Handout: Discretionary behaviour
Extract from “Sustaining the HR and performance link in difficult times”, John Purcell, University of Bath

Discretionary behaviour means making the sort of choices that often make up a job such as the way the job is done, the speed, care, innovation and style of job delivery. 

Discretionary behaviour is at the heart of the employment relationship since it is hard for the employer to define and then monitor and control the amount of effort, innovation and productive behaviour required. The relationship is ‘indeterminate’.

 The most obvious example here is the in front line service work dealing with customers either directly or over the ‘phone. It concerns the sort of everyday behaviour that the employer wants, but has to rely on the employee to deliver. It may be emotional labour (smiling down the ‘phone), or using knowledge to solve a problem or suggest an alternative to the customer, or it may be internal to the work of the organisation such as co-operating with team members, helping probationers learn shortcuts or sharing new ideas on work processes. One way or the other the employee chooses how conscientiously to undertake the job. 
Most jobs are built up of many tasks so the level of complexity can be surprisingly high even for seemingly routine jobs. This choice of how, and how well to do things is not necessarily made deliberately. It can be unconscious and just part of the way people behave in this organisation. But it can certainly be withdrawn, often in the sense of not caring. This may be a reciprocal response to a belief that the firm no longer cares about me or my future, or my opinions. 
Ultimately, whatever the incentives or sanctions the firm tries to use, it is up to the employee to ‘give’ discretionary behaviour, and to withdraw it. Although this is described in terms of the action of an individual (we all have bad days), it is the collective withdrawal of discretionary behaviour which is so damaging. 

Our own experience tells us there are times when morale is low, or the ‘buzz’ has gone, or everyone just wants to go home as soon as possible. 

Of course, some jobs are designed to limit (but can never eradicate) the space left for choice or discretion. If you do the same thing every 20 seconds (known as the job cycle time) and it is a simple task, the individual rapidly becomes robotic – and spending money on sophisticated HR systems will be ineffective. The consequences of designing jobs in this way in terms of alienation and ensuing conflict are well understood. Thus the first rule in the search for the HR and performance link is that job design - to give more elbow room in a job - is important. That is why multi-skilling and work transformations in the best examples of lean methods of working are so important. Where there is room for discretion in a job, and most jobs these days rely on discretionary behaviour in the sense of people ‘doing a good job’, this can be encouraged or withdrawn. The growth of the service economy, knowledge work and work transformations in manufacturing all point to the centrality of discretionary behaviour and thus to the need to manage it. 

The drivers of discretionary behaviour
Central to the Bath Model of People and Performance, is the proposition that what encourages employees to exercise discretionary behaviour is the experience of job satisfaction and having commitment to the organisation which employs them. Job satisfaction is usually found when people feel that their job is challenging and when they feel they have a lot of control over how the job is done (job autonomy). 
Commitment to the organisation is shown when individuals say they are proud to work for the firm and wish to continue to work for it (what is known as affective commitment). It is hard to test whether someone exhibits discretionary behaviour in their job (but bosses and co-workers soon know when people don’t!) but it is possible to test for job satisfaction and organisational commitment. More importantly, perhaps, it is possible to find out what causes or influences commitment and job satisfaction. This allows us to ask what sort of people policies and practices are likely to lead to positive outcomes, and how these can be sustained. 

Ability, Motivation and Opportunity 
Ability, Motivation and Opportunity (AMO) is the prime building block of HR policy and practice. For employees, individually and collectively, to engage in the sort of discretionary behaviour that is beneficial to the firm the three conditions of AMO must apply. 

· There must be enough employees with the necessary ability (skills, experience, knowledge) to do current, and perhaps future, jobs
· There must be adequate motivation for them to apply their abilities. These motivation factors may be financial but will almost certainly include social rewards (and sanctions) and recognition of contribution as applied by co-workers and immediate bosses
· There must be an opportunity to engage in discretionary behaviour (thus the importance of job cycle time). Opportunity is the invitation to participate and take part, or get involved. This occurs both within the job itself in terms of how the job can best be done (known as ‘on-line participation’) and outside the job as a member of a team or work area, and a ‘citizen’ of the organisation (off line-participation). This is where opportunities may exist, and certainly can be created, which provide space for wider participation and involvement so employees contribute knowledge and ideas on how things should be done and how to respond to the change. 
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