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Abstract

The PSR problem has become a major occupational health issue in Western countries. At
the request of an SME which processes fattened ducks, we developed a specific approach
taking into account its economic and social environment. We assumed that the PSR could
not be dealt with independently of the realities and the production constraints. The initial
request, made by the person responsible for occupational health and the head of production,
mentioned a deterioration in the working environment in the “stripping" department, where
“foie gras” is prepared once removed from the duck. This resulted in an increase in
absenteeism (more than 20%), complaints from employees over a long period, a
deterioration in mutual aid between employees in the department and a general
demotivation.

We proposed a participative methodology (in working groups) targeting the identification and
resolution of quality and production problems, ranging from difficulties in producing foie gras
of quality to being able to cope with PSR. In particular, we will discuss the method employed:

e Work analyses to identify problems with production and quality,

e Search for links between problems of production, quality and health,

e Participatory ergonomics to try out solutions and evaluate them,

e Reflection on the organization with middle and top management.

The production problems were finally resolved, thereby improving productivity and quality.
Beyond these aspects, our biggest challenge was to establish a process allowing more
leeway for employees to improve their daily situation, something that supervisors saw as loss
of control. Our focus was employee commitment to the process and the positive resul:s have
finally proved convincing. Absenteeism has stabilized and was lower a few months after the
intervention. Feedback from managers and employees has reported the efficiency of this
work-centered approach.

Keywords
PSR, food-processing industry, participatory intervention, empirical research, organization.

1. Introduction
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The International Labour Office estimates the cost of PSR in the industrialized countries at 3
to 4% of GDP. Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SME) are also concerned by these
health problems. Sometimes, however, SMEs can find it difficult to feel concerned about
these issues. PSR are often associated more with large companies and SMEs struggle to
recognize it. In addition, the tools that are usually used to deal with it do not sufficiertly take
into account the specific features of the SME. PSR-related reflections and actions are often
guided by approaches developed in the areas of epidemiology and psychology. In
companies this means using questionnaires and providing support specifically for individuals
judged to be “in difficulty”. While such methods may have found a certain resonance in large
companies, identifying the macroscopic causes of problems and setting up tertiary level
prevention, it seemed to us that these methods did not help SMEs to fully grasp the issue,
especially with regard to the tools that should be used.

Based on a case study in a food-processing company, we will show that it is possible to treat
the problems surrounding PSR by focusing on difficulties at work and in particular on
problems of quality and production. The results presented here will open up new areas for
discussion on methodological aspects and on the need to understand the links between work
(when it is "well done") and health.

2. Material and methods

This is a company of 120 employees, which processes fattened ducks that have been killed
and drawn elsewhere. It produces mainly preserved goods such as confits and pates, with
the majority of its production being cooked and semi-cooked foie gras (literally fat liver). In
this paper, we look at the production of foie gras. Before production, the raw livers are: stored
in freezers. They are thawed then unpacked, according to demand. They are then ready to
be prepared for cooking. This preparation consists of sorting them (those that are very
damaged will end up in derivative products such as duck mousse), removing the veins and
the nerves, and leaving them for 24h in salt solution: these three tasks (sorting, de-veining
and salting) take place in the same factory workshop. Next, the foie gras is cut up, put into
jars manually and cooked in autoclaves. Depending on the flow of orders, the jars are stored
at the factory before being dispatched.

Figure1: Process of production of foie gras

I Defrosting }}l Sorting » De-veining Salting

Storage ) Putting into jars
Dispatching ‘ ' Cooking

One of the key parts of this process is the de-veining. To a large extent this determines the
final quality of the product. When foie gras is eaten, there are two criteria in which the
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customer is particularly interested: appearance and taste. If a liver has not been properly de-
veined this will have consequences for these two criteria.

A request for an intervention in this company was made via the head of production and the
person in charge of "Occupational health". They explained that there was a general
deterioration in interpersonal relations in their company and particularly in the de-veining
area. This had given rise to an increase in absenteeism (28% when they made their request),
frequent disputes between employees and managers or between employees themiselves.
The terms they used ("difficult relations”, "bad atmosphere", "stress", "psychosocia risks")
referred back to PSR-based issues which had gone on for about two years. The department
heads obviously wanted some help in improving this atmosphere, which they saw as
negative. However, from our first contact with these department heads, we realized that in
addition to the problems that had already been mentioned, there were also difficulties in
relation to production: loss of productivity and increase in the number of quality-related
problems. We therefore pointed our study in this direction, starting from the hypothesis that
the increase in absenteeism and the worsening of the atmosphere in the department were
the result of the difficulties the employees were experiencing in producing top quality work.

In terms of methodology, we worked in stages:
e Analysis of the work in order to produce a diagnosis,
e Working groups to look for solutions to the problems diagnosed,
e Pilot committee to decide on the solutions to be adopted.

We carried out five half-days of observations and 17 interviews, and chaired four working
group meetings and three pilot committee meetings, each lasting half a day. Lastly, wa spent
four days monitoring how the solutions were being implemented.

The de-veining workshop includes 36 people - 33 female operators and 3 line supervisors.
This is an activity that requires a great deal of precision in the actions that are performed.
Fingers must be slim and agile. This is why only women carry out this task. There are four
lines (all set facing one another), with five operators on each line and one to do the sorting.

Figure 2: Process of de-veining
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The veins and the nerves are removed using a knife. On the production line, the first female.
operator opens the liver, the next three remove the veins and nerves and the last one puts
the liver back together. These very precise movements are carried out at a very fast pace
(one liver every five seconds) and with the focus being very much on quality. The operators
work standing up, in a room with no natural light and at a temperature of 4°C, maintained by
air ducts placed above the production lines. They work alternate morning and afternoon 8-
hour shifts during the season only (mainly from September to December with part-timers also
being brought in). As this request was based on a problem of "atmosphere" and strained
"interpersonal relations", we first observed that working conditions and environmental
conditions were difficult, and the task was a very demanding one.

After carrying out analyses in the field, we started on group work. We held four working
group meetings composed of six operators, one line supervisor and one ergonomist. First,
we presented our diagnosis on their activites and on what we considered to be the
problems. The aim was to validate our diagnosis with the operators themselves, and to
expand it. Next, we prioritized the problems and asked the operators to think about possible
solutions by trying to evaluate the consequences in terms of working conditions and
efficiency (quality and productivity). Between meetings we organized a pilot cornmittee
meeting (management, staff representatives, occupational health doctor and ergonomists)
and presented the work in progress. The pilot committee then took a decision on which
solutions should be implemented and the resources were made available to do this.
Solutions were put in place gradually as we wanted to test them out in order to evaluate
them. This process therefore took one year to complete.

3. Results
This intervention produced several types of results, which we will discuss in more detail next:
e Results concerning working conditions,
e Results enabling us to define different ways of regulating work on the factory floor,
o Changes in representations of the way cases of PSR were viewed and dealt with,
especially by the management team.
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First, the group work mainly covered resolving the problems that we had highlighted during
observations and those that the employees had mentioned during the interviews. The
expression that came up most frequently was "a loss of any meaning in their job" and
“suffering”, especially in relation to finding it impossible to reject products judged to be of
poor quality. Indeed, some months before we arrived, operators were told not to reject livers
because of their appearance. Of course it was this limitation put on their activity that was the
main cause of their suffering. The deep-seated reason why these operators were driven
towards this activity, which they could not in fact carry out, was related to the quality of their
work. Their own vision of quality, or at least a common and important aspect of their vision of
quality, was to place the customer at the heart of their activities, via the product. Suppressing
this vision of quality was tantamount to destroying the way they were able to express their
professional competence. They felt that, vis-a-vis their colleagues and the customers, their
professionalism, shaped by an image of work well done, was being challenged. This was
extremely distressing for the workers.

In the group meetings, the goal of quality marked all the discussions. Before the veins are
removed, a foie gras liver must satisfy certain criteria:

e Good overall texture, checked by feeling with the fingers;

e It must be light in color;

e |t must weigh between 400 and 600g.

Next, it must no longer contain any veins or nerves, yet it must not be too cut up and
crushed. The operators' work is guided mainly by their aim to respect these quality criteria.
To this end, the group set out to alter what was preventing them from carrying out quality
work. The following table summarizes the main problems covered and the actions that were
subsequently carried out to deal with them.

Often, the livers arrived partially frozen. This made it much more difficult to perfarm the
necessary actions and the livers suffered more damage by the end of the process. At our
request, management agreed to organize the thawing process better over time, by starting
earlier, and checking how the thawing process was proceeding before sending the livers to
be de-veined, even if this meant resuming the thawing process.

Each operator developed her own specific actions, not always using the same knife in order
to cut more precisely. It was essential to maintain the knives properly (cleaning and
sharpening) so that they were in good working order and operators could work quickly,
without damaging the liver. To deal with this, the knives were personalized and a bozrd was
specially designed to hang them on, and this was placed at the factory floor entrance.

As the livers are not always the same kind (ducks and geese), some may be harder than
others, and some knives cut better than others, the operators sometimes have to move down
the line while keeping the liver in their hands for the necessary time. They then move back
up the line to return to their position. Shortly before our intervention, the line supervisors had
forbidden this practice to prevent the women from being too close to one another and
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"chatting amongst themselves". This practice, which was essential to maintain quality, was
reinstated once management had understood its importance for production efficiercy and
quality.

Previously, the processing of goose livers was concentrated over a period of two consecutive
days of the week. These livers are denser in consistency and they are much more difficult to
process. On the third day, the operators were exhausted, their shoulders ached, which often
led to absences for sick leave. It has now been agreed to spread these livers across the
whole week.

Finally, the line itself was modified by installing standing-seats, foot rests and rests for the
lower abdomen. Although this may be a change that is often applied and simple to do, it
represented a "minor cultural revolution" on a factory floor where sitting down to work was
synonymous with resting.

Next, we worked more specifically on improving regulatory processes. A line supervisor was
present at each working group meeting who could therefore state that the difficulties the
employees were experiencing had their basis in the work and their desire to do a good job.
As more meetings were held, the topic of managing interpersonal disputes gradually gave
way to trying to find solutions collectively to day-to-day production problems. This had a
secondary effect as the line supervisors realized how little leeway they had for resolving
them.
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Table 1: Summary of topics and actions

Topics Areas of action

Check temperature of livers before they reach the line
Product ; ]

Livers that are not completely thawed must wait
Weiktools Personalized knives: 2 per operator

Creation of a knife-holder with named spaces

Position of operators on production

ling Rules allow workers to move up or down the line

Different organization of goose liver processing

Organization of production (every day)

Purchase of standing-seats

i tion lin ,
Stationason protuction line Installation of bars to rest feet and lower-abdomen

Management realized the importance of regulatory processes to ensure that production ran
smoothly and to safeguard health. We therefore worked with them on this topic. They
confided in us that directives from the group to which the company belonged had forced
them to "toughen up” production recommendations for productivity reasons. Our intervention
convinced them that it was important to have defined regulatory areas. The management of
this SME then negotiated with the group to be allowed, as an experiment, to relax
organizational procedures. Weekly meetings were set up for each workshop with operators
and line supervisors present, to report on any problems and provide solutions. Within given
guidelines, line supervisors were now allowed to make formal decisions. Monthly mzetings
were put in place with workshop supervisors and the management team to look at any
problems that had not been dealt with by the line supervisors. With the same end in view,
management organized a training session for the workshop and line supervisors. The aim
was to train them in management and in particular to improve their ability to take into account
the difficulties associated with the workplace. These sessions were based on their own
practices, especially any difficulties they had encountered, and the result was that the
management team pledged to give some thought to delegating decision-making power.

Eighteen months after our intervention, we had the opportunity to return to the company to
observe the state of operations. The effects of the intervention were perceived very pcsitively
by employees and management. The meetings that had been set up were still ongoing,
though were held less frequently, and the training session had been very helpful for the line
and workshop supervisors. During this time, employees from each workshop had attended
meetings and had shown an interest in speaking about their work and being effective in
seeking solutions. They said they were once again achieving a certain level of quality, which
was confirmed by the figures. Lastly, management said they had had doubts at first about
our intervention, thinking that this was not the way to deal with their PSR problems. The
results had totally convinced them, however, that the areas for discussion that had been set
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up were the solution, both in the medium and the long term, even if this procedure was not
able to manage all interpersonal disputes indirectly.

4. Discussion

4.1 Horizontal and vertical regulations

The process of de-veining livers for foie gras requires operators to be constantly managing a
range of variabilities. To do this, they must be able, on a daily basis, to modify and adjust
their way of working in order to achieve quality and productivity targets. They need to have
sufficient leeway to govern their actions and not be prevented from carrying out part of their
activity. If it were simply a matter of identifying the person who was preventing the werk from
being carried out, then this exercise would be a very straightforward one. However, the line
supervisors are in a very similar situation to that of the operators. They too have very little
room for maneuver to regulate the way the workshop functions. As supervisors, their role is
in fact limited to checking whether targets are being met and acting to ensure that they are.
Their middle management role, as an intermediary who "hears" the feedback from their
subordinates, analyzes it and suggests changes in working conditions so as to improve the
situation, is reduced to zero. It is no longer even considered necessary that this work should
be carried out by middle managers. Lastly, this mode of operation generates organizational
failures. The line supervisors were in such a state of denial, very probably for their own
protection, that they had completely blocked out any chance of "hearing" feedback from the
shop floor. The organization was therefore preventing itself from improving operating
conditions and did not have a vision of quality that recognized the position of the client, thus
reducing its capacity for resilience (Hollnagel et al., 2006; Petit & Dugué, 2010), a paradox
for a company that placed the client's expectations at the heart of their operation. It was
therefore essential to improve this ability to regulate.

We organized the working groups so that discussions focused on aspects of work that had
been observed and validated and where it was possible to find solutions that could be put in
place. This method is not feasible if participants do not have at least a minimal guarantee
that possible solutions will be implemented. In this way, participation in the working groups
was an excellent way of developing the ability to define and structure the regulatory process:

o by transforming problems perceived as "individual" into organizational problems,

e by improving the work situation,

e by developing and recognizing technical abilities (Béguin, 2007),

e by building or strengthening links with colleagues (Caroly, 2010),

e by recognizing skills relevant to organizational work and hence outside the scope of

traditional career development models and criteria (Castilla & Bernard, 2010).

In this way, we used the working groups to demonstrate that regulation at the lowest ralevant
level (Petit et al., 2011) is, both for individuals and groups, a resource for developing their
power of action, in that they find possibilities for dealing with day-to-day problems which
make sense for them but which until that point had not been recognized as such. We
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eventually persuaded management to agree that it was essential to allow the system to be
regulated as we had done and that to do this, the organization had to change.

We were finally able to set in motion two types of regulation:

e Horizontal regulations which applied between operators, who were able to discuss
professional practices and create a common set of guidelines to achieve work well
done. This work was done in groups, so that rules governing how to do the work were
coordinated across the workforce.

e Vertical regulations which involved sending problems up the levels of the hierarchy,
as far as top management if necessary. In the case of the intervention described
here, this had the effect of showing how little space was allowed to the line and
workshop supervisors for taking decisions.

Lastly, in order to be effective, these two types of regulations have to be based on real
aspects of the work concerned.

Figure 3: Horizontal and vertical regulations

Managers

Vertical Regulations

Work

Coordination of the collective

Operators % Operators

Horizontal Regulations

4.2 Participation

It often happens that when the suggestion is made to put working groups in place, one
comes up against reticence or refusals on the part of management or employees. For
management, working groups may be seen as a waste of time and an opportunity for
employees to make complaints. For employees, working groups may bring to mind negative
experiences of participation where their suggestions were not given consideration and where
options had already been decided on by management beforehand. Looking beyond these
points, in our opinion there are 3 essential conditions to ensure that participation works well:
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Have some guarantees of implementation, by decision at local level, even though at
the beginning these may be minimal,

e Consider participation in an experimental process,

e Form working groups fairly early in the intervention.

4.3 Taking time

When organized in this way, the intervention takes on an educational aspect (Dugué et al.,
2010). It becomes an opportunity to learn about one's own work, the work of others, new
ways of working, decision circuits and where they are applied, and it is also a time to pass on
one's own ideas to colleagues. In addition, the ergonomists need this time to gain the
confidence of the group members and management. Participants wait to see whether the
ergonomists will really be able to "bring about change”, even though officially the managers
have allowed them this leeway. As for management, they want results. So whether we are
acquiring confidence or results, one way of achieving these is time. Thus, if insufficient time
is allowed for an intervention on PSR, and hence on the organization itself, this would
undermine both confidence and results.

4.4 Involving middle management

This work on questioning the allocation of power impacts directly on the problems that middle
managers encounter in practice. One of the causes of the absence of regulations and
discussion about work is the middle managers' inability to formulate regulations (Reynaud,
2003). Thus it is essential that they are associated with this procedure. The line supervisors
have to be able to participate in the working groups as "relevant decision-makers", given the
work that is done in these groups. The other middle managers (workshop and production
supervisors) must be able to consider the processes and the results produced by the groups
in relation to the difficulties they themselves encounter in their work. They are the onzs who
will carry any challenges to the decision process to senior management and implement any
new proposals. Up to this point, analysis of the work of middle management focused on the
nature of orders as elements to define the work of their subordinates. It would now be
interesting to go further in our understanding of their work by looking at the distribution of
powers and decision-making circuits.

4.5 Decision-making circuits and areas as the "subject” of the intervention

This brings us to a discussion of the subject of this intervention on PSR. In our opinion, this is
where the heart of the problem lies. Building temporary spaces for regulation is not sufficient.
The decision-making circuits and areas must themselves be modified. What working people
need most is still the necessary room for maneuver so that they can constantly adjust their
work to match a wide range of variabilities. The structure of the organization ¢an be
stabilized in such a way that there are improvements in the situations being dealt with.
However, once the intervention is over, the work will continue to require attention. By acting
on decision-making circuits and areas, this will enable employees and managers to keep
some degree of control over regulating work. Guided by the concept of organizational
subsidiarity (Petit et al., 2011), ergonomic intervention is able to propose a decisional
architecture where decisions are taken at the lowest appropriate level.
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5. Conclusion

There are usually two possible points of entry when proposing an action affecting the
organization. The first concerns support during organizational change. In this instance, the
decision-makers have more or less expressed their willingness to question and modify the
organization as it is and, as a rule, a transformation process is then implemented. The
second point of entry, and the one most often used, concerns requests that report a problem.
Since there is now increasing awareness of PSR due to media coverage, this has
encouraged this kind of request. One of the predominant representations that applicants
have of PSR is to consider that the endpoint is to provide support for the most "fragile"
individuals (Clot, 2009), even though we know full well that interventions of the "stress
management” type, on absenteeism for example, are ineffective (Van Rhenen et al., 2007).
In this second type of intervention, the action on the organization is not simply a matter of
course for the applicants. A considerable amount of work is needed, both on the part of the
ergonomists and individuals from the company, to make sure that it is understood that the
origins of the problem do not lie only in the fragility of some individuals. In any event, a
procedure that aims to act on PSR and hence on the organization cannot be put in place
without the involvement of those who are undergoing it and have to make it work. In other
words, the individuals and groups who provide structure for the organization, whether or not
these methods are official and recognized, must be stakeholders in discussions surrounding
the organization.

To conclude, one of the strengths of SMEs is that they retain an ability to react and adapt
rapidly to any internal or external complications, which may be linked with the economy,
legislation, production, people or social matters. This is sometimes more difficult for a large
company where the operational structure can give rise to inertia when changes have to be
made. In the case we describe, we can see that for PSR, the situation may be different.

The senior and middle management of this SME perceived a problem with interpersonal
relations as it manifested itself as such and had conseguences which they judged to be
significant. However, few links had been forged between the operators and their own work
and the consequences of the disputes had been equated with the causes. The main causes
of this problem, however, were to be found in the work, especially in what was preventing
this work from being carried out (Clot, ), and in what constitutes the strength of an SME, i.e.
its ability to regulate when there is such variability in conditions. Finally, giving the wecrkshop
back its ability to regulate and thus produce work of quality is a major focus for interveantions
on PSR in an SME.
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