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In 1991 Renault decided to adopt team work throughout its European factories, in the 
form of Elementary Work Units (EWUs) [Unités Elémentaires de Travail (UETs)], 
before 1994. Team work is conceived of as polyvalent and multifunctional work under-
taken by a team of 20 persons. The Unit is defined by the component, mechanism or 
sub-assembly that it makes. It is led [animé] by a Unit leader, who constitutes the first 
hierarchical level. It controls and analyses its own production parameters. It enters into 
buyer-supplier relations with the other teams upon which it depends, upstream and 
downstream in the production process. What is expected from this form of work orga-
nization is an ability to react to problems, an improvement in the quality of products 
and of the functioning of machines, a greater flexibility of production, a development 
of competencies, an increased interest in work, and finally the modification of hierar-
chical relationships. 

The definition of EWUs, and the decision to organize the factories according to this 
mode, is explicitly inspired by the Japanese experience. Yet one would not understand 
the specific traits and meaning of the EWUs, the conditions under which they were 
adopted, and the difficulties surrounding their implementation, if one was not aware of 
the long maturation process of the team work idea in the company, of which they are 
the result. This process consisted of three phases. In the first place, it has its origins in 
the crisis of work at the end of the 1960s, and in the experiments at Volvo. Several 
experiments in "modular" work were made at this time, even though this was opposed 
by elements within top management. These then served as the basis for thinking about 
original forms of team work in the factory areas that were automated after the late 
1970s. These forms owe nothing to Japanese team work, which was unknown then. 
The success of some of them, the need to mobilize the entirety of the personnel, and 
the desire to offer career opportunities to all employees, led the company to consider 
spreading team work to all factory areas, whether or not automated. The Japanese ex-
ample, which was becoming better known in the second half of the 1980s, then arrived 
to legitimate and confirm this direction. It allowed Renault's idea of team work to be 
enriched, without, however, causing the disappearance of those aspects born out of 
Renault's own experiences. The theme of the enrichment of work remained, and consti-
tutes one of the bases upon which fundamental agreement with the unions was reached, 
whereas it is absent from the original Japanese idea of team work. 
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1. The "crisis of work" in the 1960s and the first experiments with team work 
 

The crisis of work first emerged at Renault in 1967, through conflicts that were often 
spectacular, and through growing absenteeism, high levels of turnover, and an increase 
in rectification work. Several types of solution to these conflicts were found, some 
immediate and others long term, some accepted by all and others contested. 

The conflicts were ended on the basis of agreements dominated by wage payments, 
with no real discussion of the problems of work organization and work content which 
had set off the strikes. These agreements fitted in with the strategy followed by the 
company since 1955. The guarantee of increasing purchasing power constituted one of 
the foundations of the "social contract" that Pierre Dreyfus, the second Managing Di-
rector [Président Directeur Général] of the Régie Nationale des Usines Renault con-
cluded with the unions on 15th September 1955 1. 

A second type of response, included in the multi-sector agreements negotiated na-
tionally, was the reduction of working time 2 and the development of continuous train-
ing. This solution corresponded closely to Pierre Dreyfus' philosophy. He believed that 
the only compensation which could make it worth working at the assembly line or spe-
cialized machine, work which could never be different from what it was, that is to say 
economically superior but alienating for human beings, was the gradual reduction of 
working time and the development of training and learning activities, to allow employ-
ees to discover activities outside work that would permit their cultural and social de-
velopment in a way that industry could never offer. 

A third type of response, and the one that interests us, contradicted the view just 
discussed. Though supported by certain factory managers, it was not unanimously ac-
cepted by top management and was regarded with a degree of suspicion by the unions. 
It involved the transformation of the contents and the organization of work in "a 
framework of responding to the new expectations of man at work… a permanent re-
quirement for the future of the company" 3. 

Numerous forms of work organization were experimented with by certain factory 
managers: rotation between two or three positions, assembly of a complete mechanism 
by walking it down the assembly line, lengthening the work cycle by including prepa-
ration and rectification, working on work "islands", etc. Later, a company working 
group consisting of the Personnel Director and the Director of Work Study proposed 
"not only to humanize technology, but also to explore new ways of organizing the fac-
tories and the design of equipment and buildings . . . (from the viewpoint) . . .  of the 
degree of freedom and of initiative that would be allowed the personnel, of the utiliza-
tion of its skills, and of the possibilities of working in teams". Several new operations 
resulted from this: the assembly of a complete engine at a fixed position by one 
worker; four short assembly lines instead of one long line at the new assembly plant at 
Douai; the widespread adoption at the Le Mans factory of modular assembly of front 
and rear axles by three to five workers, organizing themselves, responsible for the 
whole assembly process as well as for watching over and maintaining the equipment, 

                                                 
1 Freyssenet M., « Division du travail et mobilisation quotidienne de la main-d’oeuvre : les cas Renault 
et Fiat », Paris, CSU, 1979, 433 p. 
2 Between 1968 and 1977, the length of the working week was reduced from 47 hours 30 minutes to 39 
hours 10 minutes for those working shifts and from 48 hours to 40 hours for the other employees. 
3 Renault-Inter, no. 162, 25 juin 1973, in Freyssenet M., opus cited, pp.165-6. 
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taking on responsibility for quality, undertaking rectification work and ensuring the 
cleanliness of machines and work spaces. 

These experiments in the reform of work were also of interest to certain manufac-
turing managers, who were concerned with the difficulties of managing an increasingly 
diverse and varied output. Beyond the social attractions, they saw in these forms of 
work the possibility of altering manufacturing schedules more easily and more 
cheaply. 

The most radical and novel formula, that of the modules, was nevertheless a subject 
of controversy at the highest level. Pierre Dreyfus' Assistant Managing Director, Chris-
tian Beullac, encouraged the experiments and suggested that an evaluation on financial 
grounds be undertaken. However, Dreyfus himself publicly declared that he did not see 
industrial solutions for the future in this kind of work, which he thought harkened back 
to artisanal work. The work study departments were openly opposed. Taking account 
only of the theoretical times and manpower necessary in assembly work, they easily 
demonstrated that modular work was not financially viable 1. 

The experiments that had been set in motion did not end, however. They inspired 
the forms of work organization in the automated areas which were developed when the 
choice was made to automate as a response to the crises of work and of productivity. 
One of these experiments was particularly significant, since it extended the application 
of the principles of modular work to machining, whereas this had previously appeared 
only to be applicable to assembly. A working group was established at Le Mans in 
1975 to consider the possibility of introducing "production units" into the machining 
areas that would be autonomous relative to upstream and downstream activities, and 
would be composed of various machines, grouped geographically, in which the opera-
tors would be responsible for: running the machines, adjusting and changing tools, 
quality control, dealing with minor breakdowns, and maintenance. This formula was 
applied in three areas, though operators did not in fact undertake minor maintenance 
tasks or deal with minor breakdowns, and they remained under the supervision of a 
sub-foreman 2. 

Within this same type of solution one can classify the movement to improve work-
ing conditions and to "re-value" manual work which was supported by the government 
of the time and which was a continuation of the efforts made at Renault since the start 
of the 1960s to take account of working conditions when designing buildings, ma-
chines, and tooling. 

The work study departments of the company opposed the modular solutions and 
remained unconvinced of the value of expenditure on improving working conditions at 
work posts which, in their view, should have been eliminated as soon as possible. Their 
favoured solution to the crisis of work was a rapid movement towards automation that 
would permit the elimination of difficult and repetitive work and the development of 
guidance-surveillance-maintenance functions, more attractive and more skilled. This is 
the path that would be taken up at the end of the 1970s. 

 

                                                 
1 Midler C., « L’organisation du travail et ses déterminants. Enjeux économiques et organisationnels des 
réformes de restructuration des tâches dans le montage automobile », Thèse de 3ème cycle, Paris 1, 
1980, pp 24-26. 
2 Freyssenet M., « Évolution du contenu et de l’organisation du travail d’usinage ». CSU. Paris,1984, 84 
p. 
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The final response to the crisis of work was brought about by the long-run slow-
down in economic growth and the rise of unemployment. There was a close correlation 
between the reduction of manpower at Renault, beginning in 1978, and a steady fall in 
absenteeism and turn-over. From this point on, the development of team work during 
the 1980s would not have its origins directly in the crisis of work; rather, in the de-
mands of, and the problems posed by, the shift to the automation-cum-integration of 
production. At the same time, the social necessity of enriching the content of work and 
of offering a career to unskilled workers would continue to be a constant and explicit 
theme of those who were taking the initiative of organizing team work in the auto-
mated factory areas, even though all signs of a refusal to work had disappeared. 
 
 
2. The relaunch of team work in the automated areas 

 
The installation of automated means of production in the machining, stamping, weld-
ing and painting areas, starting at the end of the 1970s, led to the relaunch of initiatives 
on, and further consideration of, team work, though now on a partly different basis. 

The form chosen for the automation-cum-integration of machines in production 
lines had in effect altered the scope of work in the areas concerned. Automation con-
sisted of a significant technological leap and of the integration in a single line of the 
machines necessary to manufacture a component or sub-assembly. It involved both 
simple and complex operations, partially or totally, leaving the operators to undertake 
tasks that were partial and heterogenous. Regarding complex tasks, automation  con-
sisted of simplifying them and dividing them up; the repair of breakdowns especially. 
The machines and the production lines were equipped with automatic apparatuses that 
stopped them in the event of an anomaly, that located the incident in equally automatic 
fashion, and that involved "standard exchange" of the failed component, fuller repairs 
being postponed to periods outside production 1. 

Three new problems were then posed: how to make these costly integrated lines 
function continuously so as to reduce their number and the period of their amortization; 
how to get the new mode of maintenance accepted; and how to divide up tasks, none of 
which occupied a person full time, and which, moreover, required different levels of 
competencies. These three problems raised questions about existing norms of work in 
the areas concerned. Production workers previously had daily quotas to fulfil, giving 
them relative freedom to vary the pace of work. They had tasks that were relatively 
homogenous, and were easy to classify according to their level of complexity. Mainte-
nance workers could take the time necessary for in-depth diagnosis and repair of ma-
chines. The output of a defective machine could in fact be shifted to other machines, 
since they were not integrated into production lines. The new scope of work in the 
automated areas, as it was perceived at the time, was therefore to ensure: the continu-
ous functioning of the machines despite absent personnel and rest breaks; the undertak-
ing of tasks at different levels by the same persons; and the rapid repair of breakdowns 
                                                 
1 This form of automation was not the only one possible. However, its material form makes it difficult 
for workers or work groups to seek the fundamental causes of events or breakdowns in order to elimi-
nate them, a formula which would be both financially worthwhile and "skilling" [qualifiant] for the 
workers. Freyssenet M., "Processus et formes sociales d'automatisation. Le paradigme sociologique", 
Sociologie du Travail, no. 4, 1992, pp 469-96. 
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so that production would be disrupted as little as possible. 
The organizational solutions found for these three problems varied from one factory 

to another, indeed from one factory area to another 1, from a mixed group of produc-
tion and maintenance workers responsible for the entire process of running and main-
taining robotized welding machines, to homogenous groups of former unskilled work-
ers trained to undertake, in turn, the roles of feeding in inputs, operating installations, 
quality control, changing tools, primary maintenance and breakdown repair on auto-
mated machining lines. 

These different formulae were no longer mere experiments, but could involve whole 
departments of a factory: machining, welding, stamping… They did not, however, rep-
resent the implementation of an official strategy by the company, but rather the fruit of 
local initiatives by area or department managers. Time would have to pass before top 
management and the totality of the management of the company would realize and 
understand the scope and implications of these new ways of organizing work. 

Paradoxically automation also played an important role as a result of its dysfunc-
tions. Expected to bring productivity, flexibility and quality, during the first half of the 
1980s it caused numerous stoppages of production as well as quality problems. Nu-
merous causes lie at the root of this unreliability and the slowness in rectifying it: a 
lack of understanding of the daily problems of production on the part of the designers, 
a desire to pursue technological leaps and attain large improvements in a single step, a 
mode of calculating the profitability of investments which favoured manpower reduc-
tions, a weakness of links between the factories and the central work study department 
at this period, an opaqueness and needless complexity in the first machines which hin-
dered attempts to make them reliable, and the fact that design technicians and engi-
neers less often came up through the factories by internal promotion than were re-
cruited directly from the major engineering colleges [Ecoles d'Ingénieurs] or were 
highly qualified technicians. The active participation of those actually running the ma-
chines and the maintenance workers was therefore required to analyze the problems 
and to find the solutions. Team work and collaboration between production and main-
tenance consequently appeared as self-evident. 

Since 1982, it has been possible to observe four forms of team work. The differ-
ences among them are related to the individual histories of the factory, indeed the par-
ticular factory area, where they first emerged, as well as to different understandings of 
the problems that automation was going to pose. 

The first formula appeared at the Le Mans factory, which, as we have seen, intro-
duced modular work for the assembly of certain mechanical components, and then de-
veloped team work in its machining areas. When automated lines were put in place, the 
management of the factory decided to apply this form of work organization systemati-
cally. Formerly unskilled workers were trained for four months to become "control-
lers" of automated machine lines. To understand the change of process and of princi-
ples in comparison to the 1970s, it is useful to review the debates that took place at the 
time. 
                                                 
1 Freyssenet M., « La requalification des opérateurs et la forme sociale actuelle d’automatisation », So-
ciologie du travail, n°4,1984, pp 422-433. On welding shops set up later than this period : Midler C., 
Charue F.,  « Un processus d’apprentissage à la française: la robotisation des tôleries automobile », Col-
loquium « Organization of work and technology: implications for international competitiveness », Brus-
sels, 31st May-1st June 1990, 27 p.  
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At the point when automated and integrated means of production were being in-

stalled for the launch of the R9 model, the Le Mans factory sought simultaneously to 
"push the skills of the operators even further", to share the "extra amount of skill" 
among the whole team rather than concentrate it on an individual, to sanction this 
change through creation of a new personnel classification, and to gain acceptance for a 
new norm of production: "to benefit from these improvements by obtaining a formal-
ized agreement that equipment should function continuously, even though this last as-
pect is not related to skill". 

Management therefore proposed to create a new category of production workers 
who would assure -- as a team -- the continuous functioning (despite absences of per-
sonnel, and minimizing stoppage times) of automated machines, by dividing among 
themselves the roles of handling, loading and unloading, certain tasks that remained 
parcellized such as the trimming of castings, as well as the setting up and changing of 
tools, all the visual and physical controls, and certain maintenance tasks. Management 
estimated the skill coefficient of this kind of work to be 195 points, which corre-
sponded to "Second Level Professional", a classification which at the time did not exist 
in manufacturing departments, only in maintenance. Management wished to diffuse a 
wide technical knowledge (stamping, mechanical, assembly, casting) to the workers 
being promoted into this new category, so that if necessary they could be transferred 
from one department to another. 

Discussions with the Central Personnel and Social Relations Directorate at Renault, 
the only body permitted to create a new classification, led to definitions of the compe-
tencies required and criteria for attributing the new classification. The "level of gen-
eral, technical and practical knowledge" necessary did not appear to the Directorate to 
have been demonstrated to the point of justifying a classification of Second Level Pro-
fessional. The Directorate feared that an overvaluation would later be challenged by 
those in other categories and utilized in their demands for reclassification. 

Two solutions were discussed. Challenge would be impossible if the workers in the 
new category were authentically Second Level Professionals, possessing a real and 
recognized mechanical or electrical skill. However, it appeared to be difficult and 
costly to raise unskilled workers to this level of competence. It was also envisaged to 
assign young maintenance professionals, who would be of the required educational 
level, to the control of the automated units. Yet this seemed to present two difficulties: 
these professionals risked finding their work under-skilled by comparison to their 
competencies and therefore rapidly losing motivation; moreover unskilled workers 
would not have the chance of developing a career and would be massively affected by 
the reduction of manpower induced by automation. 

The solution that was accepted was to recruit "controllers" from among the un-
skilled workers, but to make access into the new category dependent upon: prior suc-
cess in psychological-technical tests; a theoretical and practical examination following 
a four month period of training; and an acceptance of certain working conditions (con-
tinuous working, three eight hour shifts, new tasks, team working, etc.), and upon as-
signment to a specified piece of equipment. 

This formula for team work was therefore the result of several considerations: the 
offer of job possibilities to a certain number of unskilled workers, the others obliged to 
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see their posts eliminated as automation progressed 1; and the offer to these same 
workers of a Professional classification in exchange for accepting polyvalent work 
composed of tasks normally classified at different levels and accepting that the produc-
tion lines would function continuously. 

The second formula, adopted in a robotized welding area, consisted of proposing to 
maintenance workers (Professionals and Technicians) that they become line controllers 
for a fixed period, and agree to certain quality standards and a certain rate of down-
time. The reversibility of this choice and the promise of more rapid promotion elicited 
volunteers. However, under pressure from the production manager to repair break-
downs rapidly in order to achieve production targets and to not cause hold-ups, they 
were not able to truly exercise their competencies in this function by organizing them-
selves to make full repairs and to seek the fundamental causes of breakdowns in order 
to eliminate them. A separate maintenance group had to be retained.  

The third formula also appeared in a robotized welding area, though this time in an-
other factory. Production workers who carried out unskilled work but who already pos-
sessed technical diplomas were trained, full time, for a year, to be able to control and 
repair robotized installations. Organized into groups of five persons, without a leader, 
they were classified as equivalent to "Third level professionals". It was not planned 
that maintenance workers would come to their aid. 

The last formula was adopted in a third welding area, where maintenance, quality 
control and industrial engineering had been placed under the authority of the head of 
department. Each robotized line was controlled by a mixed production-maintenance 
group, consisting of a technician, a leader, an electrician-mechanic, and three operators 
(former unskilled production workers, classified as "Second level professionals" fol-
lowing their selection and a four month training period). The division of tasks among 
them was not rigid, and so the operators sometimes participated in in-depth breakdown 
repairs, even in modifications made by the technician and the electrician-mechanic. 
This formula was by far the most original, and potentially the most far-reaching. It 
represented a good compromise between, on the one hand, the need to make repairs 
swiftly, and on the other hand, not postponing the search for the causes of problems 
and the activities necessary to make installations more reliable. 

Renault discovered the wealth of initiatives that had been adopted in its various fac-
tories on the occasion of an initiative launched in 1983 by the top management, which 
was aimed at mobilizing all possible energies in order to deal with the deep crisis that 
had appeared. This initiative was called "Industrial Restructuring and Social Dynam-
ics" [Mutations industrielles et dynamique sociale: MIDES]. In announcing it, it was 
said that "the results of the firm are directly linked to its organization, to its manage-
ment, to the prices and the quality of the products and services that it markets. Today, 
experience shows us that these parameters are mostly determined by work relations 
and by the quality of life within the firm". Management proposed to "all those willing" 
and to the trade unions to participate in a joint process of analysis and reflection re-
garding future technological, social, economic and commercial change. 

 

                                                 
1 Recourse to maintenance workers to run automated lines would have required the hiring of workers in 
this category and an even greater and more rapid reduction in the number of unskilled production wor-
kers. The social context of this factory and the pointed problems of reclassification which that would 
have caused made this solution difficult. 
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This wide debate would most notably lead to the emergence of a number of new 
concepts at the level of the whole firm: the basic production unit (300 persons), con-
ceived as the basic cell of industrial activity and composed of sub-cells (8-10 persons); 
the idea of the "new function of the worker"; a structure for the firm allowing rapid 
circulation of information; training considered as an investment; and the idea that tech-
niques should meet the aspirations and expectations of the personnel concerning the 
content of work … 

The progress of this organized and round-table discussion on the problems and the 
future of the firm came to a halt with the 1984 financial crisis at Renault and the resig-
nation of the Managing Director. All the same, the idea of team work, redefined on the 
basis of experience in the automated work areas, was beginning to convince those who 
were reticent about or opposed to modular work. It had became acceptable as soon as it 
was conceptually separated from a fundamental threat to flow-like production in the 
form of assembly lines or automated production lines. 
 
 
3. The homogenization of different forms of team work and its diffusion begin-
ning in the second half of the 1980s 

 
Several factors played a role in the homogenization of different forms of team work 
and its diffusion. The ambitious labour force reduction goals adopted by management 
starting in 1985 were a first factor in favour of polyvalence, multi-functionality and 
team work, in as much as these allowed the elimination of substitute workers, "setters", 
quality-control staff and rectification workers, as well as a significant proportion of 
lower-level managers. 

Integrated automation, when it spread to machining, stamping, welding and paint-
ing, and when it started to be applied in assembly, was a second factor favouring diffu-
sion. At the same time, homogenization of the various forms of team work that had 
emerged began. The homogenous group of operators, former unskilled workers, taking 
it in turns to undertake the tasks and functions necessary for integrated production 
lines, became the model in the mechanical components factories. It could do this all the 
more easily since it revealed itself appropriate to the type of automation adopted. 
Through the simplification of tool setting, quality control, problem-spotting and rapid 
repair, this latter allowed these tasks to be confided to operators with only a few 
months training. In the robotized welding areas, the operating groups formed only of 
maintenance workers disappeared, to be replaced by groups similar to those which 
were favoured in machining. The gap between the work that had to be done and the 
competencies of the workers was too wide. The formula of groups composed of former 
production workers with previous diplomas, and who were trained for a year to operate 
and maintain equipment, was not sufficient to obviate the need for intervention by 
maintenance workers. As for the most developed form, that of the mixed production-
maintenance groups in the robotized welding shops, it came up against two problems. 
The first was the manpower reduction brought about by the work to make the equip-
ment more reliable that the groups had themselves undertaken. The lack of agreement 
with management to guarantee jobs provoked a growing reticence on the part of group 
members to continue their participation in these activities. At the same time, it became 
more difficult to undertake these activities. The pursuit of automation in the direction 
of automatic diagnosis for rapid repairs, coupled with the increasing opaqueness of the 
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machines, made it still more difficult for the groups themselves to seek out and analyze 
the primary causes of events. Moreover, the groups were increasingly composed of 
operators who were formerly unskilled workers trained only to operate equipment and 
repair minor breakdowns.    

The third factor was the adoption of a new industrial relations framework. Until 
1984, Renault management had favoured the CGT trade union, which had the most 
members, in its relations with trade unions. With the crisis, the new management be-
lieved that this union constituted an obstacle to the resolution of the company's prob-
lems. It decided to reduce the power and influence of the union and to negotiate with 
other trade unions. Following a period of tension and conflict related to redundancies 
and the elimination of jobs from 1985 to 1987, management simultaneously sought to 
promote a human resources policy as a strategic choice for the firm. Round-table man-
agement-union groups met at the end of 1988. Their discussions led to negotiations 
regarding skills, the management of working time, the organization of work, training, 
and internal mobility among skilled trades. Several agreements followed: notably an 
accord on skills in automated areas, and above all "the agreement for living" [L'Accord 
à vivre], which defined the new principles for contractual relations between the firm 
and its employees. "The agreement for living" confirmed that Renault wanted to base 
its success in the competencies of its personnel and the relevance of its organization. A 
plan to give production workers new skills was created. The work team was viewed by 
the signatories to the various agreements as the framework for, and the means of, si-
multaneously advancing both the competencies of the workers and the results of the 
firm, including in the assembly line areas. 

Automation of assembly had progressed further at Renault than at other automobile 
producers 1, Japanese especially, but assembly remained mostly manual. The personnel 
managers who had supported modular work during the 1970s (though without being 
able to convince others) now consider that assembly line work is unavoidable for eco-
nomic reasons, the success of the Japanese serving as proof. But they believe that the 
assembly line has undergone profound modifications which have changed its nature. 
The modularization of vehicles, the possibility of off-line sub-assembly of modules, 
the automation of the most awkward tasks, and the introduction of more ergonomic 
work stations have rendered it far more acceptable. Above all, team work, which adds 
quality control, management, and maintenance tasks together with a relative autonomy 
to the long-existing polyvalency of workers at Renault, should imply the partial elimi-
nation of the awkward, parcellized, and pure-execution character of work at the assem-
bly line 2. 

The fourth factor was the adoption of "Total Quality" by management. From 1987, 
quality became the core of Renault's strategy. The Director of Quality became a mem-
ber of the firm's board. The Renault Quality Institute was established in 1988. Its ob-
jective was to provide training in the tools, techniques, and procedures of "Total Qual-
ity". When the R19 model had been developed, the Director of Quality refused to sanc-
tion its launch, on the grounds that its quality was too low. This refusal came as a 
shock to the firm. It signified the need for profound changes in working methods to 
management at all levels. As far as the factories were concerned, the participation of 

                                                 
1 The level of automation was estimated at 20 percent in 1992. 
2 Tijou R,. « La chaîne de montage: maillon faible de l’industrie de grande série? », Gérer et compren-
dre. Annales des Mines, octobre 1991, pp 79-82. 
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workers in the improvement of quality and of results required the development of an 
organizational form allowing them to join in this process and to be given responsibili-
ties, as well as requiring redefinition of hierarchical relationships and of the roles of 
foremen. It was at this point that better knowledge of the Japanese experience led to an 
understanding that the work team was the organizational form that might encourage 
workers to participate and to take on responsibilities. 

So it was that the Elementary Work Units (EWUs) became the unifying and ho-
mogenizing organizational form for the team working on assembly lines or automated 
production lines which had first appeared in the 1970s, giving it a precise definition 
and precise economic and social goals. 

Unit Leaders have a hierarchical responsibility and do not work on the line them-
selves. They are not workers like the others, as in the Swedish group or the Japanese 
team. The unit is relatively large, 20 persons, though this varies. The Unit Leader 
therefore spends time on personnel management tasks. 

In the assembly areas, the work of the team involves Taylorized tasks on moving 
lines. The way that operations are divided up remains the responsibility of the indus-
trial engineering department, even if the workers are sometimes consulted; this is dif-
ferent from Japanese teams, which undertake their own line balancing activities. 
Workers are trained to be polyvalent, and are classified as first or second level "Pro-
duction Professionals" depending upon their ability to do the various jobs on the line 
and to take on a few associated functions. And yet, because of short cycle times, work-
ers are not able to fulfil these functions, except for the self-regulation which consists of 
declaring "my work is completed satisfactorily". If workers notice a problem, they call 
for persons to intervene, whose responsibility it is to make the problem go away. These 
are the Unit's Technical Assistants, who are in charge of quality and tooling problems, 
of training for polyvalency, and of relationships with maintenance workers. The Unit 
Leaders are in charge of relationships with upstream and downstream production areas, 
following formal procedures, though they can start these off themselves. The Units do 
not have budgetary objectives, nor their own budget. Evaluation of workers takes place 
annually by interview, and as necessary in cases where too many mistakes are being 
made. There is financial reward as a function of performance, which is calculated for 
the factory as a whole, within the framework of an annual agreement signed by the 
unions. Providing motivation is the job of the Unit Leader, via the presentation of sta-
tistics to the unit during breaks, and via teams that are formed to resolve urgent prob-
lems. Maintenance remains clearly distinct from production, so much so that it is 
sometimes organized into EWUs itself. 

In the machining areas, in cases where machines are automated and workers do not 
have to load and unload components at each cycle of the machine, workers can more 
easily take responsibility for maintenance tasks, though these are generally limited to 
cleaning, oiling, and to minor repairs when machines have stopped themselves auto-
matically. Their activities correspond better to the definition of semi-skilled production 
workers than do those of assembly line workers. We still see some attempts to create a 
new concept, that of the exploitant, a worker who fuses maintenance and production 
tasks. But these remain limited, unofficial, and are very strongly resisted. 
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Conclusion 
 
Team work emerged at Renault as an attempt to reform work, but it was opposed inso-
far as it threatened the basic industrial principles of decomposition of work into addi-
tive operations and continuous flow of production. The enrichment of work and the 
development of a professional career for unskilled workers have nevertheless remained 
significant themes. As a result of the type of automation selected, new problems have 
been posed: ensuring continuous functioning, organizing tasks which are heterogenous 
and do not occupy people full time, and rapid breakdown repair. Team work was seen 
as permitting the introduction of these new norms of work into the automated areas as 
well as offering an enriched type of work and a career path for workers. The success of 
some of the organizational forms adopted, the Japanese experience, the need to mobi-
lize the personnel to improve results, and the need to form new alliances with the un-
ions led to the decision to spread team work to all factory areas, whether or not they 
are automated. In this process, the definition and the application of team work have led 
to the disappearance of the more audacious formulas adopted at the start of the 1980s, 
as much regarding the function of the team motivator [animateur] as regarding rela-
tions with maintenance. 

While for Japanese automobile producers team work was and remains a means of 
getting employees to participate in improving productivity, quality and flexibility, 
rather than a means of responding to disaffection with industrial work (which is more 
the case today), at Renault, the theme of enriching work and offering a career path to 
workers remains one of the essential factors behind the choice of this form of work 
organization, even if other considerations and imperatives have arisen to embed it, re-
define it and justify it for all. 

The organizational and social dynamic which the EWUs are capable of engender-
ing, and which some managers hope for, will nonetheless reach a limit. If it begins to 
threaten the basic industrial principles of additivity and linearity (and this ought to be 
the logical consequence of seeking the primary causes of the dysfunctionalities of se-
quential production 1), that will open up a difficult debate within the firm, just as hap-
pened in the 1970s.  
 
 
Translation from the French by Sybil H. Mair. 
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