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Terms of Employment

The state of ‘employeeship’ lately has taken on
new dimensions. And Canadians have been slow
to adapt to changes in life on the job. Employees

today are being asked to fill a very tall order.
But responding to the challenge will tend to

make them into better all-round human beings ...

In this age of individualism, being an employee has
suffered a down-grading in public estimation. Some
companies now describe their employees by eu-
phemisms such as “associates,” as though there were
something demeaning about working for anyone but
oneself. Television and slick magazines spread the
impression that entrepreneurship is the golden road to
success and glamour. Wage-earning parents scrimp
and save so that their children and grandchildren may
become independent professionals.

Through all this, however, the fact remains that the
great majority of the people who work in developed
countries today are directly employed by businesses,
governments, or other organizations. Employees form
the backbone of a modern economy, and they should
be proud of the indispensible role they play in
supporting our society.

In any case, “self-employed” people do not really
work for themselves: they work on behalf of their
customers, clients, and/or investors. Entrepreneurs or
professionals who are seriously interested in building
a reputation for quality would be well-advised to
think of themselves literally as employees of the
people they serve.

Still, considering that “employeeship” is so perva-
sive and so central to our way of life, it is remarkable
how little attention is paid to it. A lot of thought goes
into what makes a good employee in specific occu-
pations, but not into what makes a good employee in
general. Business schools concentrate on teaching
people how to be bosses, not rank-and-file workers.
Company training programs offer more courses for
supervisors than for the supervised.

From an historical point of view, the omission is
understandable. Two or three generations ago, people
knew automatically what was expected of them as
employees. Ideally, they would be honest, clean, tidy,

punctual, diligent, cheerful, and obedient. To be sure,
these qualities would be assets to any employer at any
time; but they were the only qualities employers
looked for back then.

They did not, for example, look for initiative; if
anything, initiative was discouraged. Bosses did not
want people who would do things on their own; they
wanted people who would do what they were told.

In fact, when it came to filling most jobs, they were
none too keen on people who were conspicuously in-
telligent or well-educated. Someone who was too
smart, who knew too much, might turn out to be a
troublemaker, questioning orders and attempting to
upset the established way of doing things.

Employees who “knew their place” were perfectly
suited to the old-fashioned system in which a man-
agerial elite did all the thinking for an organization.
In any reasonably large operation, a small group of
decision-makers did the planning, dealt with pro-
blems, and generally directed an amorphous body of
“personnel.”

Orders were passed down through a pecking-order
of bosses. On the lower levels instructions were
usually given verbally, so that there was no need for
ground-floor workers to read on the job.

In this and other ways, the typical organization was
designed to simplify operations on the lower levels.
Work was broken down into disparate tasks which
individual workers could perform automatically by
sticking to an invariable routine.

At a time when not much thinking was required of
blue-collar workers, their education was not much of
a factor. Thus it was common practice to leave school
and start earning money as soon as the law allowed.

This was especially so in Canada, where the res-
ource-based industries which dominated the economy
also offered a simple, tightly-supervised working






