred to as “resistance 

through distance” (Collinson 1994:37), “working at resistance” (Ezzamel et al 

2001:1065) often shows the two dimensions of consent to managerial initiatives, and its 

“counter-veiling”tendencies from the workers. Thus, the processes of consent and re-

sistance embed moments of shifting contradictions, ambiguities, paradoxes and tensions 

in the workplace which play out in the discursive practices and symbolic mobilization of 

the resources involved. 

The above reference to “resistance through distance” and “working at resistance” (Collin-

son 1994 in Ezzamel et al 2001:1061) has in part demonstrated the significance of social 

and technical knowledge and its mobilization as “a medium for the articulation of 

shopfloor workplace resistance” (Collinson 1994 in Ezzamel et al 2001). Through its 

manipulation, and the associated inversion of managerial discourse, shopfloor workers 

have been able to assert their own knowledge and technical skill through which they 

could “restrict output”, act oppositionally, appropriate time and space (Collinson 1994). 
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Paradoxically, it is also within this context that they consented to the control impera-

tivesof the management. Thus, context and circumstances of the workplace determine the 

form of “cultural” and counter cultural practices workers may enact in response to mana-

gerial control. In the daily routine of workplace behaviours are acts that indicate dimen-

sions of ambiguities, ambivalence and paradoxes invented, and mobilized in the manifes-

tation of consent and resistance. In other words, workers in their concern with how to 

secure their identities in the workplace, mobilize “informal collectives” and “symbols” as 

resistance strategies, even in their confinement as “commodity status” in the labour pro-

cess. 

However, as pointed out by Collinson (1994:40), workers’ resistance through distance 

“paradoxically reinforces the legitimacy of managerial control, making workers submis-

sive to the disciplinary practices.” This, therefore, implies that at the workplace, “workers 

have available to themselves variety of options, knowledge, cultural resources and strate-

gic agencies through which they initiate oppositional practices” (Collinson 1994:49). 

Workplace resistance which seeks to challenge managerial control initiatives draws on 

multiple “material and symbolic” forms of the specific context of the workplace. Within 

the context, issues of consent and resistance are so “inextricably interwoven” that they 

“mutually” constitute each other. Also, while resistance could not be entirely interpreted 

as overtly subversive or intended for disruption, it might be naïve to conceive that it 

could invariably be “outflanked” by managerial control. The routine, daily manifestations 

of covert resistance underscore  their shifting, indeterminate and overlapping dimension 

while still remain as strategic choices for the workers. In other words, they could be mo-

bilized for resistance as they could be mobilized for consent. 

Indeed, the specific deployment of knowledge and symbolic materials shaped by circum-

stances or shifting situations the workers find themselves in also define their “subjective 

orientation, power relations and motivation” (Collinson 1994:38). Resistance and consent 

are so interwoven that they mutually constitute each other in defining workers’ own iden-

tity and subjectivity. Thus, as shown in the case studies analysed in (Collinson 

1992,1994), there are always overlapping and mutually embedded character of consent 

compliances and resistance at workplace. 
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Within the tradition of labour process analysis, there are diverse themes that explain how 

workers have become “self-discipline” productive type under managerial practices. 

Prominent in this tradition are writers such as Hugh Willmott, David Knights, McCabe, 

Ackroyd and Thompson. Demonstrated in the works of Willmott et al (1993), Thompson 

and Ackroyd (1999) and David Knights (1994), for instance, is how a worker “self-

identify formation” and subjectivity explain the “indeterminacy” of consent and re-

sistance. Their analysis illustrates the complex, simultaneous and even contradictory dy-

namics in which workplace consent, resistance and subjectivity are constituted. Such con-

tributions therefore limit the extent to which a researcher should overstate or “romanti-

cize” oppositional or ‘consent practices’. According to Collinson (1994:54), “overly-

rationalist”, and essentialist assumptions regarding agency, subjectivity and human ac-

tions tend to project workplace oppositional and consent actions from employees as pure-

ly deterministic process.” In other words, the “process of negotiation” and formation of 

identity and subjectivity in the workplace are diverse and are manifested in “overlapping 

dimensions.” 

In his critique of Burawoy’s (1979) analysis of role and influence of political and ideo-

logical realms on the creation of human agency on the shopfloor, Willmott (1997), argues 

that we can neither reduce “workers to passive carriers of political and ideological struc-

tures” (cited in Ezzamel et al 2001:1056), nor can we seek the explanation in the “spaces” 

created by them in dealing with their alienating conditions. The explanation, Willmott 

(1997), contends, can only be obtained in the “social processes that shape workers sub-

jectively on the shopfloor” (cited in Ezzamel et al 2001:1057). As Thompson notes, Bu-

rawoy’s work stops short of developing a theory of human agency or “the subject” – a 

task that is identified as probably the “greatest theorising challenge facing contemporary 

labour process analysis” (Thompson 1990 in Ezzamel et al 2001:1057). Thus, in the later 

work of Knights and Willmott (989); Willmott (1993; 1994; 1997), considerable attention 

has been given to the incorporation of a theory of “social and personal” identity into 

analysis of dynamics of capitalist labour process. Workplace labour process analysis 

needs to incorporate identity because “meanings imported by actions in labour –

management relations are derived from their respective self-identity and agency” 

(Thompson 1999 in Ezzamel et al 2001:1057). 
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Self-identity project in workplace relations has therefore secured a relief affinity with 

Giddens’ (1984) analysis in which “social actions are mediated by the “knowledgeabil-

ity” and “capability” of human agents, that is, the inclination for the subjective to secure 

safe self-identity” (cited in Ezzamel 2001:1057). In Ezzamel et al’s analysis, workers 

make “investments in measures and practices that construct and sustain their own sense 

of self-identity that gives an “understanding” of management’s imposition, which in that 

circumstance makes little rational sense of categories/objectives ascribed to them by or-

thodox labour process theory’’ (Ezzamel et al 2001:1057). This also explains why values 

or expectations of management on the workers are not often “perfectly embraced or ac-

cepted when such demands threaten their self-identity” (Ezzamel 2001: 1058). 

It is, therefore, the “sensed implications”, to accept or not accept changes in organisation 

of work and managerial practices, conditioned by the desire to secure a sense of self-

identity, that shape workers’ lived experiences. As Giddens (1991 cited in Ezzamel et al 

2001:1058) notes, “self-identity is normally commensurate to an experience of continuity 

across time and space, where this self is reflexively negotiated by the agent.” This implies 

that the self-identity derives its meaning from “networks” or narratives through which the 

subjectivity is grounded and through which workers actively and artfully engage in (Gid-

dens 1991). 

The implications of self-identity and subjectivity in labour process analysis are located in 

the understanding of the ‘exploitative dimensions’ of employment relationship. In Ezza-

mel et al’s (2001:1058) contention, “the structured antagonism between capital and la-

bour continuously informs management to refine and strengthen the means of control, 

and equally, upon workers to enact forms of resistance.” In this context, “there are pro-

cesses of interpretation, assessing and responding” (Ezzamel et al. 2001:1058) by the 

workers. It is also in this context that the relations between the workers are mediated by 

“traditions and understandings” (Edwards 1990 cited in Ezzamel et al 2001). These cus-

toms and practices are “enacted and articulated” within the contradictory structures of 

production relations. Workers’ self-identification within the context shapes their “self-

involvement” and “self-management” of workplace challenges. It is through workers’ 

“involvement in workplace/shopfloor activities that their real identity, as they perceived 
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it, is most directly and unequivocally expressed” (Ezzamel et al 2001:1058). The signifi-

cance of this in the context of labour process understanding is made more analytical in 

the empirical illustrations shown in Collinson’s (1994), of shopfloor workers’ production 

and reproduction of consent and resistance, especially in moments of managerial practic-

es. 

3.5 Managerial Practices and the Workers 

In the context of managerial regimes and labour process, workers are portrayed as being 

subject to a “more complete” and totalizing mode of managerial power and control exer-

cised through a series and combination of workplace practices; team-based practices, 

total quality programs, flexibility – that accentuate “all forms of vertical and horizontal 

power relations, e.g team-based practices” (Sewell and Wilkinson 1992 cited in Collinson 

2001:1059). As argued by Delbridge (1995 cited in Ezzamel et al 2001 : 1059), “by de-

fining and controlling workplace relations through the TQM, team-based production 

methods, management have more completely combined its objective of the control of 

labour with economic objectives, and have therefore left workers to survive rather than 

resisting their exploitation.” Impliedly, it is assumed that resistance is either “eliminated 

or rendered futile” in the wake of “new” managerial initiatives. Even though workers 

could “distance” themselves from managerial control initiatives by withholding certain 

technical information (Collinson 1994:28), they are still subject to vertical managerial 

control mechanisms and, therefore, their actions will be less “subversive” of the manage-

rial objectives. 

From labour process analysis, therefore, managerial control imperatives of work process-

es are intended to intensify work activities, thereby securing surplus value from the la-

bour. Here, it is also perceived, by extension, that through the new frontiers of control, 

managerial practices have succeeded in subsuming the workers to a “totalizing control” 

and exploitation. However, as argued in Ezzamel et al (2001: 1059), if it is acknowledged 

that “social relations of production is established upon a “structured antagonism” (Ed-

wards 1990), the tendency to assume a free-flow of labour – commodity production as 

totalizing control and exploitation is flawed, but characterized with points of indetermi-
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nacy.” The process of surplus-value appropriation from workers is ever “precarious and 

negotiated” (Ezzamel et al 2001:1059). For the purpose of our review and analysis, the 

implication is that in spite of prevailing managerial ideologies and practices, workplace 

relations are mediated by “traditions and understanding” developed by the managers and 

workers to interpret their relations to each other (Edwards 1990 cited in Ezzamel et al 

2001:1059). In other words, the social process of work upon which managerial practices 

operate allows for an appreciation of how the “endemic contradictions” and resistance are 

mediated (Ezzamel et al 2001). 

A valuable illustration of how this contradiction and resistance are mediated on the 

shopfloor was presented by Ezzamel et al (2001) based on empirical study. Based on evi-

dence from the study, “misbehaviour and resistance” on the shopfloor provided a coun-

terbalance oftotalizing image of the managerial control strategies. It was shown through 

this study, that, in spite of scope and depth of new forms of managerial practices, there 

were still spaces opened up by the workers for manifestation of resistance on the 

shopfloor. Through a process of ‘negotiation’’ and “understanding”, labour- management 

relations on the shopfloor were conducted in an informal, “idiosyncratic manner” that 

allowed workers to express themselves freely  on managerial practices. In the case study 

presented by Ezzamel et al (2001), the organisation in line with global restructuring pro-

grammes launched a series of new managerial practices: multi-skilling, flexible team-

based manufacturing, accompanied by various HRM initiatives in the efforts to ensure 

that the organisation conforms to “world-class manufacturing” standards. Nevertheless, 

“these initiatives encountered sustained, yet covertly accommodating resistance from the 

shopfloor” (Ezzamel et al 2001: 1062). To the shopfloor workers, various managerial 

initiatives that accompanied introduction of new work practices were designed to pro-

mote the latter’s objective. At every opportunity, therefore, the workers challenged or 

even “reject calls for more co-operative team-based work practices” (Ezzamel et al 

2001:1065). 

For the purpose of maintaining the central argument surrounding consent-resistance dia-

lectics, it is particularly important to note as empirical analysis from Ezzamel et al (2001) 

continues to show, and as pointed out by Collinson (1994 cited in Ezzamel et al 
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2001:1062), “that those who engage in collective forms of resistance are likely to do so 

for a multiplicity of different, often interwoven reasons.” And these reasons are particu-

larly located in the “defensiveness of workers’ subjectivity” (Collinson 1994 in Ezzamel 

et al 2001:1062), in the context of structured antagonisms. This subjectivity is multiple, 

shifting and fragmentary, providing workers with a “diverse network” of terms and re-

sources to draw upon. In Collinson’s (1992), conceptualization, ‘identity projects’ within 

the workplace relations are played out amongst workers with the purpose of “checkmat-

ing” the impacts of managerial control practices. The identity project is shown in Collin-

son’s analysis of “resistance by distance”, through which the shopfloor workers by virtue 

of their technical knowledge can withhold technical information from the management. 

By extension, such a self-identity project could have “power-effect” upon the manage-

ment when workers wish to confront the managers over their managerial practices. The 

power-effect of resistance is more apt when workers feel “threatened” by the demands of 

the managerial practices. They consequently “deploy more offensive strategies of re-

sistance as they sought to undermine the authority and credibility of management” (Ez-

zamel et al 2001:1065). 

In the pursuit of a self-identity project, workers mobilize their sense of collective as 

genuine and “mutually supportive” to fight what they mayperceive unfair. According to 

Ezzamel et al, such workers’ sense of collective tends to appeal to the notion of “united 

we stand” to justify their avoidance of new methods which they perceive as threatening. 

At times, wrapped in humour, shopfloor banter conveys to the management, their dislike 

of new practices. Such “vertical tensions” often expose the contradictory consequences of 

management’s promoting certain practices. In the unifying character of shopfloor collec-

tive, workers  are able to show that management practices “are often not integrating but 

divisive and destructive of their identity investments within the established workplace 

relations” (Ezzamel et al 2001:1066). On the shopfloor, workers’ disavowal of manage-

ment’s practices  has been encapsulated as “con” designed to increase work intensity and 

control. Through their self-identity they not only show awareness and pride in their ca-

pacity to endure the repetition and boredom of the shopfloor work, but also of being able 

to mobilize their resources in inverting the discourse behind the management’s initiatives 



81 

(Ezzamel et al 2001).Workers’ self-identity project has therefore demonstrated workers’ 

knowledgeability on the shopfloor. 

Collinson’s (1992, 1994) work has therefore adequately explored workers’ manifestation 

of resistance, as shopfloor demonstration of working-class knowledgeability, through 

which shopfloor workers made an attempt to differentiate themselves from the middle-

class world-view of managerial real intentions. Through “craft-skill identity” workers 

were able to show the discrepancies and contradictions inherent in the new managerial 

practices. And by “working at resistance” (Ezzamel et al 2001:1062), they jealously 

guided their knowledge and ability to assert control over production. 

This implies, as Collinson (1994) notes “ability to defend an important physical and sym-

bolic space, and through which they are able to deal with contradictions and insecurities 

of their work…without posing a meaningful challenge in terms of class struggle to the 

structure of power relations within the workplace” (cited in Ezzamel et al 2001:1070). 

Construed and interpreted through class struggle dialectics, therefore, the self-identity 

process fulfils the role of “reinforcing and reconfirming the legitimacy and hierarchal 

control of managerial prerogatives” (Ezzamel et al 2001:1070). Without actively chal-

lenging the structure of power relations, “self-identity formation and manifestation rein-

forces their entrapment in the managerial control” (Ezzamel et al 2001:1070). 

Interpreted through the lens of critical conceptual analysis of “class struggle and dialec-

tics” Gartman’s (1983), ‘resistance through distance’ (Collinson 1994), and ‘working at 

resistance’ (Ezzamel et al 2001), workplace subjectivity  is, therefore, analysed as a form 

of “self-subordinating” consent and “compliance negotiations”, through which workers 

remain compliant or unaware of their conditions of entrapment. Its articulation and re-

production on the “shopfloor” covertly serve to reinforce their positions of subordination. 

Arguably, while forms of resistance “may reinforce workers’ “subordination”, it never-

theless points out the contradictory basis of managerial demands for new work practices, 

thereby providing the basis for contesting and re-appropriating such management efforts 

at introducing new practices (Collinson 1994). 
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A critical reappraisal of control-resistance and subjectivity on the shopfloor is also identi-

fied in the line of conceptualisation taken by Gabriel (1999) in his analysis of managerial 

control mechanisms, and the extent they can be said to “colonize employees’ subjectivi-

ty” in the workplace and “types of resistance in which they generate” (Gabriel 199:179). 

In Gabriel’s proposition, labour process analysis needs to be reconceptualised to be able 

to account for both the “unmanaged” and “unmanageable” terrains in the workplace. Ac-

cording to Gabriel (1999:179), it is at this “unnoticed terrain that human agency is 

locked, and to be rediscovered neither as a class-conscious …, nor as a transcendental 

subject but as a struggling, feeling, thinking, suffering subject; one capable of obeying 

and disobeying, controlling and being controlled…defining and redefining control for 

itself and for others” (Gabriel 1999:179). While modern workplace could be said to be 

evolving from traditional “bureaucratic regimes” and “coercive domination” by manage-

ment, workplace managerial practicehas become a more subtle form of normative control 

“one that transforms employees into self-regulating and self-policing subjects – one that 

is unable to achieve or maintain any critical detachment from the employers’ power prac-

tices” (Gabriel 1999:180). 

In the context of workplace labour process and organization of work, conceptual ap-

proaches within the labour process traditions remain insightful; for instance, following 

the influential work of Braverman (1974), Burawoy (1979, 1983, 1985), and Edwards 

(1979), concern within the labour process analysis has been the changing dimension of 

capitalist management control strategies, and the form of resistance and opposition which 

they engender. Within this tradition, labour process theorists continue to view manage-

ment’s discourses and practices as imposition with “underlying asymmetrical power rela-

tions” (Gabriel 1999:181). It is argued within this tradition that work intensification that 

came with ‘managerial’ practices such as team-based productions process, or quality pro-

grams,  is interpreted as managerial “ideological onslaught” on workers. 

Some other theorists still in the tradition of post-structuralist analysis have drawn, large-

ly, on Michel Foucault to argue that “subjectivity is actually constructed at the work-

place” (Gabriel 1999:181). They “view normative controls as the primary, rather than the 

super-structural in the workplace” (Gabriel 1999:181). Thus, Management’s enactment of 
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practices such as team work and quality programs are means of shaping the subjectivity 

of the workers. Following Foucault, these analysts view knowledge/power relations with-

in the workplace as embedded in the workers’ subjectivity, “residing in a variety of dis-

cursive practices that shape their normative orientations” (Gabriel 1999:181). Represent-

ed in this tradition are Knights (1990; 1992); Hugh Willmott (1994; 1996). These authors 

view “resistance as part of the power/knowledge complex in the workplace” (Gabriel 

1999:181). 

Thus, central to both the orthodox labour process analysis, and the later strands, exposed 

through the work of “post-structuralists” are the problematic dimensions of consent, re-

sistance and subjectivity in the workplace. It is problematic because, as pointed out by 

Gabriel (1999:182), modern workplace labour process is encapsulated with “certain core 

questions that therefore attract much theoretical and empirical attention; now warranting 

a sense among scholars for understanding and analysis.” In the emerging dimensions of 

work process, are embedded forms of discourses of managerial control mechanisms. In 

modern workplace, “there is a co-habitationof old and new forms of controls, even an 

intensification of old controls with the assistance of new controls”(Gabriel 1999:184). As 

noted by Gabriel (1999:184), “emerging corporate managerial practices are accompanied 

by diverse forms of controls “flatterhierarchies, flexible working practice, changes in 

production processes such as introductions of team-based production and TQM”. Conse-

quently, Management must continue to enact new set of “symbolic meanings” and nor-

mative values that privilege the objectives of the organization. 

While within classic Marxist analysis, Management normative practices are essentially 

interpreted as “super-structural mystification” of underlying forms of political control,  

for example, Hyman (1984), current understanding of labour process sees “normative 

control as primary, and when combined with cultural dimensions, it reinforces other con-

trols and resides in the very process of organisational structure and production system” 

(Gabriel 1999:184). Control mechanisms in the modern workplace are “mutually rein-

forcing” making some forms of “control invisible” but acceptable, combining to lead to 

intensification of efforts and choking of dissent (Deetz 1992; Willmott 1993; Casey 1996; 

1998 cited in Gabriel 1999:184). As noted by Purcell (1993), this, in turn, invariably 
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leads to an exclusion or “emasculation” of trade unions, and a decline in formal collective 

resistance and opposition. In the context of modern managerial practices, workers now 

regard “their relationship with their employer in personal rather than collective terms, 

developing a new dependence which becomes constitutive of workers’ identity and self-

hood”(Deetz 1992 cited in Gabriel 1999).Characterising the “compositions” of workers’ 

identity and “selfhood” in the context of the post- modern workplace managerial practic-

es are insecurity; an insecurity different from a collective form of traditional working 

class type (Blackwell and Seabrook, 1985), but “an insecurity arising from individual 

employees’ self-doubt and emotional instability” (Gabriel 1999:185). In the modern 

workplace, the individual worker believes: it is within his own self-identity and selfhood 

to “stay in the family” through loyal, long service, and unquestioned obedience”(Gabriel 

1999: 185). 

Schwartz (1987) earlier described this type of control as “totalizing” to denote the sup-

pression of overt deployment of resistance and opposition. In Schwartz’s (1987) assump-

tion, totalizing control implies a “total control over the employees, their hearts and 

minds”; a pervasive one “colonizing the individual from within rather than from above” 

(cited in Gabriel 1999:185). Interpreted from Foucault’s understanding, therefore, 

“…control in post-modern organisation is more invasive and insidious than those of ear-

lier eras” (Gabriel 1999:185). For instance, the “vast mechanism” of “surveillance” oper-

ating in modern workplace insidiously operates in a manner in which individual team 

members “police themselves”. Foucault’s line of understanding has had a considerable 

influence on modern workplace analysis coming from authors such as Hugh Willmott 

(1993); David Knights (1992); and Schwartz (1990). For instance, Schwartz’s (1990) 

portrait of “organisational totalitarianism,” implies that itsleadership understanding of its 

own action is proclaimed to be the organisation’s ideal. And this seems as “ego ideal for 

all organisations’ participants” (Schwartz 1990 cited in Gabriel 1999:185). 

Extending this conceptualisation of “organisational totalitarianism”, Willmott 

(1993),argued that totalitarianism has become “an intrinsic feature of contemporary cul-

tural control, amounting to programs of corporate culturalism, HRM, and TQM with em-

phasis on corporate ethos that demands loyalty from employees” ((Willmott 1993 cited in 
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Gabriel 1999: 185). Modern corporate culturalism is established on the assumption of 

“you either buy into the norms or you get out” (Peters and Waterman 1982 cited in Ga-

briel 1999); a “phoney choice” designed to create “enterprise employees”. Thus, in an 

earlier critique of capitalism, Marcuse (1964 cited in Gabriel 1999:186), argues that “cap-

italism exercises totalitarian controls over the masses, through the same appearance of 

“phoney choice”, which in essence leads to ‘closure’ and collusion of critical conscious-

ness and paralysis of resistance.” 

However, the “transformative project” of modern workplace has equally ushered in “de-

fining features” of control imperatives that tend to shape and reshape different strategies 

of control, to which individual workers are subject. Thus, modern workplace has become 

“transformational” with “an implicit acceptance that there are right and wrong attitudes, 

appropriate and inappropriate behaviours through which the individual continuously 

monitors himself against the totalitarian standards” (Gabriel 1999:187). In the modern 

workplace, where everything is “confessional” in terms of right/wrong attitudes and be-

haviours, the individual employee becomes “pliable, self-policing, self-disciplining, em-

bedded in the invasive tyranny of power/knowledge” (Gabriel 1999:187). 

The “multi-pronged” dimensions of control imperatives in the modern workplace have 

shown its far-reaching implications in “moulding” the sense of “self-hood” and identity 

of workers. Foucault’s uncompromising proposition, Gabriel (1999) notes, in spite of its 

criticisms and weakness pointed out by later writers, regarding “totalizing gaze” of work-

place “power/knowledge relations”, remains insightful. To Foucault, the individual’s de-

pendence or “embeddedness” is “not a cultural or a symbolic one, but an ontological one” 

(cited in Gabriel 1999:188).In other words, the individual worker is not just “dependent” 

on managerial power in the workplace, he is both “the effect and product” of such power. 

Thus, following Foucault’s proposition, the individual worker is not just,“an entity who 

collides with power, and resists it”, he is also a derivative of the power” (Gabriel 

1999:188). Even though the worker’s entrapment in the totalizing gaze could be mediated 

by his struggle for identity and self-hood, he is still a “constitute” of the power. 
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As noted by Gabriel (1999:188), it is a “degree and measure of the dominance of mana-

gerial control mechanisms and devices that make resistance problematic in contemporary 

work organisation.” Resistance is problematic, because modern corporation is conceptu-

alised and approached as a “universal family surrogate” (Gabriel 1999:188), infiltrating 

the individual’s identity and self-hood. An important point in this for the purpose of our 

understanding of the dimensions of workplace relations is the fact that “organisation is 

experienced as family, offer an appeasement for satisfying the workers’ needfor identity” 

(Schwartz 1987, cited in Gabriel 1999:189). The workplace offers the worker the “golden 

handcuffs, through which he constructs the organisation as a formidable, powerful and 

alluring entity” (Gabriel 1999:189). Workers’ perception of the workplace is that of a 

“symbolic universe”, one that “fulfils or frustrates”desires and one that drives emotions 

(Gabriel 1999). 

As argued by Hochschild (1997 cited in Gabriel 1999:190), “the corporation is providing 

the individuals with an alternative home, a surrogate family with the seduction of securi-

ty, needed to offer freedom from insecurity, and a certain symbolic anchorage in a world 

where all is doubt and change” (Gabriel 1999:190). In the lived experiences of the work-

er, he continually perceives dangers, insecurity, doubts and changes, but the symbolic 

deals of “golden handcuffs” offered by the corporation remain irresistible, which further 

entrap him (Gabriel 1990). 

In another illustration, Casey’s (1989), work further exemplifies many of the arguments 

that seem to suggest the “extinct” of worker resistance in the workplace. In her observa-

tion and account of workplaces, “few signs” of resistance and oppositions exist. Instead, 

according to her, workers deal with the issues of “workplace ambivalence” with an in-

crease in identification with the management with a whole lot of “fantasies” of retreat and 

escape. The apparent “extinction” of employee’s resistance is, therefore, generally inter-

preted by other commentators as perhaps “farewells to the working class traditional forms 

of collective rebelliousness and opposition” (Gabriel 1999:191). However, Thompson et 

al (1995, 1999) have retraced the current trends to account for employee recalcitrance in 

the modern workplace, thus providing a “fresh” reconceptualisation of “missing subjects” 

both at theoretical and empirical grounds. In other words, the discursive and managerial 
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practices pervading the modern workplace may limit the ability of the workplace re-

searcher to identify and report on workers’ recalcitrance. In a Foucauldian twist, as noted 

by Gabriel (1999:192), the researcher on entering the corporate setting, easily becomes 

“part of the panoptic machinery surveying the docile worker – his gaze becomes insepa-

rable from the disciplinary gaze” of the organizationin constructing the research objects. 

With such a “cultural lens”, shaped through, by “corporate enculturation” in which the 

researcher may find himself, “the invisibility of resistance marks the absence of re-

sistance” (Gabriel 1999:192). From the empirical point of view, “resistance may go unno-

ticed if the researcher goes about looking for it in the way earlier sociologists did” (Ga-

briel 1999:192). For example, and as pointed out by Gabriel (1999) “looking for re-

sistance among PhD’s in electronic engineering, or even amongst manual workers in 

post-industrial factories requires “different observational” and “conceptual resources” 

from those displayed for the study of workers in the Fordist’s era” (Gabriel 1999: 192). 

Ackroyd and Thompson (1999) have, in their own analysis explored a range of subtle and 

covert oppositional strategies which they refer to as ‘misbehaviours’. They have argued 

that, at the ‘underbelly’ of workplace relations are ‘recursive actions’ carried out by 

workers that show their covert oppositions to managerial initiatives. Through re-

appropriation of time, space and organisational resources, workers act to “undermine 

production operations” of the organisation (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999). Collinson 

(1994, cited in Gabriel 1999:192), earlier explored two distinct modes of resistance; first, 

‘resistance through distance’, here workers emotionally create their own spaces, physical, 

emotional and symbolic.” According to Collinson, this is a defence mechanism enacted 

and played out to invert some of the managerial practices and initiatives but which can 

still be re-appropriated by the management. The second; ‘resistance through persistence’ 

(Collinson 1994), proves more potent when an aggrieved worker “presses on” the organi-

sation’s resources and symbols in proving a case. According to him, this involves the 

“radicalisation of the individual”, while proving a case with the management, especially 

“when armed with knowledge of the management procedures and established practices” 

(Collinson 1994 cited in Gabriel 1994:194). Examples of this type of resistance may take 

the form of: “leaking information to the press, rumour mongering and whistle-blowing” 

(Gabriel 1999:192). Elaborating on the potency of this type of resistance in proving a 
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point, Collinsion (1994) adds “resistance is likely to be more effective when those in-

volved are less concerned with the construction and protection of identity but committed 

to the “issues on which their opposition is based” ( cited in Gabriel 1999:193). 

In other words, in the current dynamics of workplace relations in which “all is ‘apparent-

ly’  quiet at the workplace front” (Thompson and Ackroyd, 1995), and in which there is 

formidable presence of ‘panopticism’’, “employee dissent and resistance must be sought 

at the margins - at the margins of workers’ experience” (Gabriel 1999:195). These are the 

subtle and unmanaged arena often beyond the gaze of management’s controls (Gabriel 

1995). As de Certeau long ago observed, activities carried out in this “space” may include 

“unorthodox use of established codes, clever ruses and private codes,” (cited in Gabriel 

1999:195). It is at the subtle arena, the “underlife” of the workplace that the “invisible” 

becomes visible. While this subtle arena may appear as “unmanaged terrain”,  it remains 

important as underbelly where “identities are fashioned, tested and transformed” (Gabriel 

1999:195). The subtletyof the unmanaged terrain characterised with the “mastery of 

skills” and “symbolic resources” acquired and shared by the workers allows for a contin-

uous construction and re-construction of identity in their narrative forms (Gabriel 1999). 

It is in these narratives and “story-telling” by the workers that “some of the oppositional 

discourses reside” (Gabriel 199:196), which later become more potent and manifest. It is 

at this “hidden” abode that alternate forms of “acts of recalcitrance” are re-enacted and 

launched. 

The “material” and “symbolic” context of the unmanaged terrains within the workplace, 

and which made them less accessible to the “controlling gaze” are places where “misbe-

haviours” are located (Belanger and Thuderoz 2009). Also, the “content” of this seeming-

ly unimportant  terrain in terms of nuances and social process generates a new type of 

subjectivity of the worker and identity or “human agency” still embedded in the “corpo-

rate values and culture, ceaselessly providing essence for re-appropriation of the symbol-

ic resources, for resistance and dissent” (Belanger and Thuderoz 2009:9). To Belanger 

and Thuderoz (2009:9), such analysis and understanding of misbehaviour go beyond the 

essentialist notion that “points to intrinsic nature of behaviour with moral undertone, and 

to locate its meaning in the constraining character of employment relationship that gives 
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rise to misbehaviour.” For instance, workers’ “re-appropriation of time” through breaking 

the rules of time on the job when the strain of work is excessive (constraints) should not 

be seen as “good” or “bad” in itself, but “needs to be understood within the specific con-

text of the constraints which the workers experience” (Belanger and Thuderoz 2009:10). 

Conceptualizing resistance (misbehaviour) in this way “has the merit of putting individu-

al employees or collective behaviours into the context of the employment relationship” 

(Belanger and Thuderoz 2009:10).Workplace analysis, and the conceptual model adopted 

should, therefore, be sensitive to the shifts and ambivalence in the “repertoire of employ-

ees oppositions” (Belanger and Thuderoz 2009:10), which are context determined. La-

bour, conceptualized as a category in the employment relationships and modern man-

agement, noted by Dickens and Hess (2008), “is highly localised and socially embedded 

in its idiosyncratic and place bound tendencies” (cited in Belanger and Thuderoz 

2009:12). Workplace forms of social actions and adaptations are therefore bounded in the 

“multiple and unfolding” dynamics of the context. While cautioning on the inherent dan-

ger in seeing the world of work and modern managerial practices as the “end of the prob-

lems of consent” and the “vanishing of workplace resistance”, Belanger and Thuderoz 

(2009:3), argue for a conceptual model that looks at “new” pattern of work with “new” 

lenses. Analytically also, a reconceptualization of consent and resistance in their “imma-

nent forms”, within the modern workplace allow the researcher to reinsert the “missing 

subject” and isthereby enabled to bring back the “agency” into the understanding of la-

bour process in work organisation. According to Gabriel (1999:199), a better way of con-

ceptualising the “agency” in modern workplace is “not to see it as a coherent transcen-

dental subject, but as a struggling, interacting, feeling and suffering subject; one capable 

of defining and redefining control for itself and for others.” 

 Beyond the theoretical injunction that conceptualisesthe individual in the workplace as 

an object of “economic relations”, other analysts, such as Hugh Willmott(1994cited in 

John Hassard et al 1994:87), have equally called for “recognition and attentiveness to 

human agency in its enactment of social and organisational realities.” In the context of 

workplace analysis, “human agency” according to Heidegger (1972) refers to the ‘open 

reflexive and intentional quality of human beings’ (cited in Hassard et al 1994:91). How-

ever, as observed by Willmott (1994) the conceptualisation of agency must be developed 
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with an appreciation of how the character and meaning of human agency is “inter-

subjectively constructed” within the workplace asymmetrical power relations. Thus, an 

attempt to make a corrective of the neglect of the “subjective” of the labour within the 

orthodox labour process analysis is reconceptualised as an attempt to “bringing agency 

back into” organisational analysis (Hassard et al 1994: 93). Drawing upon post-

structuralism, Clegg (1989),developed a framework based upon the need to focus on both 

the relations of production, and the “meaning” workers enacted from this relation. While 

corroborating this framework on meaning actors attach to their membership of organisa-

tion, Silverman (1970),earlier argued for analysis of studies of organisational work as a 

product of how organisational members attach “meanings” to situations (cited in Hassard 

et al 1994:94). Though Silverman (1970) imposes action and meanings on the individual, 

it is, however, limited as analytical tool, for it lacks “historical perspective on the institu-

tional practices” that informs the actions (Willmott 1994:95). 

3.6 Labour Process, and Managerial Control Strategies 

In another analytically grounded and carefully detailed examination, Hyman (1987) pro-

poses the critical view of managerial practices, and impacts on workplace relations. His 

theoretical views also reject the normative precepts associated with work process that 

often characterise managerial practices. According to him, any credible treatment of 

managerial control strategy in a capitalist mode of production should begin with an em-

phasis on its “inherent contradictions” (Hyman 1987). To (Hyman 1987), fundamental to 

Marxian analysis of workplace, must be an emphasis on the structural contradiction be-

tween social relations of production on the one hand, and the “realisation” of surplus val-

ue. Even though, state’s intervention could occasionally “alter the form of such contradic-

tion, the state’s intervention does not in any way transcend the contradiction” (Hyman 

1987:30). 

 Hyman’s conceptualisation of our understanding of labour process within capitalist 

mode of productionlies in the fundamentally embodied character of production relations 

that manifest in the outcome of managerial practices. Therefore, for a corporate entity to 

initiate the process of work process re-organisation it implies that such organisation is 
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responding to some form of “internal and “external” conditions(Hyman 1987). Manage-

ment as a “collective labour process”, Hyman (1987) notes, must initiate pragmatic 

choices of action in tackling those conditions, and in doing this, “internal coherence can-

not be assumed a priori” (Hyman 1987:30). And in this circumstance, Management is 

“relentless” in initiating practices and mechanisms to checkmate the recalcitrance of the 

workers. To Hyman (1987:32) “the problems of overall managerial control strategies” 

and practices particularly manifest in the “contested terrain” of workplace relations. Also, 

as argued by Hyman, managerial concerns for “optimal returns” on investment through 

changes in managerial practices continue to neglect the “political dimensions of social 

relations” (Hyman 1987: 32-33).Thus, as noted by Hyman, “the internal politics of man-

agement, the linkages between capital and state within the context, and the dimensions of 

“structured antagonism” inherent in the capitalist labour process” (Hyman 1987:33), 

themselves are problematic concerns in labour process analysis. Theorising an under-

standing of “control of labour” within this framework provides the conceptual underpin-

ning to examine the interrelations between managerial practices and the labour process. 

Extant literature on managerial practices, remain inversely sensitive to immanent impli-

cations of social relations of production(Hyman 1987). 

It is this limit in understanding within managerial literature that provokes certain key 

concerns apropos of labour process within the Marxist praxis; “management and manage-

rial practices remain a “self-conscious process of capitalist, and its agents, to subordinate 

labour” (Hyman 1987:34). Labour process and issues of its control become problematic 

in the contextual practices of managerial control imperatives where the fundamental in-

terest of the capitalist is profit maximisation. Within capitalist mode of production, “any 

worthwhile analysis of managerial functions and values must start by recognising the 

vital distinction between labour expenditure (for production of use-values), and labour as 

category; with its inescapable coupling to produce surplus value” (Hyman 1987:34). In 

other words, Management’s quest for profit maximization has also necessitated the need 

to design control strategies, thereby further creating tension in the structured antagonism. 

And because capitalist labour process is both “cooperative and conflictual”, Management 

must perform both the role of “a co-ordinator of a complex process of production” (Hy-
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man 1987: 35), and simultaneously the “role” of discipline of the workforce. Consequent-

ly, antagonism becomes inevitable between the management and the labour. However, in 

Hyman’s view, our analysis of this “inevitable contestations” between labour and man-

agement should be cautious of an “absolute” domineering role of control imperatives of 

management over labour; and therefore not to assume a ‘complete package’ of strategies 

of control over labour. According to him,there are wider sources of “differentiation” in 

managerial control strategies. This is somewhat reflected in Burawoy’s (1984, cited in 

Hyman 1987:35), where Burawoy cautions against overt emphasis on managerial control 

without putting into consideration “the political and ideological moments of production 

that account for the wider sources of differentiation” in managerial practices and control 

strategies. 

While referring to Littler’s (1982) three levels of capitalist organisations of work as par-

alleling Burawoy’s (1984) “dimensions of production”, Hyman(1987:36) analyses how 

the labour process on the one side, and “the production apparatuses, on the other, gener-

ate the ideological interest for the capitalist.” According to Hyman, (1987:36),“the mo-

ments of struggle in the workplace shape and reshape the labour process, and its regula-

tive apparatuses.” It is here that the “internal political” moments of management practices 

reflect the collective labour process characterized by forms of contradictions inherent in 

capitalist relation  to production. This contradiction could be overtly or covertly manifest, 

which according to Hyman (1987:42), reflects “the shifting fashions in labour–

management relations.” The management’s concern for “consent and discipline” aggra-

vates workers’ covert and manifest struggle at the workplace. 

In the context where the dimensions of labour control in terms of technology of produc-

tion, the bureaucratic control of production, and the social organisation of production 

(Edwards 1979), are noted to be in the domain of specialised function of management, its 

disciplinary intent on the labour process “obscure the exploitative basis of capitalist la-

bour relations”(Hyman 1987:42).And where a workplace is undergoing some form of 

transformation in terms of the material context of corporate activities, management styles 

swing between “despotic forms” of control to “hegemonic” type. 
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In contextualising the labour process analysis within the social relations of production, 

Lazonick(1983) argues that the “the accumulation of capital and the accompanying gen-

eration of surplus value depends upon the “management” of “work efforts” at all levels of 

corporate hierarchy”(cited in Hyman1987:45). Impliedly, the stability and extent “of cap-

italist labour control, depends on the nature and character of work practices, upon which 

the labour process develops culturally, and workers participate politically”(Hyman 

1987:47).Also as argued by Thompson (1983), within the “overall control of the labour 

process by the management, there are therefore a variety of techniques and structures 

available” (Thompson 1983, cited in Hyman 1987:49), determined and influenced by 

local and extra local factors that shape production relations. The problematic needs for 

‘cohesion and control’ as managerial imperatives also shape the variations of managerial 

control strategies. 

Changes in the organisation of work are accompanied by management’s consultation 

efforts coached in “joint collaboration involving the hierarchy of the organisation, and the 

“micro-political struggles” (Hyman 1987:49), between the workers and the management. 

This consequently makes the whole process of labour relations “a negotiated order.” 

Characterising this ‘negotiated order” are locked-in “ambiguities, uncertainties, complex-

ities” (Batstone et al 1984 cited in Hyman 1987:49). The “control of labour process and 

its environing conditions should, therefore, be understood as a process continuously 

evolving, as an outcome of established structure within the social relations of production” 

(Hyman1987:49).As “externally induced”, workplace managerial practices facilitate 

strategy that affects the labour process. 

The “agentic role” of the management in introducing and facilitating the dimensions in 

work processes are therefore premised on certain managerial imperatives, for exam-

ple,“the division of labour and technology, the formal structure of authority and surveil-

lance, and the job positions in the labour market” (Littler 1982:42-3).This corresponds 

with Paul Edwards’s (1979) earlier schema of “forms of control.” On this, Burawoy 

(1985), called for the theorizations of “political and ideological moments” that gave rise 

to these forms of control in order to know how, for instance, the “simple control” is un-

derpinned by the “relational dimension” of work, the “technological control’ is character-
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ised by the “instruments of production, and how the “bureaucratic control” is equally 

underpinned by the concern for “social regulations”, in the modern workplace (Hyman 

1987:35). 

Bringing in together the technical control with the instruments of production, Hyman 

reformulates this as the “labour process”, while the social forms of regulation or bureau-

cratic control, “indexes the political apparatus of production” (Hyman 1987:36). There-

fore, in understanding the changing forms of work process and its underlying managerial 

practices, the “material context” of its historical development and how this is produced 

by the apparatus or ideology of production in giving expressions to the prevailing pat-

terns of labour process remain instructive for analytical purposes (Hyman 1987). 

In the emerging dimensions of work process, and managerial practices, the context of 

work activities may entail the “introduction of cost-effective use of technologies, the re-

construction of organisation of work, the intensification of control mechanisms” (Hyman 

1987:50). Consequently, workplace employment relations may take new patterns: “job 

losses, possible plant closure, transfer and deployment of workers to other locations” 

(Hyman 1987:50). Therefore, the implications are to be noted at the level of labour rela-

tions. The ensuing shifts in patterns of “established procedures are likely to engender 

ideological and political struggles” (Hyman 1987:50), in the workplace. Invariably, “so-

cial antagonisms” which have their origin within the “hidden abode of production” may 

now begin to also find its expression in covert forms of resistance and opposition. 

The relevance of this argument for the purpose of our understanding of the labour process 

is that, while the general “modifications” in the organisation of work and management 

practices are rooted in the material context of the larger operating environment, the im-

plicated labour relations dimensions are driven by the “company’s policies.” Noting this, 

Purcell and Sisson (1983 cited in Hyman 1987:50), argue “together, management ap-

proach to employment relations should be understood as the outcome of an interaction 

between labour and product market changes.” In other words, changes in the product 

market influencing company policies force changes on management practices. 
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In the circumstances of continuous managerial control strategies, therefore, there will be 

a great “redirection in the scope of collective bargaining and of management’s interpreta-

tion of unions’ mediations in dealing with employers” (Hyman 1987:51). A more “col-

laborative relationship” between the management and labour is thus invoked. Such col-

laborative relationship must of necessity take on the character of “attitudinal restructur-

ing”, “identity shift” mobilized by parties not only as a way of modifying the “authority 

patterns between the union and management but that will subsequently lead to re-

appraisal of labour relations in the wake of the changes” (Purcell 1981 cited in Hyman 

1987:51) argues,in the moments of such collaborative relationship“all matters melt down 

to negotiable issues” (Hyman 1987:52).In such circumstances, important “management 

objectives” such as forms of workplace relations, plant closure, wage/benefits reductions, 

work redesign, deployment and internal transfers” (Hyman 1987:52), are brought under 

the Joint Consultative Committee. Impliedly, modifications in labour management rela-

tions in moments of workplace restructuring may have succeeded in “taking away the 

militancy” in the union (Hyman 1987). The prevailing patterns therefore echo Burawoy’s 

(1985) “hegemonic” managerial practices. In the context of new managerial practices, the 

fear of the consequences of workplace transformations may have made the workers to be 

vulnerable, thereby making collaborative work relations the “cornerstone” of modern 

workplace relations. It is equally within this new context that inherent contradictions, 

ambiguities and reconstitution of identity of workers occur at the point of production. It 

may at one point or manner prove to be a “new normalcy” or normative patterns, and at 

another level, provoke its “disruptive forms” of resistance and opposition. 

Prominent among the charges against the earlier commentators on labour process is the 

lack of adequate and sufficient attention to ‘worker agency’. For instance, according to 

Thompson and Newsome (2004 cited in Kaufman 2004:154), emphasis on production of 

consent at the point of production “is not so much wrong as its incompleteness, in ac-

counting for workers’ agentic formation to existential insecurity, identity and individuals’ 

sense of self’ at the workplace.” Indeed, the shift in analytical focus from the ‘materialist-

deterministic’ understanding of employment relations, “including the individualizing 

tendencies of managerial practices and corporate culture on individual employees”led to 

the argument that the reproduction of everyday work life, and the basis of domination is 
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best understood through individual workers’ experiences (Thompson and Newsome 2004 

cited in Kaufman 2004:154). Ackroyd and Smith (1996) also observed that by restoring 

emphasis on the workers’ experiences, labour process analysis will be able to explore the 

implications of workplace transformation in its collective dimensions on the workers. In 

other words, while the management retains the “capacity” to continue to secure surplus 

value under the emerging managerial practices, this is nevertheless being mitigated by 

workers’ own “ability” to deploy a wide array of “restive responses” to managerial con-

trol imperatives. Focus on this side of workplace dimensions and manifestations, pro-

vides the needed analytical framework for understanding the “situatedness” of workers’ 

“subjectivities” within managerial practices. A refocus on workers’ subjectivities has, 

therefore, questioned the accuracy of a ‘deterministic understanding’ of labour process, 

without adequate understanding of workers’ own experiences and hence their resistance. 

Contemporary workplace research as exemplified in the work of Ackroyd and Thompson 

(1999), Hugh Willmott and David Knights (1995) has shown that workers remain 

“knowledgeable about managerial normative intentions and outcomes, and therefore 

could retain the resources to resist, misbehave or disengage” (Thompson and Newsome 

2004 cited in Kaufman 2004:149). The workplace remains the “primary terrain where 

structured antagonisms and multiple layers of interests are reproduced and contested” 

(Thompson and Newsome in Kaufman 2004:149). 

While much of these arguments are located and indeed flow from the core LPT, its “ex-

tended value” as contained in later works of labour process analysts not only assists our 

understanding to move beyond the ‘hegemonic” conceptualisation of workplace relations, 

but also “provides the conceptual tool to map out workers’ actions and agentic responses” 

(Thompson and Newsome 2004:149).In Elgers’ (2001) reformulation of this conceptuali-

sation in accounting for workers’ own agentic roles, four distinct forms of struggles are 

identified: “appropriation of working time, working efforts, the product of work, and 

work identities’’ (cited in Thompson and Newsome 2004:149). These forms of workers’ 

recalcitrance termed misbehaviour are analysed by Ackroyd and Thompson (1999) to 

encapsulate the latest dimensions of workplace workers’ behaviour which are less ac-

counted for from mainstream labour process analysis. These acts, though not easily ac-
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counted for through orthodox gaze of LPT, still signify “counter-veiling” acts of workers 

in the workplace. 

This new perspective within the LPT tradition constitutes a “conceptual shift” in two 

ways; it moves our analysis beyond control/resistance model. As noted by Fleming 

(2001in Thompson and Newsome 2004:150),rather than resistance “being conceived 

solely as negative reactions to power relations, misbehaviour is an active set of behaviour 

that attempts to re-insert some degree of autonomy at work.” This measure of “relative 

autonomy”, therefore, gives workers space to manifest their agentic identities and inter-

ests. While it may be argued, therefore, that the traditional forms of “collective resistance 

and struggles in the workplace have not substantially receded, individuals’ and group- 

based informal action” (Thompson and Newsome 2004:150),  is also “growing” in the 

hidden abode of production. Indeed, while managerial control imperatives are succeeding 

in enlisting workers’ commitment and interests through mobilization of “material” and 

“symbolic” resources in the workplace, it is equally embedded with growing forms of 

contestations and dimensions of workers’ restive responses. 

In this analytical shift, the “core elements” of LPT, with its strong emphasis on the 

“structural contradictory” dynamics and imperatives of the modern workplace  have also 

called for a “re-focus” on situational or “context-specific” analysis in which both mana-

gerial practices and employees’ actions are not only “historically determined”, but also 

mediated through enduring social processes of control, consent and resistance in multiple 

and interwoven forms within the workplace. With this conceptual tool, my workplace 

ethnographic study in NNPC is approached with qualitative analysis that allows explora-

tion of both formal and informal dynamics of control, consent and resistance triad, while 

still situating the explanation within the broader remit of core LPT.Post-Braverman “ac-

counts of conflicting interests and processes of consent manufacture at workplace” have 

helped to look beneath the formal institutional level (Thompson and Newsome 

2004:156). Further, labour process analysis in its various strands, according to Thompson 

and Newsome (2004) has helped, not only in refuting the ‘end of collectivism’ in the 

workplace, but also helped to demonstrate the importance of paying attention to workers’ 

resilience. 
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Chapter 4 

Overview of Oil Industry in Nigeria, and NNPC: The 
Regulatory Framework 

4.1. Introduction 

In this Chapter we examine the regulatory context of the Oil Industry in Nigeria. The 

Chapter provides a historical overview of the development of the regulatory frameworks 

that have been shaping the industry. The organisation of work in NNPC that, therefore, 

became outcome of this development over the years is drawn in, to examining the mana-

gerial practices in the organisation. Organisation of work in the NNPC and the regulatory 

context that informs it provide the background for analysing the emerging managerial 

practices and patterns of employment relations.  

Managerial practices and employment relations within the corporation are often  the re-

sponse to the global market dynamics that influence the operating environment of the 

Industry, thereby shaping the emerging managerial practices, workplace relations, and the 

lived experiences of workers. To understand this historical development, and the content 

of the various legislations that shape the Industry, we also need to understand the various 

factors and influences that gave rise to the regulatory framework. In fact, the develop-

ment of petroleum industry in Nigeria is explained  in terms of the regulatory framework 

that guides the operations and activities of the oil companies, including the NNPC. 

Oil was first discovered in Nigeria in 1908, while exploration proceeded in the1930s in 

the form of the Shell-BP Petroleum Development Company of Nigeria Ltd (Shell-BP), 

under the control of Shell and British Petroleum (International Directory of Company 

Histories, 2005 Vol.72.). Commercial exploration and production of oil and gas, howev-

er, only  started in Oloibiri, in the Delta area in 1958 (NNPC 2008). Following the first 

commercial exploration of oil in Nigeria, “Mineral Oils Amendment Ordinance 1958, No 

5 was enacted to repeal the 1914 Mineral Oils Ordinance”(Akinrele 2005, cited in Ency-

clopaedia of Hydrocarbons, Vol.IV 2005:759).  
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This Amendment could be regarded as the first attempt by the Nigerian Government to 

develop interest in regulating procedures for royalties and taxations from oil production, 

and to ensure that adequate revenues accrued to the Government. The Ordinance also 

effectively “extended the grant of exploration and production to other non-British oil cor-

porations” (Akinrele 2005:759). Akinrele (2005) observes further that as the Multination-

als Oil Companies began to increase their exploration and production activities in the 

1960s, it became a challenge for the Nigerian Government to equally increase its level of 

involvement in the oil and gas Industry. 

More significantly, in response to the “1962 United Nations Resolution on Permanent 

Sovereignty over Natural Resources” the local Government sought steadily to increase its 

control over oil productionin keeping with the United Nations Resolutions urging mem-

ber states to develop strong interest in oil production activities in their respective coun-

tries (Olajumoke Akinjide-Balogun 2001:1). The Resolution upheld that the “people have 

their right to freely use and exploit their natural wealth and resources” (Olajumoke 

Akinjide-Balogun 2001:1). 

The Government interest in the oil industry was limited to collection of taxes, royalties 

and leases in the 1960s.With the awareness of the steady activities of the oil multination-

als, it was increasingly realized that the Mineral Oils Ordinance of 1914 and its 1958 

amendment were no longer adequate in protecting the interest of Nigeria in the industry. 

The 1969 Petroleum Act was thus enacted in this spirit. The Act gave Nigeria Govern-

ment stronger control over the oil exploration and production. 

As stated in the Petroleum Act 1969, the ownership and control of all petroleum is vested 

in the State. Also, as contained in the Act, licences and leases to other oil companies and 

Nigerians are to be granted by the Federal Government. Thus, the Petroleum Act 1969, 

“for the first time in the history of the oil industry in Nigeria was able to establish a com-

prehensive statutory regime for the grants of right to search for and obtain oil in Nigeria” 

(Akinrele 2005, cited in Encyclopaedia of Hydrocarbons Vol. IV: 759).This piece of  

legislation formed the basis of subsequent regulatory regimes for the oil industry in Nige-

ria. 



100 

In 1960 the formation of the Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) was 

formed. The desire of the Federal Government of Nigeria to increase its control and own-

ershipof the oil industry was also stimulated byTheOrganisation of Petroleum Exporting 

Countries (OPEC) Resolution of 1968 and 1971 urging member states “to participate 

fully in oil operations by acquiring ownership in the concessions held by foreign oil com-

panies” (Olajumoke Akinjide-Balogun 2001:1). Nigeria became a member of OPEC in 

July 1971, after being an observer for four years.Accordingly, in 1971 the Military gov-

ernment established the Nigerian National Oil Company (NNOC) by Decree 1971 No 18. 

In terms of the Act, “NNOC was empowered to acquire any asset and liability in existing 

oil companies on behalf of the Federal government” (Olajumoke Akinjide-Balogun 

2001:1). 

One other factor that pushed the Nigerian government towards “taking the stakes in the 

oil production that eventually constituted the NNOC holdings was the Biafrian War of 

secession, which began in 1967” (International Directory of Company Histories,2005:2 

Vol.72.).The territory in the South East of Nigeria, the seat of the Biafran War of seces-

sion constituted some “two-thirds of the country’s oil reserves” (International Directory 

of Company Histories, 2005:2.Vol.72.) Also, the support given by one of the French oil 

companies operating in the area of the secession attempt led the government to question 

the contribution of the foreign oil companies to the country’s development. Other factors 

had to do with the “unimpressive record of the foreign companies in assisting in transfer 

of technology, in the development of the communities, and in the employment of indige-

nous staff” (International Directory of Company Histories, 2005:3Vol.72.).This combina-

tion of factors and pressures led to the formation of NNOC  in April 1971. 

The NNOC was established under the terms of the Government Decree No 18 of 1971.Its 

brief was to “participate in all aspects of petroleum including exploration, production, 

refining, marketing, transportation and distribution” (International Directory of Company 

Histories, 2005:3Vol. 72). In carrying out this mandate, NNOC acquired a “33.33 percent 

stake in the Nigerian Agip Oil Company, and 35 percent in Safrap-the Nigerian arm of 

the French company,Elf” (International Directory of Company Histories, 2005:3 Vol. 

72).Further, and as part of efforts to protect Nigeria interest within the context of this 
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regulatory framework, NNOC acquired “35 percent stakes in Shell-BP, Gulf and Mobil 

on April 1 1973” (International Directory of Company Histories,2005:3Vol.72). Also, in 

1973, NNOC entered into production-sharing agreement with Ashland Oil. On April 1 

1974, “stakes in Elf, Agip/Philips, Shell-BP, Gulf and Mobil were increased to 55 per-

cent, and on May 1 1975, the NNOC acquired 55 percent of Texaco’s operations” (Inter-

national Directory of Company Histories, 2005:3 Vol.72). From the above analysis, it 

became clear that the decision to increase the equity holding of the Federal Government 

consistently had to do with the intention, not just to reposition its own oil company within 

the regulatory framework and the oil industry, but also to deal with some of the observed 

lapses in the operations of the oil multinationals. 

This was further expressed by the Federal Government in response to the 1977 Indigeni-

zation Decree. The States oil company holdings in the oil industry increased significantly  

in July 1979, when its stakes in the exploration and production activities in the multina-

tional oil companies were raised by 60 per cent. By 1979, NNPC’s stake in the Shell ven-

tures was also raised to 80 percent. This was when “BP lost its 20 percent stake, follow-

ing disagreement with the Nigerian Government over South Africa” (International Direc-

tory of Company Histories, 2005:3 Vol.72). 

Clearly, attempts by the Government of Nigeria to reform its own oil company rests 

largely on the desirability to put it on strong par with the multinationals. Consequently, 

on April 1 1977, the NNOC was reconstituted as the Nigerian National Petroleum Com-

pany (NNPC). Like the NNOC, the “NNPC operates and functions as a holding company 

for the Federal government. Decree No 33 that created it vested the assets and liabilities 

of the NNOC in the NNPC,” (International Directory of Company Histories, 2005:4 

Vol.72).Thus, by 1979, the NNPC had acquired the majority interests in the operations of 

the corporations that engaged in oil business in Nigeria. A significant development that 

arose from this has been the creation and existence of what is referred to as Joint Operat-

ing Agreements (JOA), which regulates the partnership between the NNPC and the major 

oil companies (NNPC 2008).In addition, the multinationals have been operating under 

what is referred to as Concession System, with NNPC being the Concessionaire, while 

the companies are the Operators (NNPC 2008). The multinational companies also operate 



102 

in partnership with NNPC under what is referred to as Production Sharing Contracts 

(PSCs). The prevailing government “policy objectives in this regard are to permit the 

involvement of private and public interests in the exploration and development of petro-

leum resources”(Gas and Industry Regulation in Nigeria,2000). It also aimed at “expand-

ing the scope of participation in Nigeria’s oil industry and diversify the sources of in-

vestment and the inflow of funds” (Gas and Industry Regulations in Nigeria, 2000). 

As part of the reorganisation of the State oil sector, the NNPC had, in succeeding the 

NNOC subsumed the functions of the petroleum inspectorate of the Ministry of Petrole-

um Resources. However, by 1986, the petroleum inspectorate responsible for the regula-

tion and policy formulation for the oil industry was detached from the NNPC, and reor-

ganised as the Department of Petroleum Resources (DPR) (NNPC 2008). Consequently, 

the NNPC remains solely concerned with commercial aspects of oil and gas activity 

through the National Petroleum Investment Management Services (NAPIMS) (NNPC 

2008). The NNPC, through the NAPIMS supervises and manages government investment 

in the oil industry. Thus, as noted by Akinrele (2005:763), “the prevailing policy of direct 

state participation has been exemplified by the regulatory instruments to ensure a meas-

ure of control over the operations” in the industry. The regulatory instrument also aimed 

at “ensuring physical control of vast quantities of oil, the acquisition and management of 

information and know-how about the industry” (Akinrele 2005, cited in Encyclopaedia of 

Hydrocarbons 2005:763), through the Integrated Data Services (IDS).To date, the emer-

gence and operational growth of the NNPC has been to oversee and implement such poli-

cy instruments and mandate from the Federal Government. 

As part of efforts to put the NNPC on a more viable commercial footing, the Federal 

Government introduced a new structure for the corporation in March 1988. The aim, as 

stated by the Federal Government was to see the NNPC as “a financially autonomous” 

and “commercially integrated” company. Accordingly, three new areas of responsibility 

were initiated for the corporation; Corporate Services, Operations and Petroleum Invest-

ment Management. In 1989, two additional SBUs were established; Eleme Petrochemi-

cals Company was established and commissioned in 1989, “to provide the basis for the 

expansion of a petrochemicals and plastics industry” in the country (International Direc-
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tory of Company Histories, 2005:3Vol.72). Integrated Data Services Company was also 

established.Since its inception, the NNPC and its subsidiaries have undergone “strategic 

restructuring”, which have kept it abreast of opportunities in local and international oper-

ating environments. Thus, between 1978 and 1989, the NNPC constructed refineries in 

Warri, Kaduna and Port-Harcourt (NNPC 2008). The activities and operations of the re-

fineries fall under what is referred to as Downstream Operations of the NNPC, which 

cover crude oil/gas conversion into refined and petrochemical products. Under the Up-

stream Operations of NNPC, there is the crude oil production which is currently managed 

under the Exploration and Production Directorate.  

As part of efforts to reform the oil industry in Nigeria, the Federal government set up a 

reform committeein 2000; Oil and Gas Reform Implementation Committee (OGIC). The 

Committee was mandated to carry out a comprehensive review and make recommenda-

tions for a reform of the oil industry. Based on the recommendations of the Committee, 

the Petroleum Industry Bill was proposed in 2008 (Minister ofPetroleum Resources, July 

2009).The Petroleum Industry Bill (PIB) is currently before the National Assembly. 

When passed it seeks to provide a “new legal framework for the organisation and opera-

tion of the entire oil industry in Nigeria” (Minister of Petroleum Resources, July 2009).In 

this regard, there will be “clear rules, procedures and institutions for the administration of 

the petroleum industry in Nigeria” (Minister of Petroleum Resources, July 2009). 

In the new regime, there will be a redefined role and character for the NNPC. While it 

will still be owned solely by the government, it is expected to be more self-financing. 

Under the new framework, NNPC will be renamed National Oil Company (NOC). By 

this arrangement, the NOC will pay to the Federal government the same royalties and 

taxes, as any other company  (Minister of Petroleum Resources, July 2009).The Bill also 

seeks to create a new joint venture structure called Incorporated Joint Venture(IJV). By 

this arrangement, the NOC and the foreign oil companies will join into a single company 

of which they will be shareholders for the development of the upstream sector. According 

to the Minister, this is to remove the bottlenecks currently being experienced by NNPC in 

securing funds for joint ventures operations. The new incorporated joint ventures will pay 

for new projects from their cash flow and through borrowing (Minister of Petroleum Re-
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sources, July 2009).As noted in the Minister’s speech, for sound petroleum industry to 

exist in Nigeria, the administration must be streamlined and strengthened. Under the new 

regulatory regime the oil companies, including the NOC that will be involved in the up-

stream petroleum industry, will be subject to the same system of rents, royalties and tax-

es, depending on whether they operate onshore, shallow or deep offshore or inland (Min-

ister of Petroleum Resources, 2009).  This also implies that all oil companies will be 

treated equally regarding the payment of the taxes and royalties. In this regard, the “PIB 

will represent the largest overhaul of the government petroleum revenue system in the 

last four decades” (Minister of PetroleumResources, 2009). 

The framework also seeks to make natural gas production an important resource for Ni-

geria. In this regard, the Bill will create what is referred to as “Gas Master Plan”, where-

by maximum support is hoped to be given to domestic gas production under the arrange-

ment of what is to be referred to as “Midstream Agency” (Minister of Petroleum Re-

sources, 2009). As noted in the Minister’s Speech, “new gas processing plants and gas 

pipelines will be supported through favourable tax holidays under the Corporate Income 

Tax.” The Minister noted further that “all the provisions in the Bill seek to create a co-

herent and attractive framework for new and additional investment in the oil Industry.” 

4.4. Organizational Structure of the NNPC 

The headquarters of NNPC  are located in Abuja, the Federal Capital territory, Nigeria. 

NNPC remains a monolithic corporate entity with Executive Board. The Management is 

headed by a Group Managing Director with eight directorates, namely: Exploration and 

Production, Refineries and Petrochemicals, Finance and Accounts, Corporate Services, 

Commercial and Investment, Engineering and Technology, Gas and Power, and Special 

Services. Its Divisions are headed by Group General Managers, while its eleven Subsidi-

ary Companies are headed by Managing Directors. The Minister of Petroleum Resources 

heads the Board of Executive Directors of the corporation (NNPC 2008). The Ministry of 

Petroleum Resources is the government Ministry charged with the formulation and im-

plementation of government policy, and general management of the operations of the 

petroleum industry. As stated above, the Directorate of Petroleum Resources is a sub-unit 
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under the Ministry. It also formulates and implements the industry policy on behalf of the 

Ministry (NNPC 2008). 

The general character of the composition of the NNPCs organisational structure is also in 

line with the regulatory framework that guides the petroleum industry in Nigeria. For 

instance, Section 5 Sub-Section 2 of the Nigerian National Petroleum Corporation Act, 

No 3 of 1977 states, “It shall be the duty of the Corporation, from time to time…….to 

undertake a general review of the affairs of the corporation and any of the Subsidiary 

thereof for the purpose of determining how the management of the activities of the Cor-

poration or any of the Subsidiary thereof can most efficiently be organised.” Section 6, 

Sub-Section1 (d) states that the “Corporation shall have power to establish and maintain 

Subsidiaries for the discharge of such functions in the opinion of the Corporation” and 

continues in Sub-Section (e) “to train managerial, technical and such other staff for the 

purpose of the running of its operation, and for the petroleum industry in general”(NNPC 

Act No 33 of 1977).It is in the context of this piece of legislation, for instance, that we 

can begin to appreciate the implications of managerial policies on workplace relations in 

the organization, which is the focus of this study. 

4.5. The Port-Harcourt Refinery Company (PHRC), Eleme 

In consonance with the regulatory framework that established the NNPC, the Port-

Harcourt Refinery Company (PHRC) was established in 1988 and it started operations in 

1989. The refinery was established to provide petroleum refinery services primarily to the 

nation. It is also engaged in the development and production of specialized petroleum 

products (NNPC 2008). 

PHRC is made up of two refineries: the old refinery commissioned in 1965, and the new 

refinery commissioned in 1989 with an installed capacity of 150,000 bpsd. The PHRC 

has five (5) Process Areas; Areas 1-5. The new refinery is made up of Areas 1-4, while 

the old refinery is Area 5. Area 1 is made up of the Crude Distillation Unit (CDU), and 

the Vacuum Distillation Unit (VDU); Area 2 is made up of Naphta Hydrotreating Unit 

(NHU);the Catalytic Reforming Unit(CRU),responsible for upgrading naphta to refor-
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mate which has a higher octane value; the Kero Hydrotreating Unit(KHU) where kero is 

treated to make it acceptable for aviation use. Area 2 also has the Continuous Catalyst 

Regeneration Unit, which constantly reactivates deactivated catalyst from the reformer. 

Other Units in Area 2 include: the Hydrogen Purification, Fuel Gas Vaporizer, Sour Wa-

ter Treatment and Caustic Treatment Unit (NNPC 2008). 

Area 3 is made up of a Fluid Catalytic Cracking Unit (FCCU), where Vacuum Gas Oil 

and heavy diesel oil are cracked to obtain more valuable products, like PIVIS and LPG. 

Other units in Area 3 include: Gas Concentration, Gas Treating and Mercaptan Oxida-

tions Units. Area 4 has three process units namely: Dimersol, Butamer Isomerisation and 

Alkylaton units. The units are designed to produce high octane gasoline blend compo-

nents.  

Area 5, which is the old refinery, is made up of the Crude Distillation Unit(CDU);the 

Platform Unit (CRU); the LPG Unit as well as the utilities section (NNPC 2008). 

The refinery also has a pool of maintenance personnel that are responsible for routine, 

programmed and emergency repairs of equipment. Personnel from the Maintenance unit 

criss-cross to other units for repairs and emergency services. To meet the Quality Policy 

of the refinery, Management “implements and maintains policy programs that empower 

and satisfy the workforce” (NNPC 2008). Thus, contained in the Quality Policy for the 

refinery is a commitment to “train and retrain the workforce” and to continuously im-

prove production process. The provisions of this Quality Policy are mandatory on all em-

ployees (NNPC 2008). 

For effective operations of the refinery, there are two Directorates: the Operations and 

Service Directorate, and the Management, Finance, and Accounts Directorate. The Oper-

ations and Services Directorate has the following departments: Production, Maintenance, 

Production Programming and Quality Control, Engineering and Technical Services, 

Power Plant and Utilities Department, and Fire, Safety and Environment Materials. The 

Management, Finance, and Accounts Directorate are made up of: the Management, Fi-

nance and Accounts, Planning and Budget Monitoring and Administration and Personnel, 

Manpower Development and Total Quality Management Departments. The Managing 
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Director, who is the Chief Executive, co-ordinates the entire management and department 

activities of the Company (NNPC2008). 
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Chapter 5 
Continuous Process Technology, Skill and Labour Process 

in PHRC 

5.1. Introduction 

The general overview of the oil Industry and the regulatory framework that underpin its 

operation as illustrated in Chapter 4 gives the background in which the NNPC operates. 

The discussion on the overview also provides the background for the research site, which 

is the Port-Harcourt Refinery Company (PHRC). Within the regulatory framework that 

established the NNPC, operational activities at the refineries are expected to respond to 

the  corporate level managerial policies. The dynamics of labour process at this level 

shape the work experiences of the workers. While on the one hand, workers’ location in 

the relations of production reflects these dynamics, their experiences of the work process 

are also significant in the context.  

We chose the Port-Harcourt Refinery Company of the NNPC as the site for this study,to 

analyse and conceptualize the interplays.In this Chapter we will, therefore, be treating the 

conceptual approaches that shapethe process of work in the context of the refinery. The 

era of new technology, and indeed the continuous process technology in the workplace 

have “brought in certain patterns in the world of work” (William Cavestro 1989 cited in 

Stephen Wood 1989: 220); there is the re-organisation of tasks – “a leap in the use of 

automation of production” - resulting from the work process of production which accom-

panies the technology of production (William Cavestro 1989). Implicated in the context 

of new technology of production in the refineries, therefore, are emerging issues of work 

activities and the labour process. The issues of skill, job content and technology have 

become essential dimensions in understanding workplace labour process. At the job level, 

work process has entailed reviewing the existing tasks at the point of production, through 

the adoption of a variety of new initiatives; job enrichment, and organising work around 

semi-autonomous or flexible work groups or teams. 
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Accompanying the continuous process technology of production in the refinery and 

chemical industry generally, is the increased use of automotive and computer control 

process that enhances integration and overall co-ordination and control of production 

process (Cavestro 1989). These in turn enhance efficiency at the plant level. However, as 

noted by Cavestro(1989 cited in Stephen Wood 1989:221), “the reality of management’s 

monopolising the managerial drives and initiatives” in the context of reorganisation of 

work remains important to the work process in the refinery.While continuous process 

technology and automation may have offered increased precision, flexibility, and integra-

tion, the embedded managerial practices and standards remain central and dominant in 

shaping workplace relations. 

5.2. Continuous Process Technology 

The past twenty-five years of NNPC have witnessed rapid developments in continuous 

process technology together with substantial improvements in the automation of produc-

tion within the oil industry. Consequently, the issues of skill and its potential implications 

in the refinery have assumed a new dimension. As plant operators were trained in the new 

technology of production,workers have experienced a further significant degree of ‘up-

skilling’ in the process of production (Hirschorn and Gilmore, 1992). Also, Adler (2005), 

in analysing the issue of skill in the context of labour process has argued that skill has 

become a critical factor in contemporary work place understanding. Developments in 

skill-based requirements in the continuous process technology have made the dimension 

of skill, and itsuse critical to the analysis of workplace labour process. Consequently, and 

regardless of the type of tasks performed in the refinery, there are shifts at the level of 

personnel control, autonomy and discretion in the production process with implications 

on the workers themselves. 

The issue of skill and its underlying dimensions in the workplace are fundamental to a 

comprehensive understanding of the workplace labour process. Thus, in an earlier contri-

bution on the issue of skill acquisition under process technology, Manwaring and Wood 

(1985:175) contended that skill should be understood in its three core dimensions, “learn-

ing of routine tasks, the acquisition of awareness necessary to perform the tasks, and the 
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acquisition of co-operative skills.”.. These three dimensions combine to allow greater 

flexibility in the performance of tasks at the plant level. 

With the introduction of continuous process technology and the automatic regulation sys-

tems in the operations procedures and task, work process in the refinery has witnessed a 

combination of the various dimensions of skill in the performance of work in the process 

plant. Unlike the manual control system in which the operators have to observe the tem-

perature or pressure by moving round, and by moving or closing the valves, the automo-

tive system has centralized the information system in the Control Roomwhere the state of 

the operating systems ispresented by means of a video display panel (William Cavestro, 

1989). Thus, in the process plant, the control and supervision of the plant operation is 

“indirect”; contact with the production plants  is maintained through video displays with 

information relayed through walkie-talkies to Supervisors and Plant operators. The “tacit-

skill” dimensions of the labour process in the control-room ofthe plantare characterised 

by the main process of the detection of any “abnormalities in the operation process of the 

plants, stabilization of the chemical reactors and determining the optimal performance of 

the operating plants”(Cavestro 1989:220). In other words, in the daily routines of labour 

process in the Control Room (CR) of the plant, there are two major moments of activities 

“the quiet moment” and “the abnormal moment”.During the “quiet moment” the operator 

is “routinely occupied with observing and monitoring the variations in the parameters of 

the control system for example, the pressure, the temperature, gas and liquid flow pat-

terns, on the display screens”(Cavestro 1989:220). The various set-points indicating val-

ues for these variables are monitored to know the quiet moment and to know when they 

move to the “abnormal moment”. 

At the Port-Harcourt Refinery, the operation and activities of the Plant Operators are led 

by the Area Operator, the Supervisors and the team leaders, and their daily operational 

activities cover the heating, pumping and compressors of the process plants. In the Con-

trol Room, the Chief Operator monitors the operations system, and communicates data to 

the plant operators. There are other “men” on the “board” that are in charge of monitoring 

the sensors on the panels in the CR. In the plant itself, the most experienced plant opera-

tor leads the team of 5-10 in the “routine” plant process work. It is within their team that 
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1 or 2 trainee operators are also being coached by the Plant Operators’ team leader. In the 

CR, an abnormal moment is identified as the difference between the “set-point” and the 

“true value” on the video display, and this is normally indicated by warning lights. The 

information is then communicated to the Operators in the Plants who know the next “di-

agnostic” steps to take in remedying the faulty operations. Thus, in the event of any prob-

lem in the process plant, the Area Operator in the plant, with his team membersanalyses 

the problems, based on the information conveyed to them by the Control Room Opera-

tors. 

The labour process in the Control Room, therefore, involves not just the knowledge and 

skill of “indicators” of the computer monitoring devices of the operating temperature, 

pressure and the flow processes. It also involves knowledge of the integrative working of 

the system, the state of the system as “normal” and “abnormal”, and, therefore, what in-

formation to convey to the operating plant, concerning the progress of the flow processes 

and the gauging values. At the Port-Harcourt Refinery, the Control Room Operators had 

access to the “flow charts” of the operation flows of the three process plants that were 

operational at the time of this study. With this “diagnosis”, they were able to engage in 

appropriate information exchanges betweentheir colleagues and team members in the 

plants. In the ensuing labour process the task thus became a collective one, not only 

among the team members, but also between the Superintendent and the Control Room, on 

the state of the process operations and appropriate decisions and actions to be taken. In-

deed, the dimension of work process, with the centralization of information, which the 

Control Room monitored, was observed to have enhanced “integrative” work process 

between the Plant Operators and the Control Room. 

The work process in the plants rests on the relay of accurate and reliable information on 

the “state” of the plant operations system which becomes the critical part of the Control 

Room operator’s skill and know-how. Thus, the skill to carry out necessary observation 

and relay the information has become an important segment of plant operations,not only 

in co-ordinating the work of the “external” plant operators, but also in “stabilizing” the 

production flow processes. Such work process co-ordination leads to more accurate and 

prompt actions to be taken by the Plant Operators. Co-ordination of work and roles be-
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tween the Control Room and the plant operators which involves anticipation of “inci-

dents” based on observation and selection of solutions has become central part of inte-

grated skill and labour process in the plant. Therefore, as noted by Cavestro (1998:227), 

“the evolution of work organisation and work content in continuous process technology 

has involved the transformation of tasks and skills around automation.” In the context of 

work process in the plant, the Plants Operators and Control Room Operators’ “skills de-

pend on their intellectual competence, capacity to adapt, training and work experience” 

(Cavestro, 1998:228). In other words, while manual dexterity still remains part of work 

process and activities in the process plant, this dimension has to be integrated with their 

“tacit skills” in understanding the very dimensions and challenges of continuous process 

technology and automation. 

Continuous process technology and automation have introduced a process of “decompo-

sition” and “re-composition” of tasks between the Control Room and the Process Opera-

tions. In the light of debates surrounding skill and technology (Braverman, 1974), the 

labour process of the continuous process technology  has become critical to tasks perfor-

mance in the refinery. Plant operations work such as temperature and pressure reading 

and understanding has become computerised and formalized, thereby determining work 

relations and activities. The “formalization” of labour process in this regard has become 

important, thereby compelling the CR and plant operations to “synchronize” and ensure 

co-ordination of the diverse operations systems. To the Plant Operators, work process and 

tasks performance have given rise to new types of task and competence. The new dimen-

sions revolve round the use and understanding of computer languages of the plant opera-

tions, as they must constantly interpret data in the form of coded computer languages. 

These are complex intellectual activities involving a “balance interface” between 

knowledge of computer language and practical plant process operations. In other words, 

and in practical terms, plant operators must be able to align their computer knowledge 

with sequences and procedures involved in process operations. 
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5.3. Tacit Skill and Labour Process in the Refinery: conceptual 
approach 

Accompanying continuous process technology in the refinery are the “control systems” 

of the flow processes in the plant which indicate the kind of “incidents” and activities 

plant operators have to cope with. In coping with the challenges and problems in terms of 

daily operational activities of the operating plants, it was observed that there must be 

constant task collaboration with the Maintenance Section. With its specialisations into 

mechanical, electrical and welding, the Maintenance Section performs the respective 

roles and tasks. Because of the challenges facing the refinery in terms of optimal plant 

operations, my observation showed a shift in labour process “decomposition” and “re-

composition” with a renewed emphasis on continuous process flow, quality control and 

maintenance of plant operations. 

Indeed, the emphasis on the above dimensions in the plant has come to represent the in-

corporation of workers’ tacit skill, not only in the quality improvement drives, but also in 

the regular maintenance of the plants. Through quality programmes, “the hidden but ef-

fective know-how which the workers have accumulated through work experiences” 

Troussier(1987 cited in Cavestro 1989:232),  is now being deployed as tacit skill to en-

sure efficient plant operations. Therefore, given the challenges of the technology of pro-

duction in the refinery, managerial initiatives continue to focus on forms of workers’ tacit 

skill involvement that are in line with the technical and production challenges. Thus, intu-

itively Process Operators use their practical knowledge to carry out the information con-

veyed by the Control Room operators. The “polyvalence character” of their tacit skill and 

know-how is integrated with the challenges of automation. The tacit knowledge of the 

plant operations mobilized by the plant operators in their daily work process makes it 

possible for them to attend to many incidents and practical needs of the plant operations. 

In the continuous process technology of the plant, challenges in the work content and job-

skills, concomitantly influence the character of the labour process. The complexities and 

varieties of tasks performed daily equally call for more nuanced demonstration of this 

skill in the process plants. A symbiosis is created between the “formal” computer coded 

information and the “informal” task skills rooted in their daily practical experiences. The 
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implication of “up-skill” or tacit -skill utilization, from the labour process analysis is that 

continuous process technology and the automated programming  have become part of 

Management’s apparatus for intensifying control over production arrangements. The in-

clination of labour process analysis to focus on implications of continuous process tech-

nology on labour relations is, therefore, to go beyond the managerialist argument of tech-

nical and production challenges. As argued by Kelly (1989 cited in Cavestro et al 

1989:235) continuous process technology remains a tool for “wrestling greater control 

over the production process.” 

However, in what has become the concern of some other writers on skill and new tech-

nology, the relation between technological development and implication on labour pro-

cess is said to have moved beyond conventional positions regarding the deskilling thesis. 

In a context where Plant Operators still need to use their traditional detailed day-to-day 

occupational experiences and understanding to interpret the computer coding in the pro-

cess plant, “enskilling thesis” is affirmed; tacit understanding of skilled Process Opera-

tors  is still relevant. Braverman (1974), noted decades before that “for the worker, the 

concept of skill is traditionally bound up with craft mastery” (Braverman 1974: 443), and 

in which there is the “combination of knowledge of material and processes with the prac-

tised manual dexterity required to carry on a specific mode of production”(Braverman 

1974:443).What has happened, however, as Braverman(1974) notes is that “with the de-

velopment of capitalist mode of production, the very concept of skill becomes degraded 

along with the degradation of labour, and in which the reconstruction of production as a 

collective or social process  has destroyed the traditional concept of skill”(Braverman 

1974:443-444). _ 

Thus, in advancing “enskilling thesis” for understanding the implications of technological 

change on labour process, Penn et al (1985:612) used various sociological models to ar-

gue that enskilling is still embedded in modern work places. For Braverman, as noted by 

Penn et al (1985:612) the “logic of capitalist mode of production constantly requires 

transformation of the techniques of production” (Penn et 1985:612). As technology of 

production advances, there is a corollary displacement of skills; the workforce becomes 

ever more degraded” (Penn et al 1985:612). Capitalist’s technology of production has 
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thus given the Management the initiatives to “flexibilize labour”; thereby making sure 

that there is an enhanced control over the production process. However, as noted by Jones 

(1982 cited in Penn 1985:613) “no process of a general reduction of skills can be said to 

be attributed to technological changes.” The same point was emphasised by Finchman 

(1983 in Penn, et al.1985) in his analysis of the impact of new technologies on the bal-

ance of manual skills in the production process. Indeed, as noted by Penn et al (1985) 

systematic enquiry and empirical investigations are yet to corroborate deskilling thesis in 

the context of technological changes. 

Accordingly, a sociological model is proposed by Penn, et al (1985) termed “Social de-

terminism” which, through systematic and empirical investigation seeks to account for 

dimensions of skilled work in new technology of production. According to Penn et al 

(1985: 614), an “analytical understanding of the relation between skill and technologies 

of production, should commence with teasing out the interconnections, through empirical 

and historical and contextual understanding, if positive theoretical developments are to be 

generated.”Also, in seeking out the positive co-relation between technologies of produc-

tion and skill, Turner (1962); Penn (1983a; 1983b; 1984); Jones and Rose (1983); earlier 

argued for the elements of social determinism in empirically based analysis. In this un-

derstanding of social determinism, it is argued that “occupations are organised around the 

identity skill” (Penn et al 1985:614) which is “equally organised by a whole range of con-

text based norms and practices that focus on the preservation of such skill at the point of 

production.” Such rules and regulations surrounding skill formation at the point of pro-

duction are “horizontally” and “vertically” related involving “demarcation, dilution, 

manning, agreements, and norms about skills differentials that are a graphic representa-

tion of a set of complex social process that sustain manual skill in the workplace” (Penn 

et al 1985:614). And as such, skills and occupations are “actively structured” around 

“skill identities” in both formal and informal dimensions in the workplace. 

However, in an attempt to extricate Braverman’s arguments from the “determinative 

technology deductive analysis” (Penn, et al 1985:615), another model is constructed 

termed “compensatory theory”. It is here argued that, though technological change gener-

ates both “skilling” and “deskilling”, in which the understanding has to be located in their 
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more dynamic and context forms, through which “increased premiums are placed on a 

range of ancillary skilled tasks associated with plant operations, its maintenance and au-

tomated programming” (Penn, et al 1985:615). Within this construct, Sabel, et al (1984 

cited in Kuhn 1986:12) extend further the understanding of workplace implication of 

“programmable technology”, by arguing that work processes involving “the introduction 

of technology of production increase the importance of shop-floor skill in production.” 

While highlighting why competitive operating environments often compel firms to com-

bine new technology with a broadly skilled workforce, Sabel et al stress how the impera-

tives of skilled workers’ knowledge of technology of production facilitate both process 

and production innovation. In this sense, workers require “broad skills” in order to func-

tion in the context of new challenges of production technologies. Therefore, it is argued, 

work process must evolve in a manner that allows skilled workers to “function flexibly” 

in specialized production process. In other words as an alternative analysis, Sabel et al 

(1985)have taken issue with the implications of production technology on “skilled work-

force” by presenting a counter argument that work process in the shopfloor, involving 

introduction of new technology does not absolutely intensify work or reduce autonomy 

on the job. 

5.4. Teamwork in the Refinery 

In what follows here, we shall begin to discuss the dimensions and process of employees’ 

involvement and other illustrations that show the prevalence of teamwork in the refinery. 

As gleaned from the official documents of the NNPC, the arrangements show that team-

working and other related innovative arrangements from the management have been part 

of work activity and labour process in the NNPC. As part of Total Quality programmes at 

NNPC, the practice of team-working, semi-autonomous work groups, task forces and 

other ad hoc committees have become institutionalised as process of involving workers 

within the frameworks of Joint Consultation in NNPC. Both at the Corporate and Refin-

ery levels, the management at NNPC established the structure and process of Joint Con-

sultative Council (JCC). The JCC has become a process of involving the workers and the 

unions in decision making process of the corporation. Other processes of “co-opting” the 

workers are through quality circles, project task force, employees’ representation on ad 
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hoc committees, total quality committees, and the creation of semi-autonomous work 

groups. In the context of all these arrangements, it was envisaged by the management that 

productivity and product market quality and process production would improve. While 

the work process of the teams and team-working in the process plants provide insight into 

their working, they reveal little about the impact and implications on employees. 

Indeed, while these arrangements can be interpreted from managerial point of view as 

heralding performance improvements, designed to enhance employee involvement 

through enhanced representations, they also have strong implications in terms of workers’ 

experience and expectations. The other face of team-working as something of different 

experience from normative managerial orientations  is what is contained in the diverse 

workers’ responses and survey measurement. The survey measurement and workers’ re-

sponses illustrate the “performance expectations” that underline the processes and prac-

tices of team-working generally. Also, while these performance expectations report the 

practice of teams and team-working as benchmarks of productivity and process efficiency 

in the plant, they reveal little about power relations dynamics that shape plant workers’ 

own experiences and orientations. 

In other words, within the power relations dynamics of the managerial initiatives sur-

rounding team-working in the plant, the concern from the labour process analysis and 

understanding  is; to what extent are teams, work groups or even JCC conferring consid-

erable autonomy and decision making power on workers? Also, to what extent does the 

team system and team working embody managerial control imperatives, even though in 

its subtle form, where managerial objectives are generally “imposed” on the multi-skill 

systems and the teams are also held accountable for their performances? These are 

emerging implications of team-work system of labour process that have engaged the con-

cerns of “second-wave” labour process analysts. 

It is also within this level of concern that evaluations are made of the implications of the 

introduction of team-working systems on relations between unions and management over 

the nature of collaborative relations that may ensue (Kelly1998, 2005).Indeed, the exist-

ence of strong unions and the institutionalisation of processes and procedures within the 
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system of JCC at the NNPC have even made the character and workers’ perceptions of 

concomitant collaborative relations a curious one. This dimension of labour process anal-

ysis is analysed in Chapter 8 of this work. 

The team-work segment of this collaborative relation and workers’ sense-making of it is 

interrogated in this Chapter. As will be shown subsequently, a more detailed and critical 

side of workers’ and union leaders’ assessment of this dimension indicates a less auton-

omous self-managed status for the teams. As shown below, there exist work-teams in the 

process plants in the Refinery through which plant operators form the assessment of the 

teams’ status in the context of the “governance” of the corporation. Management directs 

semi-autonomous work teams, project work-teams that are skill-functional and criss-

crossing, meant for problem-solving and quality control program in the plant. In the 

workers’ own assessment, the general tendency is for the teams to function and operate 

under the direction of the management through the Supervisors. Expectedly therefore, 

responsibilities became “variegated” along the hierarchy of authority up to the team sys-

tems in the refinery on a range of specific activities concerning process operations in the 

plant. Responsibilities for such ranges of activities lay primarily either within the control 

of the Superintendents representing the Management, or jointly shared by the Superinten-

dents and the Supervisors. And where such “ownership” of responsibility was not within 

the domain of these two layers, it remains exclusive managerial responsibility. In the pro-

cess plant of the Refinery, team systems have tended to be restricted largely to operation-

al, day-to-day decision making concerning operations and maintenance works. For in-

stance, the decisions to rotate workers through both the operational and maintenance 

tasks, and communication of decisions to team members were carried out by the Supervi-

sors, while decisions on temporary stop of production process lay with the Superinten-

dent. Also, in conjunction with the Supervisors, the Superintendent set daily work tasks 

and dealt with the issue of work absences or swapping within the shift systems. In a most 

significant way, crucial and strategic decisions and responsibility lie with the Manage-

ment. Therefore, the level and dimensions of autonomy that might be exercised seemed 

to have been high-jacked and constrained by overriding presence of managerial responsi-

bilities and influence on teaming systems. As will be shown in what follows, power and 
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responsibilities were variegated in the plant between Team leaders, the Supervisors, Su-

perintendent and what constitute managerial prerogatives. 

5.4.1. Management Responsibilities and Control-Power 

The following dimensions of labour process in the refinery fall within the purview of 

managerial directives, carried out by the Area Supervisor in “team” with the Plant Super-

visors. These are; managing the continuous flow processes; managing improvement of 

products, training programmes, setting and controlling team budget, selecting parts and 

resources for plants. Other responsibilities for the Superintendent in this regard include; 

setting daily tasks and goals, selecting team members, managing for unplanned absence 

and co-ordinating preventative maintenance and deciding temporary process production 

stoppage, and job rotation. 

These illustrations show a more detailed understanding of the character and dimension of 

variegated power and responsibilities in the refinery. The illustration indicates clearly that 

teaming system was less than self-managing. A number of several elements that related to 

the introduction and use of teams and team-working accompanied Management’s efforts 

to re-organise work and labour process in the refinery. These key elements emerged as 

components of Management’s prerogative at ensuring quality products, efficient opera-

tions of the refinery. Contained in the corporate documents relating to teams and team-

working and quality production were the following excerpts: that the Management was 

committed to continuous pursuit of product quality improvements through the concerted 

efforts to incorporate the ideas of workers at all levels of the organisation. Gleaned from 

the document on team-work and quality programme in the refinery was the Manage-

ment’s argument of being committed  to introducing more team-based approaches to 

problem-solving and quality production that utilize multiple skills. Thus, being commit-

ted in introducing team-based work processentailed multi-skilling in the plants. 

Therefore as a distinctive feature of the Management’s conception and practices concern-

ing quality product programme, and work process was the strong emphasis on Union’s 

involvement and employee participation in the development of team-work system in the 

plant.  Quality improvement tied with re-organisation of labour process to achieve im-
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proved productivity increasingly became part of collaborative arrangements under the 

institutionalised structure and processes of team-work under the JCC arrangement in the 

refinery. In the normative orientation of the Management, the JCC was conceived as the 

best platform to promote employee participation and Union involvement in the work pro-

cess that guaranteed quality improvement. However, these arrangements under the JCC 

were not without implications for Union’s roles and activities. While Union leaders 

agreed on the Management’s prerogatives, they still maintaineda strong critical line of 

disagreement, arguing that the very existence of JCC tended to compromise the tradition-

al negotiation process and substantiveness ofcollective bargaining. 

Thus, in what follows here I explore the impact and effect ofemerging work process un-

der the team-work and the labour process implications on workers, experience of work in 

the plant, and implications on trade Unions’ roles. In particular, such analysis will pro-

vide a critical assessment of work experience under team-work as something different 

from Management’s official pronouncements and work process dimensions in the refin-

ery. In the context of organisation of work and the emerging labour process patterns in 

the refinery, team-working became widely diffused in the plant operations, and also be-

came associated with normative orientations for employee involvement and participation. 

However, there were workplace labour relations implications, and these implications 

were embedded in on-going lived experience of the workers. 

As a mark of observation of factors that underpinned the emerging work process regime, 

NNPChas been confronted with significant challenges occasioned by increased exposure 

to product market competition, advanced technology of production. Expectedly, NNPC, 

like any other corporate entity in the oil industry, typically had to evolve “best practice”, 

as a way of continuous assurance of product quality and optimal performance of the re-

finery. The practice was also introduced to be able to consolidate their product market 

position, and thus be able to respond proactively to challenges of the oil industry. Con-

comitantly a high degree of Union-Management alliance and co-operation became imper-

ative for the “negotiation” of these workplace relations needed by the Management. Con-

sequently, team-work arrangement under JCC had to be instituted and used as collabora-

tive arrangement. It is in the context of such collaborative relations that benchmarking in 
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terms of quality circle programmes, team-working and degree of Unions’ involvement 

was to be enhanced for improved performance. 

5.4.2. Team working and Quality Programme in the Refinery: Plant Operators’ 
Responses 

While the larger part of the study in the refinery rests mostly on ethnographic study in the 

refinery, during my in-situ observation, some pertinent questions were raised with the 

plant operators concerning their experiences and responses to managerial initiatives. 

Here, I touched on three major aspects of the organisation of work in the refinery; Team-

working, Quality Control programme, and Plant Operator Trainees at work. I raised these 

issues in the Production and Maintenance departments of the refinery. Though both the 

Supervisory and non-Supervisory operation workers were involved in the two separate 

surveys, the latter is reported on because they form a larger representative of the sam-

pling survey. 

The survey with self-administered questionnaires produced a valid sample size of 120 

from 200 sample frame. While the survey was essentially a multi-stage sampling process 

with selection of units from which respondents were administered with questionnaire, it 

was pointed out during the process that because of the shut-down of some parts of the 

processing plants due to operation/maintenance problems a large number of the opera-

tions workers were on secondment to Kaduna refinery. As a result, the process plants for 

Area 3 and 4 were in operation. The survey was, therefore, conducted with the plant op-

erators in the plant Area 3 and 4. 

5.5. Labour process in the Refinery 

At the Port-Harcourt Refinery Company of NNPC, the process production and mainte-

nance departments were each split into operational units headed by Area superintendents 

and Supervisors. In the production department, there are 5 units broadly referred to as 

process plants with their operational specialization. For instance, the process plant A 

where I did my participant observation covered Area 3 and 4, while Areas 1, 2 and 5 

were at the time of research shut down due to operational problems. Area 3 dealt with the 
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refinery processes and was headed by a Superintendent and two Supervisors. Under the 

Supervisors were Chief Operators and elected team leaders. Each shift in the process 

plant A was headed by the Chief Operator who was also in charge of Control Room and 

external operations with the assistance of the team leaders. In the Control Room were 

Control Operators who monitored the video panels of the processing plants. Operators in 

the plant were the team-work, or work-group. The Superintendent, who served as the 

Area Operator was usually the most experienced Plant Operator. During the time the 

study was in progress he supervised the Area 3 process operations. He was in charge of 

the orientation and induction of the trainee operators in the plant.  

At the time of this research, 6 trainee operators were deployed to the Area from the pool 

of newly recruited graduate operators in 2008. The Superintendent helped the Operators 

on all operational problems requiring immediate solutions. Corresponding with the activi-

ties they perform in the process plants, operators bear titles such as pump man, compres-

sor man and heater man. As stated earlier, the Plant Operators were organised into 8-10 

work groups or teams and each team was led by team leaders. It is within each of these 

teams that the specific character of labour process and work performance are manifested. 

Working with each of these teams were maintenance workmen to carry out the mainte-

nance operations as problems arose in the plants. Essentially, those working with each 

team dealt with mechanical or maintenance jobs in the refinery, from routine checking of 

pumps, compressors and welding to more complex mechanical repairs at times. Fleets of 

the maintenance workers arrived at the plant operations and were grouped into the team 

and also rotated with the shift schedules. During morning briefing, the plant superinten-

dent and Supervisors with the team members discussed activities and schedules for the 

day, based on the “work sheet” from the Superintendenthaving reviewed the previous 

day’s activities. A more detailed daily schedule and performance monitoring was pro-

duced by the Superintendent. While the plant operators wore blue boiler suits, fellow 

maintenance workers in the work units wore green boiler suits with their protective boots 

and helmets. To reduce the impact of noise, the helmets were fitted with ear muffs. The 

Superintendent and Supervisors were in the brown khaki shirt and trousers with walkie-

talkies. 



123 

The nature of work process in the refinery is characterised by the bureaucratic labour 

control process; each plant operator must put in his 8 hours’ working period. A working 

day starts at 7:30am and ends at 4pm. In the plant operations, there are no closing hours, 

plant operators work in shifts. The dimension of daily labour process commences from 

the Control Room. The Control Room operators on the video panel monitor and regulate 

the refining processes in the plant. From the control panel, they relay information to the 

Superintendents and Supervisors in the plant. Here, and also in the process plant, “tacit 

skills” are manifested greatly, not only in reading the parameters from the panel, but also 

in involving “intuitive experiences” of the plant operators in responding to the necessary 

operational challenges. Based on “tacit skill” and instinct, plant operators in particular are 

able to sense and act. In the words of one of the plant operators, “when I hear the noise or 

see the type of steam coming out from the pipes, I know what is going on and I know 

what actions to take.” In other words, tacit skill is demonstrated when intuitively, plant 

operators are able to detect early where there is imminent crisis. And when there is in-

deed any “operational problem” all hands must be on deck; from Area Superintendent to 

the control room operators, the plant consultant, plant operators and the maintenance 

crew, even the trainee operators. In such unusual situations, expenditure of labour thus 

becomes heightened, exerting not only physical pressures on the workforce, but also in-

tensifying the work process for them. Though less physically exerting than the work in 

the traditional manual machines industry, most of the tasks in the continuous process 

technology essentially entail monitoring the plant installation. However, the “rhythm” in 

the continuous process technology of the refinery has its own dimension of labour inten-

sification. While the video panel in the Control Room reads drop in temperature or pres-

sure, the task is on the plant operators to actually detect the lines or nozzles or valves that 

give the problem. This is why tasks in the plant operations are more intensifying and de-

manding, the plant operators need to regularly and routinely move round the plant to 

monitor the process flow of the plant. Taking readings of the gauges regularly and feed-

ing the Control Room with the information intensify the jobs – an obviously “intellectual-

ized” labour. 

Indeed while the intellectualized labour in the plant operator is largely of “tacit” skill 

dimension, it is nonetheless equally physically exerting. There is physical exertion in 
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moving round the plant, peeping into and trying to read the gauges in the equipment, 

moving up and down to open and close relevant valves, shouting on top of voices to pass 

information to afellow team at the other end. All this physical and body movements are 

within the greasy, wet grounds in the process operating plants. Here, also the Fire and 

Safety crew must be on hand to give the necessary help and assistance in case of any ac-

cident. 

In most cases, it would require the team of the Plant Operators and Maintenance men to 

climb up and down tall stairs where necessary repair or maintenance is to be carried out. 

The tasks need getting used to physically, and right body movements without falling 

down in climbing up and down the stairs – more so, if on edge of a perceived major prob-

lem. 

Thus in evaluating the labour process in the process plant, the combination of tacit skill 

and physical exertion, force the workers to “acclimatize the job to themselves” (Adesina, 

1989, 1990, 1991). The labour process in the refinery has become a combination of sev-

eral conditions in the plant; pollution of the environment from the chemicals and gas, the 

high pitched noise level from the compressors, and the fear of slipping or falling while 

moving round on slippery ground in between heats and heavy instruments. It could in-

deed be fearsome to be crammed in between instruments that exude heavy gases and high 

temperatures. 

A significant dimension to the whole process of work in the refinery carried out by both 

the Control Room operators and plant operators has to do with the use of combination of 

several aspects of labour process in carrying out the daily task; the “tacit skill” (Manwar-

ing and Wood, 1985:171) “job acclimatization” (Adesina, 1989) where the operators not 

only get used to the noise, but amidst the multiple noise must be able to know which 

noise belongs to a particular instrument. To the plant operators and the Supervisors, the 

multiple noises are not just noise, when listened to, “the normal are separated from the 

misnomer in terms of plants’ operation performances”, remarked one of the plant opera-

tors. Thus, noise, smoke and vibrations when analysed carry their meaning to the plant 

operator. The tacit skill needed to disentangle and respond appropriately is intuitively 
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developed by the plant operators on the shopfloor. They are indeed shop-floor skilled 

craft, mobilized to survive the “fragmented” labour process. The other dimension to this 

“tacit skill”, mobilized by plant operators is what is referred to as “human/machine rela-

tionship” through  which the plant operators see the instruments as “animate objects, and 

relate to them in precise manner” (Adesina 1991:453). One often hears the Supervisors 

urging the Plant Operators to read “their gauges” and temperatures properly, “make sure 

you read the gauges in your compressor properly before you open or close your valves.” 

Thus, as noted by Adesina (1991: 454) “there is intimate knowledge of instruments that 

feeds into distinct level of confidence” among the plant operators. In other words, the 

“contradictions immanent in commodity production relations notwithstanding, the plant 

operators exude pride in their concrete labour activities and their knowledge of the use of 

complex technology of production” (Adesina 1991:454). It is this “shopfloor” collective 

and skill identification noted in concrete labour activities that serve as “cultural ensem-

ble” mobilized in resisting or supporting the vagaries of production system.This distinct 

perception of both individual and collective labour process mediates the notion of classic 

subordination to commodity production. 

Within the Refinery, the labour process, both in the plants and other sections such as the 

Quality Controls, and Maintenance, reflects skills, knowledge and experience that are 

brought to bear in the concrete expenditure of labour in both the maintenance workshop 

and on the plant lines -  reflecting  both craft- skills, and knowledge of the crew. 

As a critical segment of the plant production processes, the work process in the Mainte-

nance section is to repair and maintain all mechanical and instrument jobs in the refinery. 

Repair or maintenance jobs are not done in isolation of the plant operators’ job. This is 

why the maintenance crew works alongside the plant operators as a team during a par-

ticular shift schedule. There are fluidity and criss-cross of tasks and job schedules be-

tween the plant operators and the maintenance crew. Work process of the Maintenance 

section is threefold; while there is the maintenance crew attached on shift bases with the 

Plant Operation Areas, there are those in the workshop who carry out their jobs in the 

workshop. While in the workshop, the job schedule is essentially manual, consisting 

mainly of fabrication, welding, scaffolding and tool making; there are also occasions 
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where broken-down equipment  is brought down from the operating plants to the work-

shop for repair. Jobs here are essentially manual, though within work-teams led by the 

team leader or the Supervisors as well. Maintenance jobs within the operating plants 

seem to be most favoured by  these crew members, as observed from a particular bloke 

who showed resentment when he was called back to the maintenance workshop from the 

operating plant. There was also a particular young graduate who vehemently opposed his 

being transferred to Fire and Safety section from Maintenance, “I am a trained Engineer, 

I don’t know what they want me to be doing there” (Fire and Safety Section). This frus-

tration demonstrates the dimension of labour process being experienced by the plant op-

erators.Unlike process plant’s work, where team-work  is of occupational boundary of 

work groups comprising same skill and expertise, the fluidity is more where most repair 

jobs in the workshop often cut across several people. Here, we have welders, mechanics, 

and other technicians who must work in team for a particular repair job. The Supervisor 

allocates jobs with man-hours set by the workshop Superintendent. Instruments requiring 

major repair are wheeled to the workshop for repair. Also, unlike the more intellectual-

ized labour of the plant operators, work in the workshop is more manual. Both the “or-

ganisation of work and patterns of monitoring between the plant operations and mainte-

nance sections are different, generating an intense undercurrent of resentment among the 

latter workgroup” (Adesina, 1991:445). 

Discussions about skills and organisation of work in the context of continuous process 

technology are increasingly being located within the second-wave labour process analysis 

in the attempt to move the conceptualisation of skill beyond Braverman’s arguments. As 

noted by Wood (1987:3), post-Braverman’s discussion of skill has moved into a broader 

conceptualisation of skill as a “social construction”, embracing tacit knowledge under 

new technologies of production. Therefore at odds with Braverman’s conclusion on skill 

is the emerging argument that tacit skill may indeed be vital for the success of continuous 

process technology. Labour process commentators, such as Kelly and Wood (1984); Lit-

tler and Salaman (1982); MacKenzie (1977),  within the labour process strands though, 

stressed the contradictory character of labour not only in terms of its antagonistic dimen-

sions, but significantly on the perception of work as being an outcome of concrete crea-

tion by the workers. As a purposeful creation of labour-power, work is intrinsically em-
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bodied with the tacit knowledge of the workers. According to Wood (1984:4), Braver-

man’s zero-sum conceptualization of skill, and its unidirectional association with crafts-

men and artisans, and therefore an erosion of skill-control, ultimately serves the interest 

of Management on control and power to “the exclusion of workers’ own discretion such 

as resistance and subjectivity.” Skill under “new” technologies of production and labour 

process is “characterized by both conflict and co-operation; with a strong active element 

in the workers’ participation in the labour process” (Wood 1984:4). 

In the context of continuous process technology, the material basis for co-operation is 

underpinned by mutual economic interest between capital and labour, and in particular 

the need for workers to exercise their skills. It is these dimensions of organisation of 

work and labour process that rekindled the emphasis on skill and its being associated with 

workers’ tacit knowledge. In corroborating this understanding Burcham (2000, 2004:1) 

proposes two theoretical constructs: “collective competence” and “work process 

knowledge” as major theoretical strands that explain labour process under new technolo-

gy of production. Characterising the labour process and work activity in the new produc-

tion systems, according to Burcham (2004:1).is emphasis on “teams with responsibility 

for continuous improvement of working practices.” Collective competence “is constituted 

in patterns of interaction within the team which enable it to make collective sense of un-

derstanding of the work processes” (Burcham 2004:1). This, therefore, depends on the 

capacity of the workforce or team members to make use of the collective knowledge base 

(tacit skill) in the work processes. Work process knowledge in the context of continuous 

process technology is defined as “active” (tacit) knowledge which is “directly useful for 

performance at work” (Burcham 2004:1). Typically enacted and demonstrated in the 

workplace, it is designed to “solve problems and in doing so, it involves synthesizing 

codified knowledge with experiential knowledge acquired on the job” (Burcham 2004:1). 

Implicitly, tacit knowledge constitutes a significant part of the daily organisation of work 

and labour process in the continuous process technology environment. 

In the attempt to corroborate my discussion on the labour process and workers’ experi-

ences of the nature of work under the continuous process technology, a number of ques-

tions were asked to account for workers’ responses. The questions were asked on the var-
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ious aspects of work that demonstrate workers’ responses to different aspects of work 

process and the ensuing labour process.  

Issues relating to workers’ opinion regarding the work process that  was evaluated  in-

cluded: how do they see the dimensions in connection with their own work; and in the 

process, how much of the following did they obtain or derive - opportunity for initiative 

and discretion, opportunity and freedom to determine method of work; and what amount 

of challenges does the work process offer them? These aspects of the labour process were 

touched in what follows as workers’ responses during my ethnographic study. 

The research, which involved periods of interviewing and participant observation both at 

the NNPC headquarters and the refinery over a period of 5 months from April to Septem-

ber 2008, included a variety of methods; formal and informal interviewing techniques, 

documentary analysis of Corporate Briefs and Bulletin, Training documents and Union-

Management relations documents. In my survey of the “shopfloor” workers, I raised the 

pertinent questions on the diverse aspects of the implication of current patterns of work 

and labour process on workers’ own perception and experiences on the shopfloor. The 

survey contained a number of common themes running through the strands of work ar-

rangement, and workers’ expectations; impact of team-working on employees’ attitudes 

and behaviours. 

In terms of survey administration and level of responses, 120 valid replies were received 

from a total of 200 administered (60% rate), and in terms of biographical and structured 

characteristics (age, sex, level of education, length of service, occupational group and 

department), the respondent group was satisfactorily representative of the process plant of 

Area 3 workforce. 

The survey instruments explored various aspects of team-working and its implication on 

workers’ attitude and expectation. This covered a wide range of work-related features, 

relating to the introduction of team-working, that is;measure of experiences of work ac-

tivities; and attitude to the team-work practice. The survey also sought workers’ attitude 

to managerial practices on aspects of labour relations; perceptions of workers to Union-

Management relations in the wake of these managerial decisions surrounding team-work 
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and its other dimensions; the extent to which such Union-Management relations were 

characterised by cooperation and conflict; and what level of trust was perceived to exist 

between Union leaders and members. Preliminary interviews were, however, conducted 

with Superintendents, Supervisors and Plant Operators’ team leaders before administrat-

ing the survey instruments. In addition, four trade Union representatives of the Branch 

Unions of NUPENG and PENGASSAN were interviewed to elicit their opinions on 

team-work system in the refinery. 

As a strong component of organisation of work within the NNPC, and as part of man-

agement decisions to improve production process in the refinery, team-working was in-

troduced to usher in the desired improvement in the work process. Team-working was 

introduced into the process plant, and aimed at integration of tasks division in the produc-

tion system. However, as expected, such introduction is bound to have implications for 

skill levels, hierarchy structure, status and occupational boundary, and trade Union 

recognition. In the process plant Area 3, team-working incorporated 8-10 workers com-

prising both the production and maintenance crew, working in the shift system. Such 

teams were responsible for all aspects of process operation; inspection and monitoring of 

instruments and equipment; day-to-day maintenance; and resolving operational and 

maintenance problems. Skill levels with increased responsibilities and complexities of 

operational activities have become associated with job content enlargement and heavier 

workload in the process plants. Apparently, team-working became a significant and criti-

cal component of organisation of work in the attempt by the Management to ensure 

productivity and efficiency in the refinery. And in terms of its implications on Union-

Management relations, a Union leader expressed the view that, “Management have al-

ways tried to bring issues surrounding team-working in terms of skill-mix, training and 

leadership representation to JCC meetings, and we also lend our support.” In principle, 

Unions seemed to agree with introduction of team-working, but the practicality of it was 

left for plant workers and Supervisors to implement, and in this process of implementa-

tion, implications emerged. 
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5.6. Survey findings And Evaluations 

With the introduction of team-working, the main indication of positive attitude or satis-

faction of team-working is the measurement of acceptance of main aspects of the pro-

gramme. From Table 1, while just fifty percent of the respondents acknowledged the 

skill-mix nature of teamwork system; the majority of them agreed to the aspect that it 

also reduced opportunity for initiatives (thirty-three percent accepted it as means towards 

encouraging initiatives). Also, more than average of the respondents, fifty-eight percent 

saw team-work as a means for job intensification, while just fifty percent perceived it as 

heralding opportunity for training. Generally, therefore, the plant operators of Area 3 

appeared to be more critical of certain aspects of the team-working, in particular the bo-

nus-system aspect, job-rotation system and their implementation. Table One (1) shows 

level of acceptance of certain aspects of implementation of team-working by plant opera-

tors: 
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Table 1: Levels and Main Aspects of acceptance of Team-Working=120  

        Acceptance Non-acceptance 

 N0                                  % N0                                 % 

Opportunity for initiatives 40                                    33   80                                  67 

Increase in workload 70                                    58 68                                   57 

Opportunity to choose team 

leaders 

60                                    50 60                                   50 

Job rotations in team-work 65                                     54 55                                    46 

Recognition for seniority 70                                      58 50                                     42 

Skill composition of teams 60                                       

50 

60                                     50 

Bonus scheme for team-

working 

45                                      38 76                                     63 

Changes in task perfor-

mance 

45                                     38 76                                     63 

 

Table 2: Perception of job satisfaction from present schedule=120 

I derive satisfaction from my schedules                  Frequency 

   N0                                                      % 

Strongly agree    60                                                       50 

Agree    30                                                       25 
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Disagree    30                                                        25    

 

Responding on a 3 point scale (Strongly agree, Agree, and Disagree) many of the workers 

recorded job satisfaction from their job schedules, but obviously at the cost of increased 

workloads going by the response recorded in Table 1. 

While a majority, fifty percent (50%) felt that the skill level of their job increased and 

commensurate with their seniority (58%) on the job, and they also enjoyed job rotation 

(54%), (33%) of the respondents still felt it gave less opportunity for initiative. Also 

(58%) confirmed that a significant aspect of team-working had been its contribution to 

workload and job intensification. Thus, the attitude the plant operators  had of the aspects 

of team-working generally was that, though it was associated with high skill utilization, 

greater training and recognition for seniority, it also contributed to greater workload and 

intensive work regime. There was, therefore, an overall increase in level of satisfaction 

with the extent of seniority and a considered amount of skill and opportunities for train-

ing. There was also considerable satisfaction with their opportunity to choose their team 

leaders, and make decisions regarding job rotation. This, therefore, confirmed the exist-

ence of regular team meeting and briefing between the Supervisors and team members. 

Table 3: Types of satisfaction derived from teamwork=120 

 Satisfied Not-satisfied  

 N0                               %   N0                              % 

Freedom to make decision 45                                37 71                                63 

Freedom to influence sched-

ule of work 

45                                37    71                               63 

Recognition of opinion and 

suggestions 

60                               50    60                               50 
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Experience of promotion 

and adequate compensation 

65                                54   55                                 46 

Relations with Supervisors 60                                50 60                               50 

Skill utilization on the job 60                                 50            60                                50 

 

As shown on Table 3, workers in the Operations Plant further expressed their opinions on 

the specific aspects of satisfaction they derived from team-working: 

Given the nature of jobs that plant process operations entail, and the type of symbiotic 

relations that must exist between the control operations room and the external (plant) 

operations, one should expect less discretion and autonomy as expressed by the Plant 

Operators within the team-working systems. However, in the current regimes of tasks 

multiplicity and reduction in hierarchical structures in the plant, for example, the team of 

Plant Operators and Maintenance crew working together, the Plant Operators observed to 

be deriving satisfaction from the variety of tasks performed, enjoyed good relations with 

Supervisors and, therefore, felt their opinions and suggestions on schedules were recog-

nised. 

More than average (60%) of the Plant Operators felt their job was more skill-oriented 

than before, occasioned by challenges of continuous process technology. They expressed 

satisfaction with newly-learned skills underpinned by regular training, and reinforced by 

job experience (tacit skill). On the issue of job rotation as a central component of flexibil-

ity, management seemed to encourage a shift system to occur within the team-working 

systems. For many of the Plant Operators job rotation ensured skill deployment within 

work groups and allows newly-learned skills to cut across team members. As noted by 

one of the team members in plant process Area 3, “it is when one is moved around in the 

plant that you learn vital aspects of the operation…I think it is good for learning.” The 

Plant Area 3 Superintendent also said “we try to ensure that team-working embraces 

learning diverse key aspects of operational skills needed in the plant.” Thus, while the 
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majority of the Plant Operators  saw team-working as providing opportunity for skill 

learning and multiplicity of tasks, they were dissatisfied  with the job intensive aspect of 

it. 

As evident in the survey reports, the introduction of team-working as part of managerial 

initiatives to ensure productivity and efficiency was associated with moderate orientation 

and experiences of workers. These  were noted in such aspects of the labour process as 

more skill-related learning, underpinned by training and briefing, positive relations with 

team leaders and Supervisors, flexibility within team-working and feeling of getting 

one’s suggestion listened to. Nevertheless, a key issue that also shaped workers’ experi-

ence had to do with their perception of management’s attitude to the whole process of 

labour relations. While they could be satisfied with other aspects of team-working, and its 

prospects for promotion, there were sharp comments regarding the overall management’s 

attitude in the labour relations process. Apparently, therefore, workers’ poor perception 

of management attitudes to Union-Management relations on issues relating to re-

organisation of work  could have gradually crept in as low estimations of management on 

issues relating to Unions-Management relations. 

An important point to note  about the dimensions of labour relations in the ensuing work 

process patterns  was the continuous attempt by the Management to re-orientate workers 

towards accepting the dynamics of improved performance as inevitable, and this  was 

evaluated in the workers’ acceptance and general identification with the management’s 

normative values regarding the overall work process in the process plant. As a state 

owned enterprise, workers still shared a common concern with management’s interest on 

the future survival and growth of the corporation. In the context of internal and external 

competitive operating environment of the oil industry, and for the corporation to continue 

to survive the diverse shocks and threats, the workers generally perceived that they had 

indeed, “bent too much” in their own efforts to ensure the continued survival of the cor-

poration. These observations were evident in the remarks and perception of the workers, 

and their Union leaders. 
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In this sense, scepticism and  a lack of trust still existed among the Union leaders, and 

rank and file members on the real intention, and procedures for achieving the over-all 

goals of the corporation in the context of the fluid operating environment. As my ethno-

graphic observation and survey findings reflect regarding labour relations issues, a sense 

of lack of absolute understanding still reflected in the evaluation of management by the 

Union leaders and their members. In the analysis of survey report, a reduced employee’s 

and Union’s trust of the collaborative relations was evident. It is this aspect of Union’s 

perception of management that is evaluated in the next Table (4). 
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Table 4: Does Management consult with workers and unions on decisions concerning 

work process=120 

               N0            % 

Regularly                45           37 

Sometimes                65          54 

Not at all                10          9 

 

The survey reports indicated in Table 4 show that the majority of plant operators main-

tained a feeling there was some level of unwillingness on the part of Management to 

share decisions on managerial issues with the employees. Indicative of this feeling was 

the belief on the part of workers that though both management and workers might be pur-

suing the same interests regarding the overall objectives of the corporation, the manage-

ment still “holds back” on certain managerial issues. More than half of the respondents 

held that management was less prepared to share its prerogatives with the workers. The 

responses in Table 4 therefore indicated a modest level of perceived “shared-work” orien-

tation with management as earlier noted by Scott et al (1956). 

Responses to questions whether Unions are more involved in managerial decisions on 

work related practices reinforce the general view of limited involvement of Union lead-

ers. This indicates a perceived low ebb labour relations climate when it comes to deciding 

on issues relating to work process and some important Managerial practices. Both the 

Union leaders and members showed that there existed “low trust” industrial relations with 

respect to levels of co-operation, mutual understanding, good faith and sense of fairness. 

As shown in Table 5 below, these were other measures that evaluated the perceptions of 

plant workers of labour-management relations concerning the managerial initiatives. 

Thirty three percent (33%) of respondents indicated that there was “low trust” between 
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the management and the Unions, while (41%) felt that there was a “moderate” level of 

understanding, and (41%) also admitted a road leading to mutual relationship. 

Perception of management’s “high- handedness” and “hard-lines” approach on issues 

pertaining to work processes generally, as these affect their members and management 

control initiatives, were indeed reinforced by several comments from Union leaders at 

JCC meetings. 

Table 5: Workers’ perception of union-management relations=120 

              Regularly   Sometimes 

    N0                             %     N0                       % 

Does management take un-

ions views into considera-

tions on issues?  

49                                 41 71                           59 

Do you see partnership be-

tween the unions and man-

agement? 

44                               37   76                           63 

Do you see management 

consulting with unions on 

issues? 

44                              37    76                           63 

Do you see a pattern of mu-

tual trust between the man-

agement and unions?   

49                              41   71                            59     

Do you see such relationship 

as existing in good faith? 

40                              33   80                            67   

Do you see management 

willing to involve unions on 

 40                              33    80                           67  
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issues? 

How often do you see man-

agement responding to un-

ion’s suggestion? 

44                                37     76                         63 

 

As against the old traditional beliefs and understanding that characterisedmanagerial 

practices that issues must be jointly negotiated, there were emerging trends on the part of 

the management that it now had the prerogative to introduce changes in line with opera-

tional challenges. Accordingly, these changes were increasingly less negotiated between 

the Union and Management. 

At a general level of the Plant Operators’ responses, there were indications that the long-

established co-operative and joint relations that  were to be built on the  basis of “shared 

identity” and consensus were gradually being completely taken over by managerial pre-

rogatives.The existence of mandatory processes such as JCC notwithstanding, a majority 

of the workers held the opinion that the legitimacy and sacrosanct nature of such estab-

lished procedures for joint discussion were being undermined and highjacked by the pre-

rogative power of the management. 

The gradual receding of “consensual style” in negotiations and agreements deserved to be 

understood against the logic of the competitive operating environment of the corporation, 

with increasing pressure for product quality, and efficient operation of the refinery. As 

noted by Turnbull and Blyton (1992), in moments of organisation change, managements 

are increasingly pressured to exert extra managerial practices on the workforce. It is at 

these moments that managements espouse “a mix” of managerial practices, such as team-

working with other “hard” policies, in order to survive the competitive environment. 

At NNPC, while workers may have previously shared the same “family ideological” 

commitment to the overall survival of the corporation as an “integrated social concern, 

comprising a formal social process and informal types, together with a “tradition” that lay 

emphasis on shared values and attitudes between the management and workers”(Scott et 
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al 1956 cited in Paul Blyton et al2001:255), such sentiments are being eroded by the real-

ities of the organisation where new labour regimes have to be initiated. 

According to Blyton et al (2001: 255), “enduring values embodied in traditions, sustained 

the shared commitment between management and Union to have mutual understanding 

for the sustainability of the organisation.” The “family ideology” Scott et al (1965) that 

underpinned the existence of such “shared commitment” (Blyton et al 2001) maintained 

the “traditional values at work through which Management and Unions maintained clear-

ly defined and agreed upon prerogatives” (Brown 1965 cited in Blyton et al 2001:256). 

Such traditional values at work grew out of and were reinforced by the fact that Man-

agement tended to “share a common” occupational background to that of the manual 

workforce, together with the same common origin in the same industrial community” 

(Blyton et al 2001:256). Therefore, “the sense”  held by the plant operators in perceiving 

the corporation as an “integrated social concern” resulted in both Management and work-

ers maintaining a shared understanding which tended “to predominate over any manifes-

tation of conflicting interest” (Brown 1965 cited in Blyton et al  2001:256). Within this 

context of “integrated social process and collective identity” (Adesina, 1989), labour 

management relations would be expected to be facilitated not only by a shared ideology 

and commitment to a common purpose, which was based on how to sustain the corpora-

tion, but also to  an understanding that the workforce was indeed part of the “larger fami-

ly” whose welfare needed to be taken care of by the Management. 

However, historical developments that tend to define context of operational activities of 

the NNPC, necessitating broader and wider issues regarding how work is to be per-

formed, and imperatives of managerial practices have brought in “new” patterns to labour 

processes with wider implications on broader workplace relations. Consequently, the 

long-established co-operative relations and a positive “ideological” disposition at work-

place, built on the basis of shared identity and commitment seemed to be giving way to 

emerging imperatives of managerial practices under the “new” production systems. It is 

to be noted, however, that with the introduction of new managerial practices, the process 

of change  was still mediated by the old traditional social process of the workplace, rein-
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forced through collective tradition and values shared by both Management and the work-

ers. 

In his characterisation of diverse motives behind the introduction of teams system and 

team-working, Mueller (1994 cited in Buchanan et al 2002:399), identified certain di-

mensions that often informthe introduction of a team system; these could be grouped into 

“both economic, social and cultural reasons in which management’s concern for labour 

utilization and productivity is combined with the need to harness the work experience and 

tacit skill of the workforce.” In an improved elaboration of these dimensions, Mueller 

(2000, cited in Buchanan 2002:399), identified additional framework, the “socio-

technical dimension”, emphasising the degree of task inter-dependence among team 

members through which production is organised.” According to Buchanan (2002:399), 

this socio-technical dimension is reinforced and underpinned by the “organisational gov-

ernance” of the corporation. In other words, the “decision-making patterns” and “power 

relations” not only have implications for the nature and character of the team system but 

are also “important for an analysis of labour relations patterns of the organisation” (Bu-

chanan 2002:399). It is also in this pattern that the “role of Unions in the development, 

implementation and operations of teams are implicated”(Buchanan 2002:399). Thus, ac-

cording to Buchanan (2002:399), Mueller’s (2000) framework provides the significant 

“indicator for an evaluation of what teamwork and team system hold for the workers and 

the labour process.” It is also within this “organisational governance” that, what under-

lines the importance of skill and autonomy as significant dimensions within the labour 

process, can best be conceptualised. Mueller’s (2000) framework has, therefore, provided 

a way for the evaluation of team-working and its implication both for the workers and the 

Union roles in the process plant. 

Indeed, as noted by Kate Mulholland (2009) even though team-working may produce a 

feeling of collectives among workers in terms of interdependence and co-operation, the 

realities are often at odds with the expectations. Noting the failings of the Fordistproduc-

tion system, advocates of  a team-work system, Womack, Roos and Ones (2007) argue 

that team-work “facilitates worker autonomy, and decision-making through the utilization 

of their skills and knowledge in problem solving” (cited in Mulholland 2009:1). To them, 
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team-work expediency is located in  its “economical” and “cultural” relevance, in assur-

ing for the management, workers’ innovative performance, it eliminates waste; assures 

greater efficiency and productivity and worker commitment,”(Mulholland 

2009:1).Essentially conceptualised in unitary perspective, the traditional Union involve-

ment is collaborative within the broader managerial strategic goals that underpin team-

working. Thus, central to team-working and practices from the managerial normative 

orientation are how to redesign work process and discourse of “unity” that underpins it. 

However, as noted by Danford et al (1999) and Rinehart (1997cited in Mulholland 

2009:1), the “discourse and practice of team-working eliminates workers’ voice”, and the 

assumptions of worker empowerment that it conjures runs against the very contradictions 

of “work intensification, increased surveillance and control.” It is, therefore, seen more as 

an outcome of “social engineering” in the context of challenges facing production pro-

cess, rather than a fundamental refinement of the labour process where the “new” produc-

tion system is superimposed on a traditional process production system” (Danford et al 

1999, cited in Mulholland 2009:2). 

Thus, whether as a process or practice, conceptualised for workplace culture transfor-

mation, work-team practice is rooted in managerial logic symbolized in “team spirit”, and 

driven by “collaborative partnership” with Union leaders. Characterising the imperatives 

of team system, therefore, are its assumptions to promote continuous improvement, flexi-

ble work arrangements into team with a team leader. Also, in an extension of features that 

underpin team-working, Danford (1999), identifies the management techniques underlin-

ing the process as including, “maximum use of labour, and minimisation of idle work 

time, the erosion of traditional skill demarcations, task fragmentation and job enlarge-

ment driven by controlled flexibility”(cited in Mulholland 2009:2).However, as noted by 

Mulholland (2009:2) “most of these characteristics are to the detriment of the workers’ 

interest and a departure from the socio-technical model.” 

Picking issues with the cultural and ideological dimension of team-working, Mueller 

(1994) sees it as “the realignment of individual motivation and organisational rationali-

ty”(in Mulholland 2009:2), arguing that the major distinguishing feature of emerging 

wave of team-working in contemporary workplaces  is the Management’s strong empha-
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sis on “organisational strategic interest and focus on performance, which tend to deter-

mine ways in which labour processes are structured and managed.” In the attempt to lo-

cate workers’ voice in the team-working system, Smith et al (2008 in Mulholland 

2009:2), in their empirical study of team-working in the public sector argue that, in addi-

tion, “team-working serves management’s administrative functions”,while at the same  

time sustaining the “ideological imperatives” it seeks to promote. 

Based on her own study of a major supermarket, Mulholland (2009:3) explores the dy-

namics of workplace experience and employment relations for the supermarket workers 

under the team-working system. In her analysis, the gradual phasing-in of team-working 

system reconfigured the labour process from “a worker oriented informal group to a 

managerial composition at a company-wide level.” According to Mulholland (2009:2), 

the managerial logic of work organisation, and the particular reconfiguration of team-

work revealed clearly the distinct features of the organisational labour process as being 

“monotonous, tedious, boring and physically hard for frontline workers.” 

At odds with Mueller et al’s (2000), conceptualisation that team systems provide several 

normative values based on economic, cultural, social aspects, are Smiths et al’s (2008), 

estimation of team-work as inherently characterised by “low trust”, arguing that team-

working operates at a level that underpins the managerial ideological position, “without 

necessarily, of any benefit for the workers”(cited in Mulholland 2009:3).  Drawing on 

this model, Mulholland (2009) argues that team-working symbolises “ideological unity” 

between labour and Management in which it serves an  economic function to the Man-

agement by reducing labour costs through re-organisation of the labour process;  for ex-

ample, the introduction of functional flexibility, team members’ control over the pace and 

distribution of work tasks. 

 Based on the above empirical and conceptual analysis, it implies that, when confronted 

with increasing competitive challenges regarding productivity and efficiency, Manage-

ment is compelled to introduce series of management techniques, such as team systems 

aimed at improving quality performance and productivity. Indeed, as Lund et al’s (2006) 

and Mulholland’s (2009) research demonstrate, in a context of operating challenges, 
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Managements are compelled to introduce new process technology, “with a subsequent 

synchronisation of the labour process, exemplary in quality management and teamwork 

systems”(Mulholland 2009:4). The inevitability of major changes in the process of work 

is, therefore, “pressures on the workforce for increased productivity, intensive surveil-

lance through concerted team systems, and a “managed autonomy” (Mulholland 2009:4) 

for the workers. According to Mulholland (2009:4), new technologies which seek to syn-

chronise labour process “may not fundamentally initiate a change in the structure and 

dimensions of control over work, rather provides an opportunity for the Management to 

phase in “new” ways of working that assume profitability, quality control and perfor-

mance improvement.” 

Thus, in a context of “efficient rationality” that influences managerial strategies and 

techniques in the introduction of team-working, in the refinery, significant implications 

are its dimensions in the character of the labour process. This has involved the technical 

details of the work process itself, self-management, and job enlargement with multi-skills 

dimensions cutting across sections and workforce in the process plant. Thus, in the 

emerging dimensions of work in the process plant, the next “managerial layer” the Plant 

Superintendent and the Supervisors closer to the shopfloor “are freed” from shopfloor, 

and are mainly concerned with attention to issues of implementing the dimensions of the 

work process. “At the heart of the new self-control regime is the whole emphasis on la-

bour flexibility and the continuous allocation of labour as features of team-working” 

(Mulholland 2009: 5). Work teams in the process plants are given the responsibility and 

self-control; paradoxically, such employee responsibility  is equally characterised by im-

posed commitment for improved productivity and quality product. Accordingly, and in 

line with Mulholland’s (2009:5) evaluation, “team system amounts to simplification of a 

planned process of work control regime in which the standardisation of plant operative 

works are carried out for the economic rationality of the organisation rather than real au-

tonomy for the workforce.” In her evaluation the “departmental manager spells out how 

the culture of the team system, is filtered down the shop-floor hierarchy” (Mulholland 

2009:6). Therefore, as part of managerial practices, team systems ensure the simplifica-

tion of labour process within the traditional tenets of “unitary” managerial system. 
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Nevertheless, as noted by Mulholland (2009) in the attempt to “homogenise” labour pro-

cess through team-working, management faces the challenge of issues of “job ownership” 

and traditional “job identities” associated with skills-craftsmanship of specific work tech-

nique on the shopfloor. Skill-identity and job demarcation had been the traditional means 

through which shopfloor workers protected their skills, and this tends to pose challenges 

to new initiatives under team-working. In Mueller’s (1994) formulation, “inhered in the 

logic of team system is the management’s attempt to realign workers’ interest with man-

agerial strategy” (cited in Mulholland 2009:6), and this is also corroborated by Womack 

et al (2007), that in the new management’s discourse of the team system is the “re-

invigoration of employees’ motivation”(cited in Mulholland 2009:6). And this necessari-

ly involves concerted efforts to transform the “workplace consciousness”, when workers 

are expected to embrace a “unitary perspective”, and accept “new realities” toward quali-

ty product, improved performance and efficiency in the process plant, characterised by 

increased workloads, overtime, shift-system and flexible working across jobs, in the pro-

cess of production. Therefore, if functional and task flexibility are the underpinning logic 

of Management’s team-work system in the process plant, it implies that in such a ‘flexi-

bilised’ workplace, team members must work in a monitored environment to meet targets 

under close supervision. Paradoxically, and as pointed out by Mulholland (2009), work-

ers are also required to work flexibly across the different task lines. 

Consistent with the team-working system is the recognition of role and position of team 

leaders. A team leader’s job involves a routine “management” of the operations of the 

work team in the process plant. On the basis of their work experience and “corporate 

commitment”, team leaders are generally selected by management, and this is in conso-

nance with Smith et al(2008 cited in Mulholland 2009:2),who observe that team leaders’ 

roles in the team system include, “monitoring colleagues performance, enforcing individ-

ual team target output, in terms of quality coaching of colleagues, cascading the corporate 

message down into “shop-floor operations and disciplines.” While making an elaborate 

illustration of this, Rinehart et al (1997) argue that the new concept of work organisations 

has never made pretence about the existence of workplace authoritarian practice. 
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The above evaluations and conceptual analysis have strong resonance with my findings 

and, therefore, lend credence to the understanding that, in spite of the changing nature of 

work practices and management initiatives at NNPC, the traditional managerial practices 

coexist with the new work team systems. Indeed, as evidenced in my research findings on 

issues of team system, and task flexibility in the refinery, whenever productivity and 

quality performance are paramount in the joint consultative council meetings, manage-

ment deploys terse tough language couched in the discourse of “family ideology” on 

which the work processes are to be performed. Embedded in the discourse of productivi-

ty, efficient operations of the process plants, quality product and “family ideology” are 

underlying manifestation of job intensifications, work load, and additional responsibili-

ties for the team members. 

In the work process arrangements and the labour process, a central function for the line 

Supervisors and the plant team leaders had been an extensive and intensive work moni-

toring, deployment of labour through the shift system, within and across teams in the 

most efficient manner. Work monitoring in the process plant operated at different levels; 

morning briefing, pre-shift job rotation discussions, team self-monitoring, and regular 

debriefing from the management, through the Superintendent. The obvious but salient 

outcome of such labour process and practices was work intensification and tense social 

relations. As noted by Mulholland (2009:12), “while the subliminal intent of such morn-

ing team meeting could be suggestible of something cosy, close, and convivial relations, 

embedded are authoritarian management tendencies where managers appraise the work-

ers of the progress of targets and productivity.” Also, discipline is tacitly embedded in 

such team meetings where issues relating to workers’ absence, performance and conduct 

are routinely dealt with on a daily basis; suggesting a quasi-coercive managerial regime 

(Mulholland 2009). 

Such workplace culture as guiding principle of the labour process becomes contextual-

ised in the corporate normative patterns and managerial techniques, illustrating the char-

acter of workplace relations in the process plant. This tendency in the process plant, 

therefore, mirrors Mueller’s (1994) arguments that managerial strategy regarding labour 
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process and the ensuing job re-organisation are mutually linked in serving the economic 

rationale of the management. 

However, as contextually found in the process plant, while theoretically, team-working 

conveys an image of “synchronization” of labour deployment and schedule allocations 

for team members, its practicality as a “seamless” means towards efficiency is even prob-

lematic, from the perspective of labour process. It might prove difficult to be finely in-

toned with product quality and expected improved performances. This is because from 

the realities of plant operations generally, un-envisaged operational problems might put 

additional pressure on the whole arrangement and schedule of team systems, thereby 

making the whole discourse of team-working overwhelming problems, both to the Plant 

Operators and the Management. 

In the context of the debate about the normative benefits of team-working, these empiri-

cal evaluations and conceptual analysis have explored Management’s rationale for “phas-

ing” inthe new form of work arrangements, with the implication on workplace labour 

relations. From the perspective of the various models reviewed and analysed, it is shown 

that in the emerging labour process practices, Management exhortation and “talk” of 

team-working as heralding “empowerment” for workers fall short of realities and expec-

tations of workers. Therefore, consonant with the commentary of various authors, the 

logic of processes and practices of team-working system is rooted in “economic rationali-

ty” for product quality, efficient performance with little evidence of worker “empower-

ment” as contained in Womack et al’s (2007) arguments. And as pointed out by Mueller 

(1994), and elaborated upon through Smith et al’s (2008) empirical findings, “…the logic 

of team-working is to re-align the employees with business of the organisation” (in Mul-

holland 2009:15), which is essentially “ideological” and “normative”, in the interest of 

the management. 

While the introduction of and emphasis on team-working arrangements continues to be of 

central concern in the context of managerial practices, opinions continue to divide on the 

importance and benefits to both management and employees. Central to this concern is 

indeed the question of whether organisational goals concerning the new work arrange-
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ments could lead to consensus-building between Management and the workers. Authors 

such as Appelbaum et al (2000), have suggested that such work redesign through team-

working  is not only beneficial to employers, but indeed has led to workers’ empower-

ment and, therefore, greater commitment to the goals of the organisation. However, other 

authors have equally taken critical stand on the supposed benefits, arguing that redesign-

ing of work and responsibilities largely succeeded in intensifying work for workers, and 

will therefore ultimately “re-insert resistance” to the very logic of the processes (Vallas 

2000, David Knights and McCabe 2003). 

Thus, in keeping with tradition of critical understanding that seeks to re-conceptualise 

workers’ own perception of team-working through their lived work experiences, the fo-

cus of this Chapter has been to demonstrate whether work teams introduced in the refin-

ery in the context of continuous process production for quality product and improved 

performance, increased the support and commitment of employees to work re-

organisation. The Chapter evaluates the impact of labour process dimensions through 

team-working introduced in the refinery on employees’ lived experiences. Through inter-

pretative, but critical analysis of textual narratives and remarks of Process Operators in 

response to open-ended interviews, collaborated with survey measures analysed, the 

Chapter evaluates the impact of team-working and other labour process on their lived 

work experiences. The potency of interpretative analysis couched in reflexivity (Bu-

rawoy, 2003) and combined with the survey measures, demonstrate clearly the salient 

dimensions of the processes of workers’ own interpretation of work process and team 

systems. 

In line with Vallas (2000, 2003) the Chapter demonstrates that the success or otherwise 

of management’s control imperatives concerning labour process need to be located and 

empirically analysed within the workers’ own perception of the processes. The Chapter 

has demonstrated how the workers could mobilize their creative ability, both in their col-

lective and as individuals, to utilize the symbolic resources – material and cultural, and 

make sense of their location and experience in the context of the emerging processes. In 

finding relevance in Kelly and Kelly’s (1991) arguments, that workers’ attitudes and 

opinion on organisational changes are largely expressions of the dimension of on-going 
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labour management relations and its interpretation, the study demonstrates that while 

workers’ perception of team-working may not totally undermine the normative expecta-

tions of management, it indeed establishes the basis for “fragmented”, “individualistic” 

and covert resistance from the workers. Indeed, as noted by Coupland et al (2005:1056), 

“the extents to which workers recognise their interests as fundamentally similar to, or 

distinct from, those of management” is to that extent that “implicit or explicit” attitudes 

are manifested by the workers. The legitimacy or otherwise of such managerial initiatives 

is thus manifested in the responses of the workers. Works of Appelbaum et al (2000), 

Bailey et al (2001), Lerine (1995), and Wall et al (1986), have generally shown that, to 

the extent that work teams promote employee involvement and greater inner satisfaction, 

to that extent such work arrangements equally engender organisational commitment and 

cohesion in the workplace. Behind such Management initiatives are explicit or implicit 

“cultural” and “normative” prescriptions with which workers are expected to be identi-

fied, thereby leading to greater consensus. 

On the other hand, critical commentary on team-work system from authors such as 

Knights and McCabe (2000); Barker (1993), emphasises its “control dimensions” in 

which “concertive control”, “self-management” are its hallmarks. For example, Knights 

and McCabe (2003) suggest that teamwork system is “inherently normative and that 

through the discourse of team-working, workers’ own subjectivity is re-constituted in the 

process of shaping how workers think and understand their employment relation-

ship”(cited in Coupland et al 2005:1058). 

From the perspective of labour process analysis, such practices are seen as part of the 

larger and broader design in managerial rhetoric from “rational” or bureaucratic to “nor-

mative” and cultural managerial control strategies (Barley and Kunda 1992) to subsume 

the “soul” and “body” of the workers. In the context of workplace Labour-Management 

relations, team-work conceptualisation seeks to “overcome conflict and therefore extend 

managerial hegemony by encouraging workers to identify with a common cause of the 

organisation” (Vallas 2003:204). Interpreted through the normative lens, “empowerment” 

and “self-control” ingredients of team-working predict that “dichotomous relations” be-

tween managers and workers will be reduced because it “re-writes” labour relations by 
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investing some levels of responsibilities and involvement  in the team that traditionally 

divided the workers and Management (Vallas 2003). 

Embedded in such pro-management relations practices, therefore, are “diffusions” of 

management’s functions where teams, for example, take on the responsibilities not only 

of work process related tasks and associated maintenance, and quality control in the 

plant, but perform self-managing roles such as self-monitoring for improved performance 

in the team. However, much as the “empowerment” and “autonomous rhetoric” associat-

ed with team-work system continue to envisage “organisation-wide” unity and consensus, 

a variant perspective within the critical labour process analysis  has indicated the inevita-

bility of employee resistance as outcome of the change initiatives. Reviewed generally as 

“new industrial relations” initiatives with its numerous hallmarks, Kelly and Kelly (1991) 

concluded that the potential of the new initiatives under teamwork system to bring de-

sired changes are often undermined by its failing to build up trust between the parties. 

Thus, in the failing of the new management’s initiatives to “provide an overarching and 

sustainable framework”(Vallas 2003:220) for workers’ lived experiences and perception 

to align with its normative values, workers continue to create space with which to show 

and manifest resistance, that of conflicting interest with that of Management. 

In accounting for the prevalence of “dichotomous relations” even in the “modernised” 

industrial relations environment where the normative and management’s hegemony is 

expected to hold sway, Martins (1992:2003) constructed a “tripartite cultural framework” 

in which “organisational cultures” or “organisational governance” (Mueller 1994) could 

be “integrative” “differentiational” or “fragmentation”, that “separately account for the 

responses of workers to team-working system”. While the “integrative culture” frame-

work resonates with normative work environment, the “differential culture” recognises 

the existence of competing but coherent sub-cultures characterised by cases of workers 

resistance. Under a “fragmented culture” framework “teamwork may have more ambigu-

ous effects with  fragmented – multiple views among employees” (Coupland et al 

2005:1059). 



150 

At NNPC, in spite of the challenges of the operating environment on the product market 

and technology of operations, the social dimensions of the labour process comprising the 

occupational structures of the workplace and workers’ identity within the corporation, 

traditional Union-Management relations still underpinned NNPC workers’ positive orien-

tation to the corporation. In other words, there still exists in NNPC, a stable, traditional 

old employment relation of segmented hierarchical structure between the Management 

and working–class grades (Brown, 1992). Due to shared ideological commitment under a 

collective ethos of “same family”, labour-management relations  were largely governed 

through conventional processes of negotiation, with each party demonstrating fairness 

and commitment, embodied in the social systems orientation of work. As Brown (1965) 

notes “management and union prerogatives were “clearly defined and agreed upon” 

(Coupland et al 2005: 1060) on diverse issues of workplace relations. 

With other work process arrangements and managerial practices, team-working system 

was systematically phased into the Refinery as part of broader measures to ensure im-

proved performance in the refinery process production system. It remains the basic 

“change programme” to fundamentally introduce shifts in the continuous process tech-

nology of the refinery. Thus, as part of what is often referred to as “Quality way” in the 

refinery, NNPCwas to invest considerably in the training and re-training for “attitudinal 

integration” of all categories of employees into the change initiatives. Hierarchies in the 

refinery  were gradually replaced with team system integration comprising workers of 

different skills cutting across occupational boundaries forming plant process production 

teams in the refinery. Team-working, therefore, came to involve all refinery plant opera-

tors of both the production and maintenance departments, with team-working cells typi-

cally comprising 8-10 workers often on shift bases. Such teams in the refinery were, 

therefore, responsible for all aspects of the process plant operations, day-to-day mainte-

nance and resolving technical problems of process plant operations. As should be ex-

pected, additional skill level composition and increased responsibilities for the team en-

tailed higher workloads and job intensification. Plant Operators in the refinery of all oc-

cupational boundaries , therefore  had to accept the team-working system, and its associ-

ated task flexibility, shared-task responsibility, and increased commitment to product 

quality and improved performance. 
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In a context where workers deploy and use diverse symbolic resources both material and 

discourse to narrate their lived work experiences in response to change initiatives, an “in-

terpretative analysis” Mumby and Clair (1997) is combined with other research methods 

to give a thick and nuanced description of “co-existing, multiple layers or organisational 

realities” Coupland et al (2005:1061) which reconstruct workplace relationships as “dia-

logue” Grant et al (1997). And as pointed out by Turner (1982) workers possess the “in-

finite resources to continuously draw on, in classifying and contesting similarities and 

differences in the workplace” (cited in Coupland et al 2005:1061). Workers have the ca-

pacity to initiate and re-appropriate diverse resources including the managerial initiatives 

itself to sponsor and promote their interest. In their utilization of space and symbolic re-

sources for resistance, workers’ construction of attitudes and identities are context specif-

ic and not “necessarily absolute or central and enduring” (Potter and Wetherell 1987 cited 

in Coupland et al 2005:1062). Thus, such “cultural ensembles” drawn on, in the enact-

ment of “attitude” and identity become plausible, legitimate and acceptable in team inter-

action (Coupland et al 2005). Analytical focus on context relevance of issues and situa-

tions as narrated by the workers themselves are what Oswick et al (2000), refer to as 

“turn to text” analysis of workers’ narratives in the workplace. 

In what follows, therefore, empirical focus of this study is on the analysis of the corporate 

documents regarding total quality programme as this is tied up with teamwork systems 

and training programmes for the employees. Gleaned from the relevant corporate docu-

ments such as Total Quality Manual, Training Programme Manual and other publica-

tions, justifications for the introduction of new managerial initiatives were premised on 

the need to “continuously ensure quality products and improved performances for the 

corporation”(PHRC News 2ndQuarter 2008).Management’s commitment to quality pro-

gramme over the years had been combined with the concern to re-organise the work pro-

cesses culminating into the introduction of team-working. As contained in the various 

publications of the corporation on issues of quality control, quality programme, and im-

proved performance, the management intentions remained on how to align employees’ 

focus with the normative expectations of the corporation in this regard. 



152 

Management’s view on how to ensure success of quality programme through team-

working was made to involve training and “culture programmes” designed to “overcome 

old functional task barriers between occupational boundaries, create a climate of trust and 

openness, and assure a culture of shared problems and solutions” (GM, Group Learning 

Department). According to him, “incorporated in the training programme are; leadership 

training, designed to bring a new perspective to team-working and leadership when the 

workers, trade Unions and management could be involved in joint collaboration to bring 

the desired quality improvement.” From the management’s perspective, therefore, train-

ing and development were considered important in bringing the employee commitment. 

In another comment by one of the plant Superintendents, “team-working and its skill 

composition are designed to support plant workers in the refinery, to be able to focus on 

operational and production issues critical for quality products.” According to him, this 

requires a culture of learning, and experience sharing among the team members. 

From the Management perspective, therefore, team-working was aimed at providing team 

members with opportunities to develop themselves fully, and thereby be able to maxim-

ize their contribution to the growth of NNPC (PHRC News,2nd Quarter 2008). Interviews 

and informal discussions with Superintendents in the refinery underscored these norma-

tive assumptions regarding the objectives of team-working. However, several themes 

emerged from the refinery workers’ responses, concerning what their perceptions are of 

these managerial precepts. The themes that are included in this evaluation reflect largely 

workers’ own narrative and what sense they made of these normative expectations from 

the management. Generally, these themes were expressed in the frustration of expecta-

tions from the new initiatives; “fragmented individuation” arising from workers’ criti-

cisms and re-appropriation of rhetoric surrounding team-working and quality program. In 

the evaluation of workers’ feelings and responses, there were elements of accounts of the 

failure of team-working to meet their expectations in terms of intrinsic job fulfilment. 

As a result of unfulfilled expectations in terms of symbolic and material rewards, a feel-

ing of distancing may have been engendered when realities are at odds with expectations. 

As noted in Knights and McCabe (2000), unmet expectations in team-working may stim-

ulate employee resistance when management’s rhetoric of working together does not 
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match workers’ expectations. In a context of normative expectations from the Manage-

ment, workers are faced with a dilemma of balancing their own expectations with reali-

ties. The concept of team-working as being canvassed promised autonomy, self-

responsibility and empowerment – which are themselves, appealing. However, in practi-

cal terms there are far in-betweens in terms of realisation (Ezzamel and Willmott 1998) 

due to all types of pressure that accompany it. According to Knights and McCabe (2000), 

therefore, there is a “veiled laudatory aura” surrounding team-working, in which events 

and realities are inconsistent with assumptions. In other words, “a feeling of disjunction 

between the discursive configuration of expectations and impacts on members may also 

evoke feelings of resistance even in discursive form” (Coupland et al 2005:1067). These 

feelings and expressions occurred regularly in the comments of the plant workers. In their 

various but similar comments, there was distinctive incongruity between patterns of what 

team-working expected of them, and their own realistic experience in the situations. 

One of the comments of one of the Union leaders that seemed to offer explanation to this 

disjunction was, “the problem could be attributed to the management not doing enough in 

terms of style of going about team-working, and in particular the communication side of 

it.”. He commented further, “we have seen situations where Management would talk one 

thing concerning the benefits to workers, and doing another thing when it comes to im-

plementation” (Union Leader at PHRC). Analysis of such comments and responses both 

from workers and Union leaders further highlighted how the plant workers actively re-

constructed their identity and attitudes within the work team rhetoric. 

A curious dimension to understanding why workers opt for maintaining normative orien-

tation even in the event of the unfulfilled expectations from the team-working concept is 

to locate this within “careerist behavioural compliance attitude” (Coupland et al 

2005:1069) as a concern for job security and promotion even in the face of harsh realities 

of job dissatisfaction. D’Art and Turner (1999) argued that the uncomfortable balance 

and co-existence of co-operative behaviour and tacit resistance  were due to a “require-

ment for mutual survival”. In essence, the insecurity in both the labour market and the 

competitive product market of the oil industry may invariably lead to a “muted” but per-

sistent resistance among the workers. Therefore, the mutual, but tense co-existence of 
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workers’ self-discipline and the realities of the employment relations is an outcome of 

insecurity in the competitive labour market within the logic of co-participation in the 

team-working system. 

Identity construction in the context of team-working, as shown in the detailed analysis of 

workers’ responses also led to “fragmented individualisation” (Coupland et al 2005). Ex-

ploration of this theme indicates a construction of individual identity which reflects fis-

sures of differences between Management and workers, and even among the workers 

themselves. The opening up of “fissures” mirrors Vallas’ (2003a) view, that the introduc-

tion of team systems may exacerbate both “lateral” and “vertical” tensions in the work-

place. This may eventually lead to fragmentation of individual positions, and “multiple 

views” concerning diverse issues in the workplace, deepening tensions and contradictions 

among the workers themselves, and between the team members and the Supervisors (Val-

las 2003a). 

Evaluation of team members and team leaders’ account that demonstrates feeling and 

ambiguity in the context of team-working aligned with some authors’ notion, for exam-

ple, Martin (1992 cited in Coupland 2005:1072),that “changed workplace practices often 

result in fragmentation of collective shop-floor traditional solidarity.” The scepticism that 

results from “low trust” relations could lead to “a privatized and individualized construc-

tion of workplace relations” (Coupland et al 2005:1072) which may however remain 

slippery, fluid and shifting as circumstance of the workplace relations dictate. 

Existence of this individuation and “instrumental self-identity” construction led one of 

the plant operators to remark, “we have seen colleagues who in their self-seeking atti-

tudes lobbied themselves to become employment relations officers in the ER Department 

from the refinery.” This is Emeka, a team leader referring to one of his colleagues who 

through his career-seeking devices left the plant to become “one of them” (management 

team) in the ER Office. 

What is particularly obvious from the various themes emerging from team-working in the 

plant as understood and interpreted by the workers is that; team-working as a concept or 

managerial initiated normative value has been re-appropriated and negotiated and de-
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ployed not only in criticising its very logic, but also in a discursive re-appropriation to 

construct multiple views and shifting identities in the context. In other words, and as not-

ed by Knights and McCabe (2000:1482), “employees are not so convinced by the dis-

course of team-working as its advocates presume, and as its critics fear,” for employees 

interpret and redeploy the rhetoric as their expectations demand. Thus, the ethos of team-

working operates in an environment of “management dogma” and rhetoric, leaving space 

for workers’ re-appropriation of the framework to their own ends. 

By way of empirical evaluation of workers’ responses in the plant to the work arrange-

ments, the rhetoric of team-working  had typically embodied normative expectations of 

work performance improvement and quality control in the process production, through an 

arrangement of shared responsibility between the Management and the workers. However 

in the evaluation, clear manifestation of conflicting interest exists between the Manage-

ment and the workers on the remit of the initiatives. And the realities of workers’ experi-

ences seemed to be at odds with the “unitary” prescriptions of team-working systems. 

The “integrative” and “empowerment expectations” from the Management’s initiatives 

were still confronted with subtle forms of resistance and re-negotiation. Ezzamel and 

Willmott (1998), David Knights and McCabe (2000) and Vallas (2003) have pointed out 

the outcome of team-working in terms of the lived experiences of workers. To them, 

there exist uneasy and ambiguous perceptions of the arrangements providing the space 

through which workers demonstrate their resentments. 

In the Refinery where this study was carried out, the implementation of team work ar-

rangements  were associated and interpreted both by the workers and Unions as “talk of 

experiences” without commensurate realities on the ground. Here, when the workers per-

ceived an unmet expectation, the talk and rhetoric surrounding team-working and mana-

gerial practices became drawn up as framework not only to legitimately criticise the initi-

atives, but also use it to reconstitute their own self-identity and agentic responses to the 

normative control systems. Clearly, Management’s attempt to establish and integrate the 

normative and “culture-turn” in the refinery in terms of work arrangements and the de-

sired outcomes, while raising a lot of expectations, also indirectly ingrained in their ori-

entation the capacity to re-appropriate the very framework in the light of Management’s 
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failure to meet  workers’ expectations. For instance, the ambivalence and shifting mani-

folds on which mobilization of resources for consent and resistance rest were demonstrat-

ed by the workers and the Union leaders of the NNPC, at one of the JCC meetings be-

tween the union leaders and the management. The entire body of challenges and implica-

tions for efficiency or productivity of the corporate restructuring, in the context of operat-

ing challenges was perceived by workers and Unions leaders entirely as responsibilities 

of the Management. The workers inverted the Management rhetoric of commitment and 

productivity in the light of emerging demands for quality control by tasking the Man-

agement to bear the burden and responsibilities. Here, we  were able to see how within 

the discourse and practices of the Management, compliance and consent are mediated by 

resistance by the workers, and in producing self-identity to counter the Management. Al-

so, in this case, it was observed that while certain managerial policies and practices may 

generally be viewed in oppositional forms by the workers, Union leaders may still buy 

the ideas and concede to the management initiatives. Thus, while control at one point 

may generate opposition, such opposition may be outflanked at another point, and there-

fore further reinforce managerial concern for control. Through these interfaces within the 

workplace, the subjective experience of the workers is formed, reproduced and reconsti-

tuted, sometimes in contradictory forms and at other times in conformity with managerial 

initiatives. 

Indeed, absence of outright collective opposition in terms of formal adversarial action on 

the part of Unions was noticed. The embedded and covert forms of resistance and cyni-

cism suggest abilities of the plant workers to draw on “textual resources” introduced by 

the Management itself to meet their own individual and collective instrumental interest 

such as need for job security, promotion and career protection. While the perceived low 

expectations from the Management may serve as discursive resources to criticize the ar-

rangement, it ironically also provides the framework through which the workers re-

negotiate their individual self-interest and manage their own subjectivities. Thus, as noted 

in Vallas (2003a:220), “employees are not just passive receivers of discourses in the or-

ganisation.” This alludes to fragmented and individualistic themes identified earlier as 

emerging tendencies among some categories of plant operators in the refinery. Workers’ 

capacity to pick certain fallouts of the new work practices provides them with “subtle and 
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strategic resources with which to renegotiate their “other” work orientation (Vallas 

2003:204).Workplace practices, therefore, usher in for workers the “unintended conse-

quences for providing a new source of ensembles to counter workplace managerial initia-

tives” (Vallas 2003:204). 

In line with other studies, this Chapter has demonstrated that traditional workplace loyal-

ties associated with old management arrangements remained in the NNPC, a renewed 

emphasis on work practices that reinforced the need for commitment and quality products 

nevertheless provided the potential recourse for workers to continuously challenge the 

hegemonic expectations of team-working systems. While traditional occupational bound-

aries and skill classifications continue to exist with conventional seniority system with a 

promise of tenures in employment relations patterns in the corporation, workers in the 

emerging work practices and in adapting to new roles and responsibilities create both 

lateral and vertical tensions, as spaces are provided for them to “re-draw the traditional 

hierarchical work relationships” (Coupland et al 2005:1076). Workers in the plant re-

created the concepts and resources behind the initiatives to serve their instrumental orien-

tation to work such as career and job protection interests.  

In the context of perceived job insecurity and volatility, workers both as team members 

and team leaders re-appropriated the discourses to think and act instrumentally as indi-

viduals and in subjective isolation. They may individually or at times, collectively identi-

fy the “pecking orders” within the process, and act their way round this to meet their ex-

pectations (Coupland et al 2005). While the discourse of team-working may provide 

space for individual resentment, they still possess the potential to “re-direct” this resent-

ment to achieve their subjective expectations. 

Thus, as indicated by Martin (1992 cited in Coupland, et al 2005:1077) “heightened indi-

vidualisation and emergence of multiple fragmented views may now appear as key work-

ers’ responses and orientation to work.” In other words, multiple and fragmented orienta-

tions emerged as material resources, not only in place of collective opposition but also 

strategic choices in the face of difficult economic conditions prevalent in the workplace. 

Hyman (1987) succinctly put it that in a climate of job insecurity it was necessary for 
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employees as individuals to “co-operate” with change and secure a place in the “pecking 

order”. Increasingly, in the context of job insecurity, employees equally indeed mobilized 

the capacity to talk one thing and act their way, thereby re-appropriating management’s 

own discourse. As put by Ezzamel and Willmott, 1998; Kelly and Kelly 1991; Vallas 

2003a, acts of resistance become individual and salience demonstrating employees’ be-

havioural compliance to fulfil individual interests. 

Therefore, in evaluating workplace orientation of workers to team-work systems, re-

sponses obtained have provided the additional insights into understanding that the intro-

duction of team-working had neither brought in workers adapting a “unitary” view as 

envisaged by management expectations, Appelbarm et al (2000), Barker (1993), nor had 

it absolutely reinforced collective resistance (Vallas 2003a). However, team-working had 

demonstrated fragmented and multiple spaces for acting out their “subjective identity” 

and “self-projects” in the workplace. Observed in workers’ orientation in the evolving 

arrangements is mobilization of shifting “contextual resources” to achieve their instru-

mental expectation at work. 

Job insecurity and uncertainty in the new work arrangements and dispensation ‘encour-

aged “reflexive and instrumental compliance” Coupland et al (2005:1077), rather than 

totally embracing a common course as managerial discourse expected. Thus, the findings 

here illustrate Vallas’ (2003:9) argument that “job insecurity encourages fragmented and 

individualistic resistance to team-working and new work arrangements, rather than estab-

lish the basis for collective worker resistance” (Vallas 2003:9).  

The significant implications of this in the context of this study, is the offer of a different 

perspective for understanding impact of team-working and other managerial initiatives on 

increased individuation, multiple, and fragmented views in shaping workers’ orientation 

and experiences at work. While situations of job insecurity could make “collective re-

sistance unlikely”, workers exhibit “behavioural compliance manifesting individualisa-

tion and reflex cognism” (Coupland 2005:1078). Findings in this study further explain 

Edwards et al (1998:12) in their “disciplined worker thesis” in which workers may prefer 

“an ordered and disciplined work environment” as basis for demonstrating behavioural 
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compliance to managerial initiatives. However, Linda et al (2005:727), while subscribing 

to this thesis further explores the utility of the thesis – through empirical studies that 

maintain, though the discipline of worker thesis may be “substantive”, it is not “compre-

hensive enough” to account for “non-work factors” that shape workers’ experience of 

managerial initiatives. 

It is on this conceptual remit and its relevance, that the next evaluations of workers’ re-

sponses to new work practices, or what at this stage could be referred to as “Quality way” 

in the refinery seek to explore in my analysis. In empirical studies in Edwards (1998), 

Collinson (1994) and Rees (1998),it was shown that “quality management practices in-

cluding team-working can bring a simultaneous mix of gains, losses and tensions to em-

ployees” (cited in Linda et al 2005:728). And that indeed, where the new practices may 

require additional mental and physical investments through work intensification, workers 

still retain behavioural attitudes in compliance with these managerial demands, (Linda et 

al 2005). Thus “comprehensive arguments” located in empirical findings and analyses 

that account for employees’ lived experiences explore “orientation of employees” in the 

context of these work process arrangements. Such a contextual and empirical understand-

ing provides “full means” of explaining workers’ attitudes and lived experiences. Look-

ing beyond the “discipline worker thesis” (Edwards 1998) to incorporate “orientations to 

work” (Linda, et al 2005), provides a balanced understanding of non-work factors in in-

fluencing lived experiences of workers. Workers’ responses to managerial initiatives pos-

itively or negatively reflect the “fraction” and “tedium” inherent in the work situations. 

Analysis in this study shows that Plant Operators’ responses, while largely located in the 

disciplined worker thesis,  were also moderated by how “individuals define their relation-

ship in the employment relationships” (Linda et al 2005:730). The extra-workplace fac-

tors that mediate workplace factors are: “strong association between the employing or-

ganisation and the community” in which it  is based, which also include,“strong family 

commitment” (Linda, et al 2005:730).Re-inserting this understanding provides grounded 

explanations to workers’ lived experiences. 
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Goldthorpe et al (1961), in their “orientation to work” thesis, essentially a structural func-

tionalist model though, embeds in its argument the mediating impact of the social agency 

of the subject – that is,  their own definitions of the work situations on the socio-technical 

dimensions of process production. Goldthorpe (1961) further argues the “ideal-type” el-

ements that influence non-work orientation of workers may be drawn to explain an “in-

strumental orientation” in which work is regarded as a “means to an end” with the finan-

cial gain at work. This is combined with what might be interpreted as normative orienta-

tion, where in return for working for the corporation, there is an expectation of job satis-

faction. In addition, though work could entail an economic interest, workers manifest a 

“solidarity orientation” in which workers in solidary unity manifest a distinct meaning of 

occupational culture and occupational community. 

Indeed, in the context of workplace such as the NNPC, the identification of non-work 

factors in mediating responses to teamwork labour process and other managerial practices 

have become a significant focus for understanding experiences of workers. For instance, 

workers in their concern to satisfy personal and family commitments outside work and in 

the face of economic hardship may decide to sacrifice other “intrinsic values” or expecta-

tions from the work for economic gain. In circumstances of harsh economic conditions, 

concern for “job dissatisfaction” may be of less priority to the economic interests. In the 

refinery, workers behaviours were largely shaped by this, as they aligned their expecta-

tions with the management, and this included their concern for work and non-work fac-

tors. 

This explorative dimension in the findings therefore align with the perspective of using 

workers’ own account and perception as central theme, emerging from our observation in 

the refinery in understanding their behaviours. Workers’ narrative contextualised in their 

perception of non-work factors, nuanced with workplace managerial practices, give a 

grounded understanding of their responses to the management’s decisions. Empirical 

observations and evidence from this study have illustrated the explanatory value in the 

conceptual fusion of “workplace” and “non-workplace” factors. 
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At a particular level, evidence has indeed shown that the plant operators were supportive 

of the tenets behind team-working labour process in their beliefs that efficient perfor-

mance of the refinery, and indeed the corporation, and quality products partly would 

guarantee the sustenance of the corporation in a climate of intense competition. For these 

normative expectations, the workers endured the numerous “irritations” of the managerial 

practices and became “disciplined workers.” In the evaluation of the disciplined worker 

thesis among the plant workers, it was evident that while the workers were concerned 

about the disciplinary dimension of new workplace regime in spite of the negative impli-

cations on their working experiences, this had been mediated by non-workplace factors 

through which they derived their “instrumental” satisfaction. 

Through their comments and narratives they expressed negative feelings on certain key 

aspects of the managerial decisions on diverse dimensions of work process. They still 

perceived top-down managerial style, job intensification and workload through shift sys-

tem. They still perceived lack of openand sincere explanation about the state of the refin-

ery – with immanent threat of shut-down and privatization. Indeed, a palpable feeling 

about the unpredictability of operating environment, and continuous changes in regulato-

ry framework of the corporation continued to invoke a suspicious perception of the man-

agerial regimes. The palpable feeling noticed in their narratives  was what implications 

the “unbundling” exercises would have for their jobs and career in NNPC. Thus with a 

perception of job insecurity in an “unstable” environment, the workers were ready to 

tinker with the disciplinary tenets of new initiatives. 

Therefore, in evaluating the “disciplined worker” thesis in the refinery my analysis fur-

ther examined certain assumptions to determine the responses of the workers. These are 

the extent to which the promise of involvement, and empowerment were achieved, and 

the contextual factors within the management practices that assured job security, and pos-

itive union-management relations. Even though to a large extent, NNPC operates within 

the old traditional management-labour relations, workers were attracted by the impera-

tives that underpinned quality production system and team-working which they assumed 

could offer scope for fulfilment. However, realities  fell short of expectations as these 
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hopes were not translated into concrete achievements. The workers perceived failings in 

the implementation of the new managerial practices. 

With an awareness that the corporation needs to remain sustainable and efficient, against 

the vagaries of operating environment, this contributed significantly to propel them to 

continue to embrace the philosophies of “quality programme” and “improved productivi-

ty”, even though  these philosophies fell short of their overall expectations as workers in 

the corporation. This therefore suggests that “extra-workplace” orientation brought in by 

workers helped to account for this, “the major concern here now is to ensure quality pro-

duction and make the plant run…we have our families to take care of and you know there 

is no job out there” (Plant Operator). 

Such remarks and comments indicate how concern for life-sustenance, outside the “facto-

ry-gate” tended to shape workers’ orientation at work. The need to continue to secure 

incomes for themselves and immediate families may at times be individualistic, and at 

other time takes the form of collective concern. The collective concern of the workers on 

their fate in the Corporation,  was occasionally shown in the plant where workers dis-

cussed quietly the likely impact of any plant closure or immanent privatisation of the cor-

poration on their career and jobs. Thus, in the waves of concern for the status of the cor-

poration in the context of a perceived “instability” surrounding the regulatory frame-

works of the NNPC, the refinery workers tended to manifest “instrumental orientation to 

work” with the concern for securing individual economic gain. 

Therefore, for the refinery workers, the concern to tarry with the management’s norma-

tive expectations of quality products and efficient running of the refinery was increasing-

ly born out of the concern for more income security and the instrumental need for the 

refinery to continue to survive. The refinery workers’ account thus showed an emotional 

attachment that depicts a kind of reverse direction of the logic behind team-working and 

new initiative. The instrumental need to maintain work-life-balance in the light of limited 

alternatives gives credence to Goldthorpe et al (1968) in their orientation to work per-

spective. In essence, with the emerging realities, working for the corporation  was in-

creasingly being regarded as “a means to an end” rather than a “collective ethos” for the 
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survival of “national farmland”. Workers’ attachment to the corporation, in the light of 

prevailing realities in which the corporation would have to operate, hardly  ran deeper 

than what to get out of the corporation. 

Also, a notable dimension of workers’ orientation to work in the refinery was the prag-

matic tendencies of solidarity orientations to work, underpinned by the presence of dis-

tinct skill and occupational categories of workers. There was a strong occupational cul-

ture and a well-developed sense of collectivism that was still running in the corporation. 

This had been born out of the “family ideology” upon which the NNPC was perceived 

over the years, and sustained through a concern for its survival in spite of all odds. 

Thus an additional factor that helped to merge the conceptual relevance of work and non-

work orientations in producing the “disciplined worker” in the NNPC had been the sense 

of pride still carried on by the workers, the sense of pride of being part of the “team” that 

produced the “wealth of the nation”. And significantly the workers realised that NNPC 

remains one of the leading organisations in the country with best remuneration for its 

workforce. As a result, identification with the management’s decisions concerning quality 

products and improved performance remained attractive so long as they perceived it as 

providing the route to ensuring the sustainability of the organisation in the light of intense 

product market competition and operating environment. As remarked by one of the team 

leaders, “NNPC remains the farmland of this nation, and we have to continue to do our 

best to support the Management.” Here, one might begin to read a “fragmented” view of 

the workers’ perception; where in one  breath the concern is the survival of the “collec-

tive asset”; and at another level, the symbolic status of the corporation was being re-

appropriated for “individualisation” and for survival of “me” and “my family”. 

Embedded in the sense of collectivism which NNPC represents are manifestations of di-

verse and numerous socio-economic needs which the corporation fulfils. Apart from of-

fering well-paid employment opportunities, the Refinery plays an important economic 

and social role in the community. Through its multiplicities of impacts, the Refinery 

helps to sustain local businesses and local informal activities in Eleme, the host commu-

nity. Activities that are directly by-products of Eleme PHRC are carried out by indigenes 
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and non-indigenes of the community. The status of the Refinery has been significant in 

terms of underpinning the maintenance of a network of established community relation-

ships; local housing landlords and agents, local politics, local social organisations that 

depict a symbiotic relation with the refinery itself. The impact is such that local employ-

ment opportunities are provided for family and community members living in the area. It 

is not uncommon to see some of the workers in the refinery owning and operating shops 

in the local community. Therefore the survival of the plant is linked to the survival of the 

community. This was aptly shown on NNPCs signboard on the road leading to the Refin-

ery from Eleme community: “NNPC Touches Your Lives  in Many Diverse Ways”, re-

flecting a kind of symbiotic relation with the community and the people. 

From the workers’ narratives, and the researcher interactions within the Eleme communi-

ty itself, we could see how the enduring experience of the workers, a fissure of “disci-

plined worker” thesis and “non-work orientations” continued to intertwine in shaping the 

work experiences of the workers, which continued to sustain the desire for the refinery’s 

survival even in the face of occasional uncertainties perceived by the workers in the wake 

of changes in the regulatory frameworks. Workers have no choice, therefore, but to retain 

a “pragmatic co-operation” with management’s initiatives, Belangers et al (2003), Wright 

and Edwards (1998). Indeed, as noted by Black et al (1999), “an orientation to work per-

spective in exploring workers’ own sense making and identity-formation captures the 

significance the employees place on their distinct occupational community and culture to 

which they belong, and how this helps us to understand how aspects of non-work life 

mediate responses to management initiatives” (cited in Linda, et al 2005:741). To PHRC 

workers, and the local residents of Eleme community, NNPC’s logo remains valid in ex-

plaining the “communal orientation” and the “disciplined worker thesis”; “NNPC touches 

your life in many other diverse ways.” Here, workers’ perception is that income is pro-

tected, while they are still in employment, and a way of life through informal occupation 

in the community outside the factory gate is secured. 

In evaluating workers’ sense-making of the workplace labour process in which they 

found themselves, the study further finds recourse in Stephenson and Stewart’s (2001) 

observation that, “we need to go beyond the factory gate and begin the process of linking 
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the internal world of new production regimes to the wider social domain of which they 

are a part” (cited in Linda, et al 2005:742). Evaluation of workers’ responses to the es-

poused managerial strategies in the refinery has been seen to be mediated by this multiple 

shift in orientation to workplace and non-workplace factors. . 

5.7. Trade Unions Leaders’ Perception 

Our evaluation in the preceding discussions focused mainly on workers’ own account of 

the new managerial initiatives on their own work experiences. In what follows here, 

evaluation of what the trade unions made of emerging work process will be discussed. 

For, as noted by Smith (2006) the employment relation is ever indeterminate as dimen-

sions of conflict and co-operation are always worked out within the labour process. It is 

in the coupling, and co-existence of conflict and compromise that the role of trade unions 

will be evaluated in the context of labour process in the refinery. Wright (2004 cited in 

Edwards et al 2007:1), argues that “labour and capital always find conditions under 

which they conjoin in their interests for the sustenance of the work organisation.” Ac-

cording to him, the traditional concern for both labour and the management has always 

been a unified objective for efficiency and improved performance which both share as a 

goal “even though they may differ as to the best way to achieving this” (Edwards2007:1). 

In other words, while Management may want to stress the importance of profit and eco-

nomic gain, the concern of Unions remains quality of work life for members. 

It is in this context of intractable differing views between labour and management that 

trade unions’ roles are analysed and evaluated in the light of emerging managerial prac-

tices that define work process in the refinery. Edwards et al (2007), offer a formal 

framework within which to identity sets of factors that shape workplace relations between 

labour and management in an era of changing labour process regimes. As they note, these 

factors are “the product market, the technology of production and the institutional ar-

rangements” (Edwards et al 2007: 2), drawing on explanatory accounts of Batstone 

(1988), Dunlop (1958), Edwards et al (2007),who comment on how workplace regimes 

function to combine these conditioning factors in shaping the ensuing social compromise 

in the workplace between labour and management. In working out the social compro-
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mise, the authors give due consideration to “agency choices” and “strategies” by actors. 

Thus, it is in this framework that the implications of emerging labour process on Trade 

Unions’ activities are evaluated. 

Indeed, the conceptual relevance of “social compromise” as a framework of analysis and 

evaluation of workplace dynamics on Trade Unions was eloquently pointed out by Flan-

ders (1975 cited in Edwards et al 2007:3). In the understanding of workplace relations, it 

was argued by Flanders (1975) that, firstly, management can only regain control by shar-

ing it; two, normative relations between labour and management cannot be fostered by 

mere discourse; requiring that “progressive fusing” of two unilateral objectives can only 

be worked out through “a common system of joint control based on agreed objec-

tives,”(Edwards 2007:3). Such a “pluralist” conceptualization remains substantially sig-

nificant in evaluating the role of Trade Unions in the specific context of workplace rela-

tions such as NNPC where managerial practices are contingent on diverse factors. Also, 

as pointed out by MacInnes (1980), it is in this analytical framework of pluralist model 

that the specific sources of both conflict and co-operation can be better located within the 

employment relationship. For instance, since the only way through which the labour can 

have a say in the production process - by selling its labour power – it also has a “shared 

interest in ensuring the viability of the unit of capital which employs it” (Edwards 

2007:3). 

Elaborating on this, Edwards et al (2007:3) note, “in analysing the structuring conditions 

which foster or impede workplace co-operation and subjective orientations of actors of 

what is advantageous and not, it is necessary to do this in context.” It is by analysing the 

contradictory character of labour process in context that the “competing rationales of 

Management and Labour that sometimes run in parallel, converge, and shifting, are un-

derstood”(Edwards et al 2007:3).  It is in this “fluid” and “shifting context” of workplace 

relations that the “developmental” and “control” imperatives of both Management and 

Labour on labour process are best conceptualised” (Edwards et al 2007:4). 

NNPC has had to maintain itself to survive in a highly competitive operating environ-

ment dictated by innovative and technically complex business challenges thereby con-



167 

straining the space for free-flow of workers’ “developmental” concerns in the employ-

ment relationship. In a context of tight product market conditions induced by the complex 

process of technology of production, workers through their Trade Unions increasingly 

embrace a social compromise attitude. 

Thus, in understanding the patterns in which the embedded “social compromise” between 

Labour and Management shaped not only the character of the specific labour process, but 

also the dimensions of Trade Union responses, we need to combine this understanding 

with the specific challenges of the refinery as influenced by technology of production, 

and institutional arrangements of established joint partnership. It is these “structuring 

conditions” which in combination also throw up a combination of alternative choices of 

actions and strategies for both the Management and the Unions. For, in a context of in-

tense product market competition, coupled with complexity of technology of production 

in which the NNPC is currently operating, it continues to require a great deal of sacrifice 

and compromise for the parties to continually function in “co-operative relations.” Draw-

ing on this conceptual backdrop, the following section empirically illustrates and evalu-

ates Trade Unions’ side of these dimensions. 

5.7.1. Union Leaders’ Responses to Teamwork and Total Quality Programme 

While the introduction of team-work labour process remains part of NNPC’s managerial 

initiatives, aimed at assuring improved productivity and quality products, in the context 

of the identified “structural conditions” such as challenges of the competitive environ-

ments, unions’ leaders’ views and perceptions of the initiatives also count. Accordingly, 

the core of this evaluation relies on my informal discussion and interviews with the un-

ions leaders in the refinery. 

Six officers within the hierarchies of the two Branch unions of – NNUPENG and 

PENGASSAN comprising the Chairman, Secretary and Assistant Secretary were inter-

viewed on their perception of the managerial initiatives in the refinery, and implications 

on their members’ experiences. Their responses were corroborated by the team leaders 

and plant operators’ responses. In addition, documents relating to Total Quality Pro-

grammes and meetings between Union leaders and Management on production processes 
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as influenced by managerial practices were obtained and analysed, Also, union docu-

ments relating to their own deliberations on these change initiatives and consultations 

were gone through. At the PHRC, I attended a number of the Branch level meetings on 

team work arrangements. In the last two decades, NNPC had adopted, at corporate level a 

code of conduct and initiatives to ensure productivity and quality performance, and this 

cascaded to its refineries and other strategic business units (SBUS). In line with these 

initiatives, production process at the refinery level  was organised into team-working la-

bour process. Characterising the team-working system are job rotation, multi-skilling, 

shift system and flexible work arrangements through which team members in the process 

plants are to perform work requirements and thereby acquire a wide range of experiences 

on their tasks. Team members in the process plant units are also expected to perform oth-

er incidental and indirect tasks of maintaining, cleaning, self-repair, self-inspection and 

monitoring. 

Team leaders elected by team members, whose nominations are invariably supported by 

plant Superintendents, encourage joint identification of operations or maintenance prob-

lems in their respective work areas, and accordingly organise continuous improvement 

meetings with members. Brought to such Quality Improvement meetings are plant “oper-

ating sheets” showing tasks to be performed, timings and procedures.Also deliberated at 

such continuous improvement meetings are issues such as quality control, plant opera-

tions, training for members and processes of task evaluation. 

5.7.2. Unions Own Assessment of Teamwork. 

In evaluating the role of the union in the context of new managerial practices, Kelly 

(1996) suggested that unions’ militancy in their orientation tend to mediate “opportunistic 

behaviour” of management to gain the body and soul of employees. It is in this context 

that motivation of the unions’ refusal to completely co-operate with management on in-

troduction of new work arrangements is found. To Kelly (1996), unions’ militancy re-

flects unions’ ideology, goals and methods, mobilization of union membership and use of 

institutional resources in neutralising the unilateral tendencies of the management. At 

NNPC, and indeed at the refinery level, the two Branch Unions had been able to mobilize 
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their membership and resources to mediate management’s top-down approach, and pre-

rogative power on many of the managerial initiatives. In their collective responses, un-

ions had been reacting to specific processes of managerial practices regarding team-

working, training and quality programmes. 

Kelly’s (1996) model has been seen to demonstrate in both specific and general tenden-

cies in the unions’ responses strategies to counter-balance power relations with the man-

agement on issues of work processes at the refinery. Unions’ mobilization of collective 

interests and concerns of members in fighting specific aspects of management decisions 

have been providing the needed leverage for them to counter the managerial practices. 

Corroborating Kelly’s conceptualization of union militancy as a strong mediating factor 

for power balancing, Frost (2001) argues that it is not enough for a Union to display such 

adversarial tendencies, but it must also be pro-active and reactive to management’s “on-

slaughts”. These conceptual tools, therefore, provide a basis for understanding unions’ 

responses, and provide a framework to evaluate unions’ collaborative support, or other-

wise, to “change initiatives” in NNPC. 

However, as Beale (2003), and Darlington (2002) noted, the inevitability of “conjoining 

of choices” and “mutual interest” between Unions and Management make team working 

in a context of a change programme a strategic interactive one, and as such, a great deal 

of the tendencies of both parties needed to be understood in that context. Over the years, 

as part of managerial approaches to improve quality products and efficient performance 

in the refinery, the management had been introducing series of change initiatives. In the 

area of technology of production, there had been great concerns to leverage and improve 

the skill and knowledge of the plant operators in the refinery. An important component of 

this had been to improve communication between the workers and the management 

through the unions’ mediation. Established as part of the institutional process to ensure 

this, there were team members’ morning briefings aimed to integrate members’ positions 

on decisions concerning daily operations and production planning and implementation at 

the refinery level. At the PHRC, and the SBUS, the local arrangement involved setting up 

in-plant committees to discover how to continuously improve performance through the 

involvement of team leaders and members. The remit of these committees at the Branch 
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level was to broaden and incorporate decisions and opinions of Unions with the Man-

agement. Under this partnership the Unions had largely hoped that this would lead to 

greater “discretion” and “opportunities” for members in the utilization of acquired skills 

and expertise. 

With the introduction of flexible skill-mix, the accompanying team-working system and 

quality programme, Unions had hoped for a reduction in workload and intensification. 

However, when these expectations were apparently unmet in the context of operating 

challenges, pessimism, and disappointment were expressed by Union leaders on behalf of 

their members. As one of the Union leaders remarked, “our colleagues in the plant pro-

cess had hoped for a better deal in terms of a more flexible arrangement, such as in the 

shift work and the allowances, but Management seemed to continue to show reluctance to 

concerns of our members.” 

Another area of concern for both the unions and management that is often brought to ta-

ble at the “Quality Committee” of the local JCC had been the discussions to mitigate the 

outcome of “change initiatives” such as possible skill redundancy. The most developed 

aspect of this joint collaboration on redundancies were often articulated under training 

and competency development programmes. Union leaders were actively involved at the 

NJCC on the need for members to develop their skill for continuous employability in the 

corporation. Issues of possible skill redundancy continued to generate concerns even at 

the refinery level. Apart from giving new openings for concerned workers in other areas, 

programmes of skill/career conversions were often discussed at the local Quality Com-

mittee meetings. Discussions and joint consultations here generally centred on how to 

develop flexible skills, and how to move them round within the plant. 

A central feature of restructuring programme at the NNPC in 1990’s was the decentrali-

zation of operational activities from a unified structure into a set of discrete business sub-

sidiaries, and the refinery as independent entity, with operational interdependence though 

with unified employment grading structure. Company’s strategy at the refinery opera-

tional level, therefore, involved developing in-plant strategy that incorporated in-house 

training and leadership programmes. Among other training and leadership development 
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programmes, this involved training of workers’ required operational skills in the diverse 

occupational community in the plant operations in the refinery. Thus, concern about ob-

solete skill and competence, and how to revamp it for “new” technology of production 

constantly featured at Quality Committee meetings at the plant level. The concerns re-

main show to ensure acceptable intra-plant mobility of members with up-graded skills, 

and therefore integration into the team-working system. As remarked by one of the Train-

ing Officers who was also a member of the refinery committee on Manpower Develop-

ment, “as you can see, with the modern refinery technology, re-tooling and re-skilling of 

old hands remain on the agenda of our training programme, and the unions have been 

very supportive of the challenges involved.” In other words, as the corporation had to 

operate within a challenging and competitive environment and new technology of pro-

duction, it became increasingly imperative for the Unions to lend their support  to Man-

agement, especially in the training and man-power development programme of their 

members. Nomination and selection of plant Operators and other categories of workers 

for “next in-house training” programmes were done in partnership with the unions 

through the workplace Training Joint Committee under Manpower Development Unit in 

the Refinery. 

Generally, it was observed that the strength of the Unions at the Refinery had a signifi-

cant impact in shaping the ensuing labour process in terms of the implications of quality 

production, skill formation and processes of work organisation on members. Regarding 

the Unions, one of the main sources of conflict remained Management’s attempt to use 

work-process of team-working and shift system as a means to intensify the labour pro-

cess. Management’s normative calls for re-orientation and attitudes towards quality pro-

duction and processes in the context of intense operating environment often implied la-

bour process intensification. For these reasons, Unions often displayed what they referred 

to as “pragmatic cautiousness” towards management’s proposed changes in the work 

processes. And only when the Unions perceived a “win-win” outcome would they will-

ingly support management’s initiatives. In one of the Unions’ leaders’ words, “we need 

to be cautiously pragmatic so as not to put our members into their (Management) booby 

traps…we also have our in-house committee to study and scrutinize their agenda before 

we meet for meetings.” Unions’ leaders’ attitude has always been to put into contest and 
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critical appraisal any ambitious managerial initiatives perceived to likely compromise the 

interests of members. Such issues centred on training, career paths, and conversion after 

training, job/skill swapping, and the personnel implications for members. Other employ-

ment relations matters under the watchful eyes of unions were; job title and regarding the 

new context, status and seniority matter “and a whole range of personnel matters that we 

may see as outcome of the practices” (Assistant Secretary, NUPENG). 

Unions’ responses to managerial initiatives generally need to be evaluated against the 

backdrop of reforms conceived by the Management and that is on-going within the 

NNPC at the corporate level. These reforms were designed to reposition the corporation 

in the context of emerging dynamics and realities in the oil industry. It is in this context 

of the “structuring conditions” of the “Quality Programs” that unions’ responses and “ac-

tiveness” are best understood. Apparently, therefore, because a diverse implication of the 

“family ideology” surrounding workers’ perception of the corporation exists, any “offen-

sive” or “militancy” postures of the unions must be moderated. Issues of sustainability of 

the corporation within the dynamics of socio-economic development of the country in-

form the orientation; and hence need for such caution on a wide range of issues even 

when members expected their leaders to take an oppositional stand, might be understand-

able. 

However, even in the context of this “social partnership” project, certain significant di-

mensions and implications stand out clearly. While management had always been willing 

to share workplace managerial decisions and issues with unions, for example, to “jointly” 

discover and integrate potentially progressive ideas, inherently embedded are Union sus-

picions and scepticisms of such intentions. Union suspicions and scepticisms are located 

in a perceived “immanent disappearance of jobs, career growth and work pressure and 

intensifications” (Ferner and Terry 1997 cited in Kamirez et al 2007:12). Consequently, 

unions still pick holes in management’s decisions. Of noticeable issue was a Union-

Management contestation over a re-grading exercise and transfer of Plant Operators to 

different tasks, thus “allowing greater flexibility for individuals to make career changes 

across a broader spectrum of jobs (NNPC Training Programme Document). As contained 

in the Management Training Document, the challenges of technology of production, and 
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indeed the product market imperatives continue to compel Management to be proactive in 

terms of skill formation, up-grading and jobs transfers. While this has been accepted in 

principle by the unions, the concern is the personnel implications of it to their members. 

And the Unions’ leaders frequently made reference to this at JCC meetings. 

In this circumstance, and in return for job security for members, Unions’ militancy and 

adversarial tendencies needed to be moderated. And as part of strategic compromise, un-

ions leveraged their positions by mobilizing their resources and methods to shape the 

direction of implementations of management’s programmes. At the refinery level, 

through the Committees, Unions were able to steer the training and retraining pro-

gramme, decisions on who to be trained and retrained, plant multi-skilling programmes, 

and the accompanying performance appraisal system. As remarked by the NUPENG As-

sistant Secretary “We maintain a three-way approach; new technology, skills, and growth 

of our members.” 

The relative strength and leverage the unions brought to bear on these issues seemed to 

have its root in the long historically established tradition of collective bargaining and 

institutionalised IR patterns in NNPC. Immersed in the product market challenges, unions 

were more willing and encouraged to help the company in “moments of distress” and on 

reformation agenda. Management was more willing to reciprocate in the same manner. 

Remarks and concerns about “social partners” at every Committee meeting seemed to 

underscore the long established tradition of “harmonious” labour relations. At NNPC, in 

spite of seemingly harsh implications of certain aspects of managerial practices, Union 

leaders accommodated a range of the practices to make the concern of both parties a real-

ity in light of the challenges. Such integrative bargaining and joint collaborative ar-

rangements characterised a push towards social partnership though, could limit the cus-

tomary roles of union activities, nevertheless they seemed to have paid off in terms of job 

security and mitigating redundancies. Even though the threat and real fear of “marginali-

sation” remained immanent in the workplace relations, the extent of unions’ positive en-

gagements explained the vibrancy of the unions in the emerging tendencies of “business 

unionism”. 
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Teamwork labour process at NNPC had the prime objective of enlisting workers’ com-

mitment in a period of intense organisational challenges. Greater demand was, therefore, 

placed on the Union leaders in moderating the tendencies of unilateral power of the Man-

agement. In evaluating how the two Branch Unions in the Refinery perceived and indeed 

how they redefined their traditional/representational roles within the emerging employ-

ment relationship, two significant theoretical models guided my evaluation; one, in the 

context of workplace relations, local unions revamped their co-operative strategies, 

thereby becoming what is identified as “productive coalitions,” (Windolf, 1989, cited in 

Pulignano, 2002:30). They, therefore, became a collaborative partner with the manage-

ment in order to enhance the performance of the corporation. 

This new arrangement that was encapsulated in the notion of “social partnership” seems 

to contrast with classic tradition of class social mobilization for struggle. In the new so-

cial partnership, more emphasis  was placed on teamwork as a form of work process, 

with the intended outcome of improved performance and quality product. There was, 

therefore, avowed “subjective commitment of the workforce through identification with 

the goals of the organisation” (Pulignano, 2002:30). 

Conceivably, it is in this normative commitment or relation between labour and manage-

ment that the traditional expression of union collectivism could be “eroded and under-

mined”. Also, the dimension and form of “social partnership” and the problematic conse-

quences and implication on union’s roles were “strongly shaped by the institutional and 

organisational arrangements of established labour relations patterns” (Pulignano 

2002:30). Labour relations in the NNPC presented a long historical tradition of trade un-

ionism; highly unionised, with the presence of two strong Branch Unions, against which 

the dimensions of managerial practices allowed us to evaluate the emerging workplace 

implications of teamwork rationale on the labour process. In evaluating the current work-

place implications of the evolving initiatives centring on teamwork and quality pro-

gramme, significant issues for evaluations were trade unions’ responses to the decisions 

and implementation of the initiatives; plant-level issues and challenges for unions in 

terms of relationship with co-workers and team leaders; the plant workers’ perception of 

unions and their perceptions of unions’ relationship with management.  
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In the refinery, teamwork and other aspects of the work process became part of the larger 

process of managerial practices for the organisation of work process for production pro-

cess and quality product, thereby becoming a significant dimension of the labour process. 

Characterizing teamwork rationale in the refinery was multi-skill formation, in-house 

training, job rotation and shift system, and work attitude improvement between the team 

members and the management. In the plant, teamwork implied a collective work process 

and orientation involving all members of the team with communications to members 

through Unions, by the Management as an attempt to continuously gain their commit-

ment. Thus, this “cultural dimension” of work process, (Mueller, 1994:13),  had become 

a kind of joint commitment to improve workforce identification with the managerial ob-

jectives.  

In the context of this logic, it is argued that “unions’ roles and activities might be under-

mined and gradually eroded through eventual accommodation because plant workers 

have been conditioned to buy into it” (Stewart and Wass, 1996 cited in Pulignano, 

2002:32). Thus, the logic of “commitment” with a strong focus on employees’ participa-

tion for improved performance and quality product in the plant  ran against the long tradi-

tion of employee unionism. In line with teamwork rationale, the collective attitudes and 

worker subjectivity were to be “structured” in line with the productivity ethos. Through 

the normative precepts, plant workers were increasingly encouraged to identify with their 

teams, with obvious consequences on Unions representational roles. 

Thus, as noted by Bacon and Storey, (1996 cited in Pulignano 2002:33), the “new indi-

vidualism” of team-working can be reconceptualised as opposition to “traditional collec-

tivism” and solidarity practices of trade unionism”. However, while the “collective orien-

tation” of the workforce is consistently tilted towards managerial ethos of improved 

productivity, “the consequences of intra-politics and the established trade unions’ roles in 

the collective work process remain problematic in the equation” (Martinez Lucio and 

Steward 1997a cited in Pulignano 2001:33). By concentrating and expanding its relations 

with teams and teamwork rationale, “management has deliberately weakened the union 

roles by substituting unions’ mediating roles with team solidarity” (Wells 1993 in 

Pulignano2001:33). In essence, management’s normative commitment to foster work-
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force integration through team-working remains a challenge to trade unions’ roles. It re-

mains problematic because in seeking compliance from the workforce, “the call has less 

to do with empowering the workforce, but more to do with reducing the union’s influence 

over conditions of work, and in general marginalizing the struggles between capital and 

labour over production standard” (Stewart, Lewchuk and Yates, 1998 cited in Pulignano 

2002:33). Noting this, Garraham and Stewart (1992) and Parker and Slaughter (1988) 

argue that the emergence of teamwork “provides the scope for both increased manage-

ment control on the shop-floor, and the erosion of shop-floor unionism on the other 

hand”(cited in Pulignano2002:33). As noted by Pulignano (2002:33) “the latter objective 

is achieved through the role of team leaders as supervisors of a team.” In other words, the 

apparent autonomy and independence conferred on team-work and its rationale may con-

sequently undermine unions’ workplace representation. The “direct communication” be-

tween the team leaders who now serve as “mini-managers” of the team may undermine 

the unions’ roles and representational functions. Consequently, as emphasised by Bacon 

and Storey (1993) the collective relations between unions and members may be severed. 

Thus, the main problematic implication of introduction of team-working in the plant re-

mains a “parallel reduction” in the role of union leaders to members. 

The contradictory dimension of teamwork in terms of implication for the traditional roles 

of unions in the refinery, and how it succeeded in achieving management’s objectives 

have been identified in this evaluation. In the refinery, teamwork had a long history of 

existence as part of managerial strategies for improved productivity. Management con-

sistently encouraged the unions to embrace the initiatives, and this was not openly op-

posed by the unions. Consequently, in line with corporate objectives, the principle was 

integrated with the local JCC. Embedded in the new work arrangement  were principles 

of flexible work arrangement in terms of skill formation and utilization on the plants and 

labour relation practices – teamwork, shift system, continuous improvement of the prod-

uct, job security, joint bargaining and committees. Quality production method remains 

central to the introduction of team-work arrangement in the refinery. 

Team members in the process area of the plant performed such tasks as cleaning, tidying 

of plant area, in addition to being committed to work efficiency, and quality product ac-
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cording to the objective of continuous quality improvements. However, these new work 

arrangements and the expected workers commitment have clear implications for union 

roles and leaders’ relations at the point of production. Findings and observations show 

that Management was increasingly willing to rely on team working for the success of 

collective work process. The concern of the Management was more on the team leaders 

for the direction of skills needed for the implementation of technology of production. The 

Management seemed to be more willing to rely on the team leaders for streamlining all 

technical aspects of production process; solving individual work related activities, think-

ing for the team generally. And this is interpreted by one of the team leaders in this way 

“I see myself solving my colleagues’ problems, and guiding the graduate trainees on 

technical aspects of the process plant…my concern is to let them know, and guide them 

through the daily aspects of their work.” 

The potential implication of teamwork of the labour process is an immanent reduction in 

union’s roles and “shopfloor” collective opposition. The new managerial practices have 

virtually reduced “shopfloor” collectives of team work to problem-solving, rather than 

traditional unions’ roles in grievance channelling. It is through this “collective turn” of 

work process that workers perceive their work related expectations and needs to be met. 

Mutual respect and confidence was gained through daily direct communication between 

individual team members and the team leaders. Workers within the team in the plant did 

not see unions’ roles beyond the traditional role of negotiations of terms and conditions 

of employment at its larger corporate level. Local unions’ responses to team systems have 

been shifting and ambiguous reflecting both “combative” and “consensual” attitudes. 

While Unions leaders concern, on the one hand, reflects need to collaborate with the 

management, they still retain scepticism of management’s undermining of their roles, In 

one of the unions’ internal memos, the union said they were constantly watchful of man-

agement’s objectives so as not to erode the collective interest of their members in the 

refinery. This was interpreted as making sure that union’s traditional roles are not com-

pletely marginalised. 

Going by their constant and regular engagement with the Management, at the refinery 

either through the local branch of JCC or quality product committee, or in-house training 
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sessions, my observations showed that Union leaders are ever concerned with the impli-

cation of teamwork, and used such meetings and committees to retain strong union pres-

ence in the plant. Such unions’ “critical engagement” sounded out their independent and 

collective culture in the refinery, indicating that though they did not oppose manage-

ment’s policy directions, they deserved to be adequately consulted before such decisions 

were taken. 

In the Refinery, the plant team leader’s role is interpreted as that of a sort of “mini-

manager” whose role was critical in mobilizing competence of team members, building 

commitment among members through training, communication, leadership direction in 

quality, maintenance and repair, control and information dissemination in quality circles, 

allocation of jobs within the team for shift system. These roles were performed in con-

junction with the approval and understanding of the Supervisor. Also, when there  were 

oil process problems, they involved the process/oil movement technologists as team 

members whose task is that of ensuring continuous movement of oil. Team leader’s role 

also involved ensuring flexibility of team skills composition and rotation, increased team-

workers “polyvalence”, and reduction in time waste. Workers on the team are encouraged 

to be committed to continuous improvement through problem solving activities. 

Having highlighted the roles and activities of team leaders within the team rationale, it 

becomes obvious that the team rationale provides the context for the resolution of “per-

sonal” or work difficulties of the team members. The team leader is the first contact per-

son for a worker to find a solution to his problems within the team. The team leader 

therefore appears like a personality who finds solution to work-related difficulties of team 

members. As remarked by the Supervisor of Area 3 plant “the main team leader’s tasks 

are to manage team members’ skills and jobs in relation to the challenges of the plant in 

terms of oil processes and quality.” And because of his closeness with the team members, 

he is seen as advisor for career related issues. 

One of the team members remarked “the team leader was the first contact person in the 

Plant, he gives advice generally, always ready to listen to us, mobilize all of us for tasks 

ahead.” An important implication emerged from these remarks; the team rationale in the 
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refinery fosters a kind of co-operative and participative atmosphere generally; accepted 

and recognised by team members. Though not seen in a paternalistic or hierarchical im-

age, the team leader remains an important skill profile who facilitates inter-personal 

communication in terms of career and job related activities. He manages informally, and 

at “micro” level job related activities of members. In the words of the Superintendent of 

Area 3 plant, “he is the point of connection between the members and the Supervisor .By 

being with the team in the plant everyday, he knows the feel for his members, their needs 

and he lets me know all this promptly.” In one of my observations in the plant, the team 

leader would collect the monthly “bonuses” such as milk, sugar, and other confectionar-

ies for distribution to his team members. 

In the Refinery, the work arrangement, though recognising disagreement as part of the 

work process, such apparent disagreement  is perceived to emanate from operational 

problems of the production process which need to be solved technically at the plant level. 

In other words, in the team labour process rationale, problems are examined technically 

and solved rather than  being seen as “expressions of collective workers’ resistance at the 

workplace” (Pulignano, 2002:41). Thus, within the team collectives, rifts and disagree-

ment are reduced to minimum, through a “continuous process of inter-personal commu-

nications among team members” (Pulignano 2002:41). 

Through the team rationale, therefore, the space for conflict has been reduced, thereby 

minimizing unions’ role at the point of production. According to Pulignano (2002:47) 

“the work re-organisation and insertion of teamwork system has led to ‘cellularisation’ of 

the workforce at the point of production” reducing the traditional shopfloor collectivity 

that might challenge the Management. The point of production at the plant level has be-

come “micro-level” for the resolution of work-related rifts and problems, instead of being 

transferred to the personnel office. “The intention of the Management is to facilitate the 

resolution of these problems through team-work inter-personal communication, thereby 

reducing the potential to refer grievances to a union representative at the workplace” 

(Pulignano 2002:47). By this design, Management has reduced the level of relationship 

between the workers and the union leaders, but has also diverted the attention of team-

workers to the team leaders in terms of finding solutions to their problems. Indeed, Man-
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agement’s tendency to reduce the “potency of traditional negotiations and dis-

putes/grievance resolution process in which Unions are the mediators is cast against the 

backdrop of co-operative and “joint-partnership” logic of new work arrangement” 

(Pulignano2002:48). And as argued by Pulignano (2002:48), in the “ rationality of team-

work, which underlines the company’s wish to recapture control and manage conflict on 

the shop-floor, trade union’s roles become that of “facilitator.” 

My observation and evaluations of comments from Supervisors and team leaders in the 

plant indicated primacy of concern with the success of managerial decisions, in which 

team-work rationale remains an important and enduring component, and, therefore, 

around which issues relating to skill and work process problems must be resolved. Un-

ions’ concessions to the rationale of managerial practices such as the team-work ar-

rangement serve as a starting point to understanding the “growing spirit” behind “joint 

partnership” and collaborative understanding” that have become the driving force in the 

NNPC. For instance, the existence of joint consultative committees of various types on 

quality control, production process reliability and maintenance, have come to represent 

means through which social partnerships are cultivated for the workforce. The social 

partnership arrangements in the refinery have become enduring arenas “to tackle not only 

job-related problems but also micro-conflicts”, (Pulignano 2002:49), without reference to 

the Unions. In other words, it has provided the platform for joint understanding of issues 

and challenges, and therefore recognition by both partners of their reciprocal relations in 

the new work arrangements. 

In the refinery, the co-operation between the management and the unions implies a joint 

partnership involving a process of joint consultation where barriers to harmonious work 

relations are to be “broken”, and the hitherto “over-arching” managerial prerogatives are 

to be reduced. Thus, joint-consultation at the plant level has become the route through 

which the “domain” of Management is entered into by the Unions. Through, their plat-

form at plant level, the Unions are to play a mediating role in terms of balancing the con-

cerns and interests of members. The Unions are to become social partners in managing 

“micro-conflicts” in the process plant. However, while Union leaders may have differed 

in their perception of positive impact of team-working rationale, they tacitly conceded to 
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the need for and relevance of such partnership in smoothing out “grey areas” of disa-

greement. Also, given the historic traditional and “political” role of trade unions, some 

form of “pragmatic cautiousness” being demonstrated by some of the union leaders may 

not be seen out of place. In the new dimension of management’s control imperatives, and 

social partnership, trade unions never lost their role of “combativeness” to checkmate the 

management. 

In the refinery, the “consensual attitude” and approach being demonstrated by the Unions 

is perceived to be expedient, in the understanding that joint consultation remains a sound-

ing board to tease out areas of disagreement that could potentially lead to conflict and 

trade dispute, particularly as these relate to personnel matters of the entire workforce. 

Joint consultations are not just a platform for the ratification of management decisions on 

managerial issues, but indeed, the Unions perceived it also to be an avenue to tease out 

labour relations implications of the new managerial practices. In the remarks of the Un-

ions’ Secretary “we do not see the consultations as rubber-stamping forum, but we see it 

as avenues to lash out at the Management where we feel they are encroaching on our in-

terest.” Thus, given the perceived “consensual ethos” the arrangement is supposed to ful-

fil for the Management, Unions still re-appropriate and re-negotiate the framework to 

protect members’ interests when it comes to assessing their roles in the context of emerg-

ing labour process. 

5.8 Conclusion 

In an overall evaluation, though it could be argued that in the context of work process in 

the refinery, traditional role of trade unions may have been “corroded” and seemingly 

“over flanked” by team-working rationale , they are still concerned with how the manage-

rial decisions are put into practice with an “eye”’ on labour relations implications. Union 

leaders in the refinery are never deceived by team-work rationale and the emerging nor-

mative calls surrounding it, rather they use the very platform as a form of collective pro-

active re-engagement with the management. Thus, my findings and evaluation of union 

leaders’ responses and perception of managerial initiatives align with the arguments of 

Blyton and Martinez Lucio (1995) and Ortiz (1998) “that industrial relations institutional 
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factors mainly shape different trade union responses to introduction of team-work”(cited 

in Pulignano 2002:54). In the refinery, the Unions are not only strong as collective voice 

of the workforce, but are also legally protected, which encourage them to feel at par in 

engaging with the management in a pro-active “articulation of union and member inter-

ests in the processes of work re-organisation” (Terry 1993 in Pulignano 2002:54). As 

noted by Terry (1994 cited in Pulignano2002:54), the “kind of union responses to work 

re-organisation are facilitated or undermined by the organisational and institutional ar-

rangements in a system.” In the Refinery, unions’ activities are located within, and indeed 

shaped by the institutional structures of political and cultural histories of Trade Unions’ 

organisation with underlying emphasis on collaborative industrial relations with the man-

agement for the overall interest of the organisation. However, in Hyman’s (1987) inter-

pretation of such collaborative industrial relations, workplace unionism and strategies are 

increasingly being “tangentially collaborative”, in contrast to the classic combative and 

adversarial tendencies in tackling workplace issues. To Bacon and Storey (1993), “social 

partnership” in the collaborative industrial relations has become the “winning way” in 

which workplace unionism of joint partnership has gradually shaped capital-labour rela-

tions in a climate of workplace re-organisation. 

However, in the emerging context of workplace relations, where the union’s role is to be 

perceived and interpreted as “a willing contributor” or a facilitator of change with the 

management” (Overell 1997 in Pulignano 2002:57) the concept of “social partnership” 

remains a problematic one. Empirical evidence  has shown that in the new context of so-

cial partnership, management agenda remains on how to use it as “enduring apparatus” 

and tools not only to win the “body and minds” of the workers, but to also significantly 

“convert traditional collective antagonism to a managerial tool for retaining control and 

increasing surplus-values within the production process” (Pulignano 2002:57). 
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Chapter 6 

Institutional Framework for Learning and Development in 
NNPC 

6.1. Introduction 

Much of the discussion in Chapter 5 dealt with workers’ responses to managerial practic-

es in particular as these relate to teamwork system and quality control programme, and 

this had centred on the plant workers’ experiences and perceptions of the work processes. 

While much of the discussion is concerned with the sense that workers made of these 

managerial expectations, Unions’ roles and Union leader’s experiences of these manage-

rial practices were also evaluated. 

In what follows in this Chapter, I shall further evaluate the implications of training provi-

sions in the context of labour process in the organisation. In NNPC, training has come to 

be regarded as central to the attainment of the diverse managerial practices, designed to 

improve performance. Training is also seen as crucial for the involvement of workers and 

their co-operation in the production process. From the management’s point of view, train-

ing is the cornerstone for the achievement of organisational objectives. This Chapter is, 

therefore, concerned with the evaluation of such claims made by the Management on the 

relevance, and importance attached to training as strategic tool for the attainment of these 

goals. It is within this claim that the Chapter assesses employees’ attitudes and experi-

ences towards training provisions in the organisation. The link between training provi-

sions and employees’ attitudes in the organisation is examined. 

6.2. Management’s normative assumptions of Training in NNPC 

While decisions on training programs in NNPC are often viewed generally in terms of 

need for the corporation to positively respond to the challenges of the operating environ-

ment, the dimensions of the consequences on employees’ attitudes also need to be under-

stood. To be evaluated against the backdrop of institutional framework and discourse, 

surrounding training provision in NNPC is how the process and procedures underpinning 
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training decisions are formulated. Even though training provisions and the assumptions 

behind them are governed by the challenges of production process requirement and the 

wider context of the operating environment, workers’ assessment illustrates their percep-

tions and experiences of these decisions. 

The context in which training is provided in NNPC forms the analytical backdrop for the 

examination of the dimensions, and workers’ attitudes surrounding training programmes. 

Indeed, the implementation of new work practices such as team-working and quality pro-

grammes conceivably provide the micro-social context for skill formations programmes 

at NNPC. Nevertheless, these are not without workplace labour relations issues and prob-

lems. Here, it is noted that the institutional framework that emphasises the “consensual 

character” of skill formation in the corporation no doubt tends to over-stress the com-

mitment and willingness of the workforce to training programs (Stuart 1996:253). Empir-

ical analysis put to test the institutional assumptions on which training programmes are 

underpinned. 

In one dimension of the evaluation are the management normative assumptions surround-

ing training programs in the corporation, and on the other, are the attitude and orienta-

tions of the workers towards training. The importance attached to training for employees 

within NNPC has taken normative assumption of “a direct impact on learning, behav-

ioural and attitudinal changes required for new work processes, and therefore an individ-

ual performance improvement” (Stuart et al 2003:27). It is also in this connection that an 

overall corporate improvement and effective workplace performance of the workers is 

assumed. However, these normative assumptions and the institutional framework put in 

place to elicit this greater training benefits are not without implications on workers’ lived 

work experiences. At another dimension of this evaluation is the analysis of the relations 

between training decisions and provisions, and the workplace labour relations implica-

tions. Specifically, it is concerned with the evaluation of Branch unions; their priorities 

and evaluation of training programmes in the corporation. Here, particular attention is 

paid to analysing trade unions’ effort at emphasising training issues in the institutional 

framework of labour relations, and other workplace training committees in the NNPC. 
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The reactions and responses of trade unions to training programmes and the procedures 

for determining training needs are analysed. 

In recent years, and with a renewed managerial concern on “social re-engineering” orien-

tation in the context of managements search for “best practices” towards enhancing 

productivity, some strands of theoretical assumptions have emerged with which to evalu-

ate unions’ own representational roles and activities in the context of the corporation’s 

skill formation strategies, as one of the managerial designed means through which the 

desired improved performance and quality assurance could be guaranteed. Within this 

conceptual remit, there are also concerns for “constant assessment of the likely impact, 

and what unions’ roles should be over training provisions” (Claydon et al 1994 cited in 

Stuart 1996:253). To Stuart (1996), the concern to adequately evaluate trade unions’ side 

of the coin stems from underpinning assumptions of the consensual nature of skill for-

mation, from which the discourse is presented by the management as “panacea” for fill-

ing the skill deficit gap, occasioned by the new managerial imperatives. It is also seen by 

the Management as an important element in the development of  more co-operative work 

relations. 

Also, as noted by Leisink (1993 cited in Stuart 1996:253), in an environment of organisa-

tional transformation, “skill formation and occupational interests are promoted as central 

issues, and therefore seen as essential, if unions are to continue in their pragmatic rela-

tions with management in response to organisational changes in the workplace.” Unions 

are,therefore,  to see training as a “positive-sum” in an era of “productivist ethos” where 

all parties are to be involved in the productivity improvement drive of the organisation. 

Increasingly, trade unions in the NNPC are being called upon to identify with Manage-

ment in seeing training as central factor for skill formation needed for productivity im-

provement of their members. Consequently, attention is being shifted towards incorporat-

ing training and issues surrounding it as part of “bargaining agenda” in the context of the 

Joint Consultative Council’s meetings. Embodied in JCC agenda, both at the Corporate 

and Branch levels are discussions on training programmes for the workforce. At JCC 

meetings it is often stressed “the main qualities of the training programmes are to be of 

positive outcomes, and intended to be of mutual benefit to all” (General Manager, Group 
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Learning Dept). However, as argued by Heyes (1993:297), our understanding of “concep-

tual assumptions and institutional framework that provide justification and support for 

training programmes must be sensitive to the “conflicts and tensions”, bounded in the 

discourse in the organisation. This is because workplace institutions such as  those for 

training and development, and the assumptions of the management within the institutions 

have a tendency  to shape the direction of choices and decisions for the training and types 

of training to be provided (Heyes 1993). Representational roles of trade Unions’ leaders 

are also shaped by the “past experiences and expectations regarding the training pro-

gramme” (Heyes 1993:298). Such directions of the choices and decisions are “particular-

ly shaped by the ‘employers’ attempt to introduce measures aimed at promoting work-

place flexibility” (Heyes 1993:298). 

Flexibility in an era of managerial practices in NNPC for instance, includes multi-

skilling, team-working and commitment to total quality of the corporation which in the 

logic of trade unions traditional orientation and roles may equally generate tensions and 

hostile receptions within the leadership of the trade unions. A “fragmented attitude” from 

Union leaders may emerge where there exists a perception of “occupational interests” and 

“occupational boundaries” within the workforce, and, therefore, sees such management’s 

intention on training and skill formation as “additional responsibility on the employees 

without an appropriate framework for up-grading or reward after the training” (Heyes 

1993:298). On the other hand, some other segments within the unions may see skill for-

mation and training programme as constituting a threat to skill demarcation within the 

organisation (Heyes 1993). In other words, occupational interests, skill demarcations and 

boundaries may constitute fundamental variables for consideration by union leaders and, 

therefore, attempt to insert its significance in the wider content of the “social partnership” 

agenda of the training programs. Unions responses to skill formation and training pro-

gramme have been analysed along two basic strategies; Unions may adopt a “price ori-

ented strategy” whereby they are ready to trade off the wage claims for the potential posi-

tive outcome of training, and alternatively as “skill oriented” path, “where unions go 

along with the management in adopting measures based on functional flexibility” 

(Mahnkopf 1992 cited in Heyes 1993:298). In adopting either of these strategic choices 

within organisational transformation arrangement, unions tacitly endorse the introduction 
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of skill up-grading programme that accompanies new work practices (Mahnkopf 1992). 

In Heyes’ (1993:298) account, central to this partnership and evolving bargaining style 

has been a pre-occupation with “re-integration of the processes of conception and execu-

tion in the organisation of work and a stabilization of wage levels linked to on-going 

training.” Consequently, unions could indirectly be placed under pressures to rather ac-

cept a “competitive strategy of acquiescence than a proactive independent involvement” 

(Heyes1993:298). Thus, a contextual approach to understanding the unions’ representa-

tional roles and attitudes to issues of training decisions and programmes are determined 

and influenced by wider contextual variables such as “stabilization of wages”, and “ca-

reer-growth” assurance, putting to test the strengths of unions within a particular manage-

rial regime of training programme. These variables as identified by Heyes (1993:298) 

carry certain implications for training outcomes, from the workers’ perspective. Other 

contextual factors such as the existence of “multi-union work environment, unions densi-

ty, and skill compositions of the workforce, unions training bargaining skills, and the 

institutional framework of recognition in the organisation” (Heyes 1993:298), shape the 

position of trade unions within the institutional arrangement of skill formation for mem-

bers. 

In the emerging circumstances of work process in the workplaces, it is advocated that 

trade unions and management should take a more “productivist approach” to workplace 

relations, and, therefore, be more open to the challenges of competitiveness of the organi-

sation. Among other engagements, unions are advised to enter into more “alliances with 

the management at the level of qualification politics” (Mahnkopf 1991:61). In this way it 

is envisaged thatUnions will be able to “incorporate” more issues into collective bargain-

ing agenda, and more mutually beneficial training decisions and programmes for their 

members. In the emerging dictates unions’ concern is expected to be on potentially bene-

ficial training decisions for their members in the context of contemporary changes in the 

work processes of production. For the unions, the emerging challenge is the concern how 

to re-invent the organisational and collective bargaining processes in a manner that will 

re-structure the social composition of skill profiles of their members (Mahnkopf 1991). 

Increasingly, within the new arrangements, and in response to the challenges in work and 

production processes, unions have come to realise that “skill up-grading strategies 
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through training programmes promote interests of members rather mere adjustments 

through productivity and bargaining concessions” (Mahnkopf 1991:62). It is in this con-

text of “realistic engagement” on issues of training that unions’ workplace activities must 

include how to “enhance skill formations and occupational interest of mem-

bers”(Mahnkopf 1991:63). In addition to “working in ’alliance’ with management at the 

level of production strategies” (Mahnkopf 1991:63), increasing challenges of skill acqui-

sition and “qualification politics” within the workplace have now compelled them to re-

channel their orientations towards organisational training programmes. 

Therefore, in adjusting to the challenges of technology of production that increasingly 

redefine managerial practices, union leaders are compelled to respond with “active mod-

ernization policy” Mahnkopf (1991:63), a re-integration of attitudes towards training 

programmes. Such integrative attitude, according to Mahnkopf would, therefore, involve 

“skill-orientated” strategy which among others implies unions accepting the “supply-

oriented labour market policy” (Mahnkopf 1991:63). In other words, while unions’ roles 

involve traditional “watchful eyes” on the gains won in the past, regarding employment 

relations issues, their roles “need to incorporate how to deal with functional flexibility 

and how to adapt within the internal labour market”(Mahnkopf 1991:63) occasioned by 

the challenges of production requirements. The greater pressure on the unions to maintain 

job security for members is conjoined with the concern to ensure functional flexibility of 

members’ skill through the adoption of “skill-oriented” strategy, in “making rational de-

cisions to agree with the retraining of workers”(Mahnkopf 1991:66) within the manageri-

al framework of training programmes. 

In NNPC, the adoption and chances of success of such “skill-oriented” strategy in the 

“modernisation” of Labour-Management relations would appear to be mutually reasona-

ble and acceptable to both partners in the context of emerging drive for quality product 

and improved performance. The complex competitive operative environment in which 

NNPC has to operate coupled with complex dimensions of technology of production, the 

survival of the corporation would appear to depend on how to maintain high-level skills 

of the workforce, and in addition to take measures to improve the skill formation of the 

workforce. The concern for kill enhancement, encapsulated in the management’s frame-
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work on training programmes tending to be supported by the Unions has a long tradition 

of existence and operation in the corporation. This has long been linked with joint union-

management orientation towards “stabilising” the internal labour market, and from the 

trade unions’ perspective, aims at maintaining and enhancing workers’ skill requirement 

for the over-all improved performance of the corporation. 

6.3. Skill and Learning Development: an Institutional Arrangement 

As opposed to some many other issues between the trade unions and management in 

NNPC, skill and learning development have remained issues of mutual interest, and with 

considerable measure of “success” and “satisfaction” to both parties. Trade Unions in the 

partnership relations have not relented in exploring the opportunity offered by the ar-

rangement to advance the interest of members on issues of skill acquisition. Apparently 

therefore, issues of skill and learning development have remained out of contestation in 

the corporation. In the NNPC, as work processes implied changes in production technol-

ogy, and, therefore, a certain level of “acquired” skills needed to be added to current skill 

formation for effective performance. The opportunity offered to trade unions for inputs in 

the institutional process of skill acquisition through the joint partnership also implies 

“opportunities for trade unions to exert influence on the structuring of the context of 

work, on working systems, and on the management’s planning with respect to personnel 

and training matters” (Mahnkopf 1991:71). In NNPC, in the unions’ attempt to elicit the 

loyalty of members, particularly the skilled workers, they encouraged their members to 

continue to explore the workplace institutional framework in advancing the occupational 

interests of this cohort. To the unions, all institutional processes needed to be explored for 

the purpose of “social and normative integration” (Mahnkopf 1991:71). 

In the NNPC, and in line with the “pacts” concerning training and development, agree-

ments existed, which  saw voluntary skill development for all categories of the workforce 

as part of the strategic drive for improved performances in moments of transformation in 

corporation. It helped the unions and their members in a claim for higher position and 

seniority. Thus, the strategy for workforce utilisation, as noted by the (GM, Group Learn-

ing Department) “has been towards merging of expansion in training opportunity with the 
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skills need of the corporation.” Indeed, against the backdrop of complex social-technical 

skill requirement of continuous process production of the oil industry, the concept of con-

tinuous training has enabled NNPC to reconcile the occupational interests of all catego-

ries of the workforce with task and functional flexibility in skills formation of the work-

force. 

On the one hand, the arguments persist that,in the context of need for organisational 

competitive survival, unions should adopt  “realistic forms” of strategy, and should, 

therefore, be prepared to enter into “productivity coalitions” with management in shaping 

the “supply side” of the internal labour market. Thus, as noted by Mahnkopf (1991:75) 

“if the future and survival of such productivity coalitions depends largely on the unions 

supply-side contribution to the labour market, then a strategy or institutional arrangement 

that promises optimal “efficiency” for the organisation deserved being supported by the 

unions.” On the other hand, it is also argued (Mahnkopf 1991), that, if unions continue to 

adapt the management’s arguments as outlined in the institutional arrangements concern-

ing skill development, it might eventually bring about disparity in “social status, increase 

social privileges and social recognition” (Mahnkopf 1991:77). This is because for those 

within the workforce who could not secure their “individual competitive” position 

through “life-long learning, may not want to reckon with the new qualified worker elite 

with polyvalent qualifications”(Mahnkopf 1991:77), within the union. Furthermore, as 

noted by Mahnkopf(1991:77), such “efficiency-oriented productivity coalitions” at the 

plant-level may lead to ideological split within the unions- of a “hard-working” and suc-

cessful occupational group against the “indolent” and incapable group. It could also lead 

to “pressure towards flexibilization and deregulation of wages and employment relations” 

(Mahnkopf 1991:77) between the “core” and “peripheral” occupational groups within the 

same workforce. Consequently, an “internal differentiation of structure of wages and sal-

aries”(Mahnkopf 1991:77) arising from differentiation in skill formation may become 

problematic at the personnel and career management front of the organisation. It is, there-

fore, canvassed that unions’ “good position” in the productivity coalition should be eval-

uated against the possible consequences on other “categories of workers within the work-

force where the management might find it difficult to harmonize the equal distribution of 

skill formation with reward system” (Mahnkopf 1991:78). Also, as pointed out by Hirsch 
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(1976 cited in Mahnkopf 1991:78) “employer’s demands for skilled labour may be heat-

ing up competition between the various occupation interests.” This is more so when fur-

ther training endeavours might mean different things for those involved. Issues of job 

security, higher pay, intrinsic rewards such as prestige and social recognition are funda-

mental concerns of workers on matters of training programmes (Mahnkopf 1991). There-

fore, unions’ “good position” in advocating for “longer life-learning” for various occupa-

tional groups runs the risk of being misinterpreted, or “misrepresenting” the diverse indi-

vidual interests of their members. 

6.4.Institutional Framework for Learning: NNPC’s Group Learning Department 

In line with the institutional framework for learning in NNPC, a move towards functional 

flexibility and building skill profile was being undertaken as part of management’s drive 

towards improved performance and efficiency. As extracted from the organisation’s doc-

ument on training, functional flexibility is conceived as employees’ ability to undertake 

tasks both horizontally and vertically. Within this arrangement, acting as catalyst and 

platform for skill development and learning had been the institutional framework through 

which learning needs were identified, and competencies development programmes tar-

geted at each occupational group’s needs. The framework combines an emphasis on core 

skills with “modularisation approach” to facilitate multi-skilling. The strong focus of the 

learning development programme as remarked by the GM, (Group Learning and Devel-

opment), “is an emphasis not only on core skills development but also on mobility of the 

workers within the internal labour market as outcome of the learning programmes.” Ac-

cording to him, “skill and learning development in the corporation is about developing 

for the corporation expertise on processes, techniques and operations both at the Corpo-

rate and Subsidiary levels (GM, Group Learning Department). In other words, the objec-

tive was to enhance capacity building of the targeted occupational groups.  

The goals of the Group Learning Department in connection with the above were tied with 

the objectives of being “committed to accelerating professional excellence.” As remarked 

by the Group Manager, “our organisation and staff should have a good knowledge of 

entire world of oil industry; in other words, a knowledge-management visionary for 
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NNPC” (GM, Group Learning Department). He noted further that workers in NNPC “are 

ready through learning to identify, acquire, share and use knowledge to achieve our goals 

through standardized processes and by creating enabling environment which rewards 

knowledge sharing” (GM, Group Learning Department). In this regard, and as contained 

in the framework for learning and development, “NNPC will be a continuous learning 

organisation that will acquire, share and transfer knowledge of its operations and business 

strategies to enhance performance.” According to the GM, this  would be achieved by 

“surveying skill needs of groups of employees, and rolling our programs that target the 

competencies and knowledge in which each group needs the most performance im-

provement intervention”. 

Through competence development programmes at NNPC, the corporation identified areas 

where it needed to improve the capabilities of its workforce. According to the GM 

(Group Learning Department), “the first step is to pinpoint these learning needs, and we 

do this by survey and evaluation of current skill levels horizontally and vertically, and 

estimate skill level needs for identified groups for them to be successful.” This process of 

identifying and evaluating skills needs “has become an inclusive and integrative approach 

in enhancing employee’s awareness of their leaning needs, and this “helps break down 

any resistance to learning new skills” (GM Learning Department). In NNPC, framework 

for implementing learning and skill development  were categorised as “Chief Officers 

Development Program(COMDP), this is an eight-week mandatory programme for Chief 

Officers transiting to Managers Cadre”(Group Learning Department) . 

In 1991, the Management saw an urgent need to develop a programme that would groom 

Senior Officers, transiting to the Management Cadre - the programme was referred to as 

Chief Officers’ Management Development Programme (COMDP). This platform for 

learning and development became a major and regular tradition in NNPC as a “key factor 

for capacity building for emerging managers to live up to the corporation’s vision, mis-

sion statement, and expectations of the corporation for improved performance” (GM, 

Group Learning Department).  As remarked by the GM, “the objective of the COMPD is 

to train leader/managers for the future - those that will eventually manage NNPC.” Ac-

cording to him, “the programme is like a talent management programme, to tap into the 
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potentiality of would-be managers that NNPC has.” With the initiatives and programme 

like these, NNPC  was able to “harness those talents and develop the staff into world 

class leaders/managers” (GM, Group Learning Department). Through this transition in 

skill development programme, NNPC as noted by the GM had been able to have “the best 

crop of managers and the best talent that you can find in the industry and that is why we 

insist that our greatest asset is the human capital – the staff of NNPC”. In the context of 

its operational challenges, and as attempts to make it more responsive to these operational 

challenges, the GM noted “we are working towards a situation that the managers that are 

being trained will work in any of the subsidiaries, and therefore be able to move the or-

ganisation forward as a commercialized company that it is supposed to be.” 

In addition to the COMDP, NNPC also “unfolded a new leadership development mod-

el”(GM, Group Learning Department). In the new leadership development model referred 

to as “7DL” designed for leaders in NNPC to exhibit “the seven dimensions of leader-

ship; to champion enterprise view, to demonstrate interpersonal effectiveness, envision 

future and acts, coach and develop others, demonstrate leadership qualities, and demon-

strate professional excellence in maximizing alignment”(NNPC Training Document). In 

the estimation, and normative assumption behind this arrangement “these qualities are 

expected to eliminate divergent views on leadership by providing a common ground for 

all leaders in NNPC, and for the development of high performing individuals responsible 

for professional functions and projects”(NNPC Training Document). According to the 

GM, (Group Learning Department)“through the new initiatives of leadership develop-

ment in NNPC, we are developing leaders who can work effectively in 3 domains; 

“NNPC vision, and its communication, people behavioural and interpersonal skills, and 

business task skill,”  

The COMDP was designed seventeen years ago as the “vehicle to sharpen the leader-

ship, managerial and communication skills of Chief Officers (senior) transiting to Mana-

gerial Cadre. In the current efforts at reviewing the programmes, and in harmony with the 

new leadership challenges in NNPC, the ‘7DL’ model has been incorporated.” According 

to the (GM, Group Learning Department), the ‘7DL’ became the basis for revision of the 

existing (COMDP), and through which trained leaders would have “multiple ways to 
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work in cross functional assignments.” Incorporated in the 7DLwere: “new and future 

leaders, mid-level leaders and experienced leaders programs, each focusing on leaders’ 

behaviour, direction-setting strategic in decision making.” 

Other skill and learning development programmes under the Training Programs of 

NNPC were: Senior Officers Transition programme (SOTP), this was designed for staff 

on supervisory grade level, and the objectivewas to “acquaint the group to the core busi-

ness challenges of the corporation, and also to provide them with basic computer and 

supervisory skills required by the supervisors” (Group Learning Department, 

NNPC).Another one was the Foundation Leadership Development Program (FLDP) This 

programme helps “new joiners” to make a quick and seamless transition into working 

career in the corporation. It was aimed at “developing interpersonal and team building 

skills, and in fostering and sustaining value adding relationships, to stimulate creativity 

and entrepreneurial skills among the “new entrants” (Group Learning Department, 

NNPC).Further learning programmes were induction programmes for experienced hires, 

to create awareness and understanding of the NNPC core values, ethics and business pro-

cesses, and to acquaint the experienced hires with the refinery plant operations. Also, 

fresh graduates recruited into the corporation were inducted for a period of one month, 

and this was to make them develop personal effectiveness in the workplace (Group 

Learning Department, NNPC).Under the Foundation Skills Training Programme, young 

graduate engineers and technicians were equipped with skills and capabilities required to 

operate in the oil and gas industry. According to the GM, (Group Learning Department), 

“the objective is to provide the young technicians and graduates with a common platform 

upon which they can build a career in the oil and gas industry.” Through the programme, 

the basic skills and operational understanding needed for the first four years of their ca-

reer in the oil industry were provided. 

As part of institutional arrangement to enhance the performance of the workforce and 

quality products, Corporate Total Quality Department was also established in 1998 as 

“Strategic Commercialisation, Reorganisation and Capitalization Unit. The Total Quality 

Department had, the “objective of improving NNPC work processes to achieve the vi-

sion” of  the total quality i department. The operational objectives of the Department 
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werelinked with plant processes operation and quality requirements at the refinery level. 

As remarked by the GM, Corporate Total Quality Department (CTQD), “Total Quality 

Management remained one of the most laudable initiatives of NNPC that has culminated 

in the establishment of TQM departments at the SBUS ad CSUS.” For instance, as he 

noted  the “CTQD designed the modules, and initially handled the programme for the 

Chief Officers courses before this was later handed over to the Human Resources Divi-

sion.” 

In the context of challenges of continuous process technology of oil production and 

distribution, CTQD developed and carried out series of “service level agreements” and 

programmes with the several departments and units of the corporation. In pursuance of its 

objectives, CTQD mission was to develop an in-house consultancy, collaborating and co-

ordination of initiatives for performance improvements in the corporation (Corporate 

Total Quality Department, NNPC). Accordingly, CTQD was more pro-active in engaging 

the SBUS to improve their business processes, to align and re-position the corporation for 

high performance as well as creating appropriate process and systems for improved per-

formance (GM,CTQD). As noted by the GM (CTQD), for “NNPC to achieve its process 

of transformation there remained a need to develop and implement standard operating 

mechanisms for all units and sections of the corporation.” Towards this end the CTQD 

co-ordinated the service-level agreements with all sections of the corporation in “order to 

improve their delivery capabilities” (GM, CTQD). The “Service-Level Agreements” pro-

vided the platforms for all stakeholders in quality improvement to participate and share 

ideas and procedures for enhancing improved performance (CTQD, NNPC 2008). 

6.5. Learning and Training in NNPC: Trade Unions and Members 
Concern 

A managerialist understanding of the importance of existing institutional framework 

and arrangement concerning learning and training in NNPC, as described above, contin-

ues to take a significant impression of “linear relationship” between processes of skill 

formation and performance of the corporation. In the normative understanding of the cor-

poration, there is a linear relationship between training and effective performance. The 
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assumption in managerialist literature has also been that there is “causal positive contri-

bution between training and individual employees’ adaptability to his organisation” 

(Elena P, 2001:327). It is also normatively perceived, linearly of the significance of 

knowledge acquired for organisational improved performance. 

This section of the Chapter makes an evaluation of this assumption by providing ana-

lytical insights into workers’ own perception of training in the corporation. By evaluating 

workers’ own assumptions and experiences of learning and training in NNPC, the section 

examines the “flip-side” and the basic differences between learning provided and impact 

on the workers, using the refinery workers of the corporation as the unit of analysis. Ar-

guably, training and learning may appear to be on the way of fulfilling the normative ex-

pectation of the corporation’s drive for improved performance. However, in essence, it 

may fall short of fulfilling the intrinsic expectations of the workers themselves. This is 

because as observed by Elena (2001), the simplified assumptions about the positive out-

come of training and learning have come to represent kinds of “obvious” benefits both for 

the individuals and the organisation. Thus, as raised by Mathieu et al (1992); Noe(1986 

cited in Elena 2001:327), there are “multiplicity of factors influencing training effective-

ness” and outcomes. There is also the “difficulty of transferring learning from training 

events back to the process of work itself,” Baldwin and Ford, (1988); Casey(1980 cited in 

Elena 2001:327). In other words, there are always the “contradictory purposes” located in 

the different perceptions of both the management, and the workers themselves. 

Indeed, while the relationship between training expectations (outcome) and organisa-

tional improved performance remains a potent one, there are a whole lot of “social, cul-

tural and political dimensions” (Elena 2001:328), that tend to mediate these ““uni-linear 

assumptions”. Therefore, in a more critical account of this relationship, Elena (1999a) 

provides a contextual analysis from the perspective of individual learners; individuals’ 

concerns and expectations. According to Elena, “if we are to appreciate more fully the 

complexity of social processes of organisational life, we need to move beyond the linear 

representation, to capture the complex web of reciprocal, non-linear interactions between 

the individual and the organisation” (Elena 2001:328). 
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Utilized in this way, the theoretical construct, therefore, provides a critical evaluation 

of what training implied, from the workers’ perspective within the refinery. It seeks to 

evaluate the perceived impact of learning activities from the workers’ own perspective. 

As noted above, there are certain socio-cultural and infra-politics and processes within 

the corporation which shape and mediate the normative assumptions between training 

and its outcome. While it is indeed acknowledged that learning, as described by Elena 

(2001:328) implies the “liberation of knowledge through self-reflection and questioning,” 

(the developmental aspect of it is seen as “double-loop process”), echoing Argyris’ 

(1978), earlier formulation that training should be conceptualised as both structural, “off-

the-job” careers, and instrumental “on-the-job”, day-to-day “problem solving initiatives 

that seek to instil a greater awareness and understanding of work practices while provid-

ing the scope for development and growth” (Elena 2001:329). However, in reality, and 

against the backdrop of other multiple factors mediating workplace labour relations and 

workers’ orientation, the assumptions behind these definitions are not “determinate” a 

priori, particularly “when organisational and individual priorities compete” (Elana 

2001:329). 

This empirical evaluation is undertaken against the existing competing goals in terms 

of improved performance, drive for quality product and sustenance of the corporation 

which NNPC seeks to achieve, and the embedded implications being experienced by 

workers themselves when seeing learning and training as opportunities for the fulfilment 

of diverse expectations. Within the context of the organisation’s work process, even 

though the workers expect a positive outcome from the training and learning pro-

grammes, the realities of it not meeting their individual expectations” on- the-job” and 

“off-the-job” remain. 

Both implicit and explicit in the importance attached to training by the individuals is 

the “assumption of fulfilment of both personal and career goals on the job” (Cagne 1983 

cited in Elena 2001:330). And this in turn influences the “level of motivation” that drives 

individuals’, willingness to learn. Authors have argued that individual workers’ responses 

to training have always been a function of the relationship between “training motivation 

and learning” (Elena 2001:330). To Noe(1986cited in Elena2001:330), “trainees will be 
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more motivated to participate more in training services” if there is a symmetry between 

such training and high performance. Mediating factors between such motivation and high 

performance are found to be “personal factors and individual career planning” (Elena 

2001:331). In other words, a balance between individuals’ i identification with their job, 

facilitated by workplace positive influences, enhances high performance at the job. By 

way of extending Elena’s (2001) arguments the micro-political processes in the work-

place that are perceived to be favourable to individual learners stimulate a willingness to 

approach training with “positive intention” to learn. Therefore, the contextual factors and 

conditions of the workplace influence and underpin workers’ attitudes and responses to 

training. These conditions as noted by Elena (2001:332) provide the “in depth analysis of 

interactive between the individual and the organisation “which then shape individuals’ 

attitudes to training. This is because, “individuals construct their realities of the signifi-

cance and association between such rhetoric and practice of training in the organisation” 

(Elena 2001: 332). 

To Holton and Baldwin (2003), transfer of learning to workplace performance re-

mains a critical issue in analysing the relationship between the learner and the organisa-

tion” (cited in Dan S. Chiaburu 2005:605). For the organisation to enhance performance, 

such skills and behaviour learned and practice during training must be “transferred to the 

workplace, maintained over time, and generalised over contexts” (Dan S.Chiaburu:604). 

Indeed, for training effectiveness to take place in the organisation there must be an inte-

grative balance between the contextual components of the organisation and individual 

expectations. To Mathieu and Martineau(1997 cited in Chiaburu 2005:605), the contextu-

al components incorporate an existence of “continuous learning culture and supervisor 

support that influence not only individual’s attitude in terms of goals and expectations”, 

but also the various training outcomes, for example, “learning, training transfer, mainte-

nance and generalisations” (Tracey et al 2001 in Chiaburu 2005:605). As maintained by 

Colquitt et al (2000) situational characteristics shaped by organisational culture and mi-

cro-social process of the context “have the most positive relationship with training moti-

vation and outcomes”(cited in Chiaburu 2005:605). 
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My evaluation in this Chapter responds to these theoretical assumptions and con-

structs, as put forward by the various authors, by discussing my observation in NNPC, 

the relationship between contextual factors in the workplace; continuous-learning culture, 

supervisor supports, training motivation and training outcomes – learning, transfer of 

learning to workplace practices. For the purpose of this evaluation, the analysis draws on 

Baldwin and Ford’s (1988) definition of “transfer of learning” as the “degree to which 

trainees effectively apply the knowledge, skills and attitudes gained in a training context 

to the job”(cited in Chiaburu 2005:606). When the learner is subsequently able to “repro-

duce the skills in a new setting, it is referred to as “training maintenance”, and when such 

skill is applied to  more complex task situations’ – training generalisations” (Ford et  al 

1998 cited in Chiaburu 2005:606). Thus, in determining training outcomes, and what 

learning holds for individual learners are “a number of contextual/work environment fac-

tors conceptualised in terms of organisational normative values, belief and expectations 

that knowledge acquisition and utilization are crucial for the organisation’s competitive 

advantage”(London and Mone, 1999 cited in Chiaburu 2005:607). In other words, when 

there is congruence between workers’ perception of these normative values, motivation 

for learning is high and willingness to transfer such learning to workplace activities is 

demonstrated. 

In exploring skill developments and its deployment trajectory especially as part of at-

tempts to empirically explain the theoretical construct of workplace contexts and rela-

tionship with workers perception of learning and outcome in NNPC, qualitative method 

has been adopted. For an in-depth understanding of the nature of the relationship between 

training and outcomes, direct observations and unstructured interviews methods were 

adopted. These were adopted in order to understand the specific type of skill development 

relevant for the oil industry in meeting the challenges of the competitive environment. In 

the evaluation, emphasis was placed on individuals’ perceptions of the current training 

provisions in the corporation.In relation to individual experience of learning programmes, 

the approach allowed an in-depth analysis of individuals’ perception, and attitudes to 

learning, their evaluation of contextual factors that facilitated or restricted learning. The 

“critical incident” technique was particularly useful in allowing the particular learners to 

“talk about their particular journey across this map; the skills acquired, how, when and 
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why they acquired them” (Elena 2001:332). In the attempt to enhance the depth and 

breadth of the research sample and in exploring deeply, the interaction between the indi-

vidual and the organisation, data were collected pertaining to the organisation’s training 

programme through my discussion with the GM (Group Learning Department), and from 

the organisation records and material pertaining to training. 

NNPC provides a good example of oil industry which has undergone a process of restruc-

turing, and that of its work processes in response to the challenges of its operating envi-

ronment and the product market, and which consequently required appropriate respon-

siveness to these expectations. This has entailed a great need for training and learning for 

the workforce. A significant challenge to the corporation in the context of these impera-

tives of production process remained central to the issues of training and skill develop-

ment. Behind the introduction of various multi-level skill development programmes at 

NNPC had been the normative assumption that by transferring learning and self-

development to the individuals, they would be better placed to positively respond to chal-

lenges facing the oil industry (GLD, Training Policies and Practices). 

6.6.Workplace Learning and Development in NNPC: re-inserting the 
Context 

A considerable body of research work has been provided on contextual factors which 

influenced work organisations to embark upon training programme for their workforce. 

For instance, Hayton et al (1996) argues that certain circumstances induced firms to pro-

vide training. According to him, these included; firms’ acquisition of new process tech-

nology, competitiveness within the industry itself and the level of workforce skill for-

mation. In a more refined approach, Billett (2001) puts workplace learning environment 

as significant in determining employees’ and employers’ learning relations. According to 

Billett (2001) workers need to be given the opportunity to learn (which normatively, 

NNPC gives), and much depends on the workers’ willingness to learn and put it into ef-

fective practices. Positive contextual factors are referred to as ‘affordances,” while work-

ers’ willingness to take up the opportunities  is described as “engagement” (Billett 

2001).In other words, when a workplace has developed a motivating learning culture, 
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there tends to be symmetry between the two relationships. And where there is such a bal-

ance, the aspirations to learn and put learning into effective use seem unproblematic to 

both management and the workers. Central to this empirical evaluation, therefore, was to 

examine the interplay between the two relationships; of what drove the decisions both for 

the management and the workers. A significant characteristic and dimension to learning 

in the oil industry as noted by Sternberg et al (2000) is the experiential nature of the 

learning process and its transfer. In the workplace of the oil industry, the complex socio-

technical dimensions of process of production make the learning and utilization of skills 

an “experiential” one. Elaborating on the experiential dimensions of learning, Dewey in 

Schon (1987) notes that the learner has to see for himself, and that right kind of guiding 

on the “shopfloor” will help him to “see” what he needs to “see”. 

Utilizing this insight and construct inmy evaluation, and given the nature of work process 

in the refinery, the structure of learning and training programme of the corporation, learn-

ing and skill transfer remained essentially an experiential type characterised by coaching, 

mentoring and “do it yourself” in the process plants. This empirical analysis is therefore 

concerned with examining how these dimensions were played out during the long career 

path of the workers in the corporation. Indeed, various learning and training programmes 

of the corporation namely; the Graduate Trainees’ Induction, Induction programme for 

Experienced Hires, Foundation Leadership Development Programme (FLDP), Senior 

Officers’ Transition programme (SOTP) and the Chief Officers’ Management Develop-

ment Programme (COMDP) were all designed to enhance skill development for “seam-

less transition” from one stage to another in the career progressions of all categories of 

workers in the NNPC. The central idea behind the programme had been to identify and 

emphasis the “critical dimensions” of skill transition needs, across levels in the trajectory 

of workers career advancement while on the job. The refinery’s oil process and produc-

tion unit referred to as Process Plants, remains the point of and evaluation of skill and 

experiential learning development for this study. It was here that the practical skills ac-

quired had to match the emerging challenges of work process required for effective per-

formance. 
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From the level of entrance as fresh graduate trainee into the corporation and subsequent 

deployment to the refinery (after the one month Graduate Trainee Induction; designed to 

enhance the trainee’s “personal effectiveness” and overview of the corporation, general-

ly), he was expected to begin a gradual, almost smooth transition from trainee to compe-

tent plant operator. Through experiential learning, the trainee operator internalised the 

complex systems of skills, knowledge and practical understanding needed to function as 

plant operations officer. It was at the plant process level that these details were gradually 

impacted in the trainee. 

With different educational background but typically in the technical and engineering, the 

fresh “entrants” started their career journey into “person in charge” through experiential 

learning. While safety wasa primary concern in the process plants, the dimensions of 

coaching were expected to reflect on improved performance as he “progressed” in the 

process plant. The process plant trainee obtained specific instructions and guides on the 

processes of the plant operations.  

As stated earlier, the intent of this section of the study is to evaluate workers’ own orien-

tation and responses to skill development and experiential learning processes at the plant 

process production level of the refinery. The methodology was largely in-depth unstruc-

tured interview and direct observation with Plant Operators and Trainee Process Opera-

tors in the process plants. Specifically, ten (10) of the fresh graduates transiting into the 

skill learning “experiential” stage of the process operation were in the plant. As Plant 

Operators-in-training, they gradually acquired “on-the-ground” skill and understanding 

required to be expertise. They were interviewed in detail to know about their personal 

skill development trajectories that had come to impact on their perceptions of the experi-

ential learning process and work performance. 

This was, however, done against the background of information provided by the Plant 

Supervisors and Superintendent on what were referred to as “key-skill” transition points 

needed by the plant process operators. The nature of my empirical observation gradually 

moved into unstructured, but in-depth interviews with the Plant Operators-the mentors for 

the trainees. My interview of the sampling frame that comprised Plant Operators who had 
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made the successful transition from graduate trainees to competent plant operators relied 

on sourcing a diverse range of information on their experiential knowledge as they 

moved along the skill transition processes of the plant operations. Workers’ narratives 

and story lines relating to their experiential knowledge appeared consistent and uniform; 

reflecting a clear expectation of the corporation’s patterns of skill formation in the fulfil-

ment of their career goals on the one hand, and improved performance in the corporation, 

on the other. The consensus, therefore, seemed to be a smooth skill progression from 

graduate trainees to process Plant Operators. Concern about how to make a successful 

learning process and fulfil expectations were therefore consistent across the views ex-

pressed by the Plant Operators. The workplace learning interactions between the learners 

and the trainers in the operating plant rests largely on the need for “safety”, and keeping 

“process flow” going. In the refinery, the skills for process flow involved responding to 

problems, maintenance, and fixing of equipment. In order to keep process flow going, 

both the learner and trainer must remain vigilant. 

As noted in the preceding discussion, plant process operation was carried out in team-

work; a team typically comprised 3-4 trainee plant operators in addition to the “old 

hands” - led by a team leader. In this way, the trainee plant operators learn from both the 

team leader who served as coach, and “old hands” within the team. Through the informal 

“coaching” of the multi-skilled team leaders, the trainee plant operators routinely learned 

maintenance and repair works while process flow was going on. 

Thus, the learning paths along which process plant skills  were acquired  were character-

ised by both points of “formality” and “informality” through which the technical compe-

tencies  were achieved. Combined with technical competence development in the learn-

ing process in the plant  was the trainee’s attitude and aptitude. Indeed, as noted by one of 

the team leaders who also acted as trainer to the newly deployed graduate trainee, “atti-

tude to process operations system is fundamental in the refinery.” In addition to master-

ing the technical side, the work environment also required them to be safety conscious. In 

other words attitude to basic safety operations requirement underpinned technical skills. 

According to the trainer, they must have what is referred to as “consequence imagina-

tions” – a kind of aptitude, alertness with their ears, eyes and voices while in the process 
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operating plant.” Combined with this, they must be able to ask questions, have common 

sense, and problem-solving attitudes. 

Also, as noted by the Plant Superintendent, “here, people must equally develop, in line 

with the technology of production, hence we give them the opportunity through coaching 

to contribute in the process operations, and have a say on how things go on in the plant.” 

Attitudes and vigilance are genuinely required for plant operators to be able to work in 

such hazardous environment. The learning process in the plant required trainees to carry 

on with the daily routine of the plant operations with the technical side of it, as well as 

the ability to have “a questioning frame of mind.” They were given opportunity to confi-

dently experiment with little problem-solving challenges. While they are expected to be 

team-players, and learn with the team, they were equally expected to be “capable loners”, 

who  were ready to learn alone even after mastering the routine operations. 

Both the Plant Superintendent and the coaching team leader were frank in emphasising 

the importance of safety attitudes and vigilance. This implies that, technical skills become 

a straightforward thing if it is adequately combined with right personal attributes such as 

pro-active thinking and observations. When asked about his experience as a learner in the 

process plant, one of the trainees remarked “daily, there are challenges here, and one 

keeps learning everyday.” Indeed, it was often stressed to the trainees, the importance of 

“zero-tolerance” to unsafe personal dispositions in the plant operations, and, therefore, 

they must always give their best in terms of attitude and attributes to safety and precau-

tions. Transition from graduate trainee into Plant Process Operator was characterised by 

mentoring, with skill and knowledge acquired through the “eyes” and “movement” from 

the team leaders and the Supervisors in the process plant. The process therefore constitut-

ed gradual but steady identifiable “skills points”, required to effectively function as Plant 

Process Operator. Even though the graduate trainee that had successfully transited to Pro-

cess Operator remained in the plants and could be shifted from one plant process area to 

another, he  was expected to carry with him the well-defined set of right attitudes and 

attributes, combined with the technical skills. However, parts of the significant compo-

nents of learning process in the plant were also the skills dimensions expected to be ac-
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quired from the Control Room. Indeed, as remarked by the Supervisor, a skilled Process 

Operator must have a detailed technical understanding of the Control Room operation. 

The implication of this remark is that for a Plant Process Operator to function effectively, 

he still needs to go through the training as regards workings in the Control Room. This is 

because as Plant Operator, he needs to maintain “effective co-ordination” and balanced 

understanding of the information and responses from the Control Room regarding the 

“functioning system” and state of the plants. Learning the vital points of control room 

labour process could therefore be regarded as the next, but equally important transition 

point for the learning Plant Operator. Essentially, Control Room transition is understood 

as a move from physically working with the equipment outside, with working inside on 

the monitoring panels of the computers. As remarked by the Control Room Operator 

(whose status is also that of team leader), “the control panel is a big complex machine 

which represents the entire picture and “inner workings” of process operations.” Here, the 

trainee plant operator came to know the complex relations between the process plants and 

the Control Room. 

In the Control Room, the trainee Process Operator was expected to know from the control 

board “when something doesn’t go right – this they can tell by seeing the malfunctioning 

on the panel.” The control room is referred to as the “living, breathing organism of the 

plant equipment.” It therefore represents an essential stage in the long process of on-the-

job learning for the trainee operator. Though, as noted by the Supervisor “it might take an 

average of 3-4 years for a trainee Process Operator to become sufficiently knowledgeable 

to step into the practical simulation of the control room.” This is because, as a Process 

Operator, plant operation technical experience is brought in, to be able to read signals on 

the computer screen. The “visual simulation” of the control and monitoring panels reveal 

the real happening and functioning of the operating equipment. It provides a sense of 

what is happening as fluids flow through the pipe and valves. 

In the words of the Control Room Operator who also served as trainer for the graduate 

trainee Operators, “anybody could be trained on how to respond to flashing lights and 

warning alarms, but the Process Operators need to bring into the control room a “feel”, 
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the “smell”, and an awareness of not just what is happening in the plant, but also why it is 

happening.” They bring in, this practical “operations knowledge” from the plant opera-

tion. Thus, the important transition points for the trainee Plant Process Operators became 

a meaningful and gradual integration into the “insights” and competence of both plant 

operations and control room. 

In view of the above description of dimension of on-the-job training in the refinery, it 

needs to be pointed out that the many challenges facing NNPC as oil industry continue to 

compel the corporation to reassess its skill development programmes. In line with the 

Corporation’s Learning and Skills Assessment Programme (Group Learning Depart-

ment), there is a corporate wide training package as a valuable source of competency 

standards for all the subsidiaries and refineries. This is to serve as industry’s wide stand-

ards when it comes to competency and skill developments for the Process Operators. In 

other words, with this training package for all the units, a trained Plant Operator can be 

transferred and expected to function effectively in any of the process plants or refineries 

of the corporation. As such, the skill profile of the trainee is to be multi-skilled. The 

trainees were, therefore, not just being trained as “process operators” but as “process 

technicians” with a combination of electrical and instrument skills, in addition to process 

knowledge. With the complex dimension of process technology, multi-skilled production 

workforce is increasingly required in the refinery. 

In this complex context of continuous process technology that characterises the oil indus-

try, the trainee Operators enthused an experience of being relevant in a challenging work 

environment of the plant processes and the control room, “I think the challenges and op-

portunity are very good, to work in such company”, remarked  one of the Trainees. While 

the training environment requires a workforce that is enthusiastic and curious about 

knowing the diverse and complex dimensions, this was buttressed by the culture of train-

ing and supervision, earlier referred to as “enabling environment”, in which training op-

erators are ready to utilize and transfer knowledge acquired. One of the trainee operators 

enthused further, “with my 6th month in the Plant, I think am able to work anywhere in 

the refinery”. 
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In what could be interpreted as comment on learning or training culture of the NNPC the 

Superintendent remarked “we want people who ask questions, people who want to learn.” 

The trainees themselves expressed willingness to know, and be engaged with the chal-

lenges of the process operation. Trainee Operators were ready to take up the opportunity 

and challenges of the learning programme for their transition into skilled operator in the 

refinery. It became obvious, therefore, that, there existed an “alignment” between the 

normative training programme “affordness” and fulfilment of workers’ personal and ca-

reer goals “engagement” in the refinery. 

Arguably within the oil industry in Nigeria, NNPC remains exemplary in terms of scope 

of learning programme and platforms for delivering learning program to its workforce. 

As indicated above, learning “ingredients” are delivered across all categories of the work-

force in the corporation. Indeed, evaluation of plant process workers’ experiences for 

being able to progress  from graduate trainee to process operator demonstrates clearly 

how well articulated training programme was encapsulated in the institutional structure 

and processes and co-ordinated by the Group Learning Department. Learning and devel-

opment programmes are both of informal and formal processes, channelled at meeting the 

clear goals of the corporation. It is a process that has remained experiential, embodied 

and carried out through the various informal mechanisms; Graduate Trainee Induction, 

Workplace Coaching and Supervision, on-the-job training, mentoring and regular rein-

forcement. 

Trainees’ own stories behind the diverse experiential dimensions of learning process il-

lustrate their experiences as they progressed from one “learning point” to another in the 

context of workplace learning in the refinery. One trainee in the process plant remarked 

as follows “for the first four months in the refinery after the official trainee induction, we 

did a lot of learning from instrumentation to boiler making, then we moved to floating, 

production, and valve fixing, we were also put through a lot of fire training and teamwork 

activities.” 

Another trainee remarked, “Most of the learning we obtain here is through observing and 

following our team leaders around, and then we get small opportunities to fix things our-
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selves, through this we get used to the routines of the process plant by looking at the 

gauges ourselves.” This essentially illustrated the fact that learning processes in the pro-

cess plant operation for the Operators  was characterised by both informal and effective 

interactions between the learner and the coaching Supervisors and team leaders. In line 

with the peculiarity of the refinery’s work environment, the trainee operators needed to 

observe first, and then utilize opportunities to do it themselves. As one of them remarked, 

“Here we are given opportunities to move around and learn through the daily routines of 

the process flows.” 

In the Process Plant, for learning to take place, there was an informal mentoring system 

characterised largely by “look-listen-hear-feel skills,” where the learners were expected 

to acquire and demonstrate the learning points naturally. The team leaders and Supervisor 

would also come in to assist in building the strength of the learning operators. By build-

ing on the strength and potential of the learner, the mentoring system emphasised the 

important dimensions of skill development processes for Operators. Very important to the 

competence-based skill development of mentoring system of learning in the plants was 

the “Safety-based behaviour” expected of the Operators. These safety attitudes and be-

haviourwere built in as part of training elements surrounding work processes, such as 

ability to identify leaks, carrying out cleaning and turning the valves. 

In observing workers’ experience in the context of learning situations generally, there 

appeared to be a balance between the driving agenda of training expectations and the per-

sonal career interests of the Process Operator. The nature of the experiential learning im-

proved the skills needs of the trainees. As indicative of the evidence of trainee experienc-

es, the training programmes, were found to be stimulating and challenging by the train-

ees. And since they found the training situations “positive”, improvement in their compe-

tence and skill seemed to be reflected in their ability to meet the challenges of the process 

plant. The trainee plant operators were curious to find out about new activities, and 

demonstrated confidence to face daily operating activities and safety issues. It was, there-

fore, demonstrated by the Plant Operators that the workplace learning activities in the 

plant operations gave the right “experiential learning”; an integration that underpinned 

knowledge and active practice in the process plant. 
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In these illustrations, the trajectories of learning experiences of the trainees have been 

those of eager learners; a willingness to acquire additional skills not only for personal 

fulfilment, but also for building a robust skill composition needed in the oil industry. 

Thus, being eager to learn in such a stimulating and experiential learning environment re-

validates corporate normative expectations from the “new” entrants. In this instance, 

Management’s expectations and roles, in providing learning environment combined with 

the eagerness and personal goals of the new entrants. This is quite understandable, and in 

place, given the fact that the trainees were fresh graduates from the Universities, who 

certainly found it a rare opportunity to work in such an organisation. 

It is perhaps instructive to note, therefore, that the trainee plant operators were motivated 

not just by the desire to pass through the skill points, but  we observed  their excitement 

to be competent, skilled and be more knowledgeable about all aspects of the process op-

eration. While the perceptions and experiences of the Plant Operators and the Trainees 

might not totally unpack their experiences in the course of my interviews with them, the 

immense range of potentialities of skills and competencies learned were experientially 

demonstrated in the plant. This observation also showed how “affordances” of the learn-

ing environment became a learning situation for opportunity to probe and be inquisitive 

about the general operations in the refinery. In the plant, such learning situations were 

observed to be characterised by the following; opportunities for exposure to dimensions 

of the process flow as defined by the type of technology of production in the refinery; 

need for skill and competence flexibility for team work; exposure to challenges that ac-

companied these changes; opportunity to develop skills and competency as professionals 

and individual Plant Process Operators; and experience of support and encouragement by 

the trainers. As peculiarly the case in the oil industry, individual employees’ qualification 

on entry needs to be reinforced by workplace experiential learning that  he obtained in the 

plant process learning environment. It is expected that such a hands-on competence de-

velopment programme makes the plant process operator to be fit and flexible on the job. 

The descriptions of workers’ own experience as contained in this section of empirical 

observations and comments of Plant Process Operators has shown how the trainee opera-

tors were encouraged to develop competency-based knowledge across the technical skill 
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points of their skill formation trajectory in the refinery. The “grades” or “skill points” 

gone through by the Plant Operators in their learning processes demonstrated the im-

portant implications of “on-the-ground” learning for them, to fit into the industry. As a 

practice, NNPC relies on two main sources to maintain its skill formation for plant opera-

tors; graduates from tertiary institutions, specifically those with engineering background 

as graduate trainees for the plant process operations, and the specialised training courses 

in a wide variety of professional and operational areas for its “old hands”. Many of these 

professional, operational and supervising skills development courses are through in-house 

and consultancy training arrangements such as COMDP. 

As noted by the GM,(Group Learning Department), “in recent years, there have been 

limited recruitment, and thus emphasis is now placed on Crafts and Trades Apprentice-

ship programme in the organisation.” From its in-house consultancy services, such as 

those organised by the Group Learning Department and the Total Quality Control De-

partment, the corporation has been providing comprehensive in-house training and learn-

ing programmes. In addition, NNPC continuously sends senior officers overseas for train-

ing, and to attend courses by the GM further remarked(Group Learning Department), “an 

important dimension of skill formation programme in NNPC is its emphasis on learners 

acquiring expertise and in-depth knowledge through experience.” According to him, “this 

is particularly reinforced by the tertiary educational background of the qualified new en-

trants.” In other words, once a person is recruited, training becomes cumulative and pro-

gressive experiential process in the corporation. Just like any other oil company, the ex-

periential learning depends very much on attitude and behavioural attributes of the trainee 

that is,  his readiness to learn for himself through problem-solving disposition in the pro-

cess plant. In other words, willingness to face challenges through the deployment of ex-

perience and learning remains the hallmark of the corporation learning programmes. 

6.7. Workplace Learning in NNPC: a Conceptual Re-Evaluation 

Workplace learning has long remained the process and mechanisms through which 

knowledge and skill needed for workers’ effective performance was achieved in work 

organisations. It has long been identified through which mechanisms knowledge is ob-
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tained, created and transferred in the workplace (Lave and Wenger 1991). Indeed, 

Wenger et al (1998) whose  contribution to the understanding of workplace learning as 

effective means for knowledge transfer remains influential as contained in the “communi-

ties of practice” model for analysing workplace learning. Thus, in much of management 

literature and practices, communities of practice models continue to gain attention for 

understanding modern workplace learning process. The diverse patterns and institutional 

process of workplace learning as “situated learning” are underpinned and explained 

through the conceptual lens of (COP). Indeed, in a more implicit way, the on-going learn-

ing and training processes encapsulated in the Group Learning’s programme of NNPC 

are based on (COP) model. In other words, the wider tradition and patterns of workplace 

learning in NNPC as contained in the preceding discussion are consistent with Lave and 

Wenger’s (1991, 1998) account of “situated learning” as conceptualised in the “Commu-

nity of Practice” model. Within the “COP” model, learning process is conceptualised as 

“social learning in which the individual members learn by participating in shared activi-

ty” (Stephen Fox 2000:853). Learning, conceptualised in its “social” and “situated” con-

text is expected to develop employee learners in the multiple dimensions of shared objec-

tives and goals of the workplace. Emphasis of COP model as an approach to understand-

ing “situated learning” has typically been on group or team interactive learning process in 

a work setting” (Hutchins 1993 cited in Fox 2000:854). 

As observed by Lave and Wenger (1991), “situated learning” draws our attention to 

“learning that takes place in everyday life, including the workplace in which such learn-

ing is tied to on-going activities and practices, and these are done by communities of 

people through social interaction” (Stephen Fox 2000:854). In their empirical illustrations 

from workplaces they studied, Wenger et al (1991) explained that a central feature of 

situated learning was the involvement of a group of people-learners and mentors in 

shared practices of the workplace. Essentially, according to Wenger and Lave (1991), 

“situated learning” needs to be characterised by “triadic” group relations; between “mas-

ters” or old-timer (Supervisor), the newcomer (Trainee) and the Management. In this con-

text of learning, the newcomer must “learn from the old-timers, but must also feel chal-

lenged by making a contribution to the work of the group, typically by doing simple, rou-

tine aspects of the work practices” (Stephen Fox 2000:855). The “new comer” must par-
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ticipate in a practice or set of practices of the workplace his immediate contribution, 

therefore, makes him a “legitimate member of the community” (Stephen Fox 2000:855). 

This type of participation of the young learners, Lave and Wenger (1991 cited in Stephen 

Fox 2000:855) refer to as “legitimate peripheral participation.” However, as the learner 

gains more understanding of the work practices through effective participation, his “legit-

imacy increases within the group: socially and experientially, and he moves toward the 

centre of the group” (Stephen Fox 2000:855). Consequently he identifies more in terms 

of “personality” and “competencies” within the community of practice of the workplace. 

While much of Lave and Wengers accounts and empirical illustrations, is drawn from 

their case studies, the type of situated learning’, contextual features and characteristics of 

the organisation of my study may  strain Wenger et al’s model a little bit. However, the 

central features of “situated learning” at NNPC draw in largely the numerous illustrations 

typified in their analysis and conceptualisation of COP. 

In a later elaboration on the concept of communities of practices, Wenger (1998) explains 

that ‘within COP, meaning is negotiated through the process of participation of the learn-

er” (cited in Roberts 2006:624). In other words, for the Plant Operator (learner), COP 

represents places of negotiation where learning, meaning and identity (Wenger 1998) are 

enacted. Wenger in this elaboration, identifies three dimensions of relation through which 

practices reinforce “coherence of a community”; “mutual engagements – here both learn-

ers and masters as members interact with one another, establishing norms and relation-

ships; through this relationship members are bound together by an understanding of joint 

enterprise; and thirdly over some period of time, a shared repertoire of communal re-

sources for corporate cultures, normative values continue to cement their relation-

ships”(cited in Roberts 2006:624). Furthermore to Wenger (2000), learners’ engagement 

is achieved through doing things together in the “community”. 

While Wenger’s (2000) characterisation may not adequately depict the on-going situated 

learning process at NNPC, if one takes into cognizance the structured- “fragmented” 

practices of different layers of training and development, as indicated above that take care  

of occupational groups for skills formation in the corporation. Nevertheless, some of the 

central features of “communities of practices” model resonate in our evaluations. For 
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instance, Management as a dominant player within the structure of learning and devel-

opment in NNPC has a role to support the “legitimate practices” and learning needs of 

the various “fragmented units,” and also has to encourage alignment of interests and prac-

tices between or among the “communities” represented by occupational groups in the 

corporation. This, Management does by providing the conducive learning environment 

and motivation. Management at NNPC develops and leverages the various conceptual 

elements of COP to enhance the strategic advantage of the corporation through its sup-

port and alignment of situated learning in the Refinery. Through the existing institutional 

framework and practices of learning programmes, Management at NNPC increasingly 

engages in the development of its knowledge building capacities, through the “communi-

ties of practices” within which the diverse forms of “situated learning” programmes are 

embodied. 

However, a growing number of studies within the labour process strands have emerged to 

criticise and expose the limitations of COP model in the evaluation and conceptualisation 

of learning in the workplace. Thus, in discussing the limitation of COP model, as enunci-

ated in Wenger (2000), Brown and Duguid (1991) argue that we should view organisa-

tions as “community of communities of practice”, in which “each of the sub-communities 

recruits their “newcomers” who learn from “old-timers” within the sub-communities, and 

thereby socially reproduce the units”(cited in Stephen Fox 2000:856) with their distinct 

orientations and shared values. The import of this argument for the purpose of our under-

standing, therefore, is that, in NNPC, the existence of different occupational groups with 

different levels of skills formation and shared social relations that go with it makes a de-

terministic understanding of “COP” model a problematic one. Making a forceful argu-

ment on this, Fox (2000:856) argues that “one of the dilemmas of contemporary sub-

communities within the larger COP is the issue of power conflict.” In other words, as 

learning and training practices evolved, partly through the agency of the members of a 

group, “such practices and shared values behind it may not easily cut across into the other 

sub-communities”(Fox 2000:856). This implies that, what is “sacrosanct” in terms of 

learning needs for one occupational group may not hold any meaning to the other group 

within the same community. According to Fox, (2000:856), “different masters may com-

pete with each other in leading the way to the future” of the organisation. The presence of 
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“contradictions, continuity and displacements, alignment and re-alignments may be in 

essence embedded features of contemporary sub-communities within the larger COP” 

(Fox 2000:856). Thus, COP, as originally argued by Wenger (1991, 1998) becomes a less 

homogeneous concept in understanding workplace organisational learning. 

A more vigorous critique of Wenger (COP) model is found in the work of Willmott and 

Contu (2003). Also, a more detailed evaluation of purchase of COP model in the context 

of “methodological and theoretical remit of Foucault’s analysis” has been offered by 

Richard Edwards and Nicholl (2004:159) for the understanding of implications of work-

place learning to individual employees. According to Edward and Nicholl (2004) the “to-

talizing discourse” surrounding COP and normative assumptions behind workplace learn-

ing did not give space for the actors involved to manifest their “performitivity,” and the 

“deterministic” trajectory of situated learning did not account for “actor-networks” evi-

dence. According to Edwards and Nicholl (2004:160), our analysis needs to situate the 

discussion of workplace learning within the wider trajectory of “changing practices of 

workplace governing, and the embedded different forms of workers’ subjectivity in form 

of actor-networks outcome”. 

Thus, a reconceptualisation of discourses surrounding learning programme and the insti-

tutional norms that promote it in the context of Willmott and Contu (2003), and Edwards 

and Nicholl (2004) provide alternative lines of conceptual understanding of the embed-

dings of power relations within “situated learning” practices. Each of these authors’ con-

tribution is therefore evaluated in turn, in this part of the Chapter. 

Situated in Willmott and Contu (2003) analysis is an understanding of power relations in 

the dynamics of communities of practices as critical to a full conceptualisation of dimen-

sions of knowledge creation as embedded character of situated learning. In a similar vein, 

Roberts (2006:627) argues that though Wenger et al (1991) do give recognition to the 

importance of power in shaping the “legitimacy of peripheral and participation of em-

ployees, their analysis fails to explore and account for the implications of power relations 

and practices in COP”. To Marshall and Rollinson (2004 cited in Roberts 2006:627), 

Wenger’s (1991) account of negotiation of meaning and shared relations is essentially 
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“quiescent and consensual, while in reality such shared activities are plagued by misun-

derstanding and disagreements” (Roberts 2006: 627). Also, Yanow (2004 cited Roberts 

2006:627) reconnects the relations between power and knowledge, particularly expert 

knowledge in the COP dynamics. According to Yanow (2004), though acquired 

knowledge of workers in a situated learning situation may be recognised in a context of 

strategy formation and practices, “expert knowledge in the form of consultancy” may 

take precedence over the local knowledge of the trained employees. Drawing on Fou-

cault’s conceptualisation, Blackler and McDonald (2000 in Roberts 2006:627) note that 

“mastery, collective learning and the dynamics of power therein are inseparable.” Making 

reference to Foucault (1979) they note “there is no power relation without the correlative 

constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose at the 

same time power relations”(in Roberts 2006:627). 

Utilizing the enhanced theoretical perspective as contained in Foucault’s Actor Network 

Theory (ANT), Fox (2000 cited in Roberts 2006:627) “provides a useful critique of pow-

er relations within COP”. Also, Edwards and Nicholl (2004:161) utilize the work of Fou-

cault and (ANT) in the understanding of “discipline and governmentality” as central 

character of workplace learning. From ANT, according to Fox (2000) “learning is seen as 

an outcome of a process of local struggle and the particular struggle is multi-faceted in-

volving the self as (subject) acting upon itself, as well upon others and upon the material 

world”(in Roberts 2006:627). 

In the attempt to reconceptualise what situated learning implied to workers Willmott and 

Contu (2003:1) show how managements have “utilized media of learning as power to 

harness communities of practice to the fulfilment of corporate objectives.”  According to 

Willmott and Contu (2003) workplace learning process must be understood and analysed 

in its embeddedeness with institutionalised power relations. Taking issue with the ortho-

dox understanding of situated learning as “vehicle for revitalizing the understanding of, 

and prescriptions for how knowledge is developed and organised within workplaces” 

Willmott and Contu (2003:3) argue for alternative re-conceptualisation of embeddedness 

of power relations in organisational learning process. In the workplace learning practices, 

“exercise of power and its control are integral part and not external to it,” (Willmott and 



216 

Contu 2003: 3). Challenging the understanding of COP as “locales of learning and 

knowledge management, and as a medium and technology for consensus and stability 

building” Willmott and Contu (2003:3) argue that the asymmetrical power relations em-

bedded in it, reveal it as practices that consolidate the legitimate peripheral participation. 

However, as observed by them, the practical and empirical demonstrations of situated 

learning may appear benefiting the workers, it is this very “subjective dimension” that 

obscures its power dimensions. Essentially, the “selectivity of interests” as benefiting, 

inherent in situated learning (Lave and Wengers 1991) “underdeveloped a radical con-

ception of the power-invested tendencies in situated learning” (Willmott and Contu 

2003:4). Therefore, a sustained attentiveness and re-conceptualisation of the theory of 

“situated learning” and COP in workplace learning open up for critical understanding, the 

“broader social process implications of workplace learning” (Willmott and Contu 

2003:4). To be able to understand how this social process of work relations reflect the 

power dimensions, therefore, our empirical and theoretical tool must refocus on the 

“lived in” – its embeddedness with its historical and cultural dimensions i.e. how it serves 

as “self-generative qualities” in the social relations of work,”(Willmott and Contul 

2003:5). 

In other words, if the understanding of workplace learning as contained in situated learn-

ing thesis is to be re-conceptualised, as embodied activity “involving acquisition, mainte-

nance and transformation of knowledge, for the purpose of transforming the self and the 

organisation” (Willmott and Contu 2003:5) then our evaluation of organisational learning 

at NNPC necessarily needs to re-insert this strand from labour process perspective where 

“practices” within the complex web of social relations must account for the unequal pow-

er relations. In Willmott and Contus’s evaluation, “hegemony over resources (including 

learning) of legitimacy and participation are inherent in the shaping of legitimacy and the 

peripherally of participation” (Willmott et al 2003:8). Resources in this context are inter-

preted to mean “shared activities” and “opportunities” that are embodied in the “practic-

es” of shared learning, and which consequently shape the power-relations. And it is this 

dynamics of power relations that “mediate the acquisition, maintenance and transfor-

mation of meanings, including what is legitimate” (Wilmott et al 2003:8). In the context 

of power relations and its interplay, between the learners and the mentor, in terms of 
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shared activities and practices, power “enables or constrains access to re-

sources”(Willmott and Contu 2003:8)that consequently shape the “peripherality” or “cen-

trality” of positions. 

In essence, the “conflictual character” of relations of production of the advanced capital-

ist mode of production and its ensuing “hegemonic” managerial practices are reproduced 

in the “practices” that characterised situated learning of workplaces. And it is this con-

flictual dimensions of the structural characteristics of social processes of communities of 

practices in which power and control are embedded that portend implications for work-

ers’ experiences and positions in the workplace learning and the relations of work gener-

ally (Willmott andContu 2003). To Willmott and Contu (2003), therefore, an analysis of 

learning that incorporated an appreciation of the hegemony over resources of learning, 

and within which “unequal relations of power” are embodied provide a deep analytical 

understanding of inherent conflictual characteristics of sub-communities within the 

communities of practice. 

“Community” as conceptualised in the perspective of situated learning in the modern 

workplaces implies “coherence and consensus” in harmonizing relationships of the 

shared benefits of all (Willmott and Contu 2003). However, as argued by Willmott and 

Contu (2003:12) such tendencies in assumption tend to “gloss over the inevitable dynam-

ics of processes of formation and reproduction of unequal relations of production.” In 

other words, instead of focusing on centrality of communities and its derivatives of con-

sensus and coherence that are assumed a priori, analytic focus should be on “practices 

located in different space-time contexts, coloured by diverse perceptions and thoughts of 

actors in the social relations of production” (Willmott and Contu 2003:12). It is in this 

multiplicity of practices located within the sub-communities (occupational groups) and 

layers that conflict and power dynamics are “generated and sustained”. In other words, 

“the historicity of learning in its embeddeness” (Willmott and Contu 2003:12) and other 

workplace practices may not “universally” generate shared understanding and value con-

sensus for all actors, but inhered with tensions and contradictions. 
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A distinct analytical focus, according to Willmott and Contu (2003:13) should invite a 

“consideration of how learning processes in work organisation are embedded with rela-

tions of subordinate, and how this may potentially generate antagonism” between the 

learners and mentors.  It is this potential tension, covertly glossed over by “practices”, 

and constructed as a “sense of meaning” and “identity” for the Plant Operators. Our find-

ings and evaluations of learning programme at NNPC, particularly for the Process Plant 

Operators in the refinery can, therefore, be interpreted and cast against the backdrop of 

this conceptual remit of “power embeddedness” in the social process and practices of 

“situated learning” in the organisation. Plant workers’ own sense making, experiences 

and agentic relations within the communities of practices of situated learning in the refin-

ery are bounded and mediated by discourse and normative practice of “joint enterprise”, 

competent development and skill formation for the growth and improved performance of 

the corporation. Sensitivity to power relations of workplace learning provides an alterna-

tive analytical reading of situated learning and practices in the NNPC workplace learning 

programs. 

Utilizing the empirical evidence and analytical illustrations contained in Orr’s (1996) 

Talking About Machines, Willmott and Contu (2003) illustrate how collective learning 

process, as a type of situated learning is a terrain where the basic problems of power rela-

tions are evident. Thus, in our reconceptualisation of the assumptions of structural-

functionalist interpretation of “hegemonic” “consensual alignment” of worker (learners’) 

interests with Management’s objectives, we maintain that a critical understanding should 

invite “disentangling” managerial expectations from the covert tensions that are inhered. 

Such considerations point to the need of treating workplace learning as equally “political-

ly problematic” just like any other workplace labour process issues. Thus, an alternative 

approach towards understanding and evaluating workplace learning should involve a re-

appraisal of situated learning practices within the spaces provided by embedded power 

relations for the formation of identity and agentic articulation of workers, mediated 

through the logic of “communities of practice”. Indeed, it is in the demonstrated practices 

of workplace learning that the institutional context and framework, underpinned by “fam-

ily ideologies”, as shaped by the subjective orientation of the workers are manifested. It is 

in this conservative understanding of situated learning which emerges in the communities 
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of practice that “become self-referential for all relevant knowledge and learning” (Wil-

mott and Contu 2003:24), in the workplace. However, a re-conceptualisation that goes 

beyond the functional-structuralist interpretation “radicalises” learning process as em-

beddedness of “tensions and consensus” in their delicate balance within the workplace. In 

this re-cast of conceptual approach, it is argued that, while the “consensual” may have 

been “seductively imbibed through normative value orientation of the “learning organisa-

tion” of the NNPC, the “conflictual” explains the inevitable asymmetry power relations. 

Such a radical conceptualisation gives consideration to how “homogeneous” assumptions 

behind learning programs are “hegemonically” conditioned (Willmott and Contu 

2003:24) through managerial practices. Management’s concern for enhanced perfor-

mance in the face of technological changes and product market challenges in the NNPC 

calls for effective monitoring of workplace learning of employees that are in tune with 

the mainstream situated learning model. Tied to the normative workplace learning and 

skill formations in the NNPC are the expectations that such situated learning will further 

secure workers’ participation and compliance through the evolving managerial practices 

such as teamworking and quality improvement programmes. By collapsing and conflat-

ing managerial agenda with individual employees’ subjective identity, through subtle 

hegemonic “practices”, workplace learning programmes become a “unified and consen-

sual’ (Willmott and Contu 2003:25) with minimal concern for dialectics it inevitably 

generates. In Wilmott and Contu’s summation (2003:27), the concept of situated learning 

demonstrated through institutional patterns of organisational learning programmes “is a 

complex notion, implicated in social structures” of the community of practices, and 

through which it reproduces itself. 

6.8 Trade Unions in the Context 

While much of the empirical evaluation and theoretical construct through which work-

place learning in NNPC was examined in the preceding section focused largely on work-

ers’ sense making, and indeed their “situatedness” in the power relations of organisation-

al learning, in what follows here, we shall be dwelling on Unions’ roles and situations in 

the institutional framework of workplace learning. The implications of workplace learn-

ing to trade unions and representational roles in the context of work process and changes 
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in the technology of production are evaluated. As observed by Dean Stroud and Fair-

brother (2008:1) “while workplace is increasingly becoming an important site for work-

ers to acquire skills and qualifications, thereby enhancing their employability”, unions 

seem to view workplace learning as additional “organisational objective, rather than a 

concern for core members interest and interests” (Harris 2000 in Dean Stroud and Fair-

brother 2008:1). In essence, in a context where workplace learning is promoted at institu-

tional level that seeks to enlist the joint collaboration between the management and un-

ions, “trade Unions operate on the periphery of workplace learning decisions” (Dean 

Stroud and Fairbrother 2008:1) with the implications that workplace learning remains the 

prerogative of the Management. In such circumstances, the bargaining position of Unions 

remains weak leaving the decisions of workplace learning to the “fulfilment” of work-

place needs of the corporation. 

In Stroud and Fairbrother’s (2006) earlier arguments on while this remains prevalent in 

an environment of work re-organisation, they note “the organisational and structural fea-

tures of a sector do indeed have a profound influence on the way workplace learning is 

organised” (in Dean and Fairbrother 2008:2). “It may count less, the strong general pres-

ence of the unions in the sector, where the entrenched concerns focus primarily on skill 

enhancement”(cited in Dean and Fairbrother 2008:2) for the survival of the organisations. 

Also, in a context where unions operate broadly as “service organisation” to members 

which in itself may be “historically determined”, workplace learning agenda therefore 

occupies “a narrowly defined” and secondary, in the unions’ representational activities 

(Dean and Fairbrother 2008). “Often the focus is on terms of pay and conditions includ-

ing job security, and not more on comprehensive issues of job development and alterna-

tives” (Bronfenbrenner et al 1998 cited in Dean Stroud and Fairbrother 2008:2). Whereas 

the concerns of Unions and Management “consensually” centre on improved productivity 

and quality products, under “situated learning” arrangements, Unions’ roles will narrowly 

focus on concrete involvement in defining the learning needs of the members (Dean and 

Fairbrother 2008). Consequently, tensions do arise on how to reconcile the Manage-

ment’s normative expectations, within this “social partnership” and, the ensuring asym-

metrical power relations that define the social process of learning and the representational 

roles of Unions in particular, as noted by Forrester and Payne (2000in Dean Stroud and 
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Fairbrother 2008:2).Unions do find it difficult to “reconcile “life-long” learning aspira-

tions of members with circumstance of needing to survive the employability conditions of 

the workplace”. 

Thus, trade unions’ representational roles of trying to engage with workplace learning 

programme in the context of “bargaining processes, social partnership and social dialogue 

are bound to be circumscribed by the situated unequal power relationship” (Forrester and 

Payne 2000 in Dean Stroud and Fairbrother 2008:2). And because their representational 

activities cannot go beyond bargaining related issues of terms and conditions of employ-

ment, they often adopt “limited servicing approaches to question workplace learning is-

sues” (Dean Stroud and Faibrother 2008:2). Traditionally, in NNPC unions’ roles and 

emphasis have been on negotiating and securing tangible results for members, while ac-

tive engagements on issues of workplace learning are left within the prerogative of the 

management. While analysts such as Mahnkopf (1991) have identified how unions’ adop-

tion of “skill-oriented” strategy in addition to “price-oriented” type may make additional 

efforts in combating skill-deficiency of members, thereby enhancing their skill profile for 

employability, the very context of situated learning that defines the practices and power 

relations portend implications and limit greater remits for unions. In other words, the con-

textual relationship defined by unequal power relations, makes workplace learning a ter-

rain defined by Management” (Dean Stroud and Fairbrother 2008:3). 

6.9. Conclusion 

This Chapter of the study has shown how developments and dimensions in the work pro-

cess and managerial practices in NNPC have resulted in specific responses from the 

Management in respect of skill formation and training needs. With changes in technology 

of production accompanied by normative concern for improved performance, there has 

been a renewed focus on recruitment and retention of a “credentialised” set of workers 

across the hierarchical and occupational groups, which also necessitated a more “ad-

vanced” training and learning programme for the graduate trainees, for instance, and for 

those in supervisory positions. The emerging types of different layers of occupational 

groups with different qualification and training backgrounds are associated with varying 
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degrees of “practices” of sub-communities  in communities for practices in the NNPC. 

Consequently, the prevailing “sector-based” training and practices in the corporation that 

take into consideration, orientation and expectations of the occupational groups also have 

implications for training and learning needs which the unions have to contest. In the pre-

vailing circumstance of the NNPC where training and development  are conceived with 

renewed emphasis, there will be limited but also “restricted” ways in which the unions 

will have to engage with workplace learning agenda. Operating challenges in NNPC con-

tinue to call for the need to up-grade skills of some members of the Plant Operators, 

while “new” graduate employees, with tertiary educational background readily and often 

benefit from learning programmes. The different levels and hierarchical layers of which 

occupational groups are formed, with different educational background were a conten-

tious issue for unions’ involvement in learning agenda in the corporation. In other words, 

the different skills-profiles and occupational identities of workers shaped by different 

educational and skill backgrounds established occupational boundaries thereby creating 

challenges for the two Branch unions in engaging with management on issues of training 

and workplace learning. This was recurrently made reference to by NUPENG Chairman, 

who never minced words on how the above have become areas of concern amongst his 

members in all the Branches. In NNPC, where Management’s prerogative predominates, 

even under the “social partnership” arrangement, Unions still find it difficult to “break 

in” in shaping training agenda in favour of these different occupational groups and identi-

ties. Also, where essentially, traditional methods and concern of Unions’ representation 

still focus on terms and conditions of employment for the different groups, serious en-

gagements with management on training issues might continue to occupy a secondary 

position. 
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Chapter 7 
Identity-Work and Interests Articulation in the Refinery 

7.1. Introduction 

As shown in Chapter 6, much attention was given to the experiences of the workers and 

their responses to the workplace managerial practices in the NNPC which have been con-

ceptualised through the diverse strands of labour process analysis. An attempt was made 

to concretely locate the diverse patterns of managerial discourse and practices within the-

se conceptual approaches. More specifically, critical interest within the labour process 

strand has been able to make insightful connections between labour process, workers’ 

experiences and management’s learning programmes. Also, understanding has been 

linked between management’s learning programme and “identity work” in the workplac-

es (Alvesson and Willmott 2002). In particular, the concept of identity work and its regu-

lation through managerial discourses and practices has offered a somewhat different un-

derstanding of management development programmes, and through which workers con-

struct and enact their workplace identity; thereby giving interpretations to the managerial 

and symbolic importance of management initiated training programmes (Gagnon, 2008). 

Utilized as an analytical tool, Collinson (2003:14), earlier developed the conceptual mod-

el of how employees enact their repertoire of selves,  that is, “conformist, dramaturgical 

and resistance selves”, in securing their identities in the workplace. According to Gagnon 

(2008:376), workplace or “management’s discourse mechanisms produce identity work 

as responses to dynamics of power relations in the organisations, in shaping workers’ 

sense of self and in relation to management’s development programmes.” Drawing on 

Collinson’s (2003) analytical tools, Gagnon (2008:376) proposes a Webberian type of 

identity regulation through management’s development programme. According to him 

workers’ self-identity in the context of training environment grows from “constant testing 

and competition within conditions of relative insecurity in the organisation, where sur-

vival depends on the outcome of the identity testing.” There is also the “benevolent” con-

text of training environment in shaping workers’ self-identity, “wherein monitoring and 
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surveillance could remain important” (Gagnon 2008:376), but in which prevailing work-

place conditions assure identity security for the workers. 

 

7.2 Identity-Work Construction: models for evaluation 

In the context of identity regulation and shaping, such as the learning situations and man-

agement development programmes, the micro-social processes are provided  through 

which participants enact “identity-form co-created through the discursive practices and 

expectations of the training programmes”(Gagnon 2008:376). Grounded in Collinson’s 

model of “selves”, Gagnon’s (2008) theoretical and empirical analysis is based on cate-

gories of conforming practices that emerge in the shaping of workers’ identity in the con-

text of managerial discursive programmes and practices of training. According to Gag-

non,  workers “work on self” through “confessional and introspective” identity shaping, 

and also through engaging in enacting “required self”, as a way of coping and conform-

ing to the discursive expectations(Gagnon 2008).  

The concern of post-structuralists labour process theorists, such as Collinson (2003), 

Fleming and Sewell (2002), Hogson (2005), Gagnon (2008), Alvesson and Willmott 

(2002) has been the process of identity formation and its regulation within the discursive 

framework of management’s training programme. Identified in their respective analyses  

they are concerned with the issues of how identities, subjectivities, or “selves” are con-

structed, monitored, regulated and resisted in the workplace, in the context of discursive 

practices such as culture change programmes, training and professionalism in “manage-

ment projects” (Gagnon 2008:376). 

As something different from mainstream managerial understanding of these practices and 

programmes, labour process analysts have developed critical and alternative themes for 

the interpretations of what workers’ identity and selves are under the training and change 

discourses. In their analysis they emphasized ambivalence and contradictions located in 

the self-constructions and experiences of the participant-employees involved in the learn-

ing programme were indeed emphasised in their analysis. As workers are simultaneously 



225 

being “pulled” and “pushed” by management’s rhetoric and discourse on offer, their 

“selves at work”  are formed within the ambivalences and contradictions thrown at them 

by management’s change programmes. In Alvesson and Dertez (2000cited in Gagnon 

2008:377) “selves at work or employee subjectivities are defined as feelings, values, self-

perception and cognition” shaped by the social process in the workplace. In the situation, 

self-identity is constructed by the micro-social process of management’s discursive prac-

tices in which the workers are situated. 

Conceptualised as both objects and subjects in the workplace, workers’ self-identity for-

mation is not, therefore, something determined passively through “external forces or 

structures, nor fully a self-controlling type, shaping the world around him” (Collinson 

2003, cited in Gagnon 2008:377). It is something shaped by the “interface” in which the 

worker  finds himself. Self-identity formations, therefore, like other issues within labour 

process understanding form part of “contested terrain” in contemporary workplaces. As a 

terrain for contest between the management and the worker himself, identity at workplace 

remains the “habitus” through which the management has been able to induce the pro-

cesses (rhetoric) for the construction of “acceptable selves” as a form of regulation. Such 

identity regulation and subjectivity is worked on by the management through “discourse 

mechanisms aimed at enjoining employees to construct certain self-images, aligned with 

management-defined objectives” (Gagnon 2008:377). Also, as noted by Alvesson and 

Willmott (2002), management’s regulation of identity is achieved through the “self-

positioning of employees within the managerially inspired discourse about work and, to 

which they are expected to be more committed” (cited in Gagnon 2008:377). Explaining 

this further, Deetz adds “modern work organisation is increasingly being pre-occupied 

with managing the insides – the hopes, fears and aspirations of workers, rather than their 

behaviours directly” (cited in Gagnon 2008:377). Other contributors, following Fou-

cault’s work also within the post-structuralists’ tradition stressed the power dimension of 

identity construction in the workplace. Prasad (2005), Kondo (1990), Lorbiecki (2007), 

and Gabriel (1999), have all  put emphasis on the impact of power in shaping the multiple 

forms of workers’ identity in the workplace, (cited by Gagnon 2008:377). For instance, 

Lorbiecki (2007) in his own rejection of Foucault’s “deterministic” reading of resistance 

as “being co-produced and therefore contiguous with, and immanent within power” 
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aligns his arguments with Gabriel(1999), that in “the ambiguity and ambivalence inherent 

in the process of identity construction, there are still unmanaged spaces, in which subjects 

counteract and shape the managerial image of self” (cited in Gagnon 2008:377). Central 

to identity work and its dimension in the workplace, therefore, are its “multiple” and 

“shifting character” engaged by the workers and influenced by the management’s regula-

tions in “forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening or revising the constructions that 

produce a sense of coherence and contradictions along line of continuous in the work 

organisation”(Alvesson and Willmott 2002 in Gagnon 2008:377).Thus, the process of 

identity work, its regulation and manifestation are “mutually reinforcing” and shaped by 

managerial discourses. Indeed as pointed out by Alvesson and Willmott (2002), through 

“self-positioning” of employees within managerially inspired discourses about work and 

organisation, managerial regulatory mechanisms are achieved. Such managerial regulato-

ry devices as noted by Alvesson and Willmott are “less obtrusive” yet more potent and 

“effective” in constructing and reconstructing workers’ identities in the workplace. And 

they manifest in diverse “cultural media” put in place by the management. 

However, while sounding a note of caution in assuming that such corporate cultural me-

dia designed to shape the orientation and identity of workers are all consuming and total-

ly dominating, Ezzamel and Willmott (1998 cited in Alvesson and Willmott 2002), urge 

analysts to be attentive to the consideration of expression of employee “resistance” and 

“subversive tendencies”. In other words, workers through their own agentic and active 

“identity–work” make the process of managerial regulation “precarious”, unpredictable 

and  contested.. Workers, therefore “are not passive consumers of managerially designed 

and designated identities” (Alvesson and Willmott 2002:621). While this is so regarding 

employeess’ agentic role, analysts still maintain that management’s identity regulation is 

significant. Indeed it remains one of the most important “modalities of organisational 

control” (Alvesson and Willmott 2002:621).Conceptualised as a new cultural mechanism, 

the intent is to produce employees who find meaning in corporate values. While they are 

expected to demonstrate and maintain their “autonomy”, they are equally expected to be 

“committed” to the process of continuous improvement in the organisation. For instance, 

in the NNPC the professionals and “competent managers” trained and inducted in the 
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management development programmes are expected to be “competent”, to take “respon-

sibility” towards achieving the objectives of the corporation. 

Within the mainstream managerial understanding, the concern for training and objective 

aspects of normative control with strong emphasis on competence development for cate-

gories of workers reflects managerial regulatory mechanism as a legitimated form of 

management. It is therefore, assumed that “resistance” and agentic opposition is a 

demonstration of poorly designed training structure and processes that can be modified 

through refinement of the structure and processes. While rejecting this positivist line of 

understanding, and the essentialist interpretations of these managerial practices, those 

analysts within interpretive and critical tradition of labour process analysis urge research-

ers to pay attention to the agentic dimensions that explain the “negotiated and often prob-

lematic status of the assumed shared meanings, values, beliefs, ideas and symbolic dis-

courses” associated with management’s training programmes (Barley and Kunda 

1992;Mumby 1988; Ray1986; and Kunda 1992cited in Alvesson and Wilmott 2002:621). 

Their theoretical and empirical analysis demonstrate how management through discours-

es and practices of leadership development and training have succeeded in promoting, by 

design and values “organisational experience for consumption by employees” (Alvesson 

and Willmott 2002:621). 

Researchers are, therefore, urged to focus more on the “discursive and reflexive process 

of identity construction”(Alvesson and Willmott 2002:621) and reconstruction through 

managerial training interventions, and on which the identity work of individual employ-

ees rests. This is because, as noted by Alvesson and Willmott (2002:622), the “mecha-

nisms of control, and outcomes such as rewards, leadership, task specialization and com-

petency do not work “outside” the individual’s quest for self-definition, coherence, and 

meaning as corporate citizen.” The mechanisms, “reflexively” and “processurally” inter-

act in the interface to produce the identity work of the worker (Alvesson and Willmott 

2002). As they note, identity-work is the medium through which workers’ self-

construction and management’s regulatory training programmes works through” (Alves-

son and Willmott 2002:622). 
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Strongly connected with the process of identity-work through processural and reflexive 

interpretative process is how “subjectivity is manufactured” (Deetz 1992; 1994; and 

Knights and Willmott 1989). However, as Alvesson and Willmott (2002) caution, re-

searchers should avoid the “heavy-hand” interpretations of influence of managerial dis-

course in shaping identity work project. “Identity construction should be understood as a 

process in which the role of discourse in moulding the human subject is “balanced” with 

other elements of life-history, forged by a capacity, reflexively, to accomplish life pro-

jects out of various sources of influence and inspiration(Alvesson and Willmott 

2002:622). In other words, while identity formation or regulation has an outcome of “in-

tentional modality” of managerial control, its total influence is not to be seen or interpret-

ed as unproblematic since there are other mediating factors or elements that influence 

employees’ commitment or loyalty to the organisation (Alvesson and Willmott 2002). 

While there could be “instrumental valence” to compliance to managerial discourse, its 

“buy-in” is equally “conditional upon” other intervening variables in the organization. 

Thus, Alvesson and Willmott’s (2002) work conceptualizes and analyses identity project 

in the context of modern workplace as a distinct influence of managerial regulation, 

transmitted in the discourse of training and development. It also provides illustrative em-

pirical evidence to understanding how “greater flexibility” and “self-reflexivity are” 

brought into the interplay, in producing subjectivity and identity work. 

Alvesson and Willmott’s (2002) analysis provides the theoretical and analytical value on 

how the diverse forms of managerial discourses in the NNPC, concerning training, lead-

ership management, team-working and quality improvement are promoted in working on 

employees’ “insides” – their self-image, feelings and identifications” (Alvesson and 

Willmott 2002: 622). Their contributions further provide the conceptual understanding of 

how the “employee as identity worker” is enjoined to “incorporate the new managerial 

discourses, introduced through the process of induction, training, and corporate education 

into his narratives of self-identity” (Alvesson and Willmott 2002:622). Indeed, in the con-

text of job and employment insecurity, and career protection, in the wake of changes in 

work process and managerial practices, “management of identity work becomes salient 

and critical”(Alvesson and Willmott 2002:623) to the sustainability of employment rela-

tionship. Thus, in  NNPC, in which the corporation is compelled to sustain itself in the 
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context of the goals of the regulatory framework, and need of the workers to protect what 

“remains of employment,” self-identification with the organisation –manifest in “em-

ployee loyalty cannot be interpreted as given, it is actively engendered, cultivated and 

manufactured” (Alvesson and Willmott 2008:623). 

Thus, contemporary workplaces remain arenas of intense contestation of diverse issues 

and interests including issues of self-identities within the complex social processes of 

ambiguities around which contradictory dimensions of workplace struggles are manifest-

ed (Alvesson and Willmott 2008). It is equally in this complex manifold dimension of 

workplace struggle that “struggle for securing a self remains a continuous and more prob-

lematic for self-conscious identity construction for employees”(Casey 1995; Knights and 

Murray 1994 cited in Alvesson and Willmott 2002:623). Identity “construction” as 

achieved through managerial discourses has become locus of understanding and reference 

points for employees to be more “creative”, “innovative” and decisive in the context of 

organisational repositioning. However, additional “flexibility” and “fluidity” are present-

ed as forms of opportunities and “empowerment” in this social process, in which “em-

ployees can re-arrange their work schedules and work practices” (Alvesson and Willmott 

2002:624) in form of team-work, for instance. Indeed as Axford (1995 cited in Alvesson 

and Willmott 2003:624) observes, “identity is capable of being relevant in several ways, 

because it is grounded in nothing more compelling than the legitimation of differences, 

rather than in institutional scripts”, which, therefore, produces shifts in meaning, interpre-

tation and constructions for the workers. For instance, in the context of work process in  

NNPC, the discourse of flexibility, self-autonomy, and skill-mix in team-work practices, 

identified as “legitimation of plurality” of purpose are “promoted as seductive means of 

engineering consent and commitment to corporate goals, such that the sense of participa-

tion and empowerment disguises the insidious dimensions of producing subjective em-

ployees”(Alvesson and Willmott 2002:624). In the emerging context of workplace mana-

gerial practices in NNPC, “flexible construction” and re-construction of identity as sup-

posedly given to the workers remain on the agenda of managerial control strategies. Such 

identity re-construction may, therefore, involve a “processing and re-processing of sub-

jectivity”(Alvesson and Willmott 2003:624) aimed at developing a corporate employee 

that is not only more “malleable” but also more flexible for activities and work process 
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with fluid “subjective orientations” within self-managing, multi-functional work groups 

or teams of the corporation. 

Though occasionally, the assumed discourse of “increased flexibility” and “multi-

skilling” and other forms of managerial practices may pre-dispose workers to want to 

challenge certain “established hierarchies and practices”, thereby fostering some elements 

of “micro-emancipation”, however the very project of identity formation anchored in the 

managerial practice “may render employees more vulnerable to the appeal of corporate 

identifications and less inclined to engage in resistance” (Alvesson and Willmot 

2002:624).While indeed the managerial control strategies for shaping and constructing 

identities for workers are far-reaching, analysts have made instructive observations that 

explain limit of universal applications of self-identity construction through managerial 

regulations (Gray 1999, Warhurst and Thompson 1998). In other words, just like a need 

for contextualising the analysis of labour process issues, ‘”elf-identity of workers”, “vul-

nerability” to managerial regulatory mechanisms are also to be context-based, influenced 

by the prevailing discourse of the organisation. This observation is noted by Alvesson 

and Willmott (2002:624) that “contemporary developments within the workplace make 

processes of constructing and securing identity an increasingly relevant focus for concep-

tual and empirical analysis.” Identity construction and its regulation are “shaped” and 

embedded within particular institutional and micro-social process of the workplace rela-

tions. And in the context of work activities for improved performance, “training and in-

duction programmes tied with promotion procedures are designed and regulated in such a 

manner that they have implications for constructing and reconstructing identi-

ty”(Alvesson and Willmott 2002:625). In particular, in workplaces with overwhelming 

orientation of “family ideology” like the NNPC, they become “significant sources of 

identification for individuals” (Alvesson and Willmott 2002:625) with workers imbibing 

and demonstrating the core values and normative characteristics of the corporation. 
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7 3.Identity-Work in Context: Learning and Workers Subjectivity in 
the NNPC 

As noted earlier, managerial discourses and practices surrounding managerial innovative 

in work process and managerial practices, promote in workers the expected passion, soul 

and charismas (Alvesson and Willmott 2002) needed by the corporation to achieve these 

objectives. The “ferment” on the part of the management to continue to enlist the com-

mitment and interest of the workers are often exemplified through the process of training 

and corporate educational programmes to shape the identity orientation of the workers. 

In this section of the Chapter, the study takes a critical empirical evaluation of NNPCs 

Leadership and Management development programme. Drawing on the conceptual ap-

proaches described above, the Chapter examines the connection between the manage-

ment’s development programmes and “identity construction” of “high-potential” employ-

ees in the corporation. It takes a critical evaluation of what the managerial regulatory 

discourses and practices surrounding the training programme have made of the “partici-

pants” would-be-managers, in terms of identity formation, and experiences. 

As part of its corporate development and re-positioning processes, NNPC introduced the 

Chief Officers’ and Management Development Programme (COMDP) in 1991, designed 

for the Senior Officers of the corporation. It was designed and introduced to serve as 

catalyst for capacities building to enable the corporation to actualize its corporate objec-

tives of improved performance in the oil industry. As contained in the corporate training 

and development document; the objectives of the (COMDP) were to “develop leaders 

towards becoming excellent and professional versatile leaders; to adequately prepare 

trainees (participants) for management positions and responsibilities, and therefore pro-

vide a pool of virile leaders and managers sound in the knowledge of the oil and gas 

business from which the corporation can draw in pursuit of its business goals”(NNPC, 

Group Learning Dept.2008).For NNPC to become competitive in the oil industry, it was 

implied, based on the content of this objectives, that it would have to keep renewing its 

strategy as well as its workforce learning and training in form of (COMDP).This is, there-

fore, seen and conceptualised as mechanisms and strategy for the deployment of skills 

and competence for improved organisational performance. 
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Since its introduction in 1991, “the corporation has trained a total of 2,292 Chief Officers 

(Snr Officers) in 47 batches of the programme” (Group Learning Department). At NNPC, 

staff promoted to the Snr Officers Cadre,are enlisted to attend the Chief Officers’ and 

Management Development Course (COMDP), within two to three years of promotion. In 

the statement of the Group General Manager, (HR) of the corporation, he declared “this 

programme has become a key success factor in our quest for human capital development 

in NNPC” (Group Learning Department). 

The leadership development framework which had also been designed as significant 

component of Chief Officers’ training  was also conceptualized and defined as “systemat-

ic process of building leadership and management capabilities, required of a successful 

leader within the corporation, at all levels” (GM, Group Learning Department). The GM 

remarked further on the importance of the training programmes “as we transit as a corpo-

ration into a true world class oil and gas company, we reflect on the strategic aspirations 

of the corporation, and we are committed to growing competent leaders at all levels who 

are able to harness the energies and talents available within the corporation for break-

through performance, COMDP therefore will continue to play a major role in the 

achievement of our aspirations and mandate in the oil and gas industry.” COMDP has 

become an in-house training programme that develops and trains Chief Officers transiting 

to the management Cadre. 

NNPCs corporate values and normative expectations encapsulated in COMD  were there-

fore contained in the various statements of the GGM (HR) and the GM (GLD), which 

included developing appropriate leadership and managerial orientation/identity needed to 

transform the corporation. Consequently, the programme had been broadened to achieve 

the goal of building cross-functional knowledge for the participants. At NNPC, pro-

gramme participants cut across the five functional areas of the corporation; Operations, 

Maintenance, Quality Control, Administration and Safety and Security. COMDP was 

among the training programmes run by NNPC, and was designed to “sharpen the leader-

ship, managerial and communicative skills of Chief Officers transiting to managerial ca-

dre (Group Learning Department). As noted by the GM (Group Learning Department), 

“this is very timely now, that the corporation is transforming and re-strategizing towards 
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becoming a profit-making company.” Already, over 2,292 officers, some of whom  were 

among the present top managers of the corporation had undergone the training pro-

gramme. Thus, in the GM’s assessment of the programme so far “these officers who have 

benefited from the programme have become well-equipped to handle managerial respon-

sibilities in the new NNPC”. 

Chief Officers’ Management Development (COMPD) at NNPC is run in batches (clas-

ses), and up to date, 35 classes comprising a total of 2,292 participants. In 2008, for in-

stance, 424 officers attended the programme in seven batches (classes). For each of the 

classes, the programme  was run for eight weeks, through which “participants are ex-

posed to different leadership and management behaviours and concepts” (GM, Group 

Learning Department). Apart from writing a standard dissertation on a self-identified 

problem that relates to their job schedule, the participants are also expected to make flex-

ible recommendations on management policies to management for subsequent implemen-

tation. Also, as part of the training exercise, a six-day field trip is incorporated; designed 

for the course participants to visitvarious NNPC installations and subsidiaries, “this is to 

expose them to NNPC operational facilities and activities, especially for those who have 

not had the opportunity of visiting other NNPC facilities and operations”(GM, Group 

Learning Department). At the end of the training programme, the participants are then 

appraised generally on the programme and on “effective presentation”. 

As contained in the company documents and training manuals, the broad objectives of the 

programme also included adequate consultation with all strata involved in the corpora-

tion.  that is, the management, the staff and the unions including other stakeholders, with 

a view to discussing, agreeing and accepting the broad imperatives of transformation 

through training and development (Group Learning Department). Through consultation, 

“every stakeholder will have a fair knowledge of why the transformation is necessary 

after wide re-examination and identification of challenges and threats that require serious 

and urgent attention” (GM, Group Learning Department). The imperative of transfor-

mation tied with the training programmes was to be demonstrated through the retention, 

motivation and development of high-performing leaders that would facilitate “succession 

planning” and challenge current management’s business and production processes. The 
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Senior Officers (participants) were therefore expected to imbibe leadership potential – 

defined as ideals, values and normative roles that are in congruence with the vision 

statement of the corporation. Through this, they demonstrated the right identity for pro-

motion to senior management positions. Through professional challenges, visibility, op-

portunities and right identity construct, participants were to contribute to improved per-

formance of the corporation. 

Incorporated in NNPCs (COMDP) is what is referred to as the Seven Dimensions of 

Leadership (7DL). The leadership training, seeks in each management leader the attitude 

of preparedness to take on greater responsibility and professionalism in their organisa-

tional positions. As contained in the training document, the Seven Dimensions of Leader-

ship become the basis for the high potential leaders; with multiple ways of demonstrating 

their leadership, including cross-functional assignments. The new leadership develop-

ment therefore contained as part of its components; New and Future Leaders, Mid-level 

Leaders, and Experienced Leaders Programmes, each focused on leaders’ behaviour, 

identified by the Seven Dimensions of Leadership (Group Learning Department). In addi-

tion, the Experienced Leaders’ programme included direction- setting-strategic training to 

support the senior’s leadership group’s decision making abilities. The two-part pro-

gramme for Senior Leadership training has a content that “incorporates world class strat-

egy analysis and decision making with examination of the national context that makes 

NNPC unique” (Leadership Programme, Group Learning Department). The Seven Di-

mensions of Leadership (7DL) has been introduced comprehensively into the NNPCs 

current and future leaders. It was also incorporated into the graduate employee’s’ orienta-

tion materials, “as new employees gain technical experience, there is consideration that 

they are also entering leadership role” (GM, Group Learning Department). For the young 

professional to “move on”, on the leadership role and careers, they  were also evaluated 

in the context of Seven Dimensions of Leadership. 
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7.4. NNPCs Workplace Learning; a learning agreement between Unions 
and Management? 

As part of NNPCs attempt to involve“ stakeholders” including the unions into the objec-

tives and principles of training and leadership programme, joint partnership  was contin-

uously sought with the Branch Trade Unions. As contained in the Corporate Training 

Objectives which also formed part of Corporate Training Advisory Committee (CTAC), 

and as remarked by the (GM, GLD), the “idea is to give union leaders a fair knowledge 

of why change is necessary, and the directives leaders through the change must take.” 

The composition of the Corporate Training Advisory Committee (CTAC) in the NNPC is 

made up of the management’s representatives and also of the trade unions (Group Learn-

ing Department). Among other aims, the goals of the “learning partnership” which is also 

referred to as “knowledge management” is to build a partnership in the workplace, to 

encourageworkers of the NNPC to participate in learning and skills development, to pro-

vide access to learning and skills development(Group Learning Department) With the 

hope that the joint partnership on personal and professional development will bring posi-

tive benefits for both the unions and management, the parties agree to; improve the quali-

ty of education and training provided by the corporation through positive promotion and 

encouragement of professional development of workers; improve the skills and employa-

bility of members, thereby making them more flexible and adaptable to change, improve 

the recruitment, retention and job satisfaction of all workers; and ensure equality of op-

portunity in the workplace and equal access to training and development regardless of 

employment status”( Group Learning Departmet). Also stated is the “commitment to 

make NNPC a continuous learning organization that will acquire, share, and transfer 

knowledge of its operations and business strategies to employees to enhance perfor-

mance” (Group Learning Department). 

Accordingly, with the establishment of such joint union and managements CTAC for 

Human Resource Development both at the Headquarters and at the Refinery levels of 

NNPC, the Committees have been responsible for introducing, implementing and moni-

toring learning initiatives at the workplace level. As contained in the Committee’s 

Agreement, the main responsibilities of the Committee will include; “identifying learning 
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and skills needs of workers, based on corporate goals and objectives, prioritising learning 

needs at the workplace, identifying groups and individuals who will benefit from better 

access to learning and skills; ensuring that learning plan is effectively implemented; set-

ting appropriate quality standards for learning opportunities, monitoring of provision to 

ensure consistent quality in provision, monitoring of any contract with outside consult-

ants and training providers, and evaluating progress against agreed objectives”(NNPC 

Corporate Policy and Procedure Guides). 

Accordingly, both the representatives of the unions and management were expected to 

regularly consult in determining the learning needs and to consider proposals for learning 

of the workers. 

7.5hief Officers’ Management Development Programme (COMDP), and 
Identity/Agentic Construction of Middle-Level Managers 

Within the institutional framework and implementation of the objectives behind Learning 

and Management programme at NNPC, potential managers’ identity regulation and for-

mation are very strong. The desired expectations and normative orientations for the par-

ticipants are well defined and strong. The Chief Officers’ Management Programme 

(COMDP), with the Seven Dimensions of Leadership Development, (7DL) as its compo-

nents had the distinct “identity-formation discourse.” Themes and objectives emphasised 

the need for participants to develop the desired attributes, energy, and managerial deci-

siveness and leadership skills. In the context of organisation of work process and expecta-

tions in NNPC, these behavioural attributes are deemed to be very critical for the future 

success of the corporation. In measuring these attributes, a number of mechanisms are 

used to tie “achievement-identity” to participants’ performance in the course of leader-

ship development programme. For instance, they are expected to write a standard disser-

tation on a self-identified problem that related to their job-schedules from their project. 

They are also expected to make feasible recommendations to the management. Also, the 

exposure to NNPC operational facilities and activities are designed to increase partici-

pants’ sense of exposure and appreciation of diverse potentials and challenges of the cor-

poration’s facilities and assets. 
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Various forms of the programme’s content and presentations reinforce the processes of 

the programme in identity-construction for the participants. Participants who have 

climbed up their work career to the senior positions cadre have the potential of being se-

lected for the programme. Once selected to participate, they are grouped into classes with 

“tags” that depict the normative expectations of the Management from the participants. 

For instance, Class 045 of the 2007 participants was tagged “the Dynamics”, Class 046 

was known as “the Restorers” and Class 047,  was known as “the Hope” (Group Learning 

Department). From these “class identifications” and “tags”, identity constructs emerged 

on which the normative expectations and effective performance also rested. The identity 

regulation and formation that emerged from this thus became the central tendency in 

shaping the participants’ desired behaviours and experiences in the context of the work 

process, and leadership roles expected of them in the corporation. 

At NNPC, programme participants’ account of their experiences and orientation, taken all 

together, depict an identity of a dedicated and committed crop of would-be managers 

with promising careers in the corporation, with level of loyalty, and with an orientation to 

progress in their career within the corporation. Through their narratives, a sense of deep 

identification emerges with a considerable evidence of commitment to the goals of the 

corporation, conceptualised, as a “paternalistic benevolent” provider of opportunities for 

growth and development. Emerging from the management’s learning and development 

programmes are two types of identity construction, one; “identity-work” constructed 

through anxiety and competition, but in which excellent performance is recognised and 

honoured. The outcome of such competition and excellent performance are managerial 

competences that promote alignment with goals of the corporation. 

It is to be noted that the Management Learning and Development programme entails ex-

cellent performance as outcomes of the series of tests and examinations the participants 

have to go through. The structured content of the programme involving thesis writing 

(projects), leadership tests, and evaluation entails that the participants must excel with 

good grades. In addition, awards and prizes that are attached with excellent performance 

of participants’ indicate the seriousness and commitment attached to the programme and 

its outcome on them. Types of Prizes and Awards include; the Group Managing Direc-
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tor’s prize for “best overall performance”. And for each of the batches or classes, there 

are prizes and awards for whoever tops the class (Group Learning Department). Thus, 

like a training programme with its own stress and pressures, the participants go through 

all in order to produce the appropriate attributes needed for appropriate performance on 

the job. 

As narrated by Ezieani (Group Learning Dept, CHQ, Abuja, Class 045) one of the partic-

ipants for 2007 graduating Class 045, “I feel very happy, I feel highly elated because I’ve 

been repackaged and am poised for better future performance in this organisation…and I 

thank the Management of NNPC for giving us the opportunity to attend this programme.” 

Another participant for Class 046, Susan (Finance and Accounts, CHQ Abuja) narrates 

her story in being grateful to the organisation thus; “I have to thank NNPC for giving us 

the opportunity to be part of this, and for a successful completion of the programme…It 

is a very interesting but challenging programme, and I believe all of us have been well 

equipped for the challenges ahead.” A member of batch (class) 047, Uche (Group Public 

Relations Dept, CHQ, Abuja) also has this as his narrative and experiences of the training 

programme, “this is one of the greatest benefits a Chief Officer gets from NNPC”;  

It was a kind of ‘Webberian interpretation’ of an organisation that provides security, 

based on paternalistic attachment between the organisation and the employees. “The 

training is enough to build and prepare one within and outside the corporation” that is,  

providing  life-long learning that could still be useful for life after retirement, “so we are 

grateful to the management of NNPC…it is one of the best things that every staff should 

be looking forward to,” (batch (class) 047, 2007 of NNPC’s Leadership and COMDP. 

This participant said further, “I will start by thanking God for the opportunity, and the 

management of NNPC, especially our GM who has encouraged me in all ramifications, I 

am also proud to say that I’m dedicating the prize to my division, because the division 

made me what I am today.” 

In their narratives of their experiences of the programme, it is evident and shown that the 

learning and development programmes of COMDP at NNPC aim to shape identity, and 



239 

influence the participants not only normatively towards the corporation, but also in  what 

the corporation expects of them with such degree of purposefulness and commitment.  

This evaluation has focused on the meanings which the participants give of their learning 

experiences as shown in their own narratives and “stories”, using Collinson’s (2003) two 

types of selves; “conformist” and “dramaturgical”. The narratives of the participants re-

veal ed the “micro-social process” encapsulated in normative expectation that shaped 

their identity and experiences. The micro-social processes involved in the discourse of 

the learning context,  that is, the expectations and the desires of the participants; con-

structed the desired identity in terms of themselves and the management. They therefore 

enacted and reproduced this identify in fulfilment of their own normative expectations 

and that of the corporation. With their own agentic responses embedded and shaped by 

the training discourse practices, their identity enactment was “interactively related” and 

“co-constructed” in the management discursive practices of the training programme. 

Thus, clearly demonstrated in the agentic attitudes and identity work of the “would- be 

managers” and “leaders of tomorrow” at NNPC”.Revealing attitudes of conformity were 

found in their own accounts and narratives. The identity formations of the learning partic-

ipants were clearly consistent with the managerial assumptions of them as “would-be 

managers” of the corporation. Therefore, it became clear that their career progress as 

managers in the corporation became “closer to be loyal and committed corporate citizen” 

(Gagnon 2008:384). This type of identity-construction conforms to what Gagnon 

(2008:384) referred to as “work-on- self”, consisting of practices implying a transfor-

mation in “self” to one that complies with the required identity” by the corporation. 

However, in this very process of identity enactment, the transformed personality still en-

acted “required self” – which is an “outward expression of conformity” (Gagnon 

2008:384) to that required by the corporation for its members. 

As shown in the narratives of the participants, they actually demonstrated a “conforming 

self”; remarks and narratives of the participants demonstrating their experiences of the 

training programmes, and acceptance of the discourses and the practices in order to be-

come accepted member of the Senior Officers and Management team of the corporation. 



240 

It is a demonstration of identity constructs both in terms of orientation, demeanour and 

daily practices at the workplace in order to “prove” self as committed member of the 

management team. In such identity enactment and self-construct, use of “program dis-

course” reflecting the very culture of the corporation  was  daily used to describe them-

selves in the eyes of other colleagues, one’s own behaviour and carriage, in satisfying the 

preferences of the Management. Shown in the narratives and accounts of the participants 

had been the keen desire to improve self not only for the purpose of career progress in the 

corporation, but indeed one’s life after the working careers. Such “paternal orientation” 

of the participants further reinforced the hold of the corporation’s identity management 

discourses on the workforce, especially those of the managerial cadre. 

In NNPC, evidence of “conformity” has shown the outcome of the training programme in 

constructing the identity of the participant. Evidence of praises and exhortation of per-

sonal and career growth came out of their narratives. The identity construct is that of 

“self” as corporate citizen which is largely shaped by their perception of the training pro-

gramme as benefiting and “careerism fitting” into the needs of the ‘would be’ managers 

to function effectively as “new” leaders of the corporation. Behavioural traits of “manag-

ers of tomorrow” for the corporation showed clear evidence of “dramaturgy” in identity, 

demonstration of managerial traits and sound corporate attitudes and actions. 

Building on Collinson’s (2003) framework of conformist as analytical tool, the evaluation 

of participants experience and narrative of NNPC’s Management Development Pro-

gramme influenced by the discourse practices and contexts of the training resulted in high 

level of conforming attitude and orientations in the Senior Officers who had been partici-

pating in the programme. Identification with the corporation of this cohort of employees 

was constructed on those bases. The micro-social process of conforming attitude induced 

by management “intellectual technology” of the training package led to the construction 

and reconstruction of “corporate citizen’s” orientation. 

As noted by Gagnon (2008:388), in the attempt of management’s learning programmes to 

“homogenize” identity, its regulations are operated at two levels; its “discursive, and in-

ter-subjective dimensions”. The two operate in interpenetration with the “discursive” 
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dimension being more “subtle and covert” in shaping the identity of the participants. Al-

so, the workings of the two dimensions show the valence of “symbolic and material con-

text and processes of workplace identity production,” (Gagnon 2008:389). Indeed, the 

manifestation of managerial identity construction mechanisms could be overt and covert 

with degree of “intensity” determined by the potency of the discursive practices behind 

the management learning programmes. For instance, conforming identity could be “con-

fessional and introspective desire” (Gagnon 2008:389) on the part of the participants to 

demonstrate attitudes that are, in line with the management’s normative expectation. It 

also involves expressing opinions that “justify aims and principles behind management’s 

training programme”(Gagnon 2008:389). However, as argued by Gagnon (2008), discur-

sive practices of management’s training programme and intents on the subjects should 

not be construed as “strait-jacket trajectory” in the process of identity construction. Like 

any other issue within the understanding of labour process analysis, and managerial con-

trol strategies, resistance is imminent. Thus, in a context of relative presence of material 

insecurity within the corporation, a more covert ability to “resist the symbolic and inter-

subjective pressures of discursive practices and expectation of the training programme 

may be observed” (Gagnon 2008:389). 

In evaluating the “micro-social process” of management learning (regulating) programme 

through which identity is constructed by the Senior Staff at NNPC who had participated 

in the programme, evidence and findings gave strong weight to Alvesson and Willmott’s 

(2002) model, and Collinson’s (2003) “conformity selves.” Participant’s responses and 

experiences of training programme demonstrated clearly how conforming identity was 

enacted in justifying the objectives and goals of the training programmes. However, and 

in contrast to other studies on identity construction for example,  Ibara’s (1999) “sociali-

zation thesis” of career transition “that tend to limit consideration of insecurity”(cited in 

Gagnon 2008:389)identity work is indeed constrained by “structural and material insecu-

rity as well as symbolic insecurity embedded in the particular context of the work-

place”(Gagnon 2008:390).There is, therefore, evidence of not only a broader asymmet-

rical power relation in the corporation, but also the covert resistance to the “totalising 

assumptions” of management’s training programmes on the participants. In other words, 

construction of identity and possibility of resistance which material or symbolic insecuri-
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ty may engender are “fused in different and multiple ways” (Gagnon 2008:390) thereby 

bringing different forms of conforming practices and resistance, located in the particular 

context of the workplace. Workers’ identity construction shaped by the “subjectivity” and 

“insecurity” in the context of a workplace will reveal multiple forms and dimensions of 

workers’ experiences and orientation to management identity construction devices, 

Elaborating on the conceptual model of “actor-network” (ANT) and “Intellectual tech-

nology” of the self, Edwards (2003) maintains that the discourse of learning in the work-

place be conceptualised as management’s intellectual project through which the “ordering 

of socialites are built into the workplace” (Edwards 2003:2), In other words, management 

learning agenda is essentially a process of “mobilization” through which “designed con-

ducts” of the learners are produced. The intention is to ensure identity alignments with 

the “efficient rationality” assumption of the corporation. Mobilization of processes and 

“content value” of training into learning objective are underpinned with “socio-

rhetorical” work that shapes the identity of the participants. Thus, in the context of man-

agement’s learning programme, there exists interplay of “power being exercised at a dis-

tance in shaping the subjective orientation of the participants” (Edwards 2000:1) 

From the management’s perspective, training provision tied with employability of the 

learner is conceptualised as a process of “socialization”, “ordering” the subjective orien-

tation of the participants to develop the “self” that is congruent with the employment sit-

uations of the organisation (Edwards 2003). Indeed, as noted by Rose (1998 in Edwards 

2003:2) “the learning subject is positioned in a particular way, to be autonomous, flexi-

ble, enterprising and empowered” within the employment relations. And the learning 

contents are designed in such a way for the participants to develop a “self” that makes  

them develop a sense of autonomy, self-direction and alignment in skills for  their own 

career progression and as  “disciplined workers” in the corporation. Demonstrating this 

type of disciplined worker orientation, a participant in Class 047 of Chief Officers’ Man-

agement Development programme at NNPC remarked, “we can only show appreciation 

to management for the huge resources sunk into the programme by ensuring that we 

maintain a common line of alignment with the strategic business objectives of the corpo-

ration” (Participant, Class 047 COMDP). 
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In the enactment of self within the “intellectual technology” of self development, the “so-

cialisation process” is expected to align the individual participant in an “action-network” 

process with the goals and objectives of the corporation. In this way, participants and the 

corporation in the specific locale social-process of the NNPC are “brought together in 

approximate symbiotic relations” (Edwards, 2003:2) However, such actor-network rela-

tions are not unmediated. They are invested with multiple and shifting meanings, tensions 

and ambiguities. Within the disciplinary-identity construction process of the learning 

programme, expected attributes such as flexibility, autonomy and self-direction “become 

ontological conditions for successful participation”(Edwards 2003:5)as corporate citizen 

of the corporation. There is, therefore, a “re-ordering” of agentic role through which par-

ticipants work on themselves in “conducting their conduct” in the corporation. In this 

regard, participants are expected to cultivate and mobilize “ethos” of the corporation in 

shaping their worth and values to the corporation. These expectant values and orienta-

tions are aptly demonstrated by the participants of the Chief Officer Training programme 

at NNPC. Their experiences and responses to the learning programme were shown in that 

direction. In their “conduct of conduct” shaped through the gaze of intellectual technolo-

gy of management’s learning programme, the middle-level managers and senior officers 

were exposed to ethos, and norms in which taking responsibility and challenges for the 

success of the corporation became part of the individual “biographical formation” in the 

corporation. Here, as observed by du Gay (1996; Rose 1998 in Edwards 2003:6) “the 

entire discourse on jobs and careers are shaped and conducted round, not only of econo-

my man; an enterprising individual but also work process self-identity with subjective 

attachment.” 

Learning therefore has become, from the management point of view “a central technolo-

gy”, fulfilling what would-be Managers strive to become; self-directing, flexibly and en-

terprising in becoming Managers of the corporation. Embedded in this “transformational 

intention” of the intellectual technology of learning is the need of the middle-level man-

agers to view their on-going employability as being tied to the improved performance of 

the corporation. This, they do through “work on self”, and enacting identity in tune with 

management’s cultural attributes and expectations. Thus, in its prescriptive constructs, 

the discourse of management learning programme in NNPC is deepening and multi-
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dimensional, serving as reference point for the would-be-manager to build himself up as a 

“new” corporate man who has to “be ceaseless” in his instrumental calculations in being 

relevant to the corporation, and also investing in himself through “training, retraining, 

skilling and re-skilling, enhancement of credentials and preparation for a life of continu-

ous socio-economic capitalisation of the self”(Rose, 1999 in Edwards 2003:7). Through 

this identity construct, central values and norms of the success of the corporation are im-

bibed and rehashed, and around which “coalitions” for the sustenance of the corporation 

are mobilized (Edwards 2003). Participants and would-be managers’ identity are mobi-

lized around these central themes, “intermeshed” in producing the corporate identity of 

the learners. 

In teasing Edward (2003) line of argument further, and drawing on Foulcault’s (1985), 

and Rose’s (1996) conceptual approach to learning and action-network (ANT), a qualify-

ing note is made for researchers not to assume a “generalising and totalising” tendency of 

this model. Sounding this note of warning, Edwards, (2003:7) notes “participants desire 

to mobilize self, and in acting on management’s scripts does not necessarily manifest its 

straightforward in social practices, which tend to be messier than what the discourse may 

prescribe.” Our evaluation of participants’ narratives and responses to discourse attached 

to management training programme at NNPC have shown  multi-dimensional levels; in-

dicating at one level the need on the part of the participant to adopt to managerial learn-

ing expectations and requirements in order to “fit” into the corporation, and at another 

level have shown insecurity and anxiety embedded in the material existence of the corpo-

ration. This is more immanent in the context of uncertainties and competitive environ-

ment in which the corporation has had to operate in recent years. The uncertainty and 

expectations which this has indicated for the issues of employability and job security at 

one level also show their identity-construct and their agentic response to managerial 

learning programme. This, therefore, indicates that identity enactment of training pro-

gramme is not a “taken for granted” outcome. It is shifting and multi-dimensional and 

ambiguous in response to the “micro-social health” of the corporation. How the fluidity 

of the patterns, in certain circumstances, act in coherence or contradiction, of managerial 

discourse and practices are context-determined. 
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Also, the fluidity and multi-dimensional implications of managerial learning could be 

analysed at two levels; one, while the expectations could act as mobilization of the partic-

ipants to be able to position themselves as active participant in the corporation, it could 

also fulfil all other expectations even outside the corporation, and needs of the partici-

pants that are not workplace related, Thus, as remarked by Edwards (2003:9), “there are 

diverse and denser set of networks through which the participants’ interests are fulfilled; 

actor-networks are fluid and are shaped by the practices of the translation brought in by 

the participants to explain and account for the several points within the networks.” From 

this Webberian sociological interpretation, therefore, workplace learning and manage-

ment learning programme are conceptualised as collaborative arrangement in which, 

while the participant’s identity is shaped by the managerial prescripts, he equally takes 

rational, calculative and instrumental attitude to the learning programmes and the out-

comes. In this way, participant’s responses and experiences become nuanced within the 

social process and dense networks that patterned his needs and expectations both inside 

the workplace and outside. In other words, in the realities of social process of workplace 

relations, there is a “double-position” in which the participant is positioned; both a “sub-

jectivized individual” and on the other hand in his own agentic power and ability. Partici-

pation of the would-be-managers in work related activities after learning programme is 

influenced by his agentic power to “constitute and reconstitute” his identity reflexively, 

thereby transforming the patterns of his network relations in the performance of his work 

roles. These network-relations in the performance of jobs, based on “newly” acquired 

skill and knowledge are not “for given”. They are “negotiated” and “contested” network 

social relations between workplace expectations and the individual “subjective orienta-

tion”. This “inter-subjectivity” with the workplace roles and performance, and non–

workplace roles are mutually embedded by overlapping and of continuous process. 

Indeed, as observed by Billett et al (2005), it is in this overlapping and continuous pro-

cess that the learner’s participants are caught up in the contradictory concern of what val-

ue is in their newly acquired competency and to what extent can it support them for the 

rest of their working life. In other words as “maturation processes” of working life catch 

up with them, they are concerned with how relevant they could still be in the corporation. 

And in order to maintain a balance of their “sense and worth” in the corporation, they 
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need to “engage agentically with their working life”(Billet et al 2005:1) and the challeng-

es it brings to them. Part of the challenges the participants may face is how to maintain a 

healthy balance between a perceived and likely “redundancy of their existing exper-

tise”(Billet 2005:1), as this may have become obsolete in their performance of work. The 

concern may also be on; how to bring in new “competency and capabilities” as emerging 

challenges of work processes demand. Thus, their “agentic balance” and subjectivity 

have to maintain in congruence with their “mobilization, engagement and intentionality” 

(Billet et al 2005:1) otherwise there could be a threat to their perception of self worth and 

identity in the workplace. As noted further by Billet et al (2005), what drives the motiva-

tion and intention to learn within the organisation are also mediated by the social pro-

cesses of the organisation itself. Located within this mediation processes in shaping the 

self and self-identity are the measures of personal agency brought in by participants. 

Thus, the agentic involvement of the participant helps to evaluate not only his compe-

tence, but also his continuous relevance and worth within the corporation. 

Participants’ evaluation of their competence and its relevance is at one end the “product”, 

and at the other end “contributes” to continuous development of sense of worth and iden-

tity in the corporation (Billet et al 2005). The enactment of agency around this self-

conceptualisation “contributes to personal epistemology or biography based on critical 

reflection”(Van Woerkom 2003 cited in Billett et al 2005:2). As noted by Billett et al 

(2003:2), central to the mobilization of this agentic resource are the availability of “cul-

tural and social resources that serve as reference points” for the participants. In other 

words, the “affordances” provided by the social-cultural milieu of the workplace become 

important resources in shaping their subjectivity and identification with the corporation. 

In this process of mobilizing their agentic resource to make sense of the overlapping and 

shifting expectations within the workplace, both in terms of jobs and non-job demands, 

they continuously engage in self-reflection of their past experiences(career wise), and 

future relevance in the corporation. Indeed, while the emerging challenges of demands in 

the work process may involve making decisions on need to “up-grade competence” on 

the part of the participants in the face of “erosions of existing knowledge and need to re-

establish their competences”(Billet 2005:3) such decisions are reflectively made in the 

circumstances of their career position in the corporation. 
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From evaluation of my findings, selection and participation in NNPCs Chief Officers’ 

Management Development Programme and the Leadership Development are primarily 

meant for the Officers promoted to the Seniors Officers Cadre. Many of the nominated 

Officers that participated in the 2007 edition of the programme, and who were grouped 

into Classes 045, 046 and 047 of 2007 programme have, on average, come close to age 

45-55. For many of the Officers who are in the last decade of their career in the corpora-

tion, the implications are multi-dimensional requiring “critical” and “reflexive thinking” 

on their future relevance and career growth in the NNPC. Indeed, some of these reflec-

tions would have to do with concern on their “career plateauing” in the corporation. Pro-

motion prospects, competency relevance and, even greater concern would have to do with 

the implications or relevance of their “skills” in retirement. Thus, apart from being able to 

reflect on their worth to the corporation in terms of competence and contribution, as they 

are reaching their “career plateaus”, the Senior Officers who constitute the cohort of the 

learning group were also concerned with what became of them after retirement. Also the 

agentic exercise and application in their reflective thinking and perception, was equally 

influenced by the corporation being “invitational”, or being seen as “contested environ-

ment” where they see support or lack of it, in their maturation process in the corporation 

(Billet 2005). 

Thus the institutional dimension of the workplace social processes, expected to be seen as 

full of opportunities and positive interactions of the social practices tend to reinforce a 

“positive agentic” disposition in this maturation process within the organisation (Bil-

lett2005). Also, the level and degree of acceptance, and perceiving the “social collective” 

of their colleagues as “positive” or favourable influence agentic disposition in their matu-

ration process in the corporation. Further, in moment of immanent unemployment such as 

situations of job insecurity and redundancy, it is their ability to mobilize personal agency, 

(Festener et al 2004), and personal epistemology Smith (2004 cited in Billet 2005:6), that 

“provide the ability to maintain positive self-identification with self and the organisa-

tion.” As noted by Billett (2005:6) when workers are faced with “complex and contradic-

tory” mix that facilitate or inhibit their self-identity in the workplace, it is their ability to 

positively engage agentic resources in positioning themselves against all odds. 
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For participants of the COMDP, therefore, as maturation processes both in terms of ca-

reer and age catch up with them in the corporation, it is their agentic resource both in 

terms of social processes of relations and practices they need to mobilize in order to 

maintain the delicate balance which otherwise might threaten their “self” and “self-

perception” of the corporation. It is their “critical reflection in biography and self-

epistemic” that determine how they situate themselves in the corporation as they get more 

matured,” (Van Woerkom, 2003, cited in Billett 2005:6).Thus in the prevailing circum-

stances of the corporation, and in which they found themselves they could be more con-

cerned with the relevance of the corporation in shaping their identity through learning 

and skill\knowledge building, or on the other hand could be more concerned with their 

“selves-worth” to themselves after retirement. 

While engaging with the shifting and ambivalence circumstances of themselves and the 

corporation, the would-be-managers will ,therefore, from their agentic point of viewhave 

to be “purposeful and critical” for them to maintain the needed balance and self-identity. 

As remarked by Patrickson and Ranzjin (2004 in Billett 2005:6), it is the “individual’s 

gaze and subjectivities”, shaped by the social processes of work and non-workplace ele-

ments that construct and remake them in their maturation process.” “Managers of tomor-

row” construction of self-worth and “effortful contributions” in the corporation is embod-

ied in their agency which does remake their identity after working life. To Billett 

(2005:7), therefore, “older workers’ agency and intentionality stands as key elements” in 

moderating positively or negatively the ageing and career maturation process in the “con-

tested” and “differentiated levels” of the corporation. Also, it is this agentic response that 

sustains, in particular their “competency through processes of negotiating self, purposes 

and self-worth in their working life” (Billett et al 2005:7). However, and no matter how 

this self-worth and purposes are shaped by agentic responses, they are still “vulnerable” 

to the multiple and shifting circumstances of workplace and non-workplace social pro-

cesses. In other words, the “messiness of everyday” work life of the workers, and indeed 

the emerging dimensions of modern workplaces have made the “rationalistic” conceptu-

alisation of agentic responses of workers in their epistemic calculations unrealistic, (Bil-

lett: 2005). Apprehensions do indeed exist among the older workers who were partici-

pants of the “Workplace Learning” at NNPC. If it is appreciated that the very process of 
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agentic responses are “embedded in the frame of reference of individual’s internalisa-

tion”(Billet 2005:7) or being “socialised” in the social process and relations of work-

place, such agentic formation and socialisation are still shaped by the power dynamics of 

the labour process. The agentic responses and subjectivity are “both socially and contex-

tually embedded, and the process is ever political and ideologically shaped” (Kemmis 

1985 in Billett 2005:7). 

In the NNPC, the Senior Staff in the middle-age cohort that were enlisted and participat-

ed in the Chief Officers’ Management Development programme appeared to have been 

caught up in the “ambiguous web” of what the corporation is meant for them as their 

“maturation processes” and work career is drawn up. They are also concerned with the 

worth of their competence and skill requirement by the corporation as there is growing 

body of young graduates being recruited and trained by the corporation. The “fear of un-

known”, of what the situation is like “outside there” has also been identified as a strong 

factor shaping their self-worth and agentic composition. In spite of the management’s 

rhetoric surrounding learning and the normative orientations of going to be leaders of 

tomorrow in the corporation, the realities of multiple form of uncertainty both inside and 

outside the work still confront them. In their daily life within the corporation, and within 

their remaining years in the corporation, their concern seem to be on how to “re-orient” 

their self-identity and worth towards challenges and opportunities that might likely con-

front them after retirement. While it could be a hopeful expectation for this category of 

senior workers to rely on managements rhetoric’s concerning their self-worth to the cor-

poration, the brute realities of being the “ageing cohort” of the workforce confront them 

with diverse and multiple implications, not only on their work career but also life after 

work-life. 

In McGovern, et al (1998:457),in their analysis of case studies of British based corporate 

organisations, that underwent some organisational restructuring, incidences of transfor-

mational changes found them to be associated with “erosion and decline in the traditional 

patterns of employment characterised by job insecurity, fewer opportunities for upward 

mobility and greater emphasis on lateral career moves, particularly for those older than 

fifty years. Evidence also showed in their findings of decline of the internal promotion of 
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middle managers. McGovern et al’s (1998), characterisations and analysis resonates with 

the evaluation contained in this study where in a context of the NNPCs long drawn trans-

formation agenda of regulatory framework described in Chapter 4, with implications on 

labour process, palpable perception exists among this cohort. Indeed the old belief in se-

cured job with career progressions and traditional assumptions surrounding work-life 

career pattern within the corporation, is increasingly being threatened by the on-going 

transformation and organisation of production process. Indeed, much of the outcome of 

workplace transformation in the NNPC has led to the emergence of “delayering” or “flat-

tening of structure” with greater implications on the  employees of Senior Cadre especial-

ly the middle-level manager perception of career patterns in the corporation. The trans-

formation has given new and distinct dimensions to the internal labour markets and mid-

dle-level management career patterns, and therefore implications for the orientation and 

experiences for them.  

The concern of this section of the Chapter has therefore been on the evaluation of “mid-

dle-level managers” perception and experiences of what remain of internal labour market 

within the corporation, shaped largely by what we may now refer to as NNPCs “career 

management system”. This evaluation is done against the backdrop of managerial dis-

courses and practices that surround the institutional framework and deployment of learn-

ing and training programmes in the NNPC. In the face of ongoing transformation (regula-

tory framework) in NNPC in terms of managerial practices and employment relations, the 

implicit assumptions underlying “loyalty-career relations” or a kind of “social contract” 

between management and the workers seem to be receding. In other words, the conven-

tional assumptions and understanding that employment contract are implicit with job se-

curity, career progression and incremental employment benefits even after retirement, 

with career opportunities are gradually being eroded. In the traditional employment rela-

tions, “job security was assured, and career paths well laid out and defined” (Rosenbam 

1984 in McGovern el at 1998:458). This has been the prevailing practice and assumptions 

behind employment contract in NNPC. While the core values of such “implicit loyalty–

career” relations between management and workers have been commented upon by some 

authors such as Blauner 1964; and Dore (1973 cited in McGovern et al 1998:458), as 

accepted ways through which social integration can be generated and sustained in the 
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workplace, emerging dynamics and challenges seem to be eroding this assumption. The 

implicit old employment contract on career structure and assurance as mechanics for sus-

taining the motivational interests of the employees is declining in the face of emerging 

challenges facing work organisations (McGovern et al 1998). 

Consequently, the processes of workplace transformation as responses to the emerging 

challenges have meant a lot of implications on these old implicit assumptions and implied 

terms in employment relations such as “job security” and “career progression”. As ob-

served by Savage et al (1992 cited in McGovern et al 1998:459), these changes and what 

it implies in terms of employment situations for workers have involved a “decline of in-

ternally secured process of career progression for the middle-level managers.” In other 

words, the realities and implications for the middle-level managers have been a decline in 

“managerial job security and the prospects for upward mobility along established hierar-

chical structure of the organisations” (McGovern et al 1998:459). Research and studies 

carried out by Brown and Sease (1994); Rajan (1997); Wheatley (1992); and Lockwood 

et al (1992), indicate that as a result of workplace re-organisation and restructuring, adap-

tive mechanisms are continuously being put in place which tends to alter career structure, 

and assumption behind job security and workplace employability. Contained in their 

analysis, has been how the middle-level managers managed their career path, especially 

in the context of flatter organisational structure(Lockwood et al 1992 cited in McGovern 

et al 1998:459).Also as noted by Lockwood et al (1992), a similar concern for the mid-

dle-level managers was on, how to manage their career path, “especially in relation to 

future training and promotion opportunities” (in McGovern et al 1998:459).In a similar 

way for understanding how model of managerial employment adapt to workplace re-

structuring, Kanter (1989), argues on the basis of his analysis of case studies that “bu-

reaucratic-corporate assumptions about a steady, long-term rise up a hierarchy of ever 

more lucrative jobs would give way to new realities and new expectations” (in McGovern 

et al 1998:459). Impliedly, and in response to these new realities, “middle-level managers 

will now be pre-occupied with “hopping” between organisations rather than on climbing 

up through the ladder of a specific organisation” (McGovern, et al 1989:460). 
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In surviving the emerging realities, middle-level managers will need to mobilize more of 

their agentic responses and capabilities to “give shape” to their identity in relation to the 

challenges in their career, promotions and employability in the workplace. In accounting 

for what workplace re-structuring has implied for work and non-work experiences of 

managerial employees, middle-level managers and professionals, Heckscher’s (1995), 

argues that, it has implied a steady decline of positive orientation for this category of the 

workforce in the organisation he studied. With an awareness of the harsh realities of re-

structuring on their employment, the middle-level managers concluded that “things 

would not settle down, and return to normal”, (Heckshers 1995 in McGovern et al 

1999:460). In this circumstance, “expectation of life-time security and unquestioning 

loyalty had been mostly abandoned” (McGovern et al 1998:460). In the emerging reali-

ties, middle-level managers’ orientation is characterised by task-focus, policy directed, 

and work to rules. A sense of “professional orientation seems to replace a long term 

commitment to the organisation” (McGovern et al 1998:460.) A delicate balance, there-

fore, exists between professional orientation and loyalty to the organisation. The agentic 

concern of the middle-level managers and their sense of work identity are, therefore, ex-

pected to be dominated more by “professional challenge and career progression than a 

strong commitment to the organisation” (McGovern et al 1998:460). The overall implica-

tion as described by Heckscher (1995), of this subjective orientation is a “delicate balance 

in a general community of purpose,” (cited in McGovern 1999:460). 

These two models utilized for understanding the general orientation and perspectives of 

middle-level managers in a context of workplace re-organisation including management 

learning programmes, that is, “decline of loyalty” to the internal managerial employment 

relations, and “professional orientation” model (McGovern 1999), account for the empir-

ical observation and evaluation of managers and participants’ experience of NNPC’s 

learning programme as their agentic identity after the learning sessions. Beyond their 

apparent appreciation and applause of the management’s initiated learning programmes 

as contained in their remarks, as described earlier in the Chapter, concerns still remain of 

the realities of the corporation’s managerial practices as relate to issues such as job secu-

rity, career structures and prospects, and how to maintain a good balance between all this 

and after-work life expectations. Inevitable changes in the internal labour market as occa-
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sioned by managerial practices and employment relations issues as outcome of “unbun-

dling exercise” are bound to raise significant concerns and implications to the middle-

level managers’ self-identity at work as they are reaching the maturation age in the corpo-

ration. At NNPC, the new patterns of employment relations and practices, driven by 

managerial strategies as influenced by challenges of production and work processes are 

underpinned by policies relating to training and development, on the one hand, and the 

need for the corporation to reposition itself. This is bound to have a “ripple effect” on the 

career management of the middle-level managers’ experience, as it will also shape their 

workplace identity. Perceptions of changes in old career paths and line of advancement, 

and job security, therefore, have significant implications on how they now view their 

self-worth and self identity in the corporation. 

Adoption of qualitative and interpretive approach in this evaluation of perception and 

responses allow for the reflexive examination of expressions of middle-level managers 

concerning their attitude and orientation towards learning programmes in the corporation. 

It gives a critical evaluation of the view of this category or cohort of workers; their expe-

riences of the implementation of career structures and normative expectations behind it. 

No doubt, NNPC remains one of the leading corporations in Nigeria with exemplary 

practices in the management of career programmes for their workers. This leading posi-

tion also counts in the workers’ perception and experiences of the corporation as “best 

place” to work. Nevertheless, emerging managerial practices and challenges in terms of 

the operating environment and evolving patterns in work processes are beginning to have 

implications on the workers’ assessment of the corporation. In particular as these ‘inno-

vative” practices are bound to affect their career and expectations in the corporation. 

While the implicit assumptions behind managerial introduced training and learning pro-

grammes aim at ensuring the employability of the participants, in terms of enhancing 

their skills combined with competency in the corporation, the concerns of the middle-

level managers remain how to retain their employment, career growth and job security 

even in the face of these assumptions. Concerns about job security and fear of what might 

become of them in the context of on-going transformation still remain with this category 

as they reach their career plateau in the corporation. An implied theme of their responses 
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has been the concern about their future, and indeed their employability even after their 

tenure in the corporation. 

It is obvious therefore that in the context of the current restructuring in the NNPC, there 

is implicit orientation held by the middle level managers of their fate in the corporation, 

particularly in relation to their tenure and career prospects. More significantly, since 

many of those who fall into this category are in their mid-fifties, and have spent more 

than half of their statutory tenure in the corporation, their concern is well founded. There 

remains a shared feeling of limited prospect of further promotion after a few years on 

their present position in the corporation. The palpable feeling of job insecurity and lim-

ited prospect of further promotion, in spite of their training and capacity building is now 

manifesting in contrast against the background of old traditions of NNPC being a provid-

er of life-long employment. While to a certain extent, NNPC in the view of many of the 

workers still remains the “paternal” provider of “job-for-life”, emerging pessimisms and 

changes in this perspective are evident in view of the inevitable transformation the corpo-

ration had to undergo in recent times. 

As remarked by one of the class 047 participants of the management training programme 

on issues of career prospect and job security in the organisation “before now, we used to 

have confidence in NNPCas permanent job provider, that expectation is going away.” He 

remarked further, “we have witnessed cases of retrenchment in the past, and we don’t 

know what is going to happen after this so called “unbundling” exercise.”  Impliedly, the 

concern is there, even among the middle-level managers. For this age cohort who had put 

in 15-25 years in the service of the corporation, and who had just been promoted into 

middle-level management position, the feeling of gradually reaching career plateau is 

well founded. 

Indeed, a combination of evolving managerial practices, such as recruitment and training 

of younger graduates into the corporation in recent years may have contributed to the 

feeling of insecurity among the middle-level managers, with a perceptive orientation of 

early retirement in the new dispensation. The feeling of insecurity and what the future 

holds for them within corporation is palpable from “unwritten rules” concerning early 
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retirement. These perceptive feelings and orientation were more implicit, deduced as un-

written rules rather than explicitly stated in the corporation’s managerial practices even in 

the area of learning and development programme. Perceptions of implications on job se-

curity, career paths and prospects were well founded. Constant themes found in the illus-

trative evidence of the respondents’ narratives are concerns for job security and prospect 

for promotions in the corporation. In particular, there seemed to be larger implications of 

these concerns for middle-level managers. Indeed, these concerns are well founded 

against the background of the traditional views of the NNPC as provider of life-long em-

ployment, in the context of paternalistic assumptions workers hold of the corporation in 

Nigeria. Even in the context of the ever evolving regulatory framework the NNPC has to 

operate as part of transformation and unbundling strategies, the assumption will still exist 

concerning the corporation providing jobs-for-life for Nigerian citizens. 

However, with many of these middle-level managers having worked for more than one 

and half decades in the corporation, combination of factors embedded in the restructuring 

programmes have started to make them develop anxiety over early retirements as they 

arrive at the career plateau. Indeed, a major implication and outcome of transformation at 

NNPC had been the “flattening” of the structure of the corporation. With the creation of 

various subsidiaries and business units of the corporation, there have been a shift and 

adjustment in the career structures and prospects for the middle-level managers with less 

enthusiasm over its consequences and implications. Evidence has indicated a “delayered” 

managerial ladder with lateral moves rather than upward mobility. As a result of this, and 

the corporate-wide restructuring, a middle-level manager could be transferred or re-

deployed to another lateral position in any of the subsidiaries or refineries of the corpora-

tion. In other words, the processes of restructuring brought with it delayering of manage-

rial positions with less emphasis on upward mobility even after having been “qualified” 

upon successful completion of the Senior Officers’ and Management Development Pro-

gramme. Even though management’s emphasis on training and leadership development 

as essential route towards attaining the objectives of the corporation, middle-level man-

agers perceived a limited prospect for upwards mobility, with  “flattened”, lateral promo-

tion and deployment as part of emerging managerial practices. Consequently, manage-

ment at NNPC implicitly seems to be promoting the idea of horizontal steps and move-
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ment in which people of managerial cadre are moved horizontally to other refineries and 

subsidiaries. “Career management”, in NNPC, arising from re-organisation and transfor-

mation reflects a move away from traditional hierarchical career progression towards a 

“flexible type” that offers flexibility in terms of career growth and movement. 

Clearly, there were traits and tendencies of pessimism and uncertainty regarding the “lat-

eral movement” in the corporation. In many of their remarks, some of the middle-level 

managers painted the picture of their career being characterised by lateral movement ra-

ther than vertical promotion “management expectation seem to be reflecting in the trans-

fer and promotion exercises” (Participant in Class 047 of COMDP), “ with new rules 

concerning the appraisal system we are no more enjoying the automatic promotion, and 

also you need to acquire new skills and training before moving to another career point” 

(Class 046 member). 

The implication of these responses is such that the middle-level managers and indeed all 

other employees have to acquire a “new identity” in adapting to emerging culture of lat-

eral movement rather than upward growth as a consequence of workplace transformation. 

To the middle-level managers, observations show that a move that is not upward is not 

perceived as positive one. Impliedly, concern for career growth along traditional career 

path will remain a contested issue shaping the identity and agentic orientation of the con-

cerned workers. Indeed, in the present circumstance of on-going transformation and re-

structuring at NNPC, emerging tendency amongst the middle-level managers that had 

undergone the training and leadership development programme had been an orientation 

reflecting a cautious and instrumental attachment to the corporation. 

This evaluation is in line with Seases and Goffees 1989; and Kanter 1989; where both 

argued that “middle and junior managers have a tendency of declining levels of organisa-

tional commitment when they perceive a declining career progression” (cited in McGov-

ern et al 1998:471). In the wake of restructuring and transformation at NNPC, and as 

against old traditional assumptions of “job-for-life” and its hierarchical movement, this is 

gradually being replaced by “training for employability” and not promotion in the corpo-
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ration. At NNPC, the traditional career management has been replaced by training and 

skill formation for employability. 

My evaluations of middle-level manager’s experience and orientation also resonate with 

Newell and Dopson’s (1996) analysis that in a context of workplace restructuring, mid-

dle-level managers often perceive lack of career growth as a “breach of social contract 

with the organisation” (Newell and Dopson 1996:4).  In other words, in a context of 

transformation, in response to competitive challenges, and in which the corporation might 

not be able to assure employment for life, this might present a “pessimistic future and 

loyalty for the middle-level managers” (Newell and Dopson 1996:4). In Newell and Dop-

son’s (1996) analysis, two major strands of approaches explain the understanding of mid-

dle-level manager orientation and perception of career management in a context of work-

place transformation; one, “the problem of promotion opportunities confront this catego-

ry of employees in a context of flatter organisational hierarchies” (Newell and Dopson 

1996:6). A shift of managerial career management system from “model of narrow up-

wards mobility where employees automatically made their way up through routine pro-

motion exercise” (Newell and Dopson 1996:6) to one of horizontal movements with few 

or no promotion points, is bound to create anxiety for this category of workers. 

Writing on how adult workers perceived their own, and that of organisation’s “invest-

ment on their own work-life”, Bartolome and Evans (1979 cited in Newell and Dopson 

1996:9) had argued that “middle level managers were dissatisfied with the way they were 

investing their time and resources on professional growth, rather than their private lives.” 

In the prevailing circumstance in the NNPC, it is expected that competing loyalties will 

come from both workplace and outside the workplace commitments, thereby having im-

plications on how they perceive the management of their career. In these circumstances, 

ambivalence, shifting loyalty and commitment are bound to shape their agentic orienta-

tion and attitudes. And as noted in Herriot (1992) the reality of organisational practices 

shape identity formation of middle managers towards career management “as organisa-

tions are in the midst of profound business changes of the present decades, with their 

headlong rush into business future…has shattered whatever remains of social contract the 

employees may have” (cited in Newell and Dopson 1996:9). 
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7.6. Conclusion 

This Chapter of the study has shown that in a context of organisational transformation, 

there will exist a process of “negotiation” and “renegotiation” of individual’ workers’ 

orientation as a way of coping with the challenges, and “balancing organisational and 

individual needs” (Newell and Dopson 1996:9). The analytical model presented here ex-

plains the on-going perception and concerns of middle-level managers of NNPC to 

changes and experiences in relation to their job security, career management arising from 

implications of on-going transformation process in the corporation. Of particular rele-

vance here, therefore, are the experiences and orientation of middle-level managers to 

career management, skills development strategies and how they are able to construct their 

identity and agentic response around all these managerial initiatives. Constituting part of 

this feeling and in response to their situation is an experience of dissonance, and being 

“muddled” in the “middle” of their career in the corporation. Even though they still 

acknowledge the perception that NNPC remains one of the best paying organisations in 

the industry in Nigeria, the prevailing feeling of job insecurity is perceptible. In a sense, 

what now exists amongst the middle-level manager is a feeling of “instrumental com-

mitment”. 

At NNPC, an important dimension that in turn constitutes part of career management is 

the adoption and use of Experienced Hires to complement skill formation and managerial 

cohort within the corporation. In the current career management programme at NNPC 

Experienced Hires are Senior Professionals with long years of expertise experience re-

cruited and trained to assist in the mentoring and providing managerial leadership to 

young and middle-level managers “who would successfully drive the future of the corpo-

ration” (GM, Group Learning Department). While this remains part of discursive practice 

within NNPC managerial initiatives, middle-level managers’ interpretations and respons-

es also form part of their orientations towards career managements in the corporation. 

At NNPC, examples of a recent cross-functional re-deployment of Officers of Manage-

ment’s cadre included the following; GM, Pension and Gratuity re-deployed to SBU Pen-

sions Fund Ltd; Manager; Treasury PPMC to Corporate Hgts/Audit; GM, Minister’s Of-

fice to Corporate Hgt; Manager Plant Performance Monitoring Corp Hgts to R & D Corp 
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Hgts. Major retirement exercises have also affected those in the followingposi-

tions;GGM(GHR),GGM(Greenfied),Refineries,Project),GGM(Retail),GGGM(Marketing

)GM(Retail)GM(JVNAPIMS)MG(GAS)NAPIMS)GM(Downstream(NNPC2008) 

2009).As noted in the directives concerning this retirement, “the on-going changes are in 

response to the enormous challenges of survival and growth of the NNPC”(NNPC 2008). 

The implication of this for the workers, generally, and for those in the middle and at the  

top of their career in the NNPC are the palpable feeling of early retirement in the context 

of NNPC transformation programme. . 

Since 1998, NNPC had been embarking on series of continuous process of transformation 

and restructuring in the attempt to make the corporation operate effectively as a commer-

cial oriented enterprise within the oil industry. Underlying these changes have also been 

major changes in managerial policies and practices affecting the employment relations in 

the corporation. Towards the end of the decade 2000’s, there have been adjustments in 

the overall structure of managerial practices and employment relations characterised by 

“cost-cutting” exercising impacting on the workforce. Apart from the extensive restruc-

turing of the entity into several Subsidiary Business Units(SBU), and “flattening” of 

managerial structures, there have been accompanying adjustments in the workforce com-

position. An important element of transformation at NNPC had been the “unbundling” 

exercise involving delayering of management structure; the aim being to make the corpo-

ration more responsive to the challenges of the operating environment. 

In outlining the broad rationale behind the transformation exercise at NNPC, the Group 

Managing Director of NNPC(GMD,NNPC) in an address to the participants of Class 046, 

047 and 048 of COMDP, had remarked, “the evolving transformation exercise we are 

embarking on requires the right people that can align with the business processes.” It 

needs the “transformation of our organisation culture…changing our past and current 

practices into a new one that is compactable to product market challenges requires this.” 

He continued, “We have no choice in the matter, we cannot continue in the old ways and 

expect a different outcome from one, we are currently on”, (NNPC 2008). Noted in the 

management’s position, “the challenge of change has become inevitable” no one could 

have predicted the fate of the government agency a few years ago...a national champion 
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(like NNPC) could very easily become irrelevant to the economic life of a nation” (GMD, 

NNPC, 2008). Underlying the GMD’s statement therefore remain the normative expecta-

tions from managers in the corporation in which a great deal of effort is required of them 

in leading the change process. In the context of the transformation process, “NNPC is 

expected to operate as a commercial organisation so as to reach the full potential, and 

also to meet the expectations of the Nigerian government.” In this respect therefore, “a 

new organisational culture is vital to do the reform agenda, since it fosters employee de-

velopment, and encourages them to maximally impact on the organisation” (GMD, 

NNPC, 2008). Thus, in trying to reshape its corporate culture into a commercial orientat-

ed type, competency development programmes have been identified as change agent. 

Accordingly, and as part of competency development programmes, career paths have 

been developed along structured and functional basis related to, not only the needs and 

challenges of the corporation, but also as important development in aligning the skill 

formation of the employees to challenges in the oil industry, with which the corporation 

have to contend. Defining the managerial drive and practices, therefore, has been the in-

troduction of institutional structure and practices of training and learning programmes of 

which the COMP remains an important component. 
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Chapter 8 

Institutional Framework for Interest Mediation in NNPC 

8.1. Introduction 

In the preceding Chapters, the tensions between the diverse forms of managerial hege-

monic practices, and the responses of the workers even in their representational forms by 

trade unions were examined and evaluated. The analysis and evaluation had been located, 

and guided by the thematic themes and strands within the “third-wave” labour process 

conceptualization. These strands and perspectives tend to mediate the mainstream dis-

course of managerialist labour process understanding. It was argued that both the work-

ers’ experiences, and indeed the labour process dimensions and implications of emergent 

managerial initiatives in the contemporary workplaces go beyond “one-sided” managerial 

understanding, and in what extant literature put forward as normative benefits to both 

management and the workers. Workplace Labour-Management relations are mediated by 

“ambivalent” social processes through which workers and unions are able to articulate 

their consciousness and agentic subjectivity in response to workplace power relations. 

Workplace relations and workers’ experience that came out as outcome of managerial 

practices on work and production processes incorporate the mediating influences of 

workplace and extra-workplace social processes in the manifestation of workers’ agentic 

responses. 

In what follows here, the articulation of workers’ orientation and indeed the trade unions’ 

positions and activities within the context of institutional framework and processes of 

interest mediation in NNPC are analysed and evaluated. Institutional structures and pro-

cesses for interest mediations, and efforts bargaining in NNPC; such as the hierarchy of 

Industrial Relations structure, comprising the Branch trade unions and the management, 

the National Joint Consultative Councils (NJCC) and other frameworks for social part-

nership are empirically analysed in terms of functions and processes, and their outcomes 

or benefits examined in light of emerging conceptual approaches. Work process, and the 

process of production especially at the process plant levels are increasingly characterised 
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and shaped by the institutional processes of production negotiations and its outcomes 

between the labour and management, with diverse implications on the workers and insti-

tutional roles and activities of the trade unions. 

8.2 Process of Joint Consultation in NNPC: models for evaluation 

In response to heightened competitive processes, labour and management relation in the 

workplace have acquired a new dimension and prominence in terms of industrial relations 

practices and institutional processes for coping with the emerging challenges. Much of 

these challenges have focused on how to evolve a “working together” that takes care of 

the processes and outcomes of work processes and the need to realign the interest of the 

workers. Consequently, formal processes of co-operation became institutionalised within 

the established framework of work relations among workers, unions and employers and 

this have assumed a prominence in the workplace relations in the NNPC. Indeed, evi-

dence of different forms of partnership on lean production, Kochan, Lansbury and Mac-

Duffie (1997), high-performance work systems Appelbaum, et al (2000), and social part-

nership agreement Guest and Peccei (2001), point to a new dimension of institutional 

processes and framework of collective bargaining and industrial relations in the context 

of workplace re-organisation (cited in John Kelly 2004:267). Impact and implications of 

new forms of co-operative working relations on the employees’ working lives have also 

been examined by Babson (1995), the implications for trade unions and activities, (Kelly 

1996, 1998 and 2004). These diverse analyses provide a review of evidence that provides 

understanding of processes and outcomes of partnership relations and agreements, and 

their implications on workers’ and trade union activities. In the context of workplace rela-

tions, both workers and union leaders in their experiences, and responses, appeared to 

have been committed to the values and benefits of “social partnership’ as “pacts” towards 

assuring continued interests of the workers in the corporation, and as a major way 

through which the unions can continuously “revitalise” their legitimacy to the union 

members. Indeed, Kelly’s (1996, 1998, 2004), have drawn out the “main elements of 

strengths and weakness”(Kelly 2004:268) in the processes and outcomes of social part-

nership between the labour and management, In turn, Kelly’s work (1996, 1998, 2004) 

have provided the conceptual approach towards understanding the emerging trends and 
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dimensions of social partnership “its impact on employment relations, wages and condi-

tions of employment”(Kelly 2004:268).The implication for unions’ leadership roles to 

members on issues of production processes and decisions between labour and manage-

ment that often underpin how production processes are to be organised have also been 

analysed. His analysis has also examined the implications of social partnership on “union 

revitalization” in the context of work processes. It is in this context that “labour-

management co-operation for mutual gains”(Kelly 2004: 268)has to be examined at 

NNPC. Drawing on Kelly’s (2004), conceptualization of labour management co-

operation, this evaluation of institutional structure and process of consultative and collec-

tive bargaining, assesses the “core components” of themes that influence the perceived 

outcomes of “social partnership” at NNPC. In the context of re-arrangement of produc-

tion process and workplace relations at NNPC, this analysis evaluates the following 

themes; dimensions of “union concession” to management, on emergent managerial prac-

tices and work processes such as, productivity, concessions on task and teamworking, 

unions “rights to information and consultations over strategic business decisions”(Kelly 

2004:268)and issues of job and employment security in the NNPC. 

In what follows, therefore in this Chapter, is an account of both the way in which the –

“corporatist-concertive” dimension of management and union accommodation influences 

the workplace at NNPC, and how this has further provided an understanding of the new 

forms of work and patterns of institutional structures and processes of collective bargain-

ing in the corporation. Literature on labour-management partnership, especially in the 

context of work process has shown diverse opinions of commentators on the values and 

outcomes of partnership arrangements for workers, the unions and the management 

(Kelly 2004). While the mainstream managerialist account of values and normative out-

comes of such “productivity coalitions” pointed out that in the context of weak positions 

of unions, the traditional methods of collective bargaining processes may be inadequate 

in providing or guaranteeing the much needed interest of workers and unions, and as such 

“partnership provides alternative means to leverage their positions, in particular as these 

concern training, job security, career progression and other terms of conditions of em-

ployment” (Kelly 2004:268). Social partnership in the workplace, it is argued fosters un-

ions’ capability to promote a broader interest of members on such employment relations 
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issues. It is also argued within the mainstream understanding that increasingly, workers in 

contemporary workplaces have become “less impatient” of the traditional approaches of 

unions’ negotiation, and hence the need for union officials to consolidate their legitimacy 

by engaging with the management on regular basis through the ambit of joint consulta-

tion. Expectedly therefore, union leaders are compelled to shed their adversarial and mili-

tant posture if they are to pursue a partnership approach to industrial relations matter 

(Guest and Pecceei 1998; 2001; Haynes and Allen 2001; cited in Kelly 2004:269). In-

deed, as noted by Turner (2006:2), “because employers are increasingly tempted by strat-

egies that seek to weaken or marginalize unions, sustained participation for unions” argu-

ably remain alternative approach. In NPPC, need to align operations activities with inter-

nal and external challenges in the industry continuously compels unions and management 

to “innovate” on wide range of issues such as concession bargaining and productivity 

bargaining, thereby strengthening “coalition building” and partnership. This is why it is 

claimed in the managerialist literatures that parties would therefore be able to pursue and 

achieve their respective objectives under co-operative relations. 

However, critics of social partnership such as Kelly (1998), Claydon (1998), Heery 

(2002), Tailby and Winchester (2000), have variously cautioned that beyond the man-

agement rhetoric and discourse surrounding the normative outcomes for both parties, 

partnership arrangement only succeeds in “reinforcing the ideology of the employer” 

(cited in Kelly 2004:269), in the context of overall corporate objectives. It is argued that 

joint partnership not only weakens the independence of the trade unions, but also ends up 

in “co-opting the unions officials” into managerial agenda, and therefore “rarely delivers 

on the commitment to employment security” (Heery 2002,cited in Kelly 2004:269). 

As noted by Kelly (2004), the emergence of joint labour-management partnership 

in the 1990’s on the backdrop of compelling managerial responses to competitive operat-

ing environment of corporate organisations has to do with responses on how to cope with 

these challenges. Thus, the evolving patterns of co-operative relations came through a 

number of forms, and in all instances of its growth and dimensions in work organisation 

it operates on the “core components of managerial objectives, flexibility, rights to infor-

mation, consultation, job security and improved productivity”(Kelly 2004:270). While 
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these partnership relations emerged in situations that help to deal with immanent “indus-

trial conflict”, thereby changing the contour of industrial relations in era of unpredictable 

operating environment, “the agreements served primarily to secure a minimal degree of 

union impact on collective bargaining, and day-to-day workplace issues, thereby facilitat-

ing high levels of both labour intensity and managerial surveillance” (Danford 1999, cit-

ed in Kelly 2004:269). In this understanding therefore there is limit to the claim of “mu-

tual benefits. 

Through case studies and empirical analysis, Colling and Ferner (1995), Gall (2001), and 

Storey et al (20000), have come up with findings that partnership agreements are often 

conducted in “heavily unionized firms and industries undergoing substantial organisa-

tional restructuring or work processes”(in Kelly’s 2004:270).Kelly’s work (2004), has, 

therefore, provided a theoretical base for understanding the processes and mechanisms by 

which diverse forms of partnerships have produced outcomes revealing on such joint 

partnership relations. Theoretical and conceptual considerations that shaped the under-

standing of different forms of agreements are equally determined by the prevailing situa-

tions of labour-management relations. In Kelly’s (2004) evaluation, the “balance of pow-

er” within particular industrial relations institutions shapes the patterns of employment 

relations. In similar vein dimensions and dynamics of labour-management are contingent 

on such power relations dynamics that characterised the industrial relations system. In 

Kelly’s characterisation of such labour-management partnership is a power-relation bal-

ance continuum where at one end exists “employer-dominant agreement” (Kelly 

2004:271). According to Kelly, “this is marked by employer dominated agenda, primarily 

reflecting employer’s interests and labour compliance relations rather than co-operation” 

(Kelly 2004:271). Moving along the continuum, as observed by Kelly, is “labour-parity 

agreements” where there is “more even balance of power”(Kelly 2004:271) here, issues 

for discussion and consultations are expected to reflect their interests respectively.  

As contextual factors and variables influencing the power balance and relations, Kelly 

identifies such factors as the dimensions of the labour market; whether loose or tight, the 

“degree of product market competition, the degree to which employer would have to rely 

on the employees for productive purposes and attributes of unions in terms of member-
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ship density and mobilization capability” (Kelly 2004:271). From the perspective of this 

model of “power- relationsbalance, we would, therefore, expect different set of outcomes, 

e.g. one that might reflect mutual gains for both parties – a labour-parity scheme, and the 

alternative or opposing type that might reflect more benefits to the employer, that is,  

employer-dominant scheme. 

In evaluating and accounting for the “outcomes” of these theoretical schemes in the 

workplace, Kelly’s (2004), analysis also came up with certain variables that should guide 

researchers in doing empirical investigations and evaluations. According to him, three 

key variables shape the outcome of labour-management partnership under the above the-

oretical schemes. First, where business imperatives have to compel management to share 

information with the workers on relevant issues, there is “information sharing and joint 

decision making process” (Freeman and Lazear 1995 cited in Kelly 2004:271).When this 

prevails, unions’ representations often agree to “job losses” might be proposed by the 

management. Secondly, when parties realised that a “route to partnership outcomes must 

be shaped by changes in feelings and attitudes; “trust variable” guides the union-

management relations” (Kelly 2004:271). Here, the relations must be reciprocal for such 

“feelings of trust to be perceived as guiding consultative moves” (Kelly 2004: 271). The 

third key factor or variable that shapespower balance and relations, and one that deviates 

from the first two occurs or comes into play in “moments of economic crisis”, referred to 

as “power-resource variable”(Kelly 2004:272). When there is a shift in power resource or 

base of either party arising from economic circumstances of the organisation, outcomes 

could come out in favour of either of the parties. According to Cooke (1990), “both par-

ties would then have to seek out and construct alternative ways of relating, and construct 

new agreements around issues confronting the organisation” (cited in Kelly, 2004:272). 

Invariably, in such circumstances, unions are more weakened in terms of power base and 

resource, which then makes the employer to secure more benefits at the expense of the 

unions. Thus, as noted by Kelly (2004:272), “changes in power resources could therefore 

lead either to genuine co-operation (labour-parity agreements) or to employer coercion 

and therefore union compliance.” 
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Deployed as analytical tool in my evaluation of joint partnership at NNPC, it is hypothe-

sised that; in moments of workplace restructuring, and in response to emerging operating 

environment, NNPC makes use of the circumstances and imperatives of the operating 

environment to seek and secure “more compliance” on various labour process issues. 

While the concern of this evaluation of joint partnership involves primarily a recasting of 

institutional framework of collective bargaining in the corporation, it is done in the con-

text of new forms of interplay between formal and informal platforms of joint consulta-

tions in the corporation. The evaluation is located within the broader process involving 

not only the existing formal structures of “collective relations” generally but also the pre-

vailing workplace culture and social process in the refinery that constitutes the “micro-

social” space through which the understanding must of necessity evolve. In this respect, 

and as noted by Oxenbridge and Brown (2002), while paying attention to the dynamics 

and processes of “formal understanding,” we need to locate the understanding within the 

“determinate sociological relationships which define the pattern of any context-bound 

partnership agreement” (cited in Martinez Lucio and Mark Stuart 2005:212). In other 

words, the dynamics of workers and union leader’s engagement with management on 

issues of workplace partnership are regulated and mediated by micro-social processes 

located both at the corporate and refinery levels. The configuration of institutional out-

comes of partnership is shaped and mediated by informal dynamics of interests in the 

corporation. For instance, occupational interests of the workers both at the corporate and 

refinery levels mediate patterns and processes of consultation with the management. It is 

the “interpretations” the workers give to the process and outcomes that shape their opin-

ion of the consultations. 

Indeed, as pointed out by Peter Haynes et al (2000:5), the “regulatory ideas” of give and 

take that constitute collective relations at the shopfloor which is informal and “ad hoc and 

covert” do influence partnership processes and outcome. Such informal relations at the 

shopfloor level have been known to be used in “resolution of conflicts, information shar-

ing and off-the record discussions that reinforce mutual commitments of shopfloor mem-

bers towards themselves, and the organisation” (Batstone et al 1977, cited in Peter 

Haynes et al 2000:5). While such an arrangement may remain within the informal collec-

tive of the shopfloor workers, they represent a foundation of trust and mutual benefit to 
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members (Peter Haynes et al 2000:5). The emerging tradition of overt and formalised 

union-management co-operation has been identified to have been built upon this micro-

social process of mutual understanding that characterised the informal work groups at the 

shopfloor level. The “common interest” ideology of the collective at the shopfloor pro-

vides the foundation for the “formalised joint production arrangement of the contempo-

rary workplaces” (Marchington, 1994 cited in Peter Haynes et al 2000:5). The current 

notion of modern workplace partnership as observed by Peter Haynes et al (2000) should 

therefore be seen as a modern version of the former tradition of mutual trust and respect 

that characterised the informal arrangements of workplace relations. However, in spite of 

this continuity in the evolving patterns, the modern workplace dimension emerged and 

rested upon different historical context and specificity of modern capitalist mode of pro-

duction. This essentially therefore gives the specific forms of implication and signifi-

cance to both workers’ experience and interpretations and union representational roles in 

the context.Indeed, evidence of diversity in the form of processes and outcomes of part-

nership in the workplace from informal level to a more formalised process between un-

ions and management points to a “continuum of union involvement in the workplace” 

(Oxenbridge and Brown 2005 cited in Martinez Lucio et al 2005:85). As noted by Oxen-

bridge and Brown; at one end of the continuum are informal partnership relationships on 

the shopfloor concerning daily production arrangement, and at the other end of the con-

tinuum is the existence of “highly formalised and regulated unions active involvement 

and engagement with the cognisance of workplace implications of such arrangement to 

both workers and the unions” (cited in Martinez Lucio et al 2005:5). The mode and levels 

of such arrangements have implications on the outcomes and perceptions of the partners 

In the context of highly competitive labour and product markets to which the manage-

ments have to respond through “prioritisation” of work processes, with attendant labour 

intensification, unions are increasingly compelled to moderate their stance towards man-

agement and embrace social partnership. With such shift in balance of power, “unions 

may face the risk of marginalisation, and limited roles within the system of workplace 

industrial relations”(Kelly 1996 cited in Ackers et al 1996:83). Therefore, in assessing the 

outcome of this partnership arrangement in terms of implications on traditional patterns 

of joint negotiations in NNPC, we analyse the scope of union involvement, levels and 
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degree of acceptance from the Plant Operators’ perspective, and the diverse management 

control strategies. 

As noted by Jenkins (2007:635), “the dynamics of workplace union-management partner-

ship has been a contestation of perceptions in terms of outcomes between the unions and 

management.” The context of the partnership itself shapes the patterns of this contesta-

tion, the “interests and motivations of the actors, the nature and the shared distribution of 

reciprocal risks influence the mutuality of the substantive outcomes” (Jenkins 2007:635). 

While the “potentials for more gains and benefits remain central to the objectives of man-

agement in the partnership, much of the deficits remain the concern for unions and mem-

bers” (Martinez Lucio and Stuart 2005 in Jenkins 2007:636). Also, while on the one 

hand, management manifests low tolerance and outlook to acknowledge union’s legiti-

macy, unions in the same way risk their legitimacy from the members. The importance of 

outcomes and mutuality of interest, as noted by Guest and Peccei, (2001),Kelly (2004), 

Oxenbridge and Brown (2002, 2005),  is critical to positions of partners , that is, labour 

and management have made the evaluation of partnership arrangement to pay significant 

attention to “politics of workplace” relations, that define the dynamics of partnership re-

lations. The relative “robustness” or “weakness” of partnership is defined by the “ideolo-

gy” and interests of the partners that are involved. Thus, as observed by Martinez Lucio 

and Stuart (2004 cited in Jenkins 2007:636) the “politics of partnership are both complex 

and context determined”, shaped by the dynamics of interest articulations of both labour 

and management. More specifically, for the purpose of critical evaluation; “an apparently 

robust partnership may serve to disguise current marginalisation”(Jenkins 2007:636), and 

relative weakness of the unions. This is more so given the capitalist mode of production 

on which the politics workplace relations and labour processes are located. In the context 

of an inherent imbalance in power relations on which labour process dynamics are locat-

ed and manifested, “mutuality of interest”, and “causal link between partnership and sub-

stantive outcomes”(Kelly 2005Martinez Lucio and Stuart 2004; in Jenkins 2007:636), 

demonstrate the risks and uncertainties that unions bear in the context. 
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This Chapter therefore draws on Kelly’s (1996), conceptualisation of “union’s militancy 

moderation” in evaluating the reciprocal link between partnership and substantive out-

comes to partners. This evaluation will be done along these analytical themes and dimen-

sions of goals, union membership interest protection, and prevailing unions’ orientation 

within the workplace,(Kelly 1996 cited in Ackers et al 1996). Adoption of this frame-

work for evaluating unions’ responses and experiences allows for an empirically location 

of unions’ position, and envisages different forms of “militancy and moderation” that 

shape the substantive outcomes, either negatively or positively. It answers the questions 

of what drives “causal associations, the issues of unequal outcomes that asymmetrical 

power relations engendered; and implications in terms of risks of legitimacy and trust 

relations between union leaders and members,” (Jenkins 2007:636). 

While making a case for research work to look beyond the managerialist interpretations 

of “robust”, “nurturing” and “stable” partnership, Kelly (1996), argues that mutuality if 

interest “inclined” workers toward management. Indeed, as noted by Danford et al (2004, 

2005), there are clear empirical examples of how organisational changes and labour-

management partnerships “being deleterious to workers’ interest”(in Jenkins 

2007:637).Also, empirical illustrations have highlighted how the causal link between 

partnership and outcomes is not frequently “coterminous and tension-free” (Martinez 

Lucio and Stuart 2004 cited in Jenkins 2007:637). The contexts in which workplace 

changes and partnership take place are shaped by the dynamics of operating and product 

market environment thereby determining both the political and economic motivated di-

mension of decision making process. Such decision making process within the partner-

ship arrangement must therefore have implications for degree of influence available for 

workers and the unions in the workplace ( Tailby et al 2004 Danford et al 2004; 2005 

cited in Jenkins 2007:637). Also evidence from Kelly’s (2005), evaluations of outcomes 

of partnership agreements for workers and management found no tangible benefits for the 

workers in the organisation. His analysis showed “little support for the new-pluralist in-

stuitionalist account of mutual gains” for partners in partnership arrangement (Kelly 2005 

and Martinez Lucio and Stuart 2005 in Jenkins 2007:637). These analyses, therefore, 

suggest that a “duality” of relations between partnership and outcomes is contestable and 

may not be “unidirectional”. Expectations of substantive outcomes and mutuality of in-
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terests may ultimately be deceptive, and may not adequately explain labour’s interests in 

the relationship. 

Our evaluation of partnership arrangement in NNPC, in particular in the context of work-

place labour relations and labour process benefit from the conceptual analysis deployed 

by these authors. For instance, as noted in Martinez Lucio and Stuart (2005), if by trying 

to identity a beneficial outcome of partnership arrangements has become problematic in 

the context of competitive environment., Researcher’s analysis and evaluation must place 

the concept of “risk” in the centre of analysis. Risks in this context, according to Mar-

tinez Lucio and Stuart (2005) refer to both the micro-process of political dynamics upon 

which the distribution or “substantive risks are egotiated and shared between the part-

ners” (cited in Jenkins 2007:638). Distributive risk is associated with the “material condi-

tions” of employment relations, and the social relations of production that are politically 

determined. Thus, location and evaluation of attitudes and responses of parties to the me-

so-social process and risks provide a more nuanced sociological account of motivations 

of both unions and management, in particular within the context of “internalised” operat-

ing challenges. 

As work organisations are faced with “external” competitive pressures on work process 

thereby requiring shifts in expectations and aspirations of both management and unions, 

security of jobs remains the prime concern for workers. Concession bargaining, therefore, 

characterises workplace relations through which expectations are “narrowed down”, “and 

management uses that leverage to justify adjustment on terms and conditions of work” 

(Jenkins 2007:638). While unions may desire to maintain and legitimize their representa-

tive capability, the challenges of the “bargaining environment remain a considerable po-

litical risk for them” (Danford 2004 in Jenkins 2007:638). 

NNPC has assumed a position where “innovative” work practices and arrangements 

based on teamwork, total quality programme and flexible deployment of skills are found, 

and these are characterised with management assumptions of workers’ empowerment and 

autonomy. It is in these normative expectations that partnership relations are expected to 

engender a more positive climate. Piore and Sabel (1984); Kuchan and Osterman (1994); 
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Rogers and Streeck (1995cited in Roche et al 2002), have all earlier written on these 

themes as characterising managerial initiatives of organisation, operating on the basis of 

competitive and diversified, flexible and quality-focused product orientations. However, 

as qualified by Jenkins (2007:638), labour-management partnership in any context is 

never apolitical, “even integrative bargaining that seem to move relations beyond distrib-

utive concerns, simply end up in integrating the workers more into the political manipula-

tion of the management”. For instance, “better communication does not make the work-

place partnerships less vulnerable to the shareholders’ dictates; it does not insulate the 

workers against the vagaries of the product market” (Jenkins 2007:638). According to 

Jenkins (2007:638), developing a research agenda that incorporates the analysis of part-

nership will have to be attentive to “the internal micro-social process of politics” in-

volved in decision-making that shapes the “strategic choices” of the actors. This therefore 

must be sensitive to the distinctive meanings and interpretations the workplace actors 

give to the concept and its outcomes. Context therefore matters, in terms of the dynamics 

of the economic involvement and regulatory framework of the organisation (Jenkins 

2007). The various dimensions for understanding and analysis of workplace partnership 

are located both within the organisation and outside it. To Boyer (2006), the relationship 

between Joint Consultative Committee and collective bargaining in the workplace is nei-

ther one of “mutual exclusion” nor “complimentary”; they tend to co-exist. In other 

words, the valence of each; either to the Union or Management is determined by the pre-

vailing circumstance of the organisation.  

8. 3. In Pursuit of Common Interest- Social Partnership project in the 
NNPC 

As shown in the above analysis of various authors, the context of the workplace provides 

the background for understanding the concept and dimensions of partnership arrange-

ments. For the evaluation of social partnership in NNPC, qualitative research in form of 

semi-structured interviews with workers and Unions representatives was carried out. Ob-

servation of production process and evaluation of documentary evidence such as proce-

dural agreements relating to joint consultation with Unions was also carried out. The 

Chairman and Secretary of the two in Branch Unions of NUPENG and PENGASSAN 
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were interviewed. Semi-structured interviews were held with two Senior/Management 

Cadres of the Employee Relations Office who served as convenors of the corporate level 

National Joint Consultative Committee (NJCC) meetings. The interviews were enhanced 

by the researcher’s attendance and observations at the JCC meetings. This provided the 

basis to understand the deliberations and normative assumptions behind the social part-

nership arrangements both at the corporate and refinery levels of the NNPC. 

The challenges of oil industry operation in NNPC that allowed for the introduction of 

social partnership became significant at a time when the corporation had to respond “pro-

actively” to the highly competitive product markets and operating environment. Man-

agement’s initiatives behind JCC demonstrated the normative understanding that the sus-

tainability and improved performance of the corporation rested on the basis of joint work 

arrangement between the workers and the management on the challenges facing the cor-

poration. Thus, rhetoric of “working together” wasconstantly harped on, as the need to 

jointly work together in the interestof the corporation in the face of operating challenges, 

and, therefore, used as a lever for a “reintegration” of attitudes of unions and workers. 

Even though union and management at NNPC had been operating on the traditional col-

lective bargaining arrangement, even on a wide range of issues, the challenges of the 

competitive operating environment of the oil industry, in particular, as this related to the 

products market, made the elaborate arrangement and justifications for joint consultation 

more compelling. 

In the last two decades, the NNPC had therefore witnessed different forms and patterns to 

its work process, defined and driven by Management’s initiated partnership relations with 

the unions. The distinctive opportunity and access gained to conduct interviews and at-

tend the JCC meetings both at the corporate and refinery levels offered insightful under-

standing into both “incentives” and “tensions” surrounding partnership at NNPC. Analy-

sis from these interviews offered an evaluation of both unions’ and workers’ view of 

partnership; its promises and limitations. This can only be assessed from the perspective 

of both the unions and the workers, as something different from the perspective of the 

management.Evaluations of the workers’ and union leaders’ responses  gave significant 

picture as showed how workplace relations concerning JCC at NNPC had been synony-
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mous and interpreted by them as partnership defined by the challenges for quality prod-

ucts and efficient operations of the refinery; and in which the “consultative agenda” was 

tailored along the management’s imperatives. At NNPC, efficiency of the plant opera-

tions and improved performance had become non-negotiable, only the manner and pro-

cesses of achieving this became  asubject of contestation between the management and 

the unions. 

Much of the literature and assessments of workplace partnership identified it to be a pro-

cess that conceded little workplace rights to workers, Rather, it remained as extension of 

the managerial rhetoric tool for neutralising workers’ resistance to specific management 

objectives. This was in line with Danfords et al (2005), observation. Joint consultation 

became imperative in NNPC as a result of compelling reasons for management to embark 

upon workplace attitude reintegration between the management and the workers. As not-

ed earlier in the preceding chapters, the compelling competitive environment in which 

NNPC has had to operate in the previous two decades, and the challenges to maintain 

product markets production had forced the corporation to embark upon phases of restruc-

turing, which had involved “unbundling” into commercially focused subsidiaries and 

business units. And this consequently entailed introduction of diverse work process re-

gimes based on “business rationality”, and efficient utilization of both material resources 

and labour. Through these processes and practices, management sought to improve work 

process and quality products. However, and as indicated in the preceding evaluations of 

the other managerial “initiatives” concerning work process regimes, workers had suffered 

labour intensifications in the face of job insecurity. They  showed their own narratives 

and perceptions of the emergent managerial practices. 

Indeed, from the management’s perspective, social partnership emerged as part of an on-

going process for improved performance of the corporation. In NNPC, it was developed 

as part of a compelling attempt to construct cooperative social relations in order to secure 

unions’ and workers’ acceptance of the process of transformation. Consequently, the in-

stitutional structure and process upon which social partnership operated had developed 

over a number of years, and comprised a mixture of both formal procedures of consulta-

tions over certain conditions and parameters of work process. It has become an elaborate 
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system of consultations that cascaded from the corporate levels to the refineries. While 

social partnership in the context of work process in the NNPC might be interpreted as 

providing a basis for “industrial democracy”, it has essentially become a way of “legiti-

mizing” managerial initiatives on workplace relations in line with prevailing dynamics of 

operating challenges of the corporation. Perceptions and responses of both workers and 

unions’ leaders provided a leading confirmation of this. However, from the manage-

ment’s interpretation, it was perceived as a qualitative process to refine interactions be-

tween workers and management on work processes and mutual problems arising thereof. 

However, my discussion and informal interviews with the refinery workers still showed 

some level of ambivalence and doubt about the “substance” of its democratic assump-

tions. To the workers, “democratic qualities” of partnership agendas were reinterpreted 

into “productionist terms” that fulfilled the expectation of the management Indeed, as 

observed in Jenkins(2007:639), unions and their members may gain more influence at 

“consultation levels, but only in a form that serves as a complement rather than con-

straint” to management’s prerogative. Management’s position was re-echoed in one of 

the remarks of the convenors of JCC at the corporate level of NNPC “integrating the atti-

tude of the workers in light of new dispensation in the NNPC is what the meetings seek 

to achieve”. Management constructively sought trade unions’ leadership commitment to 

the project. 

Consequently, in NNPC, emergent dynamics of workplace relations had become mani-

fested at two scales of understanding; first, there was a situation where management 

sought unions’ and members’ approval, and thus their commitment to the strategic goals 

and objectives of improved performance, and secondly that required a qualitative shift in 

relations and attitudes that must eschew adversarial tendencies. However, from our re-

search point of view, those were not without implications to the union roles and indeed 

the kind of “legitimacy” they eventually obtained from their members, and what sense the 

workers themselves made out of this management’s driven “constructive attitudinal” in-

tegration. 



276 

8 .4.Joint Consultative Councils and Unions Involvement in NNPC 

To evaluate the outcome of JCC and partnership arrangements in NNPC, in terms of im-

plications on unions’ leadership roles and members’ orientation, and in terms of implica-

tion on traditional collective bargaining, we focused on the form and scope of union in-

volvements, the type of legitimacy accorded unions from the workers, degree and extent 

of unions’ involvement in terms of consultation, communication and strength of decision 

making abilities. The evaluations were done in the context of employers’ managerial 

strategies of the control of work process in the corporation. 

In NNPC, the two Branch Unions: PENGASSAN and NUPENG were involved in the 

consultation process. In the (Procedural Agreements, 2007), of both unions with the man-

agement it was stated clearly that Joint Consultative Council  was the formal framework 

and process of the mechanism. Part III, Clause 1 of the document read, “There shall be a 

body established by the Corporation and the Union to consult with each other.” It stated 

further that “the terms and coverage of the Council’s decisions shall apply to Senior Staff 

of the Corporation in permanent employment who are members of the Union, employed 

and holding jobs within the Corporation salary grade levels SS7 to SS2” (Procedural 

Agreements, 2007). This was in respect of National Joint Consultative Council (NJCC) 

pertaining to members of both the PENGASSAN and NUPENG. At the corporate level, 

membership of the NJCC was made up of representatives of the Corporate Headquarters, 

comprising; the Managers of the Admin and Personnel of all the subsidiaries, Zonal 

Managers, and members of the Unions’ Group Executive Council, and National Officers 

–non-elected officers of the unions. The General Manager, Personnel or his representa-

tive, a member of the Managerial Cadre was the Chairman of the NJCC, while the Un-

ions’ Chairman or his representative was the Spokesman for the Union (Procedural 

Agreements 2007).  

All members of the union present at the JCC meetings “shall get clearance from the Chief 

Spokesman before contributing to any discussion” (Procedural Agreements 2007). 

Contained in the Procedural Agreements was the Clause that “-Deputy Manager Employ-

ee Relations shall be the Secretary at the meetings of the NJCC”.  
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Meetings of the NJCC are to be convened quarterly at any location of the Corporation 

that has been agreed upon by the two parties.  

Notice convening the meeting of the NJCC would include the proposed agenda for the 

meeting.  

Any item slated in the agenda submitted by either party would have to be discussed with 

the Secretary at least fourteen (14) days prior to the meeting. Issues not contained in the 

agenda would not be discussed during the meeting (Procedural Agreements, 2007). Ob-

viously, this Clause as shall be expounded upon in the cause of this evaluations, once 

again brings to our understanding the embedded power dynamics in the whole arrange-

ment  

The Agreement contained further that, no more than four (4) issues would be allowed 

under the (AOB). At every meeting, the Council would agree on the agenda for the meet-

ing. Also, contained in the Procedural Agreements was the Proviso that the Quorum 

could only be formed by not less than half of the accredited  representatives of both the 

management and the union. Any decision taken by the NJCC shall be binding on all the 

branches of the Union in NNPC and all the SBUs Management (Procedural Agree-

ments2007 NNPC). Just as obtained at the corporate headquarters of the NNPC, all the 

refineries and other Branches of NNPC where local Branch Unions exist are also to repli-

cate their local JCC. The activities of the local Joint Consultative Council are also, as 

applied to NJCC, but limited to local issues within the competence of the Management at 

Branch level. 

 In addition to the accredited representatives of both the management and unions at the 

SBUs level, membership also include one (1) representative each from Operations, Fi-

nance, Training and Medical. Immediate past Chairman of the Branch Executive is also a 

member to give guides at deliberations. JCC Meetings at the SBU levels take place once 

every three (3) months. Any decision taken by the SBUs JCC shall be binding on both 

parties, provided it is in line with the corporate policies and decisions reached at NJCC 

meetings (Procedural Agreements2007). 

In the context of the highly competitive product market operating environments, to which 

the corporation has to respond through prioritising of production processes, unions are 
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increasingly compelled to embrace social partnership arrangements. As a result, the main 

aims of NJCC at NNPC are  as follows; to ensure consultation on matters affecting the 

well being of members of the unions on the one hand, and such matters include but not 

limited to the following terms and conditions of service, efficiency, productivity, safety, 

education, medical and training (Procedural Agreements 2007). As remarked by the con-

venor of the NJCC, who is also the Manager Employee Relations,  “in achieving all this 

for the union members, management therefore expects greatest measure of cooperation 

from the unions and members on how best to attain higher productivity arising from  effi-

cient operations of the corporation’s business.” NJCC also has the mandate to attend to 

all matters that are referred to it from time to time by the management or the unions. Such 

matters may include; methods and procedures of improving communication and opera-

tions of managerial initiatives such as team-working, labour flexibility (Procedural 

Agreements 2007). 

8.5. Evaluation of Union Involvement in the Institutional Structure 

While much of the discussions above had to do with the institutional structure and proce-

dure of JCC in NNPC, it served as backdrop for our evaluation of social partnership in 

NNPC. It also served as basis for our evaluation of dynamics of power play in the consul-

tation process in the corporation. However, for all the “mutual benefits” and promises 

supposedly contained therein, there are from the perspective of this research work con-

ceptual concerns, which also explain the experiences and responses of both union leaders 

and workers in the arrangement. 

In what follows here, an attempt is made to re-conceptualize this salience, by focusing on 

how the Management, through its agenda-setting and the institutional framework of 

NJCC implemented the “discourse” and “practices” it wanted the union and members to 

follow. From the workers and union leaders’ perspective and account, the agenda-setting 

was limited and driven by issues that favoured the distinct unitary prerogative of the 

management. However tempting it is, to assume that the presence of micro-level institu-

tional process of partnership gives the workers opportunity to air their views and con-

cerns, the practical manifestations of the mechanisms tell little of the robustness of the 
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“mutual benefits” even from the workers’ perspective. Much of the managerial discourse 

and functioning of NJCC had succeeded only in subsuming the unions in its “integrative 

processes.” 

It therefore becomes instructive to note that while the focus is essentially on its normative 

dimensions it provides the workers with minimal say and contributions on matters that 

affect them on terms and conditions, and welfare matters, this is even mediated by the 

“need to accept market imperatives while also emphasising the centrality of their voice 

and job security” (Danford et al 2005:598). In the context of logics of the imperatives of 

JCC, the institutional process of NJCC may be “shallow” or “deep” – defined not only by 

the operational challenges but also largely by the embedded power-relations character 

(Wilkinson et al 2004 cited in Donaghey and Dundon (2009). Thus, as noted by Charl-

wood (2003), institutional process of partnership may exist, but its relevance may not be 

more than “information dissemination”. In this circumstance, the presence and relevance 

of the unions may substantially be that of convening decisions reached at the JCC meet-

ings to members. Putting this in a different way, Ackers et al (2005) had observed that the 

representational role of the union may be weak or strong, depending on the managerial 

driven agenda. The “nuanced” institutional structure and process through which “partner-

ship is carried out define the relevant expectations and focus of social partners” 

Donaghey and Dundonl (2009:7).Taken cue from this analytical lens, what is important 

in the consideration and observation in this evaluation, and that is still under-represented 

in the institutional architecture of social partnership at NNPC is how the “efficient ration-

ality” of the management weakened the institutional capacity of the unions in relation to 

equal level with the management. Central to our understanding is also an appreciation of 

the management’s perception of what roles the unions should play in the “efficiency 

logics”, in the corporation, regarding the dimensions and nature of their contribution in 

the consultative council meetings. Institutional structure and processes of partnership are 

only as “effective” as the willingness of management not only to accommodate, but also 

to act “positively when workers articulate their concerns” (Harlos 2001in Donaghey and 

Dundon 2009:8). Indeed, the robustness and scale of acceptability of mutuality of interest 

is largely shaped by the willingness of the management to accommodate and integrate the 

divergent views of the unions. 
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To Donaghey and Dundon (2009:8), therefore, “management’s behaviour presumed or 

actual, has very much at the heart of the debate on” social partnership, therefore making 

it analytically important in accounting for workers’ own attitude and experience in the 

arrangement. Drawing on analytical path provided by Kelly (2005), Taras and Kaufman 

(2006), define the function of representational role of unions in partnership mechanism; 

“it is a situation whereby unions act in agency function for their members in dealing with 

management over issues of mutual concern including terms and conditions of employ-

ment” (cited in Donaghey and Dundon 2009:8). According to Kaufman (2006), in taking 

on such representational function, workers expect unions, to among others provide “a 

meaningful form of employee voice, a capacity to influence management decisions, and 

mutual recognition from the management” (in Donaghey and Dundon 2009:8). 

However, and following the lines of our arguments on social partnership in NNPC, evi-

dence has shown not only management’s inclination to shape the mechanisms and agenda 

of such representation, but also to “circumvent what they perceive to be potentially more 

intrusive of their prerogatives” (Donaghey and Dundon 2009:8). Partnership, in any form 

that it is institutionalised have the tendency to “stave off” encroachment into “substantive 

areas of managerial prerogatives, and to perpetuate a climate of subordinate relation be-

tween management and the unions” (Donaghey and Dundon 2009:8). Even in the context 

of non-union representation, Tara (2006), Terry (1999) and Wills (2000),noted that em-

ployees’ success in expressing their interests are confined to what the management de-

fined. Likewise, as noted by Broads (1994) structures and channel of communication and 

processes of voicing out concerns tend to limit “a robust and militant forms of engage-

ment from unions”(cited in Donaghey and Dundon 2009:8). The agency of the unions 

may therefore seem to have been overshadowed by the management’s dominant position. 

Similarly, Dundon and Rollinshon (2004) had noted that partnership schemes were often 

“designed and controlled from above” (cited in Donaghey and Dundon 2009:9).From this 

researcher’s observation in NNPCs JCC meetings, when workers through the unions were 

allowed to contribute, these were on “matters”, and in “manners” perceived to be appro-

priate from the management’s point of view. Consequently, what unions can influence 

and “sway-over” were limited in “scope and substance” in terms of issues and context. 
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There existed less inclination on the part of management to accommodate more on cer-

tain other crucial issues that are equally important to the interest of the workers. 

While much of the above model for evaluation has to do with what partnership implied 

for the unions and workers in the corporation, it is also imperative to locate this under-

standing within appropriate interpretations. Working on this, Donaghey and Dundon 

(2009), observe that one of the useful ways of doing this is to locate the relational dimen-

sion within the context of “social power”. From sociological point of view, this implies 

paying attention to who gains more in decision-making process and power relations. At a 

more theoretical level, it also implies the “voice process” of the unions. In this instance, 

Schattschinder (1963, cited in Donaghey and Dundon 2009:9), proposed what is referred 

to as “mobilisation of bias” which indicates that management through the process of 

“agenda setting” not only confines “voice process” to pre-determined issues, but general-

ly would want to rough-shoulder employees on several other issues. Demonstrating this 

in his study also, Kirkbiride (1986) showed “how mobilization of bias could be utilized 

by management to prevent latent issue from coming up for matters of discussion or deci-

sion-making process” (in Donaghey and Dundon 2009:9). In doing this, management 

may engage in deployment of rhetoric and discourse to justify decisions already taken on 

issues. Such “legitimising principles” or processes are found to be based on “prerogative 

rights to manage in the face of competitive pressures, and need for efficiency”, 

(Donaghey and Dundon 2009:9). 

As should be expected, the outcome of such management-driven-terrain is “manufacture 

of compliance” both by the workers and the unions, as defined by the realities of manage-

rial practices and decisions. Indeed, reinforcing the culture of “compliance” in NNPC has 

been the “managerialist interpretation of partnership as essentially that of information and 

communication sharing, rather than negotiation or bargaining”(Donaghey and Dundon 

2009:10). Relevant to our evaluation of partnership arrangement and process in NNPC, is 

the perceptible reality that such institutional process  is part of management designs to 

solicit employees’ commitment to productivity and efficiency, rather than as an effective 

form of representation for diverging interests to be aired and tackled. Indeed, as noted 

above, what is observed in NNPC has been covert tendency on the part of the manage-
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ment to interpret partnership as essentially a process for conveying information to em-

ployees on how to improve their performance, on quality improvement, or on ways to go 

about the continuous process technology in view of competing challenges facing the cor-

poration. Workforce is seen as “vessel” for “knowledge-ideas” on how to improve the 

performance of the corporation. Conceivably, management has therefore been able to 

“draw the lines”, and separate issues that could be interpreted as “grievances”, and these 

are confined to the statutory grievances/dispute settlement procedures, Issues bordering 

on grievances and disagreements from the workers were seen to be procedurally separat-

ed from the agenda of the quarterly JCC meetings. Impliedly, tensions and contestations 

surrounding issues of grievances and disputes were interpreted and treated as separate 

from JCC agenda, and disincentive for effective decision making at the meetings, even 

when such matters practically bordered on interests of the workers. Thus, the processes 

and workings of consultations in NNPC were fashioned in  ways that not only deferred 

and transferred inevitable tensions to the statutory body of joint negotiation, but also 

worked in a manner that avoided hindrance to decision-making on information to be 

passed down to the workers. 

Indeed, while efforts at partnering with unions and workers in NNPC may not have been 

designed to totally remove unions inputs from the remit of strategic decisions making, 

unions contribution are rather preferred at the minimal level. While it may also be incor-

rect to say workers were not participating, the significant dimension of such relational 

dynamics as “power-centeredness” stands out clearly in our evaluations. Our evaluations 

have sought to demonstrate how management in NNPC through institutionalisation of 

joint consultative process, reinforced a climate of co-option, manufacturing of compli-

ance, and tailoring of information and communication arrangements. The conceptual lens 

adopted in re-interpreting such managerial thesis consequently broadened our under-

standing of the “structuration” of partnership arrangement in NNPC. Indeed, as noted by 

Donaghey and Dundon (2000:12), the contemporary workplace partnerships were at-

tempts by management to “re-compose pre-existing agreements in manners to stave off” 

potential areas of tensions and conflict in the run-up to real negotiations. The issues and 

contents of NJCC were,therefore, expected to serve as a “comfortable precursor” for real 

negotiations. 
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8.6. Workers’ perception of Joint Consultative Council and its outcomes 
in NNPC 

Evaluation of workers’ experiences and outcomes of Joint Consultations in the corpora-

tion, both at the Headquarters and Refinery levels  was based on data and information 

generated through interviews and observations. The implications of the partnership ar-

rangement from the workers’ views were examined. From the wisdom of institutional 

structure and process upon which the Joint Consultation was based, it would appear that 

the arrangement brought in “equal” and perhaps “mutual benefits” to both partners. How-

ever, an evaluation of workers’ experiences and perceptions displayed in key themes 

showed “asymmetry” in “mutuality of benefits” and as something variant to what man-

agement would want to portray. The key themes used for the assessment and evaluations 

were workers’ involvement in the process; perception of how the process assured them 

job security, perception of their unions’ roles, and level of trust and participation in deci-

sion-making at NJCC. Moving beyond the essentialist analysis as noted by (Guest and 

Pecci, 2001) which tends to privilege understanding of positive impacts on workers’ 

working lives, these evaluations incorporated workers’ perception inthe understanding. 

While much of this extant literature from management’s perspective seemed to “lay em-

phasis on the rationality of partnership regimes to generate enhanced outcomes for the 

corporations” (Kochan and Osterman 1994, Towers 1997 cited in Suff and Wil-

liams2004:32),less emphasis was placed on the “quality of involvement” from the work-

ers’ perspective. Also, it is in this understanding of mutuality of interest that the attrac-

tiveness of partnership had to be evaluated (Martinez Lucio and Stuart 2002; Oxenbridge 

and Brown 2002; cited in Suff et al 2004:32). From a broader traditional perspective for 

understanding unions’ representational roles, Kelly (1998) and Marks et al (1998) have 

written on the “institutional security” of which it assured trade unions, where moderate 

responsible unionism seemed to be stressed. Given that such context was managerially 

driven, and the outcomes, predictably in favour of the management, workers’ own sense 

making of the regime was equally important for our evaluation. In what follows, we aim 

to report major outcomes of the research investigations concerning workers’ perception 

and orientation towards Joint Consultative regimes. 
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8.7. Context: Evaluating Joint Consultation in NNPC 

As indicated above, the research seeks to evaluate workers’ experience and perception of 

joint consultation in NNPC, which focused on the following; their involvement, percep-

tion of job security, unions’ representational roles and level of trust they obtained in the 

arrangement. Inferred from several remarks made by the convenor of NJCC at the corpo-

rate level, the outcome of consultations over the years had been identified as “hallmark of 

high-trust” in employment relations with improved benefits for the corporation, institu-

tional presence and security for unions and employability for the workers. 

Responses relating to workers’ experiences and attitudes to this discourse were collated at 

two levels; at corporate level and at the Refinery. Responses obtained from series of in-

terviews were contextualised with group discussions with team leaders and supervisors at 

the Refinery level. Two members of the Management Cadre who served as convenors of 

NJCC were interviewed (Deputy Manager ER, and Assistant Manager HR). The inter-

views were also corroborated with the views and opinions of two elected officers, each of 

the two trade Unions. 

In evaluating the attitudes and opinions of the workers with regard to consultations, they 

were asked about the level and degree of their awareness, and about their perceptions of 

the “joint consultation” in the refinery. In  the interviews, specific questions were asked 

about the key themes that drove the  consultation process in the corporation, as these 

were central to their interests in employability, job security, need for efficiency, produc-

tivity, involvement in decision-making and how the outcome of JCC reinforced their con-

fidence in the corporation. These themes seemed to dominate concerns from the workers’ 

perspectives. 

As a point of note, outcomes of deliberations at joint consultations, expectedly, were 

transmitted to the management and the unions, and decisions reached were taken in, as 

“Action Notes” and incorporated in work processes and managerial practices as defined 

by the corporation strategic objectives of “efficiency rationality.” As contained in the 

documents guiding NJCC were the items emphasising such issues as the need for the 

consultation itself, and other deliberations that emphasised welfare matters such as com-
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munication, team-working, employee development, and on terms and conditions, with 

implied understanding towards maintaining the current employment situation in the cor-

poration. Indeed, the institutonalisation of NJCC, represented a significant shift in the 

ways management mediated on management-union relations issues. For instance, as ob-

served during one of the quarterly meetings, the GM, (ER) remarked on, and commended  

the way in which the unions had been handling the challenges of “unbundling”, and im-

plored them to carry on in that “team spirit” with the management. Unions were, there-

fore, expected to approach issues with dedicated maturity, co-operation and understand-

ing like a “family affair.” 

In such management driven rhythms, evidence from NJCC quarterly meetings showed 

unions pledging their “unalloyed loyalty” to the corporation, with often repeated promis-

es that the unions would continue to work for the success of the corporation. Reflecting 

on how joint consultation had been perceived and functioned over the years, the convenor 

remarked “the unions are now more considerate of the corporation’s position within the 

operating environment, and have therefore shown understanding, while promoting the 

interests of their members.” 

From observation and note taking of deliberations and outcomes of series of quarterly 

meetings of NJCCs in 2008, positive pictures of formal agreements were documented as 

“Action Notes” which invariably formed part of managerial practices on work processes 

in the corporation. Contained in the “Action Notes” were emphases on the strength of 

collaborative relationship which must be sustained by both parties. Even though an 

awareness of joint consultation and outcomes existed among the workers, the focus of 

this evaluation was their concern, on how much they benefited from these outcomes. A 

critical line for evaluating their concern was to ascertain whether this awareness was in-

terpreted as a sense of strong involvement – in terms of appreciable inputs into the deci-

sion-making process. Responses of Plant Operators to key areas of consultation from the 

workers’ perspective are analysed below. In spite of the fact that NNPC had instituted 

JCC for long as a way of smoothing relations, a perception of low level acceptance still 

existed among the workforce. While the workers did not entirely reject the consultative 

arrangement, their pessimism was on the motives of management behind the whole idea, 
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which to them  took on a strong business orientation. The experiences of the workers, 

therefore, demonstrated an awareness of the inherent conflicts of interest in the capitalist 

employment relationship, with their agentic responses that manifested covert resistance 

and “manufactured compliance.” 

Based on qualitative interviews held with the refinery workers (N=120), of the process 

plant, analysis of the Plant Operators’ experience was done in the context of manage-

ment’s initiatives of JCC. While this  was being done, it  was acknowledged that even 

though Joint Consultation processes in NNPC operated on indirect participation of work-

ers through their unions management’s perception was that the “voice” of the workforce 

was being adequately represented. However, many of the Plant Operators interviewed 

believed their unions’ leaders were not actually doing enough. For many of them that I 

had discussion with, the perception was that it was always a “talk-show”, and no concrete 

attempts to address the issues put forward. 

Thirty-six percent of the 120 respondents said that even though they were aware of JCC, 

and what was expected of their union leaders, they still believed their opinions  regarding 

the plant level were not often adequately represented. The workers acknowledged that 

they only had knowledge of JCC outcomes via “News” on the Notice Boards of the cor-

poration’s activity, particularly on managerial decisions on plant operations and other 

issues at the management level. Thirty-six percent of my respondents indicated 

knowledge of this. In the interview, many of them expressed the greatest reservations: 

“we always have Committee Meetings and we are always encouraged to make our con-

tributions, but we hardly notice impacts of such contributions” we only see the outcomes 

of JCC meetings on Notice Boards and Bulletins telling us what they want us to do.” As 

build-up to Joint Consultative Council meetings, there were processes and procedures at 

the Refinery levels. There were regular morning team briefings, Quality Control brief-

ings, monthly reviews and other processes of information and communication sharing. 

However, the majority of the workers still expressed pessimism and doubt about the 

“openness” of the system, with the perception that such openness referred to what man-

agement would want them to know. Thus, the degree and extent of employees’ involve-
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ment were restricted to receiving information, and limited influence on work process and 

decisions on managerial issues. 
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Table 6: Plant Operators’ assessment of JCCN=120 

 No % 

Improved information and 

communication 

             30                      36 

Improved trust between 

management and workers 

              30                      36 

Involvement in decisions on 

plant operations 

               36                      43 

Active involvement of un-

ions 

               25                      30 

Confidence of job security               48                      58 

Satisfaction with JCC               50                      60 

 

As indicated earlier, majority of the workers interpreted JCC as mechanisms for passing 

on necessary information and communication regarding managerial decisions. In reality, 

and as far as they  were concerned, there was  separation between “being involved” and 

just receiving information regarding the corporation’s activities. A total of forty-three 

percent of those interviewed considered themselves as being actually involved in the pro-

cess of decision making. Impliedly, this category of workers considered their contribu-

tions and opinions as being considered on issues, when it  came to work process activi-

ties. As noted by one interviewee, “our regular morning and weekly team-work briefings, 

and quality control briefings are no more than passing down information on what to do, 

rather than real assessment of our views.” Another plant operator added, “now that we 

have seen the whole process as such, we don’t bother to disturb ourselves, but to listen, or 

read the information on the notice board. Evaluation of the workers’ responses as con-
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tained in Table 6also showed the degree to which the consultation promoted feelings of 

job security at NNPC. Fifty eight percent of the respondents in this category expressed 

confidence that the regular JCC meetings and issues deliberated upon, with the outcome 

assured them a feeling of security of their job. Though not expressively mentioned as 

issues, they felt that though the efficient performance of the corporation so far remained 

important on the one hand, the intensified dimensions in work process also existed as a 

concern. Impliedly, the intertwined relations of competitive product market, the operating 

environment and the accompanying managerial practices  could be promoting a climate 

of job insecurity for the majority of the refinery workers. There was, therefore, a percep-

tible awareness on this category that job security and their employability  were tied to the 

good performance of the corporation, even in the context of the diverse challenges. In-

deed, feelings existed among some of them that their job might not be more secured than 

before. The workers often made reference to waves of past restructuring in the corpora-

tion and reflected on how such exercises affected the workforce in the past. Overall, the 

evaluation showed a reserved and “cautious” orientation towards JCC. The evaluation 

also showed that though the institutional arrangement fulfilled the “communication 

needs” of the management, the plant workers maintained a low opinion of it, in satisfying 

their important expectation such as job security and needed to reduce workload that ac-

companied the shift system, for instance. It also demonstrated that the machinery had 

little impact on what centred on their interest at the workplace. 

In addition, the team leaders I interviewed expressed a similar opinion of the machinery 

just as their team members did. This, therefore, suggests a prevailing “managerial he-

gemony” on matters they would have preferred to be thrashed out on “equal par” at JCC. 

Team leaders, even in their estimation were less inclined to tinker with the idea of consul-

tation, which to them implied Unions conceding too much to the Management. 

However, for the purpose of our understanding of workers’ perception and work-life ex-

periences, there are two implications that could be inferred, one; while the workers 

acknowledged the existence of the machinery as main means for canvassing for their in-

terest they demonstrated their agentic identity by “distancing themselves” from the over-

all objectives of the arrangements. Therefore, the remit of “mutuality of interest, and its 
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being interpreted as workplace democratisation, became less realistic. For instance, we 

noted earlier that in the build-up and preparation for the quarterly JCC meetings, unions 

had to submit and incorporate their own issues with management and this had to be sub-

mitted two weeks before the meeting. The implication of this requirement was, as might 

be interpreted from the workers’ perspective, that there was less willingness on the part 

of management to allow unions to engage with the management independently on their 

own terms. This, obviously further withered down the confidence union members could 

have had in the partnership relationship. While showing less interest towards JCC at the 

plant level, one of the team leaders commented, “I am aware of the existence of JCC, and 

I also know our union leaders are there, but I think the whole thing is always directed by 

the management.” This constant re-interpretation of management overtures on the idea of 

“working together” on the one hand, and the persistence of work intensification occa-

sioned by managerial practices and discourse also contributed to “low-trust relations” 

under the regime of JCC. Indeed, the dominant concern that emerged from the workers’ 

experiences and responses remained that of “little faith” in joint consultation process to 

relieve them of pressures arising from demands of new managerial practices and initia-

tives.  

For instance, in my interactions and interviews with the plant workers in the refinery, 

they had expected the machinery of consultations to offer good opportunity for their 

leaders to pragmatically engage with management on the diverse implications and “fall-

out” of managerial strategies and practices, and thereby influence the processes of deci-

sion-making to address so many of their problems. When asked to respond to some of the 

issues agitating the mind of members, the Secretary of NUPENG who was also a member 

of the delegates at the JCC meetings remarked, “we and the management are partners in 

the whole process, but it is difficult to convince members of the challenges we are fac-

ing.” Nevertheless, the identified pessimism on the part of plant workers that their unions 

were not doing enough persisted, and on the relative powerlessness of unions to “do 

more” in protecting their interests within the ambit of JCC. 

My observation and interviews with the plant workers also demonstrated how perceived 

immanent job insecurity in the context of restructuring might have engendered low-trust 
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and indeed, underlying doubts and pessimism about unions’ real involvement in mitigat-

ing untoward implications of managerial practices on their employability. This typical 

comment exemplified the perception of the workers in this regard, “yes indeed, we are 

always willing to co-operate on decisions as they come out from the meetings, but we 

also live in perceptual fear of being laid off as the noise about ‘unbundling’ continues.” 

Still on workers’ perceptions, my evaluations moved further to incorporate additional 

analysis of the “quality” of representational roles of unions’ leaders within the JCC 

framework in the corporation. Similarly, just as on how workers perceived theManage-

ment, the emerging themes from my evaluations demonstrated a low-rating of unions’ 

representational roles. Such rating of unions by members centred on the following key 

areas; unions influence over terms and conditions of work in the light of the managerial 

practices, or whether unions were indeed taken seriously by management in issues per-

taining to work processes, and whether the loyalty of the unions “shifted more” to mem-

bers or to the management. Though, there was indeed a general low-rating of unions by 

members on each of these areas, such deficit in unions’ influence  was not entirely at-

tributed to overwhelming managerial overtures on unions, minimal resistance and critical 

engagement from unions still manifested on certain issues. This had more to do with cau-

tious and “instrumental orientation” union leaders needed to demonstrate in view of the 

prevailing circumstances. 

Table 7: Members’ assessment of unions’ representational roles in JCCN=120 

 No % 

Unions maintain strong in-

fluence over terms and con-

ditions of work  

                  60                    72 

Unions have strong influ-

ence on decisions over work 

activities 

                   25                    30 
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The loyalty of unions is with 

members 

                   60                     72 

Unions are more loyal to 

management  

                     40                    48 

Unions’ roles at JCC make a 

difference generally 

                    35                     42 

Loyalty of members to Un-

ions 

                    48                   58 

 

As shown in Table 7 above,  members’ assessment of union roles within the NJCC was 

not uniform across the various themes. To many of the interviewees, union roles in main-

taining greater influence on management was  in obtaining tangible benefit in working 

conditions. However, they equally agreed that this did not necessarily translate to unions 

being well accepted or integrated when it  came to making a “critical decision” on other 

issues on managerial practices. The relatively strong rating of the unions on the theme 

might as well be attributed to workers’ concern for terms and conditions of employment. 

This was  more convincing if it is appreciated that these crucial areas of union perfor-

mance were themselves strong issues laden with emotional concern under the ambit of 

traditional collective bargaining process. This evaluation of workers’ assessment, there-

fore, suggests that the ability of unions to prevail on management in terms of pay and 

conditions was still considered “primary” area of influence.  

However, the analysis further examined the effectiveness of the unions in terms of seri-

ous contributions into decision-making process of the managerial practices, and whether 

indeed unions’ roles had made any meaning to them in terms of the work process. A lim-

ited spread of positive opinion regarding these items existed amongst the interviewees. 

Only thirty percent of the interviewees agreed that their union leaders were effective in 

their representational roles as regards critical issues that took care of their interests. And 
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just forty two percent of them felt that participation of their unions’ leaders made  “mean-

ing” to their expectation of the work process. 

8.8. Conclusion 

As generally indicated in the above analysis, one of the driving forces behind the intro-

duction of joint consultation was to ensure the efficiency and improved performance of 

the corporation even in the face of competitive challenges. Consequently, components of 

new managerial practices included; team-working, quality performance and other adjust-

ments in work processes. However, these were not without down-the-path implications 

for the workers in terms of job intensification and other work overloads and pressure. 

Therefore, the concern of the workers had been how effective were their leaders in pro-

tecting their interests regarding the impact of work process. And this had been aptly 

demonstrated in their responses. The preponderance of low rating of union leaders in this 

regard, in spite of tangible benefits in areas of pay and conditions of service, pointed to 

the fact that the plant workers still experienced work intensification arising from the en-

suing work process. 

Where loyalty and commitments lay in the emergent context was another parameter used 

to measure the workers’ assessment of unions’ roles in the partnership. In order to assess 

the level of union leaders’ loyalty and commitment to members, responses to item 3 on 

the table were analysed. While the evidence showed a tilt of workers’ perception of their 

union leaders being loyal to them, this must have been influenced by their perceived ben-

efits in the area of pay and allowances. Dimensions of outcomes of the evaluation tended 

to suggest ambivalence of attitudes and responses of workers to unions’ roles. Potential 

damages to legitimacy of unions, in their own assessments, were mitigated by unions’ 

formidable disposition on issues of terms and conditions of work. And this could have 

somewhat strengthened the acceptance and legitimacy of unions in the eyes of the mem-

bers. Members still acknowledged the role of their unions leaders in their active engage-

ment with management on a range of strategic and management issues. However, the 

degree at which this was not interpreted as “co-option” remained contested. 
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Even though workers’ participation and involvement in joint consultation remained the 

defining hallmark of “modernisation” of workplace (Stuart et al 2004), in the context of 

compelling challenges, evidence had indeed shown that outcomes and benefits were not 

mutually shared by the parties involved. The whole process had not absolutely moved 

towards “mutuality of interest.” Workers’ real workplace experience in the context of 

social partnership was still short of benefits of workplace “democratization” as protago-

nists tended to push. Through a re-conceptualisation of the modernisation model, and by 

adopting unions’ and members’ assessment approach in the evaluation of “exemplary 

demonstration” of joint consultation in the NNPC, the notion of “mutuality of gains” was 

shown to be ambivalent and “interpreted differently” by the parties involved, The evalua-

tion did show how the management’s strategic objective of joint consultation rarely 

aligned with what the workers expected from the “alliance”. 

The compelling imperatives of efficient performance identified in the key areas of mana-

gerial practices and work process, that is team-working and total quality programmes in 

NNPC required a re-integration of attitudes. And in making a case for this through JCC, 

“structured antagonism” was intensified. In its deployment of strong managerial rhetoric 

for support for consultation, management had hoped for a mutual interest of participation 

in the process of managerial decision making process. However, spots of resistance and 

covert opposition were still noticed. Secondly, even though management continued to 

make an attempt to elicit the commitment of unions’ leaders through a “qualitative” shift 

in relations, and thereby assisting in legitimising “institutional securities” of unions to 

members, members’ re-interpretations of such relations had also become critical  in terms 

of  our understanding  of the “modernisation model” Stuart et al (2004), of partnership in 

the corporation.  

 Indeed, this evaluation has shown that though the “value” and process of consultation in 

NNPC remained well-integrated and cut across all facets, designed and promoted to ad-

dress issues concerning both parties, workers’ assessment was found to be something 

different. More specifically to the plant workers, the normative discourse that the princi-

ple and process of JCC designed to qualitatively contribute to improvement in work pro-

cess did not entirely satisfy them in the key areas used to assess their crucial area of con-
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cern,  that is, assurance of job security, on whether their opinions and views counted 

when it came to decision-making and level of work satisfaction in the corporation. On the 

one hand, the workers cme to re-interpret the process and activities of JCC as routine 

requirements in maintaining labour-management relations, but on the other,  also 

acknowledged its deficit as means for articulating their collective interest in the work-

place. My interviews and observation also  showed that unions’ representational roles 

within JCC tended to reinforce these multiple dimensions. Members’ perceptions and 

interpretations of management’s overtures on the unions continued to cast doubt on the 

legitimacy of JCC’s workplace partnership in NNPC. 
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Chapter 9: 

Work and the Articulation of Occupational Interest in the 
Process Plant. 

9.1 Introduction 

This Chapter of the research work seeks to evaluate the processes of work in the NNPC, 

and its implications for occupational identity and collective competence of work activity 

among the plant’s process operators. A “contextualised” social process analysis, (Bern-

stein, 1996), of collective competence is deployed, which is cast within the ongoing eval-

uation of implications of work process and skill formation of occupational identity, as 

existing among the plant operators. Evaluation done here helps to highlight the signifi-

cance, and what drives the “collegiality” of occupational hegemonic norms in the refin-

ery, which also serves to explain the collective orientation and articulation of “collec-

tives”, (occupational interests) along lines of work process within the refinery’s plant 

operation groups. In the context of work process in the NNPC, the embedded “ways of 

doing things”, articulated through collective occupational knowledge, and its manifesta-

tion, offers explanation for collective actions in the form of work orientation, with dis-

tinctive work process knowledge. 

This evaluation forms part of my ethnographic study that analysed the dimensions and 

implications of collective occupational knowledge of plant operators in the refinery. Uti-

lizing Abaya’s (1997). model of “psychological home”, occupational knowledge and 

identity is conceptualized as “a familiar environment, a place where we know our way 

around, and above all, where we feel secure”(cited in Brown 2004:245). It is the sense of 

ease and control that defines the hegemonic orientation and collective identity the plant 

operators attached to their skill and occupation. Dewey, (1916),saw an occupation as 

“giving direction to life activities, nd as a concrete representation of continuity” a long 

time ago, (Cited in Brown 2004:245). Thus, the social and psychological anchorage pro-

vided by such occupational norms and orientation gives meaning to work in its collec-
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tives, which also shapes occupational interests and its articulation by plant operators, in 

the refinery. 

At one level, theorising occupational identity this way provides the conceptual approach 

for understanding identity and the meaning the plant operators placed on their skills and 

occupation, and which also provides lines of demarcation and differences exhibited by 

them. Coffey and Atkinson (1994); Evans and Heinz’s(1994), model of “occupational 

socialization”(in Brown 2004:245), have also  shown how occupational identity and de-

marcation have been utilized by workers as processes for defining “inclusion” and “ex-

clusion” and the type of occupational commitment (collective), exhibited by the workers 

within the solidarity, and also  towards the organisation. Lave (1993); Wenger (1998); 

and Billet (2004 in Brown 2004:246), have also utilized the concept of “processes of skill 

acquisition” within a work group to explain how individuals have increasingly become 

“active participants” in the creation of a new “community of practice” which underscores 

their occupational identity and practices. 

Brown’s (1997), model of “occupational identity formation” (in Brown 2004:246), upon 

which themes such as work processes, and in which work activities are embedded is uti-

lized here. The model also talked about the issues of social relations at work, and issues 

of continuous learning and developments for skill formation, all served as theoretical 

cornerstone for exploring and explaining dimensions and manifestations of occupational 

identity in the refinery. This theoretical construct was also utilized in the context of work 

process in which individual employees attached importance and concern to implications 

such as “job sustainability, skills utilization and the implications of shifting dimensions 

of career development” in the organisation (Heinz 2002 cited in Brown 2004:246).Heinz 

(2002),also looks at how the processes of occupational identity formation shaped “biog-

raphy” of individual workers in terms of “career importance”. Our analysis here is thus 

concerned with occupational identity as agentic concerns of workers in their collective, 

within the plant’s operating environment. As noted by Brown 1997; Ibarra 2003, “sources 

of occupational identity formation are diverse and multi-faceted shaped by issues such as 

the specific character of the work group itself in terms of levels of skills, the particular 

work environment” (cited in Brown 2004:246). This may be referred to as the embedded 
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“ways of doing things”, the work processes and the engendered social relations at work. 

Levels and degree of importance attached to these processes shape workplace occupa-

tional identity. 

As shown in the preceding evaluations, one of the significant dimensions for understand-

ing how NNPC  has been responding to operating challenges, and the need for improved 

performance has been through the processes of knowledge and competence building. 

NNPC puts strong emphasis on the use of institutional framework for learning and devel-

opment as a means for achieving the competence-base for the corporation. Boreham’s 

(2004), models of “collective competence” and “work process knowledge” provide bases 

for understanding how the corporation has been able to build on its competence-base, and 

skill formation of the workforces. Boreham’s (2004), conceptualisation also resonates 

with our earlier analysis of the importance NNPC attached to teamork and practices in the 

corporation. Workers’ enactment of collective role and occupational identity within a 

team is understood to go beyond individual employees within the team, and which also 

allows an appreciation and understanding of the “collective sense” in responding to the 

challenging situations. To Boreham (2004:1) the capacity of a work team to construct 

collective understanding and competence to meet organisational challenges “depends on 

building and making use of the “collective knowledge” and the engendered “lateral inter-

dependency” within the work group that is equally deployed by the workers to make 

sense and respond to a wide range of production and work processes. 

Tracing this understanding back to my earlier analysis of normative ethos and practices 

that drive workplace institutional learning systems in NNPC, it  has here been demon-

strated that workers in the plants have been able to utilize their “collective competence” 

to underpin workplace collaboration and “cross-boundary” roles-activity in their perfor-

mance of plant operations. In the context of plant operation processes in the refinery, 

knowledge of plant process is essential to collective competence, and this is referred to as 

“operations knowledge” directly deployed for work performance. Such operations 

knowledge is enacted and demonstrated at the “point of production”, typically utilized in 

solving plant process operation problems. Thus, going by Boreham’s (2004:1), it also 

involves not only tacit knowledge but also “experiential knowledge acquired on the job”. 
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Contained in literature on “shopfloor-collectives” of work process are conceptualisations 

concerning the generation of group cohesions and solidarity in meeting challenges facing 

the group. For instance, Collinson (1992), Willis (1979), Darlington (1998), Hall et al. 

(2007) and Salaman (1986) have all shown how team-work processes have become bases 

around which occupational solidarity remains a platform for carrying out plant opera-

tions. Implicit in the shop-floor collective is the ability of members to channel their indi-

vidual and collective competence regarding work activity. Shopfloor collective, therefore, 

provides the pivot for meeting operational challenges in the refinery, and for confirming 

individual competence in terms of socio-technical ability. Occupational sub-cultures in 

the process plants create work solidarity that cuts across skills formation, engendering a 

“group unity” and “collegial mutuality” in solving operational problems. Shopfloor occu-

pational sub-culture is here understood to mean complex, but “shared assumptions” 

which underpin processes of collective activity of the process operations. And it is in this 

social process that occupational identities are formed. As argued by Brown (1997), the 

processes of forming “occupational identities are socially situated”, and contextually em-

bedded with work process in the operation plants. These processes also take on the 

“agentic characteristics” of the individuals in the social process of work activity. 

Re-interpreted as “community of practice”, occupational identity formation is seen as 

“relational social process” through which skills formation takes place “within a broader 

process of identity formation” (Brown 1997:4). In this process of occupational identity 

formation, there is “interdependence of structure and agency” through “which individual 

employees assume the roles and identities that are pre-existent”(Brown 1997:4). Never-

theless, scopes exist for these individuals to bring to bear their “biography” and “agency” 

in acting upon “the structures and processes” (Brown 1997:5) in shaping both their skills 

and workplace identity. 

9.2. Agentic Engagement of Individuals in the Construction of 
Occupational Identity 

In the context of dynamic work practices and processes, particularly as this concerns pro-

cess operations, individual employees demonstrate active involvement in the construction 
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of their own occupational identity. Building on Brown’s (1996, 1997), dynamic model of 

occupational identity formation, it is here argued that individual workers in the process 

plant are themselves active in enacting their work identity, and this shapes how they per-

ceive development in the work process in the process plant. Identity at work is not just 

being a worker doing his own bits, “but is all bound up with other factors that are also 

active in constructing the identity” (Brown 1997:3). The great expectations concerning 

job security, career growth, are all mediated by non-workplace factors, in fulfilling the 

other roles the worker assumed as a breadwinner and community member.Also, the 

changing work processes and practices may elicit both “direct” and “indirect” agentic 

responses from the individual worker. The individual would have to tackle the challenges 

of both “old” and “new” ways of doing things in the organisation. It is also in this context 

that his agentic construction and identity would have to be helpful in constructing rela-

tions with “significant others”; such as the team mates, supervisors and other workers 

who “can also be influential in the formation of his occupational identity at work as an 

individual” (Brown 1997:5). The social relations between these significant others have 

also been identified “as salient in the process of any workplace identity for-

mation”(Brown 1997:5). Also, the distinctive work communities remain a cluster around 

which the processes of occupational identities are formed. The skilled worker in the pro-

cess plant relies on the explicit “support, encouragement and advice”(Brown 1997:5), 

from mentors and teammates to attain the orientations and behavioural standards ex-

pected of him as plant process operator. The distinct community of practices upon which 

“mixed occupational traits” are embedded shape the manner in which the individual 

worker constructs his work identity, and in relations to others (Brown 1996). 

Brown’s (1996, 1997) “dynamic model” in  the individual’s construction of occupational 

identity and his agentic engagement fits into Lave’s (1991) theoretical framework of “sit-

uated learning in Community of Practice (CoP) in explaining the mediating role of socio-

cultural analysis of collective competence and knowledge base dynamics in the work-

place (Morgan and Boreham 2004). Lave (1991),argues that workers’ “knowledgeable 

skill” and occupational identity are subsumed in CoP. And the ensuing “social practice” 

needed for “work activity” is underpinned by agentic interdependence of actors – the 

workers. More importantly as pointed out by Lave (1991in Morgan and Boreham 
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2004:309), the process of developing such occupational learning skills and practices is 

also underpinned by a “process of social and cultural mediators” which gives meaning to 

the individual in the on-going workplace activity. As explanatory models, workplace col-

lective competence and knowledge-base, surrounding work process of plant operations 

and practices in NNPC rest on Brown’s (1996,1997), Lave’s (1991) and Morgan and 

Boreham’s(2004), analyses. And this is deployed in evaluating the social processes and 

relational dynamics of “work activity” among the plant process operators. Morgan and 

Boreham’s (2004), model is brought in as theoretical construct to explain the relational 

dynamics of “work activity” in the process plant. However, their models of analysis are 

located within mainstream sociological praxis, which does not account for other dimen-

sions that will be explicated upon later,that is the embedded power- relations. 

Still within mainstream sociological analysis, collective competence as analytical concept 

has been viewed as an incorporating means of “co-constructing, in explicit and relatively 

structured ways” (Fuller and Unwin 2002), among team members or a work group. This 

distinctive feature of collective competence has, therefore, made collective plant process 

roles a “co-activity” among the plant process workers. Therefore, from social-relational 

perspective of learning “how things are done” in the process plant, collective competence 

may be re-interpreted as context embedded, allowing skill formation for individual’s 

workers, but also redefining relational patterns in ways that fulfil work processes. In oth-

er words, for the plant operators, the socio-relational dimensions of work process are 

“mutually constitutive”. The mutual constitutiveness of collective competence and opera-

tions process allows  “collectivistic interpretations”, and consequently, how they go about 

their work roles in the process plants. Pivotal to the relevance of the socio-relational 

model as gleamed from Morgan and Boreham (2004) (Doorewaard and Brouns 

2003:109). is the repertoire of “tools” i.e. language, in coded form, and “cultural arte-

facts” that are mobilised, and guide the social process of “work activity”. Drawn into our 

argument in this understanding,  it includes those artefacts enacted collectively for prob-

lem-solving activity in the process plants. The cultural artefacts are the “socially-

constructed” nuances of the process operations in their “community of practice.” Perfor-

mance of task and the competence dimension of it, have therefore become an “integral 

part of generative social practices” Morgan and Boreham (2004:309) and not a mere de-
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ployment of labour-power on the task to be performed. To the workers, according to 

Boreham, (2000); and Boreham et al (2002), knowledge or skill deployed in “work ac-

tivity” has become a collective resource; a dynamic manifestation of interactions between 

themselves, artefacts, that is, language and codes specific to the “work activity, and the 

work itself” (cited in Morgan and Boreham 2004:209). 

Re-conceptualised from Engestrom’s (1987, 2001), and Leontev’s (1978), model of 

“higher functions” of skills and practice, collective competence in the process plant is re-

interpreted here as “work activity system” whose groups’ or participants’ orientations are 

tilted towards collective roles,for example,  plant process operations, mediated by task 

differentiation of team members from many operating procedures codified in “cultural 

artefacts”  for instance,charts, blue-prints, meetings, briefings and computers. Collective 

roles in the performance of tasks are located and indeed guided by the “repertoire of arte-

facts, which also remains a significant constituent” Morgan and Boreham (2004:310), of 

the group for carrying out work activity. Also, the “expansive learning” Engestom’s 

(2001), dimension of the collective culture and competence enables the team member to 

learn and co-relate in a manner that moves beyond “occupational boundaries,” that might 

be imposed by skills or task demarcation. Expansive learning as described by Morgan 

and Boreham (2004:310), “occurs when the group constructs new working practices by 

reflecting collectively on the whole work activity system” in solving the operation’s 

problems. 

9.3. Work Activity and its Collective Competence Dimensions in the 
Process Plant: labour process evaluation 

Evaluation of the plant’s operation work process, in its collective dimension is done in 

this Chapter, based on the conceptual approach highlighted above. This has involved the 

dimensions of collective knowledge building and horizontal communication, and provid-

ing “cultural repertoire” to mediate process plant work activity. Work process in the plant 

is carried out around three major task areas; plant operations, plant maintenance and 

monitoring of quality of production. Tasks to be performed by the team of plant operators 

in this form, typically comprising ten to twelve members cut across the relevant task are-
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as. There is expected to be technical co-ordination and coherence across these 

skill/technical lines. For a stable operation system, the tasks of this team include control-

ling, regulating, optimising and starting and shutting down valves. 

The position of the Control Room Operations as indicated elsewhere in this study is also 

very important in this process. Depending on the conditions of the process operation, 

control room operations provide back-up information for the plant operators that are in-

side the plant. Monitoring the performance of the plant operation, and reporting the faults 

have to be balanced with information relay between the plant operators and the control 

room. For instance, an apparent faulty functioning of a particular instrument or installa-

tions may at times give wrong signals or information to control-room; this has to be 

counter-checked by the plant operators. As noted by one of the plant operators, “in order 

to prevent any error, we normally re-read and counter-check the pumps by going inside to 

record and compare with what the console gives.” This implies, on the one hand, that 

work process is interdependent, and on the other, it also emphasises that Plant Operators 

must be acquainted with the order and routines, and must not be reluctant about the rou-

tine checks of the pumps’ parameter. 

The routine checks and reading of valves of the temperatures may appear as just routine, 

but it also significantly brings home the value of tacit knowledge and competence of the 

operators. As remarked by the Superintendent, “when the value of a parameter is noticed 

to go outside the normal, the operator is expected to begin to anticipate problems”, in 

such circumstance, there are some of the “rules of thumb” he can use, but most im-

portantly, he brings his experience to bear, depending on the complexity and dimensions 

of the problems.” Thus, knowledge and experience of daily performance of the process 

plant re-emphasises the competence-base of the task team in the plant. 

Coping with problems of the process operations involves not just being familiar with the 

entire plant “inside and outside”, but also being experienced in its complex dimensions, 

and how they are connected in terms of process flow. This, according to the Superinten-

dent, involves developing in the plant operators, multi-level skills in order to be able to 

work in all sections of the plant’s installation. Thus, knowledge-understanding of process 
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operations, with inside the plant experience, goes hand in hand with the refinery task of 

the process operator. As  will be discussed subsequently, acquisition of the plant process 

collective knowledge in its complex dimensions is facilitated by the Plant Operating 

Sheet, (POS); a codified manual, meant to guide the plant operators’ tasks. 

As a highly automated, continuous process flow environment, operating and controlling 

“work activity”-labour process, is carried out by both “manual” and “automatic” controls. 

The automatic control being an advanced one, designed to “prompt up” awareness of any 

fault, and how to act in rectifying the problem. A typical disturbance in the process op-

eration occurs when, for instance “parameters go beyond the boundaries.” This disturb-

ance is not just a disturbance to plant operations, but also a disturbance to the often “quiet 

moments” the plant operators may beenjoying in their “ rest-room” as a result of the self-

operating, automated system of the continuous process flow. Thus, as remarked by one of 

the plant operators, “it is always a clarion call for all of us in moments of this disturb-

ance.” This remark underscores how important the task of the operators is, in responding 

promptly and effectively in moments of disturbance. A good understanding of the entire 

process in its complexity and operations, and in teasing out the procedures for tackling 

the difficult situations are provided by the Plant Operating Sheet (POS). The procedures 

and processes to follow in “starting and stopping” the operations in moments of “critical 

incidents” are provided as guides in the Plant Operating Sheet (POS). 

Work process within the operating environment of the plant, therefore, required a degree 

of preparedness on the part of the operators; in one moment it could be “quiet”, and in-

deed for a long stretch of days, the operators could be having their “fun” in the rest rooms 

and spaces they carved out for exchanging all kinds of “shopfloor banters and jokes”, and 

abruptly, disturbance and critical incidents could necessitate temporary “shut-down” re-

quiring full interventions. A typical daily work routine for the team leaders and his mem-

bers would start with what is referred to as a “controlling or monitoring tour” of the pro-

cess plant. They would take predetermined routes as contained in the Sheet round the 

plant with the leader holding a “handheld computer”. He used this to verify the reading of 

the valves parameters, en route, as they moved round the plant. This helps to provide 

needed information which is later fed into the control room for cross checking and feed-
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back. As I observed during one of our “tours” of the plant, the processes of detecting any 

fault in flow process involved not just writing down the information, the team “feels”, 

“smells” and “hears” the sound of the operation of the installation. As we moved along 

round the plant, they double checked everything was working well. As the team leader 

remarked, “though you have to record the numbers and figures, you also need to feel it 

this way, you double-check everything is perfectly working well. For instance, as he re-

marked, the temperature gauge could be in the right place, but again, there could be a 

leaking pipe, valves and holes that needed greasing. Thus, though the work process activ-

ity might revolve round the performance of automatic process flow system, the experi-

ence that came through sensory perception mediated a purely technical understanding of 

work routine in the process operations, and this equally remained crucial in terms of col-

lective work competence.  

Though, the “inspection tour” being described here could be technical and predetermined, 

the mediating roles of sensory perceptions of smells, sound, feeling of the entire complex 

installation make the work process an “integrated-whole” for a complete understanding 

of the flow process. “In this way, I always tell my boys to see, feel, smell and hear for 

themselves, how a pipe is operating, and hear the sound of a valve, for them to make  

sense of the entire process,” remarked the team leader during one of our tours. 

The significance of this for our evaluation and understanding here, is looking at the “so-

cial-process or cultural” dimensions of work process in the plant, which requires compe-

tent knowledge, and which also goes beyond the technical side of the work process. 

There are differences in the processes of functioning of the plant operations, and this 

equally requires differences in way of sensing and interpreting the functioning. Under-

standing the operating systems of the plant from this collective point of view requires 

bringing in the “specificity” of the knowledge, in terms of the “repertoire of artefacts” 

required to interpret the functioning. And this often entails integrative work knowledge 

and understanding of the entire process. These are noted in the remarks of the Superin-

tendent, on one of our inspection tours in the plant; “when you open a valve gently, you 

cannot determine whether the pipe is flowing through, you need to bring in other varia-

bles that challenge your sensory perceptions.” 
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Thus, though it may be assumed that the daily work routine of the inspection is highly 

technical as information gathering, “the operators need to bring in their knowledge in 

verifying and reporting what they have observed,” remarked the Superintendent. Also, as 

he remarked further, “our routine check is never an “open-ended” one; you need to pay 

attention to some other factors before making your report.” “On-the-spot” observation 

and immediate responses of the plant operators “on tour” also counted in shaping their 

collective competence. For instance, a water or steam leak might not necessitate making a 

report on, but looking round the entire spot, and putting on an instant remedy by turning 

another valve in another direction might even fix up a pipe or valve that  was already 

making a noise somewhere else in the entire installation. This dimension of work process 

and understanding  was built upon by Control Room’s “inter-mediation”. As “over view-

er” of the entire plant process operation, the Control Room could give certain specific 

instructions to what the plant operators must do. For instance, the control room could 

advise to make manual adjustments to temperature and reading of valves and pipes tem-

perature in attempt to counter-balance some other “incidents” within the entire process. 

From the perspective of Engestrom’s “expansive learning”, therefore, work process in the 

process plant for the plant operators could be said to revolve round having a “broad com-

petence” profile that put into consideration not only technical competence but also a “so-

cio-cultural symbiosis” of attitude towards Quality Production, Safety of Environment, in 

an integrated/interconnected manner. Teams’, and members’ collective sense and inter-

pretation of the specific dimensions of the process operation, broadened into building up 

the “professional” and collective competence needed for the work process. These specific 

and detailed competence profiles needed to operate effectively as plant operators were 

also broadened into understanding the utility of the Plant Operating Sheet as guides that 

underscored the refinery drive for improved performance, quality of products, safe oper-

ating environment and safety of the plant operators. 
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9.4. The use of the Plant Operating Sheet (POS) in the Plant: a Culture 
Mediated Process 

In what follows here, the discussion will focus on the utility of the Plant Operating Sheet 

(POS), and how it was mediated by what had been referred to as repertoire of “lan-

guages” and “codes”. The relevance and the use of plant operation sheets and guides re-

main in the domain of how it facilitated collective knowledge and work process in the 

plant. The dimensions with which the plant operators made sense of the sheet underscore 

its usefulness as guides for process operations. In demonstrating the conceptual relevance 

of “expanded learning” model among the plant operators, the utility of POS as operating 

guides is here elaborated upon. This is done not only as basis for technical competence 

build-up process for plant operators, but how its use is mediated in its socio-cultural di-

mensions.  

In the context of plant process operations of the refinery, (POS) could be described as 

“guides-framework” for monitoring and measuring plant’s processing and flow of petro-

leum oil and other products. This entails that certain procedures must be followed for the 

plant operations to perform at efficient and optimal level. In the process of monitoring 

and controlling the process flow, the “Sheets” serve as “benchmarks” or procedures for 

certain tasks routine, as “intervention procedures” in keeping the plant working. Such 

interventions are not only meant for operational efficiency, but also underscore the pro-

cedures to follow for safety and protection of the plant. As noted by the plant Superinten-

dent “the daily tasks within the plant are important, routine checks must be accurate and 

procedures to be followed must be understood by all.” 

However, and as noted above, from socio-cultural dimension of work process in the 

plant, the “codified Sheet” is not just a technical artefact; rather it is interpreted in the 

manner which fitted into the whole social-cultural dimension of the work process itself, 

in the plant. The plant process operating procedures as contained in the Sheet did not only 

incorporate procedures in terms of knowledge and competence expected for operational 

efficiency,  they also embodied “living experiences” of senior experienced workers. Such 

experiences were typified in “incident reports” which were subsequently codified to 

guide future operational behaviours. Incident happenings such as “disturbances” called to 
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task the living experience and knowledge of the plant operators and supervisors in tack-

ling the problems. The description and solutions to the problems were put in writing af-

terwards for guidance when similar incidents happen. Solutions to incident happenings 

reflected not only “transcribed knowledge” for work activity, but also indicated the expe-

rience of senior operators in the context. Thus, constant and regular reference to the “pro-

cess procedures” in the Sheet consolidated the “experiential learning” of young operators 

in the process plant. Generally, operations knowledge related to issues of not only tech-

nical operational procedures but also behavioural expectations concerning environment, 

safety and quality. 

Plant operators’ experiential learning is gained more in moments of critical incidents. 

Procedures for fixing the problems are collectively learned in such circumstances. De-

scriptions of the nature of the problems are not only written down for future references, 

or as “operations memory,” procedures followed in solving a particular problem are also 

documented. Thus collective learning from critical incidents in the plant did not come 

from the experiences of the operators alone; it was a “group-dynamic” thing, a kind of 

“group thought” that cohered to the entire social process of collective understanding for 

plant operations efficiency. This implies that suggestions and ideas for solutions and 

practical activities got through the group. Based on individuals’ and members’ under-

standing, and how to ensure improvements, these ideas and suggestions were discussed 

and eventually became incorporated in the guide. Given the nature and character of work 

process in the plant, it implies that ideas from such a group when pooled could provide 

needed ways of ensuring operational efficiency. Work process in the plant with strong 

emphasis on teamworking, it was believed, would stimulate and incorporates creative 

ideas from the different skill-mix that formed the team. And in one of the remarks from 

the Superintendent, “occasional problems from the plant operations tend to task the crea-

tive thinking of the operators, and we tend to make use of this in constructive and demon-

strable ways for all to see.” And for the purpose of making contributions to suggestions 

on how to solve problems arising from incident happenings, individual plant operators 

were expected to have, and keep a recording book as they moved around during the 

“monitoring tour”. “Such note-taking makes it easier to “decode” and “interpret” operat-

ing procedures as contained in the guide,” remarked one of the plant operators. A gradu-
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ate trainee (3 months in the plant) whomI met in the plant was assigned a mentor, Emeka 

– an experienced plant operator whom he followed, as we moved around on “monitoring 

tour”. And he was always handy with his recording book. “Here in this recording book, I 

put down every important information and observation I noticed as we pass by each of 

the installations,” he said Thus, the social process of interaction in the context of the 

work process in the plant stimulated a transfer of knowledge from the experienced men-

tor to the graduate trainee. The dynamics of social process of such relations at the plant 

level allowed for the growth of collective work knowledge needed for the plant operation. 

Central to the working and objective of the plant process operating sheet in the plant was 

to identify and repeat “best practice” in operating procedures, for example, the proce-

dures to follow in bringing a repaired pump into operation. The significance of utilizing 

the guidelines as contained in the Sheet was, among others to promote a sharing of col-

lective experience and knowledge needed in doing this. In the context of the refinery, the 

Sheet guided operation procedures through the various steps to be taken emphasising 

“critical points” regarding safety matters and operational efficiency. And with the help of 

external consultants occasionally brought into the plant, the Sheet became the basis for 

knowledge sharing that had to do with project or tasks to be carried out in the plant. As a 

way to show the dimension of this collective knowledge and experience pool, the Sheet 

was produced by both the experienced operators who could be the Superintendents, and 

the plant operators with “experts guide” from the consultants invited into the plant. 

A good example in the use and modification of the Sheet was done during my stay at the 

plant. There was a “task-team” set up comprising the plant Superintendent, the Supervi-

sors, and the Process Operators to respond to an “incident happening” which was a valve 

linkage problem in the flow process. With the help of the consultant, the group came to-

gether to establish the procedures for rectifying the situation in what they referred to as a 

“cost-effective” way. Using the codified guidelines as contained in the Sheet, the task 

team identified what they referred to as “Incident Assessment” priorities, and procedures 

to follow in remedying the situation. Though the task’s team exercise and activity was 

expected to be structured in line with Sheets’ guidelines and codes, it was observed that 

the process of “fixing” the problem was more of an informal social relations type; tapping 
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on the collective experience of those present as “groupthink” with suggestions and con-

tributions not particularly rigid and regimented to the Consultant or the Superintendents. 

In essence, apart from the detailed operating procedures expected to be followed, collec-

tive knowledge and experience of team members became more relevant in situations of 

“incident happenings”. Practical working and utilization of the Sheet in the plant essen-

tially involved sharing experiences and knowledge among the operators that constituted 

the task team. Knowledge building and work process was collective, allowing discussion 

and consensual approach in fixing the problem. The collective, which is important for 

plant work process, and which the guides seemed to promote, became important as a 

learning platform for the young graduate trainee who was a member of the team. As re-

marked by the Superintendent, “by involving all, we all share experience no matter how 

small, from every member.” Everybody talked, based on previous experience and similar 

occurrence in the past. By promoting such collective knowledge sharing, there was a feel-

ing of collective ownership in the knowledge of plant operation. 

In a sense, therefore, it could be argued that because of the culture of collective sharing of 

experience within the plant, work process was facilitated by “horizontal communication” 

and participation in the plant. Apart from “pooling of knowledge”  that “incident happen-

ings” provoked, the use of the Plant Operating Sheet was strengthened by the existing 

knowledge and understanding of all. Through this horizontal communication and discus-

sion, collective learning was extended more widely. Knowledge generated through the 

culture of “shared experience” permeated the task team, guiding members during  the 

process of what the Superintendent referred to as “critical process points” that demanded 

greater attention to quality products and safety measures in the plant. The operating sheet 

as a “codified assemble” seemed to have, therefore, characterised work process culture in 

the plant, thereby reinforcing continuous collective learning in the process plant. Also, by 

making operation procedures and interventions explicit, informal training specification 

and learning was provided for the work process group. 

Indeed, apart from being an essential guideline for the “renewal” of work processes,  for 

instance, during and after attentions to critical incidents and procedures, the culture of 
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collective that characterised the operating procedure allowed co-opting and mainstream-

ing the views and opinions of all plant operators. The collective culture observed in the 

use of the operating sheet facilitated the integration of views and opinions of task team. 

The level of competence and technical skill expected to generate practical solutions was 

also facilitated by “joint meetings” of the entire work process team. Layers of meeting of 

plant process operators facilitated modifications that were deemed necessary for subse-

quent guides in its use, and contributions of all matter. In the context of the plant process 

operations, task teams or work groups are a composition of skilled operators whose opin-

ions and comments remain valuable in shaping operational procedures. In the plant, the 

following layers of meetings were put in place to facilitate collective knowledge pooling 

for operational efficiency; Plant Operation Meetings for the purpose of “tracking” and 

solving incidental technical and operational problems of the plant. Participants at the 

meeting cut across technical skills and included all members of the taskteam. Discussions 

and deliberations at this meeting which came up once a week intersects with the Tech-

nical Meetings of the Supervisors and Team Leaders in the plant. Problems of major 

technical and operational problems in the specific process plant which might have been 

identified during the series of monitoring tours were brought up for discussion. The meet-

ings of Team Members on shifts were for the purpose of exchanging relevant information 

concerning shift schedules for shift members. In the words of the plant Superintendent, 

“These meetings at their various stages are very important for operational efficiency of 

the plant operations.” Such meetings updated procedures for work process in the plant 

and steps for solving operation’s problems. Its collective character explains its important 

role in integrating skill formation of various plant operators. Updates on procedures to be 

incorporated in the Sheet, as well as identified problems with necessary interventions 

were firstly discussed at these layers and task-team levels. 

As indicated elsewhere in this discussion, a Plant Operating Sheet was conceived as part 

of plant-specific operations and intervention procedures. It became the “artefact” for 

knowledge dissemination needed for smooth running of the plant.Steps for compliance 

with safety and environmental measures and for trouble-shooting  were included. The 

collective dimension of its use stressed the recognition given to various occupational 

groups and skill formation within the plant work process. Contributions for the modifica-
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tion and improvement of its use seemed to bea bottom-up type allowing for suggestions 

from the plant operators. And this started with the coalition of relevant information and 

suggestions about the state of plant operations from the various layers of meetings identi-

fied above. The concern of each of the layers was to obtain information and clarify issues 

by discussing relevant information with colleagues. Therefore, a collective learning im-

pact was observed to arise from joint discussion within the teams presided over by the 

experienced team leader, the Supervisor and the Superintendent, and possibly the in-plant 

Consultant. The very process of integrating all these levels of work process and experi-

ence, in the use or modification of the operating sheet provided the plant operators with  

clarity and precise identification of processes of trouble-shooting and the interventions to 

follow. Thus, because of the “activity-oriented” use of the Sheet, it guided and provided 

the specific processes in problem identification and its solution.Procedures for the use of 

the guide, with specific reference to the following  were provided in the Sheet; overview 

of all parts of the plant installation, with specific attention to the functional interdepend-

ence, and steps for process operation, procedures for early recognition of faults in the 

plant’s operation process, and approaches to effect solutions. Plant Operators of the rele-

vant skill-mix get acquainted with the Sheet in order to get an overview of the function-

ing of all the parts of the installation. The integrative nature of the task process inthe use 

of the Sheet reinforces learning on the job and skilling-up of plant operators.  

9.5. Culture of Collective Knowledge-Sharing and Skilling-Up in the 
Plant Process Operations 

From the preceding discussion, the processes or steps for the modification and up-dating 

of the Plant Operating Sheet as guides could be interpreted as integrative.It involved con-

solidating the experiential learning of the plant operators in their collective. It also 

demonstrated a skilling system, as it was linked to the whole process of showing how 

knowledge and experience could be built up in the operating plant; leading to knowledge-

creation and sharing. In its collective, knowledge about process operation moved above 

mere “documentation”, it became “generative” and remains relevant in its cultural-social 

process form. 
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The operating procedures as signifier of a collective knowledge-base were not just on 

direct routine operations, but something to collectively reflect upon in moments of 

“emergencies and disturbances”. Procedures of interventions in moments of disturbance 

were diligently carried out by all members of the team. It  was through the collective cul-

ture of knowledge-sharing that the procedures for monitoring and controlling the opera-

tions of the plant, ensuring that the smooth functioning and connectivity of parts were 

carried out. The gradual transformation of the informal plant learning process into a form 

of collective knowledge-base, firms up the skill profile of the process operators. Contents 

of the “sheet” were oriented towards skill building of the plant operators. The complexity 

of operating process in the plant confronted the entire work team from the Operators, 

Supervisors, Superintendent, Plant Consultants, even to the Trainee Operators. For this 

reason, the informal settings through which learning procedures were carried out facili-

tated collective knowledge-building. Experiences were exchanged both in “structured” 

and informal processes between the Operators, Consultants and the Supervisors. The in-

formal setting of collective culture of the plant through which knowledge was fostered  

was equally facilitated by various non-work activities, for example, sporting activities 

and tournaments involving the various work teams. 

Our discussions in this Chapter so far have thus shown that plant process operations in 

the refinery in the context of the use of the Plant Operating Sheet could be described as 

“organic”, “knowledge-creating” and an information disseminating environment in which 

process operators were grouped around information and process flow, “reinforcing team 

working and capacity” (Boreham, 2004:2). The discussion also aligns with Boreham’s 

(2004) normative principles, guiding the process operation that is, making collective 

sense of events-“incident happenings” in the plant. The typical response of process opera-

tors to critical situations further stimulated group discussion in order to make sense of the 

event. The discussion was not just on how to “fix” the problem but “narratives” and “sto-

ries” that made the event more comprehensible to the group. And in making sense 

through narratives, the task team would need to deploy “repertoire of languages” that  

was equally meaningful within the domain of the event and the group. “Artefacts” rele-

vant to the work process were shared and maintained over time, reinforcing collective 

knowledge of the group. Collective knowledge is noted by Boreham (2004:4), as refer-
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ring to “the epistemic preconditions relevant to the language use.” Knowledge as con-

tained in the technical language and their artefacts such as the operating sheet was shared 

by the process operators. Culture of collective knowledge within the plant  was “main-

tained” and “renewed” through their interactions with these artefacts. Such collective 

sense of identification with work knowledge reinforcedthe “sense of interdependency” 

(Boreham 2004:4), which also underpinned collective purpose in responding to the chal-

lenging situations. 

In Boreham, et al (1992 cited in Boreham 2004:6), work process is conceptualized as 

“co-configurative in which knowledge guides the work, and the work constructs the 

knowledge.” As evidenced in the above discussion, plant operators’ construction of work 

process knowledge had been in response to problem or critical happening which required 

“stepping out of fragmented work rule”(Boreham 2004:6), into infusing collective 

knowledge in finding solutions to the problem. Deployed for the performance of work, 

“work process knowledge is constructed by employees while they are engaged in work, 

especially when they are solving problems” (Boreham 2004:6). As opposed to just know-

ing technical details of operating procedures, work process knowledge in the context ana-

lysed above is typified by “synthesis of codified and experiential knowledge in a dialecti-

cal process of solving contradictions in the workplace” (Boreham 2004:6). The synthesis 

of experiential learning in a context of work process enabled the process operators to 

construct the understanding innovatively and in an integrative manner. 

In exploring the link between work process knowledge and collective competence, Bore-

ham and Morgan (2004 cited in Boreham 2004:8) explain how workers are able to “enact 

work process knowledge as essential component of collective competence” Boreham’s 

(2004:8), characterisation of workplace work process  is a re-composition of work rou-

tines into “self-managing teams; multi-skill formation of teams and use of extensive lat-

eral and horizontal communication by means of “all-to-table” discussions”. Reinforcing 

workers’ knowledge, as noted by Boreham is a “collective view of competence and de-

velopment of work process knowledge” (Boreham 2004: 8). 
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Boreham’s(2004) analysis and description fitted in well with our analysis of collective 

competence at PHRC, in particular showing how plant operators’ “co-enactment” of 

work process knowledge underpinned work process at the plant level. At the PHRC’s 

plant process level, and following the need to ensure efficient and uninterrupted process 

operations, “critical incident” points that might critically affect flow process, were jointly 

identified by the team members. Embarking on such “joint identification” often entailed 

making a “collective sense of the problem”(Boreham2004:9), through a “repertoire” of 

collective knowledge modes and high degree of interdependence of roles and skills. It 

entailed “synthesising” diverse skill profile formations of Plant Operators, Supervisors 

and the Superintendent and the Consultants. Characterising work process knowledge 

within the plant and solving “critical incidents” problems was a “system-level” under-

standing of the critical flow process of the plant. The needed collective knowledge re-

quired for carrying this out could only be achieved and disseminated among team mem-

bers through discussions, embracing the perspectives of all categories of the plant opera-

tors. 

Thus, our discussion of work routines and processes at the plant level of the refinery en-

tered into the levels of theorization and conceptualisation provided by authors such as 

Boreham et al (2004). An explanatory framework had been found in socio-cultural theo-

ries with regard to situated learning and work-based knowledge formation and distribu-

tion. As long noted by Leont’ev (1978, cited in Boreham 2004:10),“central to under-

standing of the role of socio-cultural models is the significance of “artefacts” such as lan-

guage in mediating learning and communication”. Artefacts here implied the technical 

languages of the work process in the plant, deployed in “mediating” work knowledge 

distribution and acquisition. In this context, “artefact” i was further understood as a “so-

cial object”, and means through which agentic work activities of the plant operators were 

enacted and expressed round the social object. In the process operating plant, operating 

procedures were enacted, codified in the repertoire of languages and placed at the dispos-

al of every individual as “operations memory” or Sheet and served as references for pro-

cess operations. 
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From a socio-cultural perspective, these “artefacts are symbolic tools embodying the 

work process knowledge, and are also embedded within the teamwork activity” (Bore-

ham 2004:10). The mediating role of these artefacts was observed when the plant opera-

tors utilized the “symbolic tools to regulate their work activity” (Boreham 2004:10). Me-

diating roles of these socio-cultural artefacts in forms of languages and codes are also 

constructed in the building of “operation memory”. Also, in Vygotsky’s explanation (cit-

ed in Boreham 2004:10) “people think, act and accommodate themselves within the func-

tions and limits of these symbolic tools.” There is a “socially constructed” work process 

knowledge that flies from this narrative and enactment of this repertoire.  

In this discussion, plant operators not only aligned their work process with the “operation 

memory” of the Sheet, but also allowed the Sheet to guide their work process surround-

ing critical incidents in the plant’s operations. From the standpoint of “social process” of 

work in the plant, therefore, “operation memory” in the form of tools was not just “physi-

cal artefacts”; they incorporated “a social utilization tool[s]” (Leont’ev 1978, cited in 

Boreham 2004:11), with its embedded social process of plant operators’ perceptions of 

the artefacts within the plant process operations. Within the process plant, the concept of 

“social utilization” of the repertoire c became central in explaining how work process 

was understood within the collective. Indeed, it was the “culture of its use” (Boreham 

2004:11), which reinforced the collective competence of the work team within the plant. 

Even though the operating procedures within the plant might be perceived as physical, for 

instance turning the valve, gauging the flow and measuring the temperatures, there were 

underpinning “socio-cultural” processes that reinforced continuous process flow and 

cross-boundary work team. 

Conceptualised as something existing in the “socio-cultural” perception of the plant oper-

ators, the prevailing work process and the underpinning artefacts, in their “social utiliza-

tion” context, therefore, explained the collective competence and knowledge-base of the 

operators. The “social-technical” use of the operating procedures went beyond just turn-

ing the valves; they were all embedded in an interwoven complex social process of work 

process rythm within the plant. Enactment of such “community of practice” creates the 

social process of work that maintained and sustained the lived work experiences of the 
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Plant Operators. Apart from its device to “mediate and negotiate” skills and competent 

utilization, it redefined social relation practices in the plant, thereby opening space for 

creation and distribution of shared knowledge in the plant. 

Evaluation and discussion done so far in this Chapter of the work tallies with the empiri-

cal evidence and description that the Plant Operating Sheet as “operations memory” gen-

erates a socio-cultural dimension of workplace knowledge and collective competence that 

cuts across occupational boundaries. Thematic outcomes of the descriptions have been 

located in the three dimensions of Boreham’s (2004), analysis in which the plant process 

work environment opened up space for the creation of “shared knowledge”, and con-

comitantly provided cultural tools in the form of “codified language” to mediate plant 

operation’s learning and knowledge-sharing. This consequently recomposed the work 

process that cut across skills formation within the plant. 

9.6. Beyond Collective Competence and Work Process: reinserting La-

bour Process Perspective 

Analysis and description so far, in this Chapter, have remained in the genre and tradition 

of mainstream sociology of work approach to understanding work process in the plant 

process operations of the refinery. As demonstrated above, obtained empirical evidence 

thus privileged the utility of mainstream sociological theoretical constructs adopted for 

the analysis of work process, and issues surrounding it, within the remit of collective 

competence and work process concepts. 

In what follows, however, attempts will be made to re-conceptualise the analysis within 

critical theorization, in particular to situate the analysis within the field of critical sociol-

ogy of work. In providing an alternative lens to understanding work process, labour pro-

cess analysis offers additional clarity to our comprehension of “politics” of workplace 

collective competence of work process.  As an attempt has been made not to engage with 

“skilling/deskilling” debates of industrialisation and post-industrialisation(Braverman 

1974), the politics of collective competence of work process is further located and ex-

plained in terms of critical, Marxian labour process perspective. 
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Contained in “up-skilling” argument, Spencer (1979); Nonaka and Takarchi (1995); Tam 

(1999in Sawchuk 2008:3), and as illustrated in our discussion so far, regarding collective 

competence of work process, it has been claimed that “work has progressively become 

more skilled with its enduring characteristics.” Much of this observation has been con-

tained in my analysis of plant process operation in the refinery. And in order to avoid the 

risk of internalising the essentialist principles described earlier on, as dominant and ever-

prevalent perspective, critical labour process perspective is introduced here to re-

conceptualise workplace collective competence and work process. From labour process 

analysis, collective competence is conceptualised to move away from the “lofty” manage-

rialist rhetoric that seemed to characterise the “new realities” of workplace employment 

relations where “participatory productivity” becomes the normative orientation for both 

workers and the management. Analysed from critical traditions of sociology of work, 

“participatory productivity has become a signifier of inherent power/relations dynamics 

in the workplace and “stands as proxy for power/control struggles” (Sawchuk 2008:1).As 

it is interpreted as a new political system of workplace “power-relations” dynamics, col-

lective competence and skill formation is, therefore to be “decentred” from the participa-

tory managerialist perceptive. As noted in Sawchuk (2008), the discourse of collective 

skill and its utilization in the contemporary workplace has come to reflect particular es-

sentialist managerial interest in its prevalent understanding, which inevitably raises some 

“deep political questions” (Sawchuk 2008:1). It follows, therefore, that there is the need 

to “question” the underlying assumptions explored and described above, as drawn from 

mainstream observation and analysis of workplace sociology of the plant. Indeed, if the 

structured contradictions inherent in capitalist employment relations continue to serve as 

a “default” for analysis, it stands to logicthat the essentialist assumptions of “absolute” 

and “total” agentic commitment of employees is“deficit” in accounting for the dialectics 

and ambivalence of labour-management relations. 

This section of the Chapter, therefore, proceeds with a critique of the key assumptions 

underlying the narrative of “participatory productivity” under the current modes of col-

lective competence in the process plant. It is an alternative conceptualisation of collective 

skill and work process in the plant. It seeks to draw upon most recent contributions that 

highlight the enduring forms and themes surrounding the critiques. Critique of collective 
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competence and dimensions of work processes in the plant is a recast of conceptual tools 

in order to capture not only the salient dimensions of politics of collective competence, 

but also the employment relations implications of it. Analysis pursued here leads to re-

construction of conceptual tools for understanding the repertoire of other workplace im-

plications of collective competence. Thus, rather than doing a “mapping” or describing 

the normative merits of collective competence, as shown above, a critique further sheds 

light on multiple implications from labour process perspective. 

Located within labour process strands, “hegemonic power process” (Doorewaard and 

Brouns 2003), has been conceptualised, and used to analyse how self-managing work 

groups such as workplace collective-competent types have been constructed by the work 

group members to enact processes of meaning and identity formation in the context of 

work activity. Utilized as a conceptual tool, hegemonic power process is conceptualised 

as the way in which power relations implicit in collective work group govern, and direct 

self-managing teams in dealing with plant process operations. It explains how plant oper-

ators unobtrusively consent to dominant normative assumptions inherent in collective-

based work practices. As noted by Doorewaard and Brouns (2003:106), hegemonic pow-

er, within work collective, “serves to conceal process meaning and practices within the 

work group”. 

In our discussion of collective competence and work process in the plant operation, we 

observed that for the purpose of efficient plant operations system, certain practices and 

work attitudes were “organised in” thereby shaping the expected identity formation and 

collective orientation in the plant. And on the other hand, those non-work processes relat-

ed attitudes were “organised out”. We also observed in our discussion that normative 

expectations surrounding high performance work system such as efficiency, productivity, 

job autonomy, job enrichment and responsibility were expected to be the remit of the 

plant operators. However, the “hegemonic power process” model tends to question such 

assumptions, arguing that such assumption conceals the “suppressive form of control 

inherent in collective-based work process” (Ezzamel and Willmott, 1998 in Doorewaard 

and Brouns 2003:107). The significance of re-appraising our conceptual approach in this 

section is, therefore, to re-evaluate the “sheltered functioning” of collective-based work 
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process through the lens of hegemonic power process perspective. We noticed that, in 

their stride within the collective, the plant process operators’ essentially demonstrated 

“entrepreneurial” attitude, in meeting the challenges of plant operations and indeed the 

corporation. While dealing with those challenges of the plant operations, they enacted 

participatory productivity attitude, thereby integrating their own self-identity with that of 

the corporation into the work process. Hegemonic power processes re-define such entre-

preneurial attitude that drives participatory productivity “in such a way that the work col-

lective are induced to consent to organisation practices” (Doorewaard and Brouns 

2003:107). Reconceptualised through the hegemonic power processes lens, our elabora-

tion in the preceding sections may have suggested that the plant operators, though operat-

ing in a seemingly “unrestrictive” environment, given the normative promises of collec-

tive-base work process, nevertheless were caught in a process of “implicit domination” 

with “invisible bars”. The implicit dimension of “participatory productivity” which col-

lective work process stressed, illustrates more of normative functioning of power, but 

conceals more of the latent dimensions of the bureaucratic rules behind the power domi-

nations (Doorewaard and Brouns 2003).In similar manner, Hamilton (1986); Mumby and 

Stohl (1991); and Barker (1993),illustrate how workers within the rubric of hegemonic 

power processes “casually” subjected themselves, or were subject to power domination 

“without fully being aware of this form of influence” (cited in Doorewaard and Brouns 

2003:107). Having been seduced into its normative promises, workers accepted, and col-

lectively legitimized the “ways we get things done here’ an orientation not based “on the 

use of violence or force but on the normal and easy ways things are done” (Doorewaard 

and Brouns 2003:108). 

Even though work process is conceptualised as “(sub) routines,” through which daily 

work process in the plant is effectively regulated, hegemonic power process recognises 

the inherent implications of such managerial practices such as the work intensification 

side of it. Understood in this manner, work process within the context of collective com-

petence and work knowledge has become something of a “paradox” in which the embed-

ded power hegemony drives social process of work practices, (identified with essentialist 

analysis), and at the same time “conceals disagreement, but promotes consensus” (Rob-

bins 1996 in Doorewaard and Brouns 2003:108). With particular reference to modern 
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workplace relations, hegemonic power processes draw inspiration from Foucault’s theo-

retical construct of “knowledge-power” analysis in which meaning, practices and rela-

tions occur in “discursive forms” through which workers re-insert themselves in the on-

going management norms and values. From hegemonic power process perspective, social 

processes of “meaning formation in the context of work activity is a “non-neutral pro-

cess,” (Doorewaard and Brouns 2003:108).The process of “meaning-formation” of work 

process, and the repertoire of social practices and symbols that underpin the work activity 

are reinforced by both verbal and “non-verbal work expressions such as collective sense 

of the work and its consensual social relations” (Doorewaard and Brouns2003:108). 

It is also in the context of hegemonic power processes’ understanding that employees’ 

workplace social identity is reformulated and re-enacted, using Bourdieu’s (1991), con-

ceptualisation of “habitus”; “a habitus is a set of dispositions which inclines agents 

(workers) to act and react in certain ways” (cited in Doorewaard and Brouns 2003:109). 

Extending this analysis, (Doorewaard and Brouns 2003:109), maintain, “dispositions 

generate regular practices, perceptions and attitudes of a particular discourse.” In this 

case, the collective competence and work knowledge of plant operators in the process 

plant, “a group habitus” was enacted which sustained the “discourse” and “norms” sur-

rounding work process activity. Work process in the plant was bound up with the “social 

world” in which the workers found themselves. And this aligns with Clegg’s (1998), 

characterisation that “identity is always a process, subject to reproduction through discur-

sive practices, which secures or refuses particular posited identities” (cited in 

Doorewaard and Brouns 2003:109). Connecting this analysis with our evaluation of col-

lective competence and knowledge activity in the process plant, plant operators, in their 

search for solution to “critical incidents”, developed a shared group understanding, de-

fined by their “habitus”. They reformulated their group norms along lines of common 

knowledge in the process plant. From hegemonic power process perspective, this refor-

mulation of identity along consensual social process “re-routed” their collectives in an 

“implicit” and concealed way. 

Indeed, the implicit but concealed dimensions of power hegemony from labour process 

perspective, Burawoy (1979); Study, Knights and Willmott (1992), provide the distinct 
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way to understand how consent is produced and reproduced in an on-going manner 

through consensual social relations at the point of production. Hegemonic power process-

es produce workers’ consent to both “implicit” and “explicit” codes, procedures and rep-

ertoire of production process. In their collectives, and in their re-enactment of meaning, 

identity and practices, around collective work knowledge, the normative process validates 

consent and legitimizes managerial practices surrounding their work process. 

From the stand point of my research in the process plant, therefore, there were some em-

pirical and methodological implications that attest to this conceptual approach. As indi-

cated above, the precise functioning of hegemonic power was concealed, unobtrusive but 

seductive in its process. A re-conceptualisation of collective competence and knowledge 

became conceptually instructive based on hegemonic power process in the operating 

plant, in the context of the three main principles elaborated upon earlier, that is,  collec-

tive sense of work process in the process plant, utilization or deployment of collective 

knowledge base, and how these were consolidated or reinforced by shared sense of inter-

dependency among members of the workgroup (Boreham, 2003). In addition to these, the 

role of cultural tools in forms of language and codes was found to mediate the shared 

work experiences and knowledge. However, from the implicit significance of hegemonic 

power approach, there is a relationship between the socially constructed account of these 

realities that is, the principles highlighted above and “the intersubjective meaning and 

experiences of these realities” (Oswick and Grant 1997, in Doorewaard and Brouns 

2003:110). As elaborated upon earlier, my observation in the process plant could show 

how the mediating roles of cultural artefacts in forms of language and codes shaped and 

reconstructed identity and meaning, and how this was able to reinforce the implicit di-

mensions of power relations. And this also explained how team-work processes were able 

to respond to operational challenges in the plant. 

As a theoretical framework for empirical re-evaluation, we deploy the concept of hege-

monic power process to assess “meaning formation” and reformation that guides collec-

tive sense making regarding the collective knowledge, and which reinforces production 

of consent and acceptance of managerial practices. Here, we observed clearly that mean-

ing- formation and sense making of the ethos behind collective knowledge led to refor-
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mulation of “common-scripts” in the form of collective work process. “Problem spots” 

and “critical incidents” were collectively diagnosed and identified, “shared interpreta-

tions” were enacted and alternative solutions provided. In finding solutions to the “criti-

cal incidents” in the process plant, re-construction of work process dominated the collec-

tive attitudes of members. 

Indeed, within the plant’s operation process, collective search for solution helped in 

meeting the challenges of plant operations, and this involved leaning strongly on shared 

meaning and collective identity formation. The process of maintaining common meaning 

and collective understanding of the challenges also gave the plant operators a shared set 

of interpretations of the operational problems. In the process operating plant, we observed 

that the processes of formulation of shared meaning were a “constitute” of hegemonic 

power process for tackling the numerous challenges facing process operations. And it 

was this shared meaning in its collective, that served to “legitimize rationalities” of man-

agerial practices of teamwork and collective work process in the plant. Thus, collective 

sense making of work process within the plant functioned as mechanisms for re-inserting 

“dominant organisational norms and values as notion of truth,” (Hall 1985 cited in 

Doorewaard and Brouns 2003:113). It is also within this collective sense making of work 

process that opinions and views were expressed that were in tandem with the manage-

ment norms, and which also guided daily operational practices. As noted by Mumby 

(1994 cited in Doorewaard and Brouns 2003:113) “groupthink” in form of plant collec-

tive work dynamics appeared to be very important for reaching social consensus in daily 

work activities.” 

In the process plant, we found the plant operators to have, not only imbibed the manage-

rial normative expectations, but were also driven by collective ethos of the “groupthink” 

and “habitus” in performing their daily operations activities. We also found how the three 

themes identified earlier, that is ,collective sense making of work process, use of collec-

tive knowledge base, and shared sense of group interdependency operated at a level that 

reinforced the implicit assumptions behind hegemonic power. The existence of an auton-

omous self-regulating work team in the plant, alignment of teamwork activities with the 

management policies of quality production, safety environment and operational efficien-
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cy – all combined to act as “affirmative action” for the collective. The plant operators, 

therefore, seemed to have aligned their interest with that of the corporation. 

 

9.6. Conclusion 

 The argument above has shown forms of critique of the collective competence model in 

the process plant. Another portal of critique of collective competence and skill formation, 

still within the hegemonic power framework was found in Fenwick et al (2005). To them, 

skill formation and its normative valence, as claimed by mainstream analysis is an illu-

sion that “floats according to the prevailing knowledge politics of the organisation” (cited 

in Sawchuk 2008:3). In their analysis, collective skill competence reproduces identity 

formation, and at the same time valorises the type of unequal power relations inherent 

between management and the work group. From labour process perspective, therefore, 

collective workplace competence and work process knowledge is conceptualised as an 

illusion, a deceptive way to solve “workers’ deficit” and an inherent contradiction in 

workplace power relations. Accordingly, what characterises hegemony power relation is 

“locus of control” between the management and labour. Inevitably, as noted by Saw-

chuck, (2008:3), there “exists a tension between management’s rhetoric of meaningful, 

flexible, and productive forms of work on the one hand, and work intensification, insta-

bility and exploitation on the other hand.” The embeddedness of power relations in work 

process raises the questions and concerns about motive behind quality production, and 

operation’s efficiency in the process plant. 

Concerns for these inherent contradictions remain an important consideration for mean-

ing and implications of work process within the field of sociology of work and labour 

process. It is, therefore, argued that critical understanding from hegemonic power process 

perspective has come as an alternative theoretical reference point for conceptualising the 

“collaborative dimensions” of workplace collective competence, and its “invincible ineq-

uities” in terms of “exchange-value” generation between labour and management. The 

essentialist tendency to conflate “actual” collective work process and competence, with 
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separate “interests” of management and workers  has been re-opened for re-

conceptualisation and evaluation using the hegemonic power processes framework. 

Contributing to a critique, and for re-theorization of work process and managerial prac-

tices, Grant and Hardy (2004:5), have brought in “discursive analysis” of managerial 

practices as something different from mainstream sociological and theoretical approach-

es. Organisational discourse analysis has also “taken on a critical theoretical perspective 

infused with Foucauldian re-conceptualization of power, agency and resistance, and 

Gramscian’s concerns with hegemonic manifestation of specific forms of power relations 

in organisation” (Iedema and Wodak 1999:9).Also, contained in this re-conceptualisation 

is the perception of management practices as “embeddedness of power, reproduction and 

rationality of decision making” (Iedema and Wodak1999:10). This perspective also criti-

cises the traditional sociological perspective of how managerial practices shape “structur-

al relations of people that make up the organisation, and how such formal relations help 

in achieving the organisational goals” (Giddens (1989 cited in Iedema et al 1999:11). 

Giddens’s “structuration” model and characterisation explain the latter within mainstream 

understanding of how structures of formal relations help in achieving organisational 

goals. To Giddens, organisation is typified as “impersonal institution” in terms of power 

relations goals’ attainment. 

On the other hand, while mainstream Marxian analysis of managerial practices tends to 

confine itself to a dualist/dialectics of power relations between labour and management, 

Clegg’s (1993), critical discourse analysis tends to privilege workplace analysis with 

“micro-details of intentions” within context of “talk, text and social process of work ac-

tivity” (Iedema and Wodak1999:12) in the process plant. It situates the understanding of 

managerial practices within the context of its enactment of power process that legitimizes 

it within that particular context. Therefore, “meaning” and “materialities” are perceived 

as having strong influence in underpinning work process.  

Moving beyond Gramsci’s (1971) conceptualisation of hegemony as ideological domina-

tion of one group over the other in the workplace, Mumby (1997); and Grossberg (1986); 

have made attempts to reconstruct the concept as not simply “consent to”, or “active sup-
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port” of a dominant system of meanings, rather it is “embedded with complex dimensions 

of interests and meanings, articulations in particular ways”(Mumby 2003 in 

Grant2003:237).Managerial practices are conceived to be underpinned by “conjunctures” 

characterised by “durable and identifiable assemblies of people” (Thomas 2003:782). 

And this social process of relations is also underpinned by “moments, power, materiality, 

social practices, institutions, values and discourse that undergrind social relations” (Har-

vey 1996 cited in Thomas 2003:782). 



327 

 
Chapter 10 
Conclusion 

10. Unpacking the themes and link to Labour Process Theory 

This study has sought to demonstrate how the control imperatives of managerial practices 

and the dynamics of labour process in NNPC, led to diverse implications for employment 

relations in the corporation. In particular, the concern has been what “sense” workers 

were able to make of these managerial practices. It has been demonstrated that changes in 

the operating and regulatory environment in which NNPC had to operate in the last twen-

ty five years brought about major implications for workplace labour relations. We have 

also shown that given the dynamics of these control imperatives, capitalist labour process 

and indeed the social relations of production between capital and labour in the workplace 

are of “structured antagonism” (P.Edwards 1990). The attempt by the management to 

constantly re-organise work process placed challenges on it to seek co-operation and con-

sent from the workers. The implication “is a continuum of possible situationally driven 

and overlapping worker responses-from resistance to accommodation, compliance and 

consent” (Thompson and Vincent 2010 in Thompson and Smith 2010:1). 

The concern of this research has, therefore, been to evaluate how the dynamics of labour 

process impacted on work experiences of the workers, and how the trade unions respond-

ed to these managerial practices. It is the link between managerial practices and workers 

responses that afforded concern to undertake in situ study of the corporation. Work pro-

cess and managerial practices at NNPC were found to have been intensified by two sets 

of parallel forces; those instigated by competitive operating environment, and secondly 

the government’s induced regulatory reforms (this is tracked through Chapter 4 of body 

of the work). These two led to internal reforms which resulted in adjustment to work pro-

cesses in the corporation. 

The period between 1988 and 2007 witnessed substantial changes in managerial practices 

and labour process within NNPC and its subsidiaries. In the 1990’s and 2000’s, NNPC, in 
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response to diverse challenges and regulatory reforms, significantly decentralised its op-

erating activities into subsidiary business units, which consequently had the effect of al-

tering its managerial practices and work processes. Consequently, labour process in the 

organisation had to be “re-drawn” to reflect the ethos and imperatives of ensuing chal-

lenges of production. The emerging dimensions of labour process in the corporation, 

therefore, came on the backdrop of regulatory reforms which generally re-defined the 

operational activities of oil industry in Nigeria. While the regulatory reforms continued to 

set the tone in “moving” the oil industry “forward” in terms of conforming to Federal 

Government’s objectives, the implications reverberated in the workplace labour relations 

practices. 

As indicated in Chapter 4, the regulatory reforms that shaped and continued to shape 

NNPCs operations reflected the dynamic processes of national and cultural peculiarities 

which demonstrated clearly the significance of the corporation within Nigeria’s socio-

economic context. And in spite of the peripheral character of mode of production in Ni-

geria,  in which NNPC is embedded, it is still a particular illustration of core issues and 

themes of LPT. While the regulatory reforms might be very ambitious to meet national 

interests in terms of “best-practices” in the oil industry, the labour process component 

remained significant from the workers’ and unions’ point of view and the interests of 

their members. 

This research  project has not only tracked these dynamics in the labour process over the 

years, but also  gave conceptual explanation to workers’ locations within the relations of 

production in the organisations. While a review of the findings pertaining to workers’ 

experiences of the labour process is provided here, the utility of the core themes and ele-

ments of LPT are linked in providing a comprehensive understanding of dynamics of 

labour process in the corporation. In this way, the centrality of LPT in providing concep-

tual understanding of empirical illustrations of work process is reviewed. The review 

illustrated how the corporation, particularly exemplified the diverse strands of LPT. 

In doing this review, I started with Chapter 4 which detailed the regulatory context of oil 

industry, with particular reference to pieces of government interventions and policy re-
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gimes that successively aided the background for workplace transformation in the NNPC. 

Successive regulatory regimes were identified as the critical context upon which opera-

tional activities at NNPC rested. Through these reformative policies of the Federal Gov-

ernment, the corporation moved from hitherto regulated format to one of partial de-

regulation and “commercial autonomy”, (www.nnpcgroup.com). While NNPC remained 

part of the public sector in Nigeria, the decision of the Federal Government to attempt to 

introduce “quasi-market” transformations into its managerial and operational activities 

had significant implications for labour relations. 

In addition, the complexity of the production technology of the oil industry also largely 

accounted for the Federal Government’s interest, and this also contributed to an emphasis 

on “highly determined” work process of the corporation, in terms of “best practices”. 

Consequently, issues of labour relations had to be dealt with through well established 

institutional procedures of collective bargaining and joint consultations involving the 

management and the trade unions. The commercial imperatives that undergrind the regu-

latory reforms were also accounted for by the imperatives of managerial practices of 

work process, and the ensuing implications could not be dissociated. 

An outline of theoretical framework adopted for this work was undertaken in Chapter 3. 

The theoretical context for understanding the research project provided an appropriate 

resource to evaluate empirical material concerning workers’ orientation towards manage-

rial practices and workplace labour relations. LPT and its emerging strands were em-

ployed in this study because of its significance as theoretical approach (Thompson and 

Smith 2009), and because of the relevance of participant observation as a fundamental 

method of doing workplace study (Adesina 1989).Each of the strands of LPT adopted and 

paralleled “core dimensions” of managerial practices and labour processes at NNPC, both 

at the corporate level and in the refinery. Theoretical relevance of the various strands of 

LPT was deployed in turn between Chapters 5-9 of this study. 

Thompson, et al (1989), pointed out earlier that the historical dimensions of capitalism 

are not experienced in the same manner across capitalist economies; because of varieties 

and diversity of forms of institutions in the nation-states. It is, therefore, expected that the 
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historical specificity of NNPC within Nigeria’s peripheral capitalist mode of production 

should reverberate on the dimensions of work process, production processes, managerial 

practices and implications for employment relations. And because of the assumptions 

behind “varieties of capitalism (Kelly et al 2008), there is the problematic and challenges 

of crafting “varieties of employment relations” into “core elements” of LPT. The chal-

lenge is that of “connectivity” of the strands and waves from pure/classic Marxian per-

spective of LPT to post-structuralist and neo-Marxist analysis, (Hugh Willmott (1998) 

David Knights (2001), Thompson and Ackroyd (1999), Thompson and Smith (2009). 

However, as empirical illustrations from this study have shown, linkages among these 

strands as evidenced in this study continue to render LPT as “innovative” conceptual nav-

igation. 

The “material changes” in an increasingly globalised capitalism, and changes in the capi-

talist mode of production correspond with changes in workplace relations, thereby mak-

ing the world of work a vital area for labour process analysis. On this, Thompson and 

Smith (2009:913) remark “core propositions of LPT provide it with resources for “resili-

ence” and “innovation” thereby expanding the scope of its explanatory power within the 

tradition of sociology of work.” The concern of LPT in its theoretical and analytical drive 

is to “open-up” the limited normative benefits of managerial practices such as team-work, 

skill development, partnership, empowerment, Total Quality Management (TQM), by 

pointing out the practical and interest implications for labour-power and trade unions in 

the workplace. LPT, therefore, continues to “strengthen those tendencies in workplace 

research that seek to reach beneath formal institutional patterns, to re-discover and ex-

plore the hidden and informal realms” (Thompson and Smith 2009:916), of workplace 

relations. In a situation where the factory/office regime has become the “uncritical recipi-

ent” of managerial orientation in terms of normative expectations, LPT has become inno-

vative in revealing the sources of conflict and resistance, inherent therein. It is innovative 

because it has the capacity to “connect different dimensions of employment relations” 

(Thompson and Smith 2009:916), and, therefore, counter the tendency of workplace 

normative orientation. 
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Theoretical remits from LPT remain instructive, taking on a critical analysis of work un-

der the impact of new forms of capitalist mode of production and managerial practices, 

and still attuned with radical Marxist account of capital and labour relations, even within 

advanced stage capitalism, and peripheral capitalism alike. As capitalism and world of 

work change, LPT offers to sociology of work, the analytical and empirical tools to “nar-

row down” and account for the “hidden side” of workplace relations that might evade the 

gaze of classic Marxist analysis. If “selectivity is inherently the hallmark of a credible 

conceptual framework”(Thompson and Smith 2009:917), then the currency of LPT is in 

order by drawing out the “hidden matters” of workplace relations. Its focus on objective 

materialist conditions of work, contrasts sharply with mainstream essentialist understand-

ing of workers’ subjective orientation to work. As a theory-led workplace analysis, it 

illustrates not only “how matters at the point of production are indicative of battles over 

frontier of control, but also how workers are persuaded to release their labour power” 

(Edwards and Scullion 1982 cited in Thompson and Smith 2009:918). Analytical strength 

of LPT has also been demonstrated in revealing how labour-power is reproduced both 

inside and outside the factory gate. Even in the context of “varieties of capitalism” 

(VoC), (Kelly 2008), social reproductions of labour-power continue both inside and out-

side the workplace, thereby making labour-power to retain its “indeterminacy” as an em-

bodied, mobile human/active investment (Thompson and Smith 2009). 

In dealing with labour power indeterminacy, there is a corresponding shift in labour pro-

cess analysis on the problematic dimension of workplace labour power; first it accounts 

for the materialist and contradictory relations between capital and labour, and secondly, 

to a more nuanced account of covert dimensions of workers’ activities on the 

“shopfloor”. Also with the rise and pre-eminence of “knowledge economies” [and] its 

flagship, even in the context of globalized capitalism, LPT retains its “unshakeable opti-

mism” in accounting for new dimensions of workplace relations. Major characteristics 

and emerging dimensions of “knowledge economy” such as expert labour, knowledge 

worker, service worker, up-skilled labour, aesthetic labour, emotional labour and tacit 

labour present new ways of understanding the embedded labour processes. The embed-

ded “constraints” and “continuities” of labour process still fall under the gaze of LPT. 
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Thus, in spite of the managerialist emphasis on the positive and normative outcomes of 

employment relations of “knowledge economy” and continuous process technology the 

“dark side” of managerial practices are within analytical lens of LPT. LPT, therefore, 

retains its hallmark in maintaining a space for critical research on sociology of work. Far 

from providing a normative orientation for workers, workplace restructuring and its at-

tendant managerial practices not only “systematically intensify work, but also normalise 

it, yet in a new way that removes obstacles to the extraction of effort” (Thompson and 

Smith 2009:920). With a focus on workers’ experience of these dynamics in NNPC, LPT 

demonstrates how workers would have to adapt to the workplace challenges, and how 

they have mobilized an array of resistive responses to the managerial control strategies. 

For instance, as shown in Chapters 7 and 8 of this study, in seeking for more “knowl-

edgeability” of workers, management at NNPC initiated workplace learning programmes 

in which institutional structures and practices are put in place to facilitate learning, inno-

vation, and continuous improvement on the part of workers. Skills outcomes both in ge-

neric and operational forms are expected to be more social than technical. In its social 

forms, the expanded manifestations of skills benefit the employers more than the em-

ployees. It is in this social form of labour-power that the “whole person is mobilized on a 

qualitative intensification scale (Thompson and Smith 2006:920) to serve the interest of 

the management. And, in the “expanded” utility of labour power by capital, work intensi-

fication, insecurity and pressures are bounded, resulting in consent and resistance. 

Heightened labour market pressures and requirement for competency and employability 

resulted in workers being subjected to greater demands from capital, resulting in physical 

and emotional exhaustion in the workplace. These emerging trends in the workplace situ-

ations further represent theoretical conceptualisation and analysis from LPTs point of 

view, (Lash and Uray 1994; Prove and Sabel 1984). Here, the optimistic message for 

workers’ orientation, for improved performance, collaborative high trust and high com-

mitment is concomitantly met with covert collective “shopfloor” resistive responses from 

the workers. Even, the proclamation of up-skilling as hallmark of knowledge economy 

has been questioned and demystified by labour process research, drawing on case studies 

analysis, (Thompson 2000).Many of the signifiers and markers of up-skilling in the 

“knowledge economy” such as qualifications and continuous education for improved 
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performance and continuous process production have been found to have “little relation-

ship to actual skill and knowledge work(ed) on the job” (Warhurst and Thompson 

2006:919). They have been interpreted as proxies for further extraction of more labour 

power from workers. As against essentialist assumptions behind the positive impact of 

skills and knowledge on workers, in the context of workplace transformation, qualitative 

research has emerged from labour process analysis to show the “dark side” of such man-

agerial practices (Delbridge 1998; Elgar and Smith 1994; Parker and Slaughter 1998; 

cited in Thompson and Smith 2009:919). Theoretical resources from LPT, account for 

control/resistance of the “dark side” of managerial activities. 

Apart from concerns about what skills have become under the “knowledge economy”, 

new understanding of the nature of skills in the service and aesthetic sectors also fall 

within the purview of LPT. Analysis in this area has benefited from the work of 

Hochschilds (1983) and Warhurst et al (2000).For instance, Bolton (2005), building on 

Hochscilds has developed a “detailed realist account of workplace emotions that gives 

consideration to the contested nature of the emotional effort bargain in the workplace” 

(cited in Thompson and Smith 2009:920). Also, Warhurst et al (2000) have developed the 

concept of “aesthetic labour” which gives a “materialist account of managerial interven-

tions with respect to workers’ corporeality, and considerations of how the body becomes 

a focus of diverse labour process” (cited in Thompson and Smith 2009:920). Broad di-

mensions of skills such as character traits, attitudes, social predispositions, adaptability, 

and cooperativeness have been given theoretical evaluations by LPT. The contested na-

ture of “emotional” and “aesthetic” labour even within the service sector has received 

theoretical consideration. 

In the context of workplace transformation and the dimension and in the process of work, 

management in the NNPC renewed its emphasis on knowledgeability of workers with a 

focus on institutional structure and process for knowledge and skill development. As dis-

cussed in detail in Chapter 7, at NNPC, and in pursuance of corporate objectives, for im-

proved continuous process production at the refinery level, and “high performance’ at the 

corporate level, the management initiated what was referred to as 7 Dimensions of Lead-

ership (7DL) of “Learning Development Programs”; aimed at facilitating “initiatives,” 
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“innovation” and “creativity” for continuous quality improvement of products and per-

formance. The social process and hegemonic dimensions of situated learning at NNPC as 

described and reconceptualised in Chapter 7-9 re-validated the strength of LPT as theo-

retical resource for understanding what learning implies both for the workers and the un-

ion leaders. In the evaluation, the processes and outcomes of the learning programmes 

were more social than technical, the “whole body of the worker is mobilized resulting 

into more qualitative intensification of labour” (Thompson and Smith 2009:920). In-

creased responsibility and work activities intensification remained the outcome of learn-

ing programmes, in response to pressures both from labour market and new imperatives. 

Management’s devices of using labour power in the NNPC remained that of building 

“common interest” and “consent” in the discourse of improved performance. However, 

evidence in this study has shown that while more “discretionary efforts” were being 

sought, workers continued to feel more insecure in their job. Thus, the concept “collectiv-

ization of efforts” and “decollectivization of risks” (Burchell 2002cited in Thompson and 

Smith 2009:921) applied more to workers’ experience in the NNPC in their attempts to 

align with Management normative expectations. 

Another implication of emerging managerial practices on workplace relations in the 

NNPC that also drew its theoretical resource from LPT has been the “existential charac-

ter” of labour power in modern workplaces. This is more pronounced within the profes-

sional context of work process, (Thompson 2009 and Smith 2009:921). The “cultural 

turn” in workplace analysis that characterises post-structuralist perspective as pointed by 

Thompson is essentially located in the work of Hugh Willmott and David Knights (2008), 

“the reproduction of everyday life of work, and the basis of domination has shifted from 

the material to the symbolic” (cited in Thompson and Smith 2009:921). Drawing on Fou-

cauldian thesis of power/knowledge relations, Hugh Willmott and David Knights argue 

that individual workers’ identity-formations are constituted and reconstituted under man-

agerial discourse of self-discipline and empowerment. This explanation resonates with 

Gramsci’s conceptualisation of “power embeddedness” and hegemony, and how this re-

inforced seductive processes of workplace self-discipline. 
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As noted by Thompson and Smith (2009:921), in this version of LPT “identity rather than 

labour becomes the site of indeterminacy”. In other words, emphasis is on the role and 

importance of subjectivity and its agentic dimensions in the workplace. While post-

modern perspectives in the labour process analysis draw largely from Foucault’s frame-

work, “worker resistance and self-organization are seen as diminished or defunct” 

(Thompson and Smith 2009:921). In contrast, and located within the strand of LPT, la-

bour power and identity-formation have not only become a site of indeterminacy but have 

also been characterised by shifting processes and ambivalence. “Knowledgeability” 

Thompson and Smith (2009) submit, characterises this indeterminacy, where “workers 

are aware of management’s intentions and outcomes, but still retain the symbolic capaci-

ty to resist, misbehave and disengage” (Thompson and Smith 2009:922). This line of 

analysis remains significant in much of the work of labour process commentators. 

As a distinct dimension of workplace behaviour, recalcitrance and covert forms of work-

place re-appropriation are manifested both at the “formal” and “informal” sides of mana-

gerial practices. Workplace deviancy had long been identified in the work of Baldamus 

(1961) Ditton and Mars (1982) Edwards and Scullion (1982). Also in introducing the 

concept of “agency”, Hodson (1995; 2001), has explored how “resistance serves to retain 

employees’ dignity at work” (Thompson and Smith 2009:922).While noting that much of 

this analysis has remained with tradition of sociological analysis of workers’ behaviour at 

the workplace, Thompson and Smith (2009) argue that LPT analysis of modern work-

place has involved a “systematic and distinctive mapping of worker action and agency” 

(Thompson and Smith 2009:922). The dimensions of the workers’ action and agency 

have taken on the forms of “re- appropriation” that drive the agency of the workers in a 

variety of interests and identities” (Thompson and Smith 2009:922). Evaluations of 

workers’ behaviour at NNPC, both at corporate and refinery levels, as outcomes of man-

agerial practices, embraced this analytical framework. The workplace interests of both 

the workers and unions, and identities often revolved round forms of “re- appropriations”, 

and struggle at the workplace. 

The innovativeness of this conceptual framework for understanding the dynamics of la-

bour process in the workplace has provided a fresh perspective of control and resistance. 
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As noted by Flemming (2001) “rather than resistance being conceived as a negative reac-

tion to power, it has become an active set of practices that attempts to regain a degree of 

autonomy at work” (cited in Thompson and Smith 2009:922). Workers, therefore, have 

the capacity to retain some level of “relative autonomy” with which to re-appropriate 

managerial practices and normative expectations. Workers’ subjectivity manifested in 

their agentic form of identities and interests. Hugh Willmott and David Knights (1998), 

show that the two are not opposite “but reciprocally and discursively constitute one an-

other” (Ackroyd and Thompson 1999; in Thompson and Smith 2009:922).As workers’ 

experiences are shaped by this “relative autonomy”, that is a space to re-appropriate, 

there is the expanded conception of agency, which also speaks to the concept of “labour 

indeterminacy”. 

Tracing these conceptual remits back to my research study, “enhanced” managerial prac-

tices such as teamwork, JCC, workplace learning programmes did not totally mobilize 

“the whole person of the worker”; there were also “contested terrains”, providing “space” 

for LPT analytical focus. We noted in our evaluations, the imperatives of managerial con-

trol strategies, linking this with skill formation strategies and how these dynamics rested 

on consent and resistance in the workplace. Also, we have argued that though “much val-

ue” in terms of valorisation had been generated, more for the Management, the “relative 

autonomy” of the workplace  was indeed embedded with “structured antagonism” .From 

a broadly based perspective, LPT continues with a sociological account of workplace 

changes to give explanation and analysis of managerial control, skill formations strate-

gies, and how consent and conflict are embedded. 

 A significant shift in labour process theorising that has also benefited from “identity de-

bate” has been located in the work of others belonging to the post-structuralist perspec-

tive. Central to the post-structuralist analysis is the concept of discourse. As noted by 

Mark and Thompson (2010:2) “if a concern with subjectivity became focused on identity, 

identity became even strongly linked to discourse.” They note further that identity to be 

conceptualised as a “social construct” is “non-contentious”, but the question is, on what 

is it socially constructed? The answer, as they point out “is in the discourse” (Mark and 

Thompson 2010:3). Calas and Smirch (1987) earlier observed that “we are nothing but 
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the discourse through and which we live” (cited in Mark and Thompson 2010:3).Utilizing 

this sociological premise, Gergen (1991) and Collison (2003) see the “relationship be-

tween the individual and organisation as being fluid, multiple and unstable social con-

struction” (in Mark and Thompson 2010:3). Thus, individuals and organisations are con-

ceived as “sites” or “fields” through which identities are shaped and regulated” (Marks 

and Thompson 2010:3). Elaborating on this, Philips and Maguire (2000), argue “if there 

is no “true” self, identity is the outcome of the narration through discourse” (in Mark and 

Thompson 2010:3).And this is exemplified through “corporate and business text” (Chrein 

2005 in Mark and Thompson 2010:3). 

As shown in the body of this research study, we have demonstrated how the processes of 

the workplace and individual workers’ identity formation have become “mutually consti-

tutive” rather than separate. From the greater part of our evaluations, we have been able 

to demonstrate how NNPC has shown keen interest in ensuring “congruence” between 

the Management normative values and the interests of the workers over the years. As a 

result, some evidence tends to suggest from the narratives of the workers themselves how 

they identified or were “motivated to engage with the management objectives and ethos” 

(Davies 2006 in Mark and Thompson 2010:3).However, as equally shown in our evalua-

tions, generalisations of this type are also problematic. As warned by Mark and Thomp-

son (2010:3), organisations are “sites for contending interest and identities” for both 

Management and the workers. Therefore, evaluations and conclusions must give priority 

and consideration to “empirical objects as having their own property right” (Mark and 

Thompson 2010:4). In other words, there is an inherent danger in constructing an “abso-

lute” or “total” explanation of identities in and organisation from such “texts” and “dis-

course”. The agent cannot be treated as “either absent” or “passive receptor” of the domi-

nant narratives” (Mark and Thompson 2010:4). 

The escape hatch from this problematic of “discourse” and “identity” in the workplace is 

to bring in “identity-work”. Identity-work as observed by Alvesson and Willmott (2002), 

has a “variety of formulation, but all seek to develop a notion of reflexive action that 

highlights the active aspect of engagement with the process of identity construction” (cit-

ed in Mark and Thompson 2010:4). This conceptualisation can also be reconnected with 
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“existential perspective” in which the “search for a secure and stable sense of self” (Mark 

and Thompson 2010: 4) drives workplace identity in the context of job insecurity and 

anxiety. At one level, this line of argument within the understanding of identity and dis-

course and to “identity-work”, indicates to us that there is a “limitation in theorising 

about identity that emphasises the vulnerability of subjects to discourse and texts” (Mark 

and Thompson 2010:4). Identity-work is a “precarious” and “contested terrain”. Workers’ 

identification with Management’s normative values  is “conditioned by other elements of 

life history; for instance identity to material conditions, cultural traditions and relations of 

power” (Mark and Thompson 2010:4).Thus, our “materialist” or “existentialist reading” 

of this” line of analysis is located in the argument that by “mobilizing and engaging with 

discourses, we embellish or repair our sense of identity as a coherent narrative” (Alves-

son and Willmott 2002, in Mark and Thompson 2010:4). 

In their attempt to step back a bit from their early utilization of Foucauldian explanatory 

analysis, concerning “disciplined selves”, post-structuralists “now seek to examine how 

individuals actively engage with managerial discourses and through such engagement 

construct identities,” (Mark and Thompson 2010:4), concerning the employment relation-

ship. And as noted by Thomas (2009 in Mark and Thompson 2010:4), “such alternative 

identities are of potentially resistance to forms of domination.” To reformulate this un-

derstanding from Foucauldian interpretations, resistance emerged from levels of “contra-

dictions, weakness and gaps between alternative subjective positions,” (Mark and 

Thompson 2010:4),of workers in the employment relationship. In response to this “cate-

gorisation”, and “classification” of limitations in their subjective positions, workers 

struggle to “re-appropriate” and “invert” the discourse of the organisation. These theoret-

ical trajectories within the strand of labour process analysis align with the conceptual 

perspective adopted to re-evaluate workers’ experience of labour process in the NNPC. In 

this sense, analysis of self, and identity of workers to the discourse in the corporation was 

attentive to the other dimensions of identity-work ,that is, “what motivates and drives 

interests, other than discourse of the organisation,” (Mark and Thompson 2010:5). 

As pointed out by Mark and Thompson (2010:5),“self” is not a “blank-slate” on which 

anything can be written; “all entities in the workplace, individuals, groups and organisa-
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tion itself are potentially involved in identity-work.” Therefore, for a “plausible explana-

tion” of workplace behaviour, our analysis has re-inserted the concept of “interests”. This 

is because the “multiple dimensions” of self, identity and identity-work (interests) under-

pin workplace relations and manifest in such fluid, multiple and ambiguous dimen-

sions.In deploying this perspective within the remit of labour process analysis, it has also 

been noted that “a population of perfectly rational utility maximisers is scarce” in the 

workplace, but what we have is that “a people can purposefully pursue their perceived 

interests” (Mark and Thompson 2010:6) even when such interests clash with the dis-

course of the organisation. It is also from this premise that our deployment of labour pro-

cess analysis has benefited from “critical realist” perspective, (Thompson and Vincent 

2010). The utility of this perspective is more on its conception of “human agency” (Mark 

and Thompson 2010). Drawing on this perspective, Sarah Jenkins (2007)  writes on the 

notion of “reflective performance” to elaborate on how “agents identify structure and 

resources that constrain their action, but also construct strategies and use them to pursue 

their personal goals” (in Mark and Thompson 2010:10). 

While inserting agency in her own analysis, Archer (2000),focuses on how “human pur-

poses and powers are developed through an active process of reflections on practices, was 

deployed in engaging with social reality” (cited in Mark and Thompson 2010:11). She 

argued further that people make sense of their “identity through a process of internal and 

materially grounded conversation, rather than discourse”(in Mark and Thompson 

2010:11). In this interpretation,(Marks and Thompson 2010:11), note, there is “a dialecti-

cal relationship between personal and social identity.” Workers deploy calculative atti-

tudes and behaviours in dealing with the “constraints” and “desirables” of the workplace. 

Often, our evaluations may not be able to “read-off” this interest clearly, for as noted by 

Mark and Thompson (2010:12), “interests are hidden scripts in identity explanations”. 

Nevertheless, analysis and interpretations should continue to endeavour to uncover, and 

seek explanation to the interactions between interests and identity that explain “appropri-

ation and defence of material and symbolic resources”(Mark and Thompson 2010:12).As 

observed by Mark and Thompson (2010:12),while mainstream labour process analysis 

may have endeavoured to articulate a notion of “purposeful” and “knowledgeable eco-

nomic agent” (worker) in “negotiating the contours and constraints of capitalist relations 
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of production, a refined framework within the analysis provides a more balanced account 

of this agency.” In this sense, labour process analysis has been able to “explain more” of 

the dimensions of workplace relations. 

While LPT has opened up this distinct workplace dynamics for vigorous analysis that 

goes beyond managerial precepts, “a great strength of it, that is, LPT, is in its capacity to 

connect the relative autonomy to broader political economy,” (Thompson 2009:923). In 

other words, the capacity of labour process analysis to “capture and reconnect workplace 

dynamics in their multiple forms of embeddedness into the broader political economy” 

(Thompson and Smith 2009:923) “explains more” of its innovativeness in analysing the 

contradictions in managerial practices. 

Though a great value and strength of LPT has been located in the empirical site of em-

ployment – the workplace (Thompson and Smith 2009), it has the capacity and resilience 

to go beyond the “relative autonomy” of the workplace to link it with the “bigger picture” 

in the macro political economy. As pointed out elsewhere in the body of this work, both 

the micro-process and the macro speak to each other. The “dynamics of financialised and 

disconnected capitalism” (Thompson and Smith 2009:923), continue to restore the links 

with the study of labour process at the workplace. Such “innovativeness” of LPT has al-

lowed for a nuanced and “contextualised understanding” of dimensions of employment 

relations both in the “financialised capitalism” and “knowledge economy” (Thompson 

and Smith 2009). 

Labour process and its dimensions have historically and fundamentally been hinged on 

two “indeterminacies” – “effort power” and “mobility power” (Smith 2006). Tracing this 

conceptualization back, Marx earlier made a distinction between labour and labour pow-

er, where hiring the labour power by management “does not a priori translate into seam-

less flow of values or profit for the capital, capacity to work remains within the person of 

the worker” ( Thompson and Smith 2009:924). This consequently brought additional im-

perative or challenge to capital to equally be innovative in designing managerial practices 

on how to extract this capacity. As choices and freedom over the disposal of his labour 

power flow from his “knowledgeability” of the “knowledge economy” worker has the 
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mind and choices of “where, and to which employer he can sell his labour pow-

er”(Thompson and Smith 2009:924).In the  same manner, this “mobility power” is also 

indeterminate “in the sense that it remains a source of uncertainty for the employing firm 

in calculating whether or not the workers will remain with them, the decision on which 

employer to park his labour is left with the worker” (Thompson and Smith 2009:924). 

In this review, I have tried to show that the conceptual strength of LPT retains its ‘resili-

ence” and “innovation” on the study of work. Indeed, it retains its strength and valence in 

the traditions of sociology of work. As an approach rooted in the classical exposition of 

Marx and Weber (Thompson and Smith 2009), it retains its capacity for a re-invigorated 

study of modern capitalist mode of production. From the old Weberian orientation to 

“plant-based’ study of work, in its informal and formal dimensions, “it advances to show 

sensitivity to broader macro process that shapes the world of work” (Thompson and 

Smith2009:924). The valence of LPT in “capturing and connecting the multiple and fluid 

dimension of workplace managerial practices and forms of embeddedness with broader 

political economy makes it relevant for our time” (Thompson and Smith 2009:924). Also 

the multiple dimensions and contradictions in which managerial practices are played out 

remain analytical focus of LPT. Capital, represented by its agent – Management, in the 

“knowledge economy”, more and more relies on the intensive use of a “broad range” of 

workers’ capacity; tacit, emotional and physical through diverse innovative practices 

such as total quality processes, team-working, team production, flexible specialisation, 

autonomy, empowerment and learning systems. It is also in this value of LPT that Trade 

Unions and institutional structure and process of interest mediations such as JCC  has 

been treated. 

Broadly, in expanding its analysis of labour power and its valorisation, LPT distinctly 

brought out for our use its innovativeness and immense capacity and resources within the 

genre of sociology of work. Conceptually, LPT, as noted by (Thompson and Smith 

2009:925) within the tradition of sociology of work has no “rigid preference in terms of 

methodology”, thereby assuring a link and connectivity between theory and empirical 

work in the workplace study. For this reason, the study of NNPC in its historic specifici-
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ties within the context of Nigeria’s peripheral capitalist mode of production fits in well 

with the various strands and concepts of LPT. 

Evaluations of the various themes in the Chapters have shown how the NNPC has pro-

vided a good understanding of labour process analysis. The dimension of work processes 

and process of production, promoted through transformation regimes in the period after 

1988 provided the contextual background to study the impact and implications of mana-

gerial practices in line with the objectives and logic of the institutional framework within 

which the corporation must operate. While it is tempting to easily subscribe to the discus-

sions on managerial discourse regarding the normative orientation of managerial practic-

es on employees, such approach offers “limited clues” as to the actual impact and out-

come of such imperatives and practices on workplace relations, and workers’ experience. 

The dominant discourse such as empowerment, autonomy, discretion, flexibility and skill 

development associated with the work process are rhetorically presented to workers, with 

the “dark side” hidden. Attempt has been made in this research to provide a reconceptual-

ization of what managerial practices entailed for the workers. 

The style adopted in the study and as shown in each of the Chapters has been to, first 

evaluate the themes of the particular Chapter within the specific strand of the labour pro-

cess analysis, and then proceed to reconceptualise the findings within the conceptual 

framework of critical sociological understanding. For instance in Chapter 7, the study 

took as its theoretical point of departure in its re-evaluation, the model of identity regula-

tion of Alvesson and Willmott (2001), and used this to explore subjectivities and identity 

work of the workers towards managerial practices in the corporation. 

Chapter 8 linked the post-Braverman up-skilling thesis (Stephen Jaros 2005) to the ambi-

tions of NNPC’s management to provide learning and development programmes. While 

extensive literature exists on what skill formation implies for both workers and the em-

ployer (Adler (2004); Littler and Innes (2004); and Stephen Jaros (2005), NNPC learning 

programmes provided some interesting observations and evidence about the “normative” 

dimensions and reality of up-skilling for the categories of workers in the corporation. 

Learning and skill development’s programmes have become a major and strong institu-
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tional project for both the Management and the workers. However, empirical material and 

responses evaluated provided what sense workers were able to make of the programme. 

While both material and managerial evidence have demonstrated Management’s position, 

reinforcing the view that emerging technology of production challenged the Management 

to introduce skills formation programmes, the reality, and what came out as workers’ 

responses, partially affirmed the importance attached by Management.  

As detailed in Chapters 7-9, NNPC’s Management invested significantly in training and 

development of all categories of its workforce. While this might have had a largely sig-

nificant impact on level of skill formation and career growth for the workers, a sense of 

job insecurity and uncertainty still pervades. At one level, loyalty and identification with 

the Management were observed alongside of which occupational community of trained-

workers in the senior and management emerged, showing increasing labour control and 

work intensification existed. Evaluation of learning programmes, and indeed other mana-

gerial practices at NNPC found evidence to suggest that beneath the veneer of positive 

outcomes associated with the programme contestation over loyalty, commitment, consent 

and resistance persisted. 

Attempts have also been made in this study to demonstrate how the theoretical substance 

of LPT has been linked with ethnography as a methodological tool. As a theoretical 

framework, LPT lies in the recognition and importance given to workers’ narratives of 

their own lived work experiences. While ethnography has long been identified as an im-

portant research methodology within the tradition of sociology of work (Adesina, 1989), 

its incorporation within labour process analysis endeavours to uncover the hidden dimen-

sions of workplace relations. At NNPC, narratives from the “shopfloor” have been situat-

ed within the appropriate context and dimensions of the themes in the Chapters, in which 

the workplace work process had affected them, and which also explained their experienc-

es and orientation towards the evolving managerial practices. The narratives have been 

able to situate the sociological insights into the realities of work and employment rela-

tions in the corporation. Here, attempts have been made to justify the methodological 

relevance of ethnography that combines “testimonies” of workers with participant obser-

vation. 



344 

From the work of Huw Beynon (1973), Working for Ford, Nichols and Beynon (1977), to 

Roy (1958) and Burawoy (1979), methodological relevance of ethnography  was adopted 

to gain conceptual understanding of workplace relations, but more to critically engage 

with the realities behind the “text” and “discourse” of managerial practices. In this study, 

this has been done with a strong focus on the work experiences of workers as influenced 

by the dynamics of the labour process. Use of ethnography as a “method of investigation” 

gives contextual and nuanced understanding of “social relations within and of produc-

tion” (Warhurst et al 2009: 8), with distinct attentions to workers’ “storyline”. Such 

“shopfloor” narratives have given instructive “insights into social process at the work-

place” (Warhurst et al 2009:8), pertaining to both the subordinating and alienating expe-

riences of workers, articulation of workers’ normative orientation, the role of unions, and 

absence or presence of resistance, that are manifested behind managerial gaze. Similarly, 

ethnographic accounts have been rich in penetrating the “new” world of service and 

“knowledge work” (Taylor and Bain 2003 in Warhurst et al 2009:8), with particular ref-

erence to skill-workers’ experience and work performance within the “knowledge econ-

omies”. Narrative accounts from the workers open up the subtlety, nuances, multiple dy-

namics of workplace relations, from the workers’ point of view. By empirically studying 

the workers’ “sense making” of the labour process, we found that the multiple dimen-

sions of this sense making reflected both the structural and subjectivist elements of the 

labour process. 

It has thus been argued in this study, from both conceptual and empirical points of view, 

that the issue of labour process has not become irrelevant in the study of contemporary 

liberal workplaces. Indeed, post-Braverman conceptualisations of the labour process have 

further equipped it to be more innovative. In addition to locating control, consent and 

resistance as mutually constitutive of social relations of production, it has also restored 

the Marxist understanding of valorisation and exploitation of the use-value aspects of 

labour-power as central to the operations of the capitalist labour process, and to the poli-

tics of workers resistance. As shown in this study, issues of “control and consent”  have 

remained a major theme and remained supreme, even from both Management and work-

ers’ experiences. From both theoretical and empirical analysis in the study, control, con-
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sent and resistance “mutual embeddedness remained pivotal in the understanding of la-

bour process. 

While Bravermans (1974) LMC, may have been alleged of portrayal of a single trend of 

degradation of work in the workplace (Cohen 1987), post-Braverman pushed the impera-

tives of control/consent of the labour process forward, and the centrality of dynamics of 

workers’ resistance. The theoretical context of LMC is a classical Marxist analysis of the 

specifically capitalist labour process. The specificity of this capitalist labour process is 

also understood to mean the “unity of the process of production and the process of valori-

sation” (Cohen, 1987:3). The objective of valorisation, according to Marx, “is what fun-

damentally structured the whole nature and organization of the capitalist labour process” 

(cited in Cohen, 1987:3). Braverman’s concern in the capitalist labour process is not pri-

marily with ‘control’ or ‘deskilling’, as some commentators may have construed, but with 

the specificity of “capitalist logic” which constructs these tendencies. 

Therefore, as shown in this study, all forms of managerial control strategies in the work-

place are not simply a strategic of control or consent for its own sake, but are inextricably 

bound up with the very logic of profitability inherent in the capitalist mode of production. 

Both the qualitative and content of structuring of work process in form of teamwork and 

quality control are “governed by how ‘much’ and how ‘quickly’ of production process, 

and in which the whole process is ordained by the dominance of value in the relations of 

production” (Cohen 1987:4)  

From the perspective of labour process analysis, there is a consideration of ‘efficiency’ in 

the workplace which has been understood to mean both the “qualitative maximization of 

output and reduction in socially necessary labour effort” (Cohen, 1987:4), which also 

remains central to managerial strategies. This consideration is translated to mean Marxist 

notion of ‘real subordination’ which also denotes modern workplace “liberal techniques” 

for the organisation of production. Managerial practices, even in its ultimate modern 

forms and tendencies expressed what Braverman referred to as “the explicit verbalization 

of the capitalist mode of production” (cited in Cohen, 1987:10). All these manifestations 

within capitalist labour process are central inclinations toward the intensification of work 
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and maximization of profits, which in turn are crucial in constructing workers’ experi-

ence of the labour process. The everyday interactions of control and consent at the point 

of production constitute the primary terrain of workers’ response and resistance.  

Drawing on older sociological traditions, it has been demonstrated that both the Man-

agement and workers drew on ‘symbolic resources’ in the mediation of their relations of 

“cooperation and contestation” in the corporation. While this process of contestation and 

cooperation exists within power relations in the workplace, workers “re-appropriated” 

and inverte these symbolic resources to assert their respective identities, and shape man-

agement decisions, to “legitimize” their actions and “delegitimize” Management’s, and as 

a “means of surviving and mastering prevailing conditions of the work and employment” 

(Paul Thompson and Chris Smith 1998:563). Labour process theory has, therefore, re-

mained concerned with how to explain the contradictory dimensions of antagonism and 

accommodation in the workplace.  

Managerial practices and work process at NNPC built on the old patterns of practices, 

rather than replace them, “much of the restructuring of work activity takes place in jobs 

that have been designed to integrate tasks back together”, (Greenbaum, 1994, cited in 

Paul Thompson and Chris Smith, 1998:554). This emphasis on ‘continuity’ is also identi-

fied in the work of Wickens (1992), that “restructured work still retains Taylorist’s ele-

ments in which work or tasks of line operators is still 95% prescription and 5% discre-

tion” (cited in Thompson and Smith 1998:554). Also, Adler (1993) describes operations 

in “advanced manufacturing plants as a “learning bureaucracy”, but that learning is based 

on standardized work procedures, though with a more sophisticated application of Tay-

lorist techniques”(cited in Paul Thompson and Chris Smith 1998:555). Thus, whether we 

are talking of development in techniques of production in the refinery, or “search for 

standardized procedures or autonomous practices with total quality programme and team 

work, the shadow of scientific management continues to fall over contemporary work 

organization”( Paul Thompson and Chris Smith,1998:555). However, the concern in this 

study has been the adherence and focus on a critical account of the ‘constraints’ in the 

‘continuity’ of labour process at NNPC, which has led to a substantial disclosure of 

workers’ “sense making” of the rhythms of labour process in the corporation. 
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As shown in the study, post-Braverman labour process analysis has given considerable 

analysis of Management’s subjective responses to the transformation of work. In Fried-

man’s (1977), Burawoys (1979) Edwards (1989) and those of later labour process com-

mentators such as Hugh Willmott (2001), David Knights (2000) and Paul Thompson and 

Chris Smith (1998), the ‘missing subject’ has been re-inserted in three main ways; “first, 

as a source of embodiment of labour power for surplus value for the capital, second, as a 

source of consent, notably through labours participation in workplace ‘games’ and rou-

tines; and third, as a source of opposition to capital, hence the creation of control-resistant 

model in labour process analysis”( Paul Thompson and Chris Smith 1998: 560).  

This study in its deployment of labour process conceptual tools took cognisance of 

Thompson and Smith’s (1998) observation that pure capitalism cannot exist, and that 

historical accounts of labour process organization are always ‘particular stories’ of the 

context of the workplace. In other words, as observed by Lane (1989 in Thompson 

1998:565), “social institutions which take account of education, training and work ca-

reers, and cultures mould capitalist social relations of production in distinctly national 

ways so that a generalised tendency” for labour process to express itself in the same way 

is precluded. Though, there could be a temptation for analysts to discount the idea of the 

classical capitalist labour process with an argument that; “all that exist in the workplace 

are national variants of ways of working” (Paul Thompson and Chris Smith 1998:566), 

the fact still remains that “nations cannot circumscribe capital, and nation states are still 

constrained by dynamics of capitalist mode of production” (Paul Thompson and Chris 

Smith 1998:566). The idea that “different national ingredients produce totally different 

national cakes of labour process” (cited in Thompson 1998:566), underestimates the sali-

ence and dynamics of capitalist mode of production.  

While ‘national systemic’ variation matters in my deployment of labour process analysis 

at NNPC, it has its root in the capitalist mode of production. Labour process analysis has 

demonstrated the capacity to “disentangle” the distinct institutional patterning of work, 

and indeed, how it is embedded in the forces of capitalist mode of production that shapes 

it. The ‘structural essentials’ such as the waged labour, wage-efforts bargaining and the 
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associated tensions that characterise capitalist mode of production still shape the national 

systemic labour process.  

This study has, therefore, provided evidence for neither an intense, nor “benign” manage-

rial practices of team work and quality programme, or a “malign” deterministic orthodox 

Marxist account of the labour process, but the specificities of the refinery’s labour pro-

cess, demonstrating the dimensions and perceptions of both workers and the management 

to the dynamics of the labour process. 
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NNPC 
INTERNAL MEMORANDUM 

TO MD, PHRC 

FROM: GGM, HR 

REF: HR-ER-037 

DATE: 11 th June, 2008 

PLACEMENT FOR FIELD WORK: OLUSEGUN OLADEIDE 

We wish to inform you that, Mr. Olusegun Oladeinde is a PhD student from 
the Department of Sociology, Rhodes University, Grahamstown , South 
Africa . He is on a five (5) month field work attachment to the Corporation, 
three (3) of which will be spent in PHRC. His field of specialization is 
Industrial Relations. 

He has just completed two (2) months attachment with Group HR in Abuja. 
He is being deployed to PHRC for the next three (3) months to enable him 
complete his fieldwork. 

Accordingly, you are kindly requested to give him every assistance to 
enable him have a successful outing . 

He is not entitled to any stipend during the period. However, he will enjoy 
some of the welfare benefits such as medical and transportation services. 

Thank you for your usual co-operation. 

P.O~ 
FOR: GGM, HR 
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Appendix 3 

  



QUESTIONNAIRE 
 

MANAGEMENT AND THE DYNAMICS OF LABOUR PROCESS: STUDY OF 
WORKPLACE RELATIONS IN AN OIL REFINERY, NIGERIA.  

 
NON-SUPERVISORY WORKERS 

 
Dear Sir/Madam, 
 
 As part of Research Work to know the impact of Managerial Practices 

on Employment Relations in the PHRC of NNPC, we would greatly appreciate 

your efforts in completing this questionnaire. It is hoped that your 

expressions in this study will further contribute to understanding issues of 

Managerial Practices and Workplace relations in the Company. Confidentiality 

of your views and expressions are guaranteed, and the study is not in anyway 

connected with the Management or the Union. The Study is to further 

contribute to body of knowledge. 

 

PART A: SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS OF RESPONDENTS. 

 Please fill in the space provided in answering the questions. 

1. Please indicate your Sex ……………………………………. 

2. Please indicate your age ……………………………………. 

3. Please indicate your Marital Status:    Single            Married 

 Divorced             Widowed             Separated 

4. If Married, how many wives do you have ………………………………… (For 

male respondents). 

5. How many children do you have …………………………………….……… 

6. Educational attainment: Primary       Secondary           Technical  

             O.N.D.  H.N.D.      B.Sc/BA 

6. Nationality ……………………………………………………………..….……… 

7. State of Origin, if Nigerian ………………………………………….….…….. 

8. How many dependants (Adults, Children and Relatives) do you support 

financially? ……………………………………………………….…… 

 



EMPLOYEMNT BACKGROUND OF RESPONDENTS  

9. In what section of the Refinery do you work …………………………… 

10. Please indicate your job title ………………………………………………… 

11. For how long have you been in the Refinery …………………………….. 

12. When were you transferred to the present section ………………………. 

13. Where were you working before joining NNPC ………………………….. 

 

PART B WORKER’S VIEW ON ON-GOING RESTRUCTURING. 

Please mark X in the appropriate box, your answer which best sum up 

your own opinion to the question or statement. 

1. What is your opinion regarding the on-going changes in work practices 

introduced  by the Management.   Very Good           Good       Not 

Good   Undecided 

2. How do you see the changes in connection with your own work: 

Opportunity for promotion              More Job Satisfaction  

 More demanding   Demanding   Unsure of its future 

3. In the process of on-going changes, how much of the following are present 

in your job/works Shifts        Job rotation           Job transfer 

4. Please indicate how much of the following you perceived present in your 

job/work? 

a. Opportunity for initiative/judgement on the job:   Very High        

 High      Low     Very Low              None 

b. Freedom/Opportunity to determine or choose method of working. 

 Very High   High     Low             Very Low           None 

c. What amount of challenge does the changes in work offer you: 

 Very High   High     Low             Very Low          None 

d. How much recognition do you get from your supervisor for taking 

independent action/decision on the job? 

 Very High   High     Low             Very Low           None 

 



Please indicate how you are affected by the following on your job. 

6. My job interferes with my family life:    Often         Sometimes         

Never 

7. My Workload affects time for my family at home: Always 

 Sometimes      Very rare 

8. How tired are you because of Workload, overtime and shift: 

 Regularly  Sometimes 

9. Do you receive adequate supports materials/resources from your 

supervisor for additional workload? 

 Often      Occasionally  Not at all 

 

Indicate your levels of agreements with the following. 

10. I derive job satisfaction from my schedules now than before: 

 Strongly agree        I agree     strongly disagree     

Disagree 

11. My schedule before gave me more time to enjoy than now. 

 Strongly agree        I agree     strongly disagree     

Disagree 

12. I derived more interest on my schedule before than now. 

 Strongly agree        I agree     strongly disagree     

Disagree 

13. I experienced more promotion and compensation before than now: 

 Strongly agree        I agree     Strongly disagree     

Disagree 

 

Involvement of Employees & Workers representatives in Decision 

Making. 

Please indicate how you agree with the following. 

14. Management consults with Workers and Unions on decisions 

concerning changes in work schedules.   Regularly   

Sometimes 

 Very rare  Not at all 

15. Unions are ready to be involved:   Regularly   Sometimes 

 Very rare  Not at all 



16. Supervisors and Team leaders brief Team members on outcome of 

decisions on changes. Regularly   Sometimes      Very rare 

 Not at all 

17. Supervisors/Team leaders convey feelings of team members to 

management:  Regularly         Sometimes       Very rare 

 Not at all 

18. What is your opinion on Supervisors acceptance of suggestions from 

workers: Regularly         Sometimes       Very rare 

 Not at all 

19. How does management take actions on suggestions given by workers? 

 Regularly         Sometimes       Very rare      Not at all 

20. Which of these can you say best describes the Union’s participation in 

Management decision? 

 Regularly         Sometimes       Very rare      Not at all 

21. How often do you feel management respond to Unions suggestion on 

Work changes: Regularly        Sometimes         Very rare 

 Not at all 

22. How do you rate Union’s activities when it comes to reacting to 

Management’s decisions on Work changes:  Very High         High 

 Just fair        Low 

23. Do you think the Unions are actually doing enough in satisfying 

worker’s interest on issues of Work Changes?  Yes  No 

24. How do you rate members’ participation in Union activities on issues of 

Work Changes:      Very High         High          Just fair    

Low 

25. Which of the house Unions do you belong to:   NUPENG 

 PENGASSAN 

26. How do you see Unions officers representing the members’ interests? 

 Very strongly      Strongly       Just enough       Not enough 

27. Do you see your performance improving since the implementation of 

team Work practices?     Yes  No 

28. How do the teamwork practices affect your relations with colleagues at 

work:  Very strongly      Strongly            Just enough      

 Not enough 



29. With the introduction of new work practices and teamwork, to what 

extent do you have control over your schedules:     Very strongly          

Strongly     

 Just enough       Not enough 

30. How often do you feel you have to resist some or all the aspects of new 

work practice: All the time               sometimes?     

 Not at all       No Very rare 

31. How often do you feel the teamwork practices enhance your 

personal/career interest? 

 Very strongly      Strongly           Just enough       Not enough 

32. Do you see the managerial initiatives and decisions on work practices 

and teamwork as another burden on you?  Yes  No 

33. Do you see the Teamwork System as imposition of organizational 

authority?    Yes      No 

34. How do you experience feeling of safety and good health in the work 

practices: Very strongly      Strongly           Just enough        

 Not enough 

35. What is your opinion about job rotation and shifting in the teamwork 

and  work practices: Strongly agree         Agree   Not agree 

36. Do you feel the new work practices make your work faster and quicker? 

 Yes      No 

37. How much do you see of management’s control over the operations of 

your work:  Very High  High          Average     Low? 

38. How much of co-operative relations do new work practices introduce to 

you as a team member    Very High        High           Average           Low 

39. How much of free and open communications you noticed as a result of 

new Work practices: Very much  Much   Not    Much 

40. Do you think the Unions are doing their best in promoting your 

interests? Yes      No     Average 

41. Can Workers resist unacceptable management policies without the 

Unions: Yes      No 

42. Do you see any other collective actions apart from Unions, influencing 

management policies:     Yes     No 



43. Apart from wages and other conditions of employment/work, do you 

think Unions should negotiate with the management decisions on new 

work practices: Yes         No 

 

NEW EMPLOYMENT PRACTICES AND SAFETY & HEALTH 

44. For the Work you do: volume of work, hours of work and the shift 

system, how would you rate the effect on your health:  

 Much stressful  Stressful  Normal      Negative 

45 Does your work/job involve any hazard: Yes   No 

46. If yes, what type (e.g. Chemical, Mechanical, Electrical). 

47. How often do you face this type of hazard(s) in your work:  

 Every time     Occasionally         Sometimes  Rarely 

48. What would you attribute the hazard(s) to: Inadequate 

 Safety precaution             Lack of safety warning/education, workers 

lapses    general slack work environment 

49. Given the nature of work hazard in the job, do you think the 

management is doing enough:  Yes           No         Trying gg? 

51. What do you like most about the new work practices?  

 Opportunity to participate        to use initiative  to control 

one’s pace of work             the incentives 

52. What do you dislike most about new work practices:   Too much 

monitor by the management    too much responsibility? 

 Control to meet target     the job rotation 

53. How much opportunity do you think the Management has given 

to skills acquisition and training. 

54. How much of your expertise and training do you think the new 

work practices is demanding from you. 

55.  



 
QUESTIONNAIRE ON 

RESTRUCTURING, AND WORKPLACE RELATIONS AT PORT-HARCOURT 
REFINERY COMPANY OF NNPC. 

 
SUPERVISORY STAFF 

 
Dear Sir/Ma, 

 As part of on-going study of impact of organizational restructuring at 

NNPC on Employment Relations, this questionnaire survey is targeted at the 

people at Supervisory level whose official duties include supervision of human 

resources, and work activities in their unit or departments. These are 

Supervisors, Foremen, Plant Managers and Chief Operators. This study is an 

aspect of Doctoral Research program being undertaken from Rhodes 

University, South Africa. Every bit of information would be treated by this 

Researcher as confidential. Thanks for your time, efforts and understanding. 

 

PART A: Please fill in the space, or mark X in response to appropriate 

   questions. 

1. Please indicate the Unit/Section of the Refinery you 

work……………………………… 

2. Please indicate your designation or your functional title 

………………………………. 

3. Please indicate the career post you occupy …………………………………… 

4. Please indicate your gender:     Male        Female 

5. Please indicate your Marital Status: Married        Single 

 Divorced         Separated 

6. Kindly indicate your highest educational/professional qualification 

…………………………………….. 

7. Indicate your Nationality please 

……………………………………………..……… 

8. If Nigerian, please indicate your state of origin 

……………….…………..…….. 

9. Please specify when you joined the NNPC 

………………………………….……. 



10. When did you start to work in the Refinery 

……………………………….…….. 

11. When were you promoted/transferred to the present position 

………………………………….. 

12. Did you go for any in-house training/workshop before being 

transferred/promoted to present post 

……………………………………………… 

13. Please indicate no. & types training ever attended 

……………………….…… 

 …………………………….  ……………………………. 

14. Given the challenges of on-going restructuring at NNPC, do you feel 

apprehensive/concerned? Yes  No  Not Sure 

15. Do you feel the management is doing enough to carry the workers along 

on issues of changes in work practices? 

 Yes  No  Trying 

16. Since the introduction of restructuring exercise, how many types of 

Team Works or Quality Control Programs you have  

participated/attended ………………………………………………………….. 

17. Please indicate, is the Team or Quality Control exercise contributing to 

improved performance? Yes ……………. No……………  Average 

……………… 

18. Please indicate when you feel the management started to introduce 

work changes …………………………………………………………………….. 

19. With the changes in work schedules, do workers working under your 

supervision ever expressed opinions on these changes    Yes………… 

No………… 

20. If yes, how do they do so? 

 (a) To immediate supervisor     (b) To Union reps    (c) To Senior 

Supervisor 

21. How often do they make use of the channel indicated above? 

 All the time            Sometimes               Occasionally 

22. In general how would you access the effectiveness of the channel of 

communication between the management and the workers on changes 

in work practices?  



 Very effective  Effective  Less Effective 

23. How would you access the role of supervisors in determining work 

changes? Very High         High  AverageL24. Do you think 

supervisors are adequately involved in decision making on issues 

relating to work changes? All the time involved 

 Sometimes involved  not involved 

25. From your experience, do you think workers enthusiastically accept 

new work practices?  Very enthusiastic           Accepted 

 Accepted because no choice        Reluctant about it 

26. Please indicate the Union you belong;    NUPENG        

PENGASSAN 

27. From your experience, do you think Unions are involved in the decision 

making on issues of work practices:     Yes       Sometimes           No 

28. Do you think the remunerations attached with the new work practices 

are adequate?     Yes            No         can be improved 

 
N.B.:  With the changes/introduction of new work practices in the 

Refinery, please indicate your opinion on the following. 
 

29.  

 

Degree of authority you have over 

your assigned responsibility 

Very High High Average Low 

    

Degree of control over your 

subordinates  

    

Degree of attention to complaints and 

grievances from subordinates 

    

Level of autonomy and initiatives on 

job assignments 

    

Level of incorporation by the 

management 

    

Level of representation at Union 

levels on issues of management 

practices 

    



  
30. Please access level of management commitment to issues of safety and 

hazards at work:    Very High     High    Low    Average 

31. On new management practices, what form of resistance do you often 

notice from workers: Individual resistance       Collective 

Resistance? 

 Union resistance 

32. In your own opinion, do you think the management practice is “buying 

in” on workers and Unions?   Yes          Average      No 

33. How much of impact of new work responsibilities have on your 

social/community obligations/social engagements?   Very much 

 Much         Average    Low 

34. Do the new work practices affect your family obligations?  

 Generally   Yes       Average      Low   No 

35. Please indicate your occupational or professional identity in the 

Refinery………………………… 

36. For how long have you been in this occupational group…………………… 

37.With the introduction of new work practices how much do you think the 

amount of work is increasing Very much             Slightly               Not 

much 

     Not at all 

38. For how much does the scope of work expand   Very much      Slightly      

Not much        Not at all          . 

39.    How are assignments require Joint Projects or Teamwork     Always          

Sometimes            Rarely              Not at all         . 

40 How much of managerial monitoring and control do you observe in the new  

work practices  Very much      Much         Normal           Not much          . 

41. Over all, how do you rate the new work practices     Challenging          

Stressful                 Normal            .       

                               . 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE ON: 
ANALYSING TOTAL QUALITY PROGRAMME IN 

~~~~~~~~~~~\~:"~C~~~=. 
Dear SirlMa, 

As part of on-going study of Organizational Changes and employment Relations in the 

PHRC, this questionnaire Survey is designed and targeted at the people of supervisory cadre. The 

supervisors occupy a critical position of products~ processes and services quality assurance within 

the refinery. And as part of Corporate's efforts at improving products quality, services and 

processes delivery, the survey intends to elicit supervisors awareness and understanding of total 

quality programme. 

The study is an aspect of Doctoral Research programme being undertaken from Rhodes 

University South Africa. The information provided would be treated as confidential, and for 

academic purpose. 

Thanks for your co-operation. 

Part A: Please fill in the space, or mark X in response to appropriate questions 

I. Please indicate the Unit/Section of the refinery you work ..... . .................... ....... .. 

2. Please indicate your designation or your functional title ................................... . 

3. Please indicate the career path you occupy .................................................... . 

4. Please indicate your gender: Male I ' 0 I Femalel I 

5. P,ease indicate your marital status: Married I . I Single LI __ .J 

6. Please indicate your age ............................................... . 

7. Kindly indicate your highest educationaYprofessional qualification 

Part B: Supervisor and Total Quality Programme 

8. Kindly indicate the year you joined the PHRC ............................................... . 

9. When were your promoted/transferred to the present position? .......................... .. . 

10. Did you go for any in-house training/course before being transferred/promote to the present 

post? ..... .............. · ............................... ........ .. 

II. Please indicate the no, and types of training ever attended ........ : ........................ . 

12. Are you aware of Organizational c:;hanges generally in the PHRC? 

13. Are you aware of the concept Total Quality programme in the refmery? 
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•• 

14. Has the concept and practice been introduced to your DeptlUnit? 

IS. Do you see any importance of Total QualityProS!'lllllme in your DeptlUnit? 

16. In line with Total Quality Programm'e; how much of functional --<lelegation from Top-

management. you experience? Very High I, I High D Normal D 
Not at all D Low D 

17. How much of your skill/experience you perceive being 'incorporated in your day-to-day 

work tasks? Very High I I High D NormalD 

Not at all D Low D 

18. With the introduction of Total Quality Programme. how much of control and monitoring do 

you feel accompany it from Top Management? Very High I . High D 

Normal D Not at all D Low D 

19. From your own experiences. could you please rate (%) the presence or each of these Quality 

Driven Cultures in Total Quality Programme;at ~C Employee involvementD % 

Continuous Training D % Team work I 1% 
Continuous improvement I r % E~powerment/autonomy I I % 

20. Do you see the training as meeting the strategic objectives of TQP in your Department? 

21. In implementing the Total Quality Programme. do you see the management doing enough in 

soiiciting your in-puts and contributions? Enough I Not e~ough D 
Can be improved D 

22. To what extent has the introduction of Total Quality Programme contributed to workload in 

your DeptlUnit? Very High D . High Normal D 
Not at all D Low D 

23. Givenyour skililspecial training)how much of initiatives and discretion does Total Quality 

Programme allows in your over all job? Very High I I High D 
Normal D Not at all D Low D 

24. Do you see Total Quality Programme encouraging bottom-up issues identification and 

problems solving in your DeptlUnit? Very High I I High D 
Normal D 'Not at all D Low D 

25. Generally how much do you rate organizational culture in PHRC. in support of Total 

Quality Programme D % D % D % D % D % 

Many thanks. 
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