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Abstract. Currently, the different forms of corporate management methods (quality circles, lean manufacturing, etc.) are usu-
ally based on employee mobilisation. Very often, the goal of this type of approach is at best, to ensure that employees embrace 
corporate projects, or otherwise to impose changes on them without taking into account the real work and difficulties that they 
face daily. However, do these employee solicitation methods converge with participatory approaches as envisaged by ergono-
mists and more generally, preventionists? Based on the observation that the activity of institutional preventionists evolves with 
regulatory constraints and work related to the monitoring of indicators, the implementation and steering of the participatory 
approach within companies may be a major lever for prevention. After describing the foundations of a participatory approach, 
this paper will present a training experiment aimed at implementing and promoting employee participation in prevention ef-
forts. The content of this training is then analysed with regard to the balance between methodology and the use of trainees’ 
narratives. The results of the training session are presented from the point of view of the development prospects for pedagogi-
cal tools and the organisation of the training. 
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1.  Introduction 

In 1991, the European Foundation for the Im-
provement of Living and Working Conditions (EU-
ROFOUND) noted that 40% of European companies 
surveyed did not integrate employee or employee 
representatives’ participation. When companies ap-
proach their employees, it is mainly for “information” 
purposes and not to organise “consultations” or to 
allow their employees to take part in the decision-
making process concerning their workstations. This is 
due partly to the high number of failures in terms of 
delays in the start-up of installations and design er-
rors. However, many studies show the importance of 
developing employee participation in industrial de-

sign projects (Vink [36], Hägg [13]), organisational 
changes (Maciel [22]), and prevention projects (Zalk 
[38], Hignett [13]). 

Based on the observation that the activity of insti-
tutional preventionists evolves with regulatory con-
straints and work related to the monitoring of indica-
tors, the implementation and steering of the participa-
tory approach within companies may be a major lever 
for prevention. After describing the foundations of a 
participatory approach, this paper will present a train-
ing experiment aimed at implementing and promoting 
employee participation in prevention efforts. The 
content of this training is then analysed with regard to 
the balance between methodology and the use of 
trainees’ narratives. The results of the training session 
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are presented from the point of view of the develop-
ment prospects for pedagogical tools and the organi-
sation of the training. 

 
2. The participatory approach in question: from 
communication to “active” employee participation  

2.1. Completely disparate notions? 

Today’s most famous theory of participation may 
have originated in the work carried out in the 1960s 
by Mac Gregor [21], Likert [17] and Ishikawa [16]. 
Initial questions on the integration of individuals in 
company organisation were raised by these authors.  
Evidently, they were already oriented towards pro-
ductivity but nevertheless suggested employee par-
ticipation. This was the case with the “quality circles” 
initiated in Japan. 

Delving more specifically into the subject of this 
paper, the following paragraphs provide a content 
analysis of the documents drafted by the trainees 
themselves before they attended the training. 

In order to identify the terms associated with the 
concepts of “participatory approach” and “participa-
tion”, and to more closely analyse participants’ no-
tion of “participatory approach”, the Alceste text 
analysis tool was used.   

The use of the Alceste tool reduces the number of 
possible interpretations related to analysts’ subjectiv-
ity. The method only partially objectifies the analysis, 
because the establishment of classes in no way pro-
vides an interpretation of the data. The corpus used in 
this instance was derived from work carried out by 
the trainees prior to the training course. They were 
tasked with writing a project example supported by a 
participatory approach in which they participated by 
answering the following: 

Context of the action supported by a participatory 
approach in the company / In a few points the differ-
ent stages in the approach / Duration of the action / 
Your position in the action / The expected and unex-
pected outcomes, the difficulties or circumstances 
that facilitated the approach / The lessons that you 
learned. 

Ten out of twelve trainees agreed for their contri-
butions to be analysed. Gender and age characteris-
tics of the population were not considered since they 
were irrelevant for this analysis. However, it should 
be noted that the trainees were all prevention special-
ists with over ten years of experience in the field. 

After converting the texts into a corpus that com-
plied with the norms required for a computerised 

analysis with the Alceste software [29], the “co-
occurring lexemes” in the simple statements were 
analysed. This type of analysis builds on the work of 
Benzécri [2]. The software provides statistical infor-
mation on the corpus, based on which interpretations 
may be made. 

Alceste classifies the results according to their 
dominant vocabulary. 

In this case, three stable classes or “lexical worlds” 
emerged from the corpus. For each of these classes, 
Alceste provides access to the list of the most signifi-
cant words. Analysis through the calculation of Chi2 
(�2) serves to determine the extent to which a word 
belongs to a class and therefore reveals the most rep-
resentative terms of a given class. In the presentation 
of terms, the symbol “+” indicates a contraction: for 
example, the word “ergonom+” may refer to “ergo-
nomist” or “ergonomic”… 

Through these classes, a relationship was estab-
lished between the subjects and the participatory ap-
proach. 

Class 1 (comprising 26 context units, i.e. 38.81% 
of the statements used in the analysis) was character-
ised first and foremost by an account of the interven-
tion fields or sectors. The occurrence of the expres-
sions construction site+ (�²=8.35), construct+ion 
(�²=6.71), “BTP” : building and civil engineering 
works (�²=6.71), ground+ (�²=6.71), ou regiona+l 
(�²=4.95) was significant and confirmed the substan-
tial role of context in the examples proposed by the 
trainees.  

Class 2 (also comprising 26 context units, i.e. 
38.81% of the statements used in the analysis) was 
made up of vocabulary related to collective work and 
the players concerned by this approach. The forms 
group+ (�²=18), pilot+ (�²=14.33), objectives+ 
(�²=10.25), médical+ (�²=8.52), direction+ (�²=6.71), 
CRAM (�²=6.71), comitee+ (�²=6.71), reunion+ 
(�²=6.38), work+ (�²=5.68), position+ (�²=5.5), fol-
low+ (�²=4.95) and ergonom+ (�²=4.95) were widely 
present. This class revealed a key point in the train-
ees’ idea of participation: although participation in-
volved a substantial amount of players, it did not give 
priority to employees, contrary to what the pedagogi-
cal team believed.  

Lastly, class 3 (comprising 15 context units, i.e. 
22.39% of the statements used in the analysis) pri-
marily referred to elements that either restricted or 
facilitated the implementation of the approach. In this 
class, the terms difficult+ (�²=27.1), facilit+ 
(�²=22.85), control lever+ (�²=18.73), relais 
(�²=14.75), workshop+ (�²=10.89), result+ (�²=7.44), 
inattendu+ (�²=6.78), waited+ (�²=6.78), bring+ 
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(�²=6.78), approach+ (�²=6.58), director+ (�²=4.4) 
highlighted the subjects’ idea of the obstacles and 
levers as well as the expectations and outcomes re-
lated to the approach without specifically qualifying 
them. 

To conclude with the trainees’ idea of participation 
prior to the training session, the analysis showed that 
the content of the examples provided by the trainees 
was quite homogeneous. This homogeneity was due 
both to the rather uniform professional profile of the 
trainees (they were all prevention specialists) and to 
the fact that the questions asked by the pedagogical 
team for the purpose of drafting the examples were 
relatively confined. The main feature of this analysis 
was the absence of terms belonging to the semantic 
field “employees”, “workers”... This analysis may 
suggest that employees are of secondary importance 
even though they occupy a key role in the description 
proposed in the following paragraph.  

2.2. Proposal of a provisional framework to define 
employee participation and the conditions required 

On the basis of a bibliographical review, this para-
graph more specifically characterises ergonomics 
authors’ understanding of participation. First, it is 
necessary to specify that this refers to employee par-
ticipation. Garrigou’s work [7] extensively showed 
that “employee participation in the design process, as 
well as the underlying socio-cognitive interaction 
processes” with designers are essential for the proper 
performance of an ergonomics intervention, and more 
generally, a prevention action. He envisaged the par-
ticipation of operators as a methodological tool gen-
erating outcomes at several levels:  

- the early preparation of employees on how to 
use future resources; 

- fewer difficulties and less start-up time for 
new facilities; 

- the setting up of a system to be used by the 
company’s internal prevention players to mon-
itor working conditions. 

 
The participation process described by Garrigou 

[7] stresses the knowledge confrontation dimension 
within the company to drive improvement in working 
conditions. However, this confrontation is not suffi-
cient?  

 

2.3. The importance of discussing real work 

Garrigou [7] recalled some of the difficulties re-
lated to the implementation of a participatory ap-
proach. One of these is power struggles that may 
occur between management and staff representatives, 
often blocking the process or even resulting in con-
flict. Operator knowledge is quite heterogeneous and 
often acquired through experience. Expressing this 
experience is a delicate affair for individuals, espe-
cially because it is poorly recognised since it is of an 
empirical nature. 

Designers wield a lot of power when it comes to 
the design process. This is inherent to their work.  
They however have very little consideration for the 
activity or the actual end use. 

Garrigou [7] proposed the concept of socio-
cognitive orientation to describe the manner in which 
corporate players explore and anticipate future work-
ing situations. He specified that a participatory ap-
proach must necessarily “enrich the register of socio-
cognitive orientations specific to designers and opera-
tors”. In this instance, he concurred with the notion of 
“intermediary tools” proposed by Jeantet [13] who 
considered that designing was based on intermediary 
objects that led all or some users to work on all or 
some of the elements to be designed. The importance 
of these intermediary objects was that they focused 
player interactions on the actual work, through sce-
narios resulting from the work analysis for example. 

St-Vincent et al. [32] proposed the notion of “par-
ticipatory” ergonomics, which was very similar to the 
intervention methods described by Daniellou [7] from 
the industrial project implementation perspective. 
They considered that their proposal built on Wilson’s 
work [35]. It drew on the “pooling and confrontation 
of the knowledge of ergonomists, operators, special-
ists” and designers throughout the ergonomic inter-
vention. The particularity of their approach lied in the 
implementation of “training aimed at transferring 
knowledge and ergonomic assessment methods”. 
This proposal is similar to the theoretical and field 
training described in particular by Martin [24]. To 
explain the underlying objective of this mechanism 
that complements the standard organisation of a tradi-
tional ergonomics intervention, it is interesting to 
describe the notion of “capability” derived from 
Sen’s model [34] and reproduced taken up by Falzon 
[8]. Sen explained the notion of “capabilities” 
through the example of voting, which requires, for 
instance, much more than a law allowing citizens to 
elect a democratic government. Each citizen must 
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have a sufficient level of education, free and fair ac-
cess to political information and to an efficient elec-
toral process, so as to not simply exercise a right to 
vote but to enjoy the “capability” to vote. 

Evidently, the participatory approach relies above 
all on a project structure that defines the stages and 
organises design decision- or choice-making frame-
works. However, this paper is an opportunity to dis-
cuss the matter of employees’ “capability” to take 
part in prevention or transformation projects within 
companies. This “capability” has triggered a produc-
tive design debate related to “actual” work matters. 
The participatory approach as envisaged in this paper 
must draw on the specific features of the organisation 
(Kuorinka [18]) in order to promote employee in-
volvement. The other fundamental elements for a 
successful participatory approach are the project or-
ganisation (steering committee, management commit-
tee, project leader, working groups, design meetings, 
etc.) and the training of players (in work analysis, 
plan analysis, future work simulation, use of charac-
teristic action situations, etc.).  

 
3. A training case: implementing and promoting 
participation in a prevention approach  

3.1. Training background  

For several years, the ergonomic analysis training 
organised by INRS1 (Duwelz [8],[9], Garrigou [12]) 
has stressed the need for operator participation in 
order to understand the reality of the work and activ-
ity. However, once the diagnostic has been completed, 
what role does operator participation and involve-
ment play in the work situation transformation proc-
ess? 

The new training (experimental in 2010 and 
scheduled for the first time in 2011) explored the 
participation mechanisms in a prevention approach, 
as well as the methods used to integrate as much as 
possible the participation of trainees in a training 
course devoted to participation.  

The first experimental training (2010) was de-
signed in collaboration with an ergonomics consult-
ant, a psychologist, an ergonomist a psychologist 
from the INRS Training Division. The reviews col-
lected at the end of the course enabled us, after analy-

                                                           
1 INRS: association (Law of 01/07/1901) constituted under the 

aegis of the French National Health Insurance Fund. At national 
level, INRS is responsible for research, training, assistance and 
information in the domain of the prevention of work accidents and 
occupational diseases 

sis, to reorganise the content, form and teaching 
methods of the second training course (2011). The 
latter was thoroughly assessed and the conclusions 
are presented in the last paragraph.  

3.2. Content presentation 

The training organised in 2011 took place over 
eight half-days. The teaching goals were to:  
� clarify the position of prevention specialists in a 

participatory approach, 
� reintegrate the participatory approach in the er-

gonomics approach process, 
� identify and apply the different grids for group 

functioning analysis,  
� design and apply group organisation techniques 

specific to the prevention approach. 
The content was divided into the following themes: 
� the importance of work groups in the prevention 

approach 
� negotiation/promotion of the participatory ap-

proach 
� group organisation and management techniques 
� management style, analytical grids for group 

dynamics, players’ strategies. 
 
The training was based on three teaching methods: 

classic theoretical knowledge transfer, situational 
judgement scenarios and the use of narratives.  

The theoretical knowledge transfer focused pri-
marily on company organisation models, the different 
management types, group dynamics, participation in 
ergonomic interventions and prevention projects, and 
participatory design.  

There were three different types of situational 
judgement exercises. First, “photo language” was 
used to explore the trainees’ idea of participation and 
initiate a debate. The second form of participation 
entailed role playing in which the trainees either had 
to lead or defend the participatory approach. The 
third exercise involved requesting the trainees to 
summarise what they considered to be the fundamen-
tal and essential elements for a successful participa-
tory approach. 

As mentioned above, prior to the training session, 
the trainees had to prepare an example. The use of 
narratives in a pedagogical framework draws on a 
theoretical base addressed in the following paragraph 
and presented in Beaujouan’s work [2]. 

It has been considered in several fields that, as a 
mediator of the reflexive processes linked to past 
experiences, narrative contributes significantly to 
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learning [27]. In the training, it was used in a context 
of professional practices for learning purposes. Nar-
ratives of personal practices or those of others are a 
means of transmitting past experience in a training 
context [6],[13],[26]. Explaining experience through 
narrative is a key element in reflexivity development 
mechanisms [27]. Subsequent analysis of the narra-
tive provides a new opportunity for episode “refigur-
ing” as defined by Ricoeur [31], in order to under-
stand through example the cause/effect relationship 
resulting in a favourable or unfavourable situation. 
This concurs with the notion of “practices made ex-
plicit” developed by Mayen [24] in which learners 
report the succession of the actions they performed as 
well as their goals and the parameters taken into ac-
count. A professional’s analysis of these elements is 
important for improving his/her skill. As Pastré high-
lighted on several occasions, one learns more by ana-
lysing one’s action rather than by reproducing it. Nar-
rative allows for this reflection, since it allows 
“meaning to be created and a “meta” point of view to 
be adopted.” [5]. 

As Pastré recalled, the subjects are “freed” of the 
concern to act, as the action can no longer be modi-
fied. The characteristics of the narrative enable sub-
jects to understand this since they give them the op-
portunity to reconstruct causality out of contingencies 
[1]. According to Pastré, it is advisable for trainers to 
remember this and endeavour to develop training 
through “narrative”, which helps trainees to better 
understand, through these reflexive processes, the 
success or failure of a past action.  

Great importance was therefore given to exchanges 
between trainees based on their own professional 
experience.  

 
4. From the training assessment to pedagogical 
content development prospects 

This paragraph presents the training assessment. 
At the end of the course, a questionnaire was handed 
out to the trainees. This paragraph will present the 
trainees’ overall assessment followed by three major 
possible developments that will be integrated in fu-
ture training sessions.  

 

4.1. Overall assessment 

In order to organise the assessment, the trainees 
were asked five questions at the end of the course: 

� Did the course meet your expectations? Please 
explain. 

� Were the teaching goals attained? Please explain. 
� Were the resources used during the course in 

line with the goals stated? Please explain. 
� What are your thoughts about this course? 
� Do you have any suggestions? 
In general, the trainees gave a rather favourable as-

sessment of the exchanges and experience sharing 
within the group and the situational judgement exer-
cises. Most of them considered that the theoretical 
aspects were insufficient and that the group was too 
homogenous. All of the trainees’ responses were ana-
lysed by the pedagogical team, which identified three 
possible improvements to be made.  

4.2. Three improvements to be made to the 
pedagogical content 

The initial pedagogical goal was to address par-
ticipatory approach training placing emphasis on par-
ticipation. Exchanges between trainees were 
systematically given priority, occasionally to the 
detriment of the initially defined content. It appears 
that the course was not well-balanced in this respect? 
Closer analysis suggests that there is not so much a 
need for knowledge transfer as for a more structured 
and formative methodological input. The pedagogical 
team wishes to enhance this dimension in two ways. 
First, the time allotted for trainee exchanges has been 
reduced substantially. Therefore, time for input and 
situational judgment scenarios with specific emphasis 
on participation-related tools and methods has been 
increased. Second, at the start of training, a summary 
document will be drafted by trainees. This document, 
which will thread through the entire training course, 
will present the stages involved in a participatory 
approach and the tools and methods available to face 
potential difficulties. This document will also be en-
riched by the collective analysis of the examples pro-
posed by the trainees throughout the training.   

Another lever for progress is the group composi-
tion. Eleven out of twelve trainees were from the 
same institutional organisation. Only one trainee be-
longed to a private company. Nevertheless, this train-
ee’s input proved to be crucial. On the basis of this 
observation, the pedagogical team hopes to enhance 
the quality of the possible interactions between the 
trainees through the use of more heterogeneous pro-
fessional narratives in which both the personal ex-
periences and the activity sectors are diverse.  
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5. Conclusion 

As highlighted by St-Vincent et al. [32], [33] and 
Henriet [14], assisting company members to develop 
new skills and attaching greater importance to their 
idea of representation are essential for a successful 
participatory approach. This example illustrates the 
difficulty associated with training only the company’s 
prevention specialists. In addition to the pedagogical 
lessons learned, it appears that it is also a matter of 
the activity of prevention specialists, if these special-
ists wish to promote and implement participation in 
the companies to which they provide support. In this 
case, these specialists face a two-fold challenge: en-
suring that the company is capable of applying a par-
ticipatory approach and enabling players to speak of 
their actual work. However, there is often the tempta-
tion to focus the design discussion on the technical 
layout dimensions. In our opinion, successful design, 
transformation and prevention projects in companies 
depend on the “employees’ capability to participate” 
in these projects thanks to their skills and the condi-
tions created by the company organisation.  
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