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1. How do Bruce and Nyland describe the Human Relations school (HRS)  

The authors begin by stating that the HRS was essentially right wing and undemocratic and allowed 

conservative business leaders to create a monopoly in which their workers had no democratic rights, 

such as the ability to form a union or strike over pay and conditions. They argue that Elton Mayo set 

the groundwork for this with his claims that workers lacked the rationality to make decisions in and 

about the workplace (p.383-384). The paper then goes on to detail how this happened.  

2. What is actor network theory? Why do Bruce and Nyland use this?  

Actor network theory (ANT) is a framework through which to study outcomes based on the 

interactions of the ‘actors’ (individual people) involved in the process. The authors argue that ANT 

gives the best framework through which to explore Mayo and the HRS’s success. They argue that 

‘actors’ belong to many different networks and can’t be viewed simply in terms of a single one 

(p.388); instead, it is about how these networks operate together.  

3. How do they apply actor network theory? 

Bruce and Nyland apply three key characteristics of actor network theory to Mayo’s success –

:problematization, interessment, enrolment, mobilization of allies.  

 Problematization 

Mayo defined workers as problematic because they wanted workplace democracy. Instead of giving 

workers better pay and conditions, he suggested that workers who wanted more of a voice in their 

workplace were irrational and suffering from psychological problems.  

See also Q5 on how Mayo made himself indispensable.  

 Interessement 

Bruce and Nyland discuss this in more detail as “marshalling interest in his HRS knowledge claims in 

order to impose and stabilize the identity of the other actors he defined through his 

problematization” (p.390). In other words, Mayo began to attract interest to his ideas through the 

claims he made about workers seeking control and through the fears of socialism shared by big 

business leaders such as John D Rockefeller Jr. These business leaders feared the impact on their 

profits if workers were able to unionize, and also feared that this could lead to a socialist revolution. 

Rockefeller in particular allowed him to make the necessary contacts to begin to conduct research 

for some of the business leaders who began to take and interest in his work.  

 Enrolment 

This followed the interessment period. Although there was growing support for Mayo’s ideas, this 

did not necessarily mean that those ideas would be widely adopted; therefore it was necessary for 

Mayo to demonstrate that his ideas worked. He began to enrol a wide range of powerful people to 

support his ideas – some paid for his work to be translated into different languages, others gave him 

the opportunity to do research. This and the networks and relationships he created and built on 

allowed him to bring increasing numbers of people on board with his ideas and work.  

 Mobilizaion of allies(p.400) 



King & Lawley: Organizational Behaviour, 3e 

 

© Oxford University Press, 2019. All rights reserved. 

Bruce and Nyland discuss this phase as the point at which the enrolment turns into active support 

for the ideas presented. Mayo reached a point where his ideas were listened to and taken on more 

broadly, because of the support of the influential people in big business.  

Through the factors Bruce and Nyland explore in the paper, Mayo became influential. He was able to 

present ideas that appealed to business leaders, which allowed him to expand his network of 

influential business people., allowing him to teach his ideas more widely. 

4. What is ‘discursive closure’ (p.386-387)? How does this operate? 

Bruce and Nyland use work by Deetz, who criticises the Human Resource Management school of 

thought (HRM having evolved out of work done by Mayo and the HRS). Deetz addresses the process 

of ‘discursive disclosure’ — the way in which HRM disables conflicts between workers and 

employers, turning the worker from ‘an obstacle to an ally in the quest for productivity and profit’ 

(p.387). Deetz, however, argues that these conflicts could ultimately be beneficial and meaningful to 

organizations, leading to wider assessments and improving the performance of the organization as a 

whole.   

5. How did Mayo become ‘indispensable’ (p.388)? 

Bruce and Nyland argue that Mayo made himself ‘indispensable’ to the businesses who supported 

his ideas in a number of ways: 

 Initially, Mayo posed a number of questions about the nature of workers and their demands 

for a right to voice. He then went on to provide answers to these questions. (p.389) 

 He then became a ‘spokesperson’ (p.389), saying what others wanted to hear; at this stage 

he constructed workers as irrational and unfit to be given a voice in the workplace.  

 Mayo went on to present calls for better pay, conditions and workplace democracy as 

‘socialistic radicalism’. He argued that the answers to workers disquiet was not in 

addressing these factors but in psychological support for workers instead. 

 Throughout this process he frequently presented forms of industrial action as mental health 

issues.  

 

6. What is ‘industrial maladjustment (p.390)? For Bruce and Nyland, what purpose did this 

term serve? 

Mayo argued that workers experiencing ‘industrial maladjustment’ were not taking industrial action 

on the grounds of better pay and condition or having a voice in the workplace but instead were 

suffering deep rooted psychological disorders. Through this term, Bruce and Nyland argue that Mayo 

was able to claim that he could provide the answers to these disorders through the developing 

Human Relations school.  

 

7. What was the Rockerfeller Plan (p.392)? How did this help Mayo to further his ideas? 

 The Rockerfeller Plan was a way of substituting unions with representation within the 

company. It was proposed as an alternative to suppressing unions, which was seen as 

dangerous because it could lead to worker uprisings. Under the plan, workers couldn’t be 

independent of management and couldn’t make decisions without management approval. 

Within this, pay and conditions were improved and workers benefitted, but only within the 

boundaries of what management allowed them to do.  
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 Mayo criticized research done on the Rockefeller Plan and proceeded to do his own, which 

highlighted why the plan didn’t work. This research helped him to further develop his 

relationship with John D Rockefeller Jnr.  

 

8. Why for Mayo was democracy “a form of government rather than a social condition”? 

(p.395) 

Mayo believed that managers were elite, in positions of power because they deserved to be, rather 

than being in a position of privilege. He believed that democracy ended at the ballot box; in other 

words, workers could vote but had very little say or representation in government and other areas of 

life after this point. For Mayo, a government could operate democratically without extending this 

democracy to workers having rights over decisions in the workplace. Mayo argued that “the 

outstanding failure of democracy is its failure to appreciate the social importance of knowledge and 

skill.” 

9. What are the Hawthorne studies? 

Research conducted on a small number of people backing up claims that once irrationalities are 

removed from workers they will become more productive without being paid more (p.398). The 

textbook also discusses this in more detail in Chapter 5 (p.142 onwards). 

10. What is ‘spontaneous cooperation? (p.393-394) 

Bruce and Nyland outline that Mayo’s definition of ‘spontaneous cooperation’ was based around 

workers doing what management told them, and was always delivered in a ‘vertical not horizontal’ 

manner (p.394). Spontaneous co-operation relied on being given instructions rather than making 

collective decisions, and removed the option of workers being part of a union to make these 

collective decisions.     

 

Recap 

 Bruce and Nyland argue that Elton Mayo and the Human Relations school, which he helped 

to develop and gradually evolved into Human Resource Management, was an undemocratic 

innovation that allowed conservative business leaders to monopolize the workspace on the 

grounds that workers lack the rationality to make management decisions. 

 Mayo problematized workers, arguing that their calls for better pay and conditions were a 

symptom of psychological issues rather than an attempt to improve their working lives. 

 This problematization of workers appealed to leaders of big business who feared that 

socialism would ultimately impact on their profits. As a result, they supported Mayo’s ideas. 

 

 


