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Empowerment
A stage beyond delegation. Delegation passes authority to more 
junior staff, but implicitly the task itself is set by the boss. With 
empowerment, the junior staff member can decide on the task as 
well as how to achieve it.

TROUBLESOME TERMS

Authority
The power to get others to act on your advice or orders. This might 
come officially (e.g. due to your job title) or unofficially (e.g. due to 
your personal qualities).

Chain of command
The vertical sequence from top to bottom of an organisation by which 
orders cascade down the hierarchy. Within this chain, each employee 
has only one boss, so accountability is clear.

Collective bargaining
When a trade union bargains on behalf of its members for a new pay 
agreement or for changes in terms and conditions of employment. 
Bargaining collectively gives the workers more power and influence. 
The media used to suggest that unions had too much power. Today, 
directors seem to be able to write their own pay cheques, making 
union power far less of a concern.

Fast track
Some staff (typically graduate trainees) are told that their talents 
mean they won’t have to spend much time learning the basics. The 
plan is to help them climb the career ladder rapidly, and give them 
considerable responsibility at an early age. Other staff can resent this 
‘favouritism’.

Flexible working
A complex term, because it can mean different things. It may be used 
as a way to boost productivity, by encouraging staff to be able to 
do each other’s tasks interchangeably, so one absence doesn’t halt a 
production line. But the same term is used for contractual flexibility, 
which allows people to work the hours that suit them, but can be 
used to undermine people’s job security.

Glass ceiling
An invisible barrier that prevents some people or groups from rising 
to the top of organisations. The term originally referred to women, 
but it can be applied to racist attitudes as well. Class-based attitudes 
may also have an impact, holding back people with ‘working-class’ 
accents or habits. 
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People
Job rotation
Reducing the apparent boredom of a repetitive task by getting 
staff to switch jobs within the working day. Some human resources 
managers think this helps with motivation. Professor Herzberg was 
scornful, emphasising the need for a variety of responsibilities as well 
as tasks.

Job security
When staff feel secure in their job’s longevity and in the predictability 
of their promotion prospects, probably because of promotion by 
seniority. Modern thinking suggests that high job security can be too 
comfortable — some pressure to perform can be motivating as well 
as more productive.

Redundancy
Losing your job because the job is no longer needed. This may be 
through no fault of your own. Many shop workers have lost jobs that 
have been replaced by online sales and distribution systems. If the 
shopworkers don’t live near the head office or distribution depot, 
they are redundant. Staff with 2 or more years in a job get awarded 
redundancy pay when they leave.

Self-actualisation
Finding yourself, i.e. finding out just what you’re really capable of. 
It’s usually a result of being set challenges that may seem daunting at 
first, but then success becomes very sweet.

Remuneration
Financial rewards from a job that may arise from standard pay plus 
fringe benefits (e.g. company car or phone), plus company pension 
contributions. So remuneration is basically a wider term for ‘pay’.

Authority to zero hours
Each of the following terms in human resource (people) management causes 
problems for students in exams. You may think you know authority and job 
security. But do you know them well enough to impress an examiner?

Contract labour
Full-time staff have employment contracts setting out their rights 
and duties, but many companies like the freedom implied by having 
groups of workers hired from other companies. They can treat them 
less well, and fire them if the economy turns tough.

Zero-hours contracts
Getting staff to sign an employment contract that promises weekly 
working hours of at least zero a week, i.e. there may be no work and 
therefore no pay. This passes all the risks of employment from the 
employer to the employee. If business gets bad, the worker suffers 
more than the company.


