Chapter 1: Overview

€ What is employment relations (ER)?
€ ER: Levels & interest groups
2 Frames of references

@ System approach

@ Social action approach

@ Conflict frame of reference approach

e Radical pluralism & marxism, pluralism,
unitarism

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

“Issues in employ ment relations have a habit of re-surfacing and the debates of
the 1890s are often relevant in 2000. Examples of such recurringissues are: the
role og government in employ ment relations; how to pratect individual and
collectiverights; how to ensurethat workers are not exploited; the appropriate
baance between efficiency and equity, and the baance of power between
employers and employees.” (p. vii).

This chapter showsthat the existence of the multi-disciplinary foundation of ER,
different leves of analysis, different interest groups, and different frames of
references al contributeto avariety of opinions about ER. It adso contributesto
productive ‘tensions’ which promotes new theoreticd debates and new empirica
guestions, analy ses & understanding.

The understanding of ER is often associated with particular experiences, socia
norms, upbringing, etc. It is heavily influenced by mediareports (see Deeks &
Rasmussen 2002: 12-14 for an overview & the Chronicle in the New Zealand
Journal of Industrial Relations for aoverview of current events).




What is employment relations?

€ It is concerned with:
= Employment, unemployment & self-
employm.

@ How individuals, groups, organisations or
the state have their interests represented

@ What these interests are

@ How individuals manage & promotes their
interest within an organisation

= The way conflict is managed & regulated

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

“The definition of employ ment relations has broadened over time and is still
evolving The subject of employ ment relations has developed an interdisciplinary
approach using concepts and idess derived from sociology, economics,

psy chology, history and politica science. Our current definition incorporates
conceptua eements from both UK industria relations and USA labour relations
as wdll as from human resource management theory.” (p. 1).

Thisimpliesthat ER is arather wide-reachingtopic with many different ang es.
It has grown in subject areas & in the range of analy ses conducted. This makes

for both adynamic & complex field of study.

ER has amulti-disciplinary & interdisciplinary foundation and it is influenced by
sociology, economics, history, psychology, politica science, law, etc. This
alows ER to benefit from insi ghts from these disciplines as wel | as benefitting
from an interdisciplinary approach (seetables 1.1 & 2.1 in Deeks & Rasmussen
2002 for an overview).




Levels of employment relations

€ The various levels of analysis provide
different aspects & types of questions:
@ International
2 National
@ Industry
@ Organisational or corporate
@ Workplace
@ individual

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

The book only mentions 5 levels. However, in light of the ER changes post-1990,
theindividual leved should dso have been mentioned.

It isinterestingthat ER often focuses on nationa regul aions when there have
major shifts a internationd, organisationd & individud leves. Thetraditiona
industry focus has becomeless prevdent in NZ post-1990.

Theinternationd level has become moreimportant with ‘gobalisation’, growth
in multi-national organisations, labour standards, international collaboration (eg.
EU or APEC), inspiration from overseas ‘ER models'.

After the ECA 1991 & withthe growth in HRM, corporae & workplace ER
changes have become crucia as they often gve effect to nationd regulations &
establish ER outcomes (including pay distribution & career paths).

Theindividual leve is associated with therisein individua employ ment rights
(seechp. 5), with individua norms & aspirations becomingmagor ‘drivers’ of
organisationa & public policy changes (eg career theory, ‘psychologca
contracts’, persona grievances, information rights). M anagers’ aspirations &
styles have aso had a crucid impact on ER processes & outcomes.




ER Is contentious

@ It is multi-disciplinary with many different &
often conflicting angles on ER issues

@ It is influenced by wider society changes &
norms

@ Our own perspective is based on an individual
set of beliefs & values
© We often align ourselves with those who share our

views (media, employers, unions, etc.)

©® Frames of reference: different ways of seeing
ER

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

Thereare many different interests & interest groups in ER; the most important
‘stakeholders’ are: government, employ ers, unions, employ ees. For an overview
of theseinterest groups — seepp 5-9.

The government has alway s had akey impact on New Zedand ER and this has
continued in the recent times — see chp. 3, 4 & 5. Whilethe government has
dtered the ER framework, it has aso shift focus of ER: “ As aresult of these
fundamenta changes, the responsibility for employ ment relaions rests firmly
with employers and employees.” (p. vi).

Soci ety norms influence what is acceptable behaviour & rights in ER but each
individual has their own perspectives. Thesepergectives areinfluenced by
mediareports, peer groups etc. Thereis tendency to reinforce these perspectives
in our search/sdlection of information about ER.

Theframes of reference provides some general views of ER,; they are* generd
theory’ goproaches to ER. These generd theories are normaly associated with
more specific theories. For example, the pluraist-unitarist distinction can be
supported by theories about management styles or union theories & rights.




Systems approach

© Treats ER as a distinctive system although it
partially overlaps & interacts with social,
economic & political systems

@ Emphasises the interdependencies & inter-
actions between org. & their environment
@ Inputs => processes == outputs => feedback

@ Concerned with how order & stability are
established in a changing environment

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

Dunlop’s 1958 formulation of the Industrial Relations Systems coincided with
similar approaches in political science, internationd relations, sociology, etc.

The sysems approach is an attempt to esablish agenerd theory/framework of IR
and it provides aoverview which has greatly influenced ER thinking. Its
generality makes it easier to understand ER, but it is less ableto pick up nuances
& theory shifts, compared to amulti-disciplinary understanding.

Theinterdependencies imply that achangein one areaor to one element can
reverber ate through the whole sy gem and bring about unanticipated changes.
This will also impact on the feedback mechanisms.

Whilethetraditional actors — stae, employers, unions, employees — Hill play a
mgor role, thereis a growing emphasis on contexts & ideology. Thisispartly an
attempt to undersgand the wider impacts on ER (including‘ gobalisation’), partly
afunction of amulti-disciplinary pergpective and partly an effect of considerable
ideological and theoretica debate over coretheoretical issues of ER (see eg. the
discussion surrounding the ECA 1991 on pp. 38-40, or the debates prior to the
ERA 2000, on pp. 64-66).




Systems approach ||

€ Rules & practices are key ER outputs
@ Written rules, oral rules, custom & practice
€ Limitations of systems approach

@ More of a descriptive framework than an
explanatory & analytical approach to ER

@ It is preoccupied with rules & stability

@ |t tends to overlook the dynamics of
interest divergence & conflict

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

“There are written rul es such as those contained in an employ ment contract or
organisationa/job manual. Oral rules may be part of averba agreement or
supervison onthe job. Custom and practice rul es can be described as habitua
acts not written or even spoken of and are only exposed if transgressed.” (p. 11).

Whil e rules have become afocus for the sy gems gpproach it has probably been
over-emphasised. “ authors such as Geare (1994: 249) arguethat whilerules are
important, they are not the main purpose of employ ment. Indead they arethereto
help employ ers, employ ees and the government achi eve their objectives.” (p. 2).

The sysgems approach was developed when USindustria relations (in terms of
coll ective arrangements) had had amajor growth period & it appeared fairly
stable. Sncethen, there has been asea change: ariseinindividualism, declinein
unionism, increased employer power & significant changes to work &

employ ment patterns.

Thus, the emphasis on rule-making, stability & order may beless appropriatein
an environment whereideolog es are | ess compaétible, contexts arefast changng
and new processes & outcomes are sought. Can the descriptive framework
provide enough andy sis of the new dynamicsin ER?




Social action approach

@ It provides an individual, subjective & action
orientated approach to ER
© How does the individual ‘see’ or interpreter ER (be
it changes, rules or empl. Relationships)?
@ It recognises that people may not share
similar ideology & often attach different
meanings to ER interactions & changes

@ It tries to explain individual behaviour
© Motivation, bargaining, conflict resolution

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

Whilethe socid action gpproach has been linked to the German sociologst M ax
Weber, its current impact is influenced by psychology, theimpact of HRM , and
therisein individud rights & aspirations. It can be associated with new
theoretica areas such as career theory, the psy chological contract, motivation,
commitment & trust. Recent emphasisin HRM on communication & employee
feedback on changes, as well as cultura diff erences (chp 5), are other examples.

“Theemphasis, therefore, is on the actions of others. This can rdateto ther past,
present or future (expected) behaviour, and to how their lives and experiences are
shaped by their work. It can dso relateto their hopes and frsutrations in the job.”

(p. 12).

“The'action’ pergpective as an explanation of the socia behaviour of employers
and employees has agreat deal of support. Thefact that the socid action frame of
reference embraces change and endeavours to explain individua behaviour
makes it popular in areas such as motivation, bargaining and conflict resolution.”

(p. 13).




Social action approach ||

€ The strength of the social action
approach is also its weakness:

@ |ts explanations tend to be subjective and
are often ideologically motivated

@ The individual & subjective angles tend to
bypass structural or systemic explanations

@ It is difficult to obtain a comprehensive
view of ER changes & interactions

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

Differences in ideology & the scopefor many different interpretaions of issues
& events dlows for arich, multi-dimensiona understanding of ER. This can dso
be adrawback as the many details & individual interpretations can hamper a
more genera understanding of ER issues.

It isimportart, therefore, to link subjective interpretations by individud actors
with an assessment of more ‘objective’ trends. Otherwise, it can be difficult to
understand why certain event and trends are crucial in definingthe current key
issues of ER




Conflict frames of reference

©® Wide coverage: from unitarism to marxism

© Radical pluralism (influenced by marxism)
© Social phenomena are interrelated
 |Isolated analysis of ER does not make sense
Conflict is inherent in ER
e power imbalance between employer & employees

Unions can counter but not overcome exploitation
of employees.

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

The conflict frames of reference attempts to explain why conflict existsin the
workplace, what staus should be attached to conflict (is positive or negative?),
and how conflicts should be addressed by employers, unions & employ ees.

Conflict frames of references constitute, therefore, a generd view of employer-
employ ee relaionships which can be further developed by using ‘lower’ leve
theories about management styles, union drateges & roles.

The conflict frames of reference is influenced by that they were developed in the
UK inthe 1960s & 1970s (Fox, Flanders, Clegg, Hy man) where concerns over
industrid conflicts & employ er-employ ee relationships were pronmptingare-
examining of the‘British IR sygem’.

Radicd plurdism is heavily influenced by marxism and this has contributed to its
understanding of ER & especially theunions’ role. “radica plurdism sees
employ ment relations as being ‘integrated with and not separated from the
politica and economic spheres’.” (p. 14).

Radicd pluralism puts emphasis of power differences & theimportance of
ownership of the means of production: employers have power & useit to further
their own goals. The stateis less of neutrd actor and is influenced by the
structures & power constellations of the capitdist society .




From radical pluralismto pluralism

@ Radical pluralism focusses on conflict, with
little to contribute re: other outcome types
2 Contributes to criticism of pluralism

@ Pluralism
iz Has often been a ‘favourite’ of ER researchers

© ER as a complex system with different ‘actors’
(groups, individuals) having different interests

@ ‘mutual survival’ overlays sectional interests

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

Radicd pluralism has had asignificant impact on ER through its criticism of
plurdism. It has kept power differences, therole of the state & unions,
exploitativework & employ ment practices at the forefront of ER debates.

Plurdist proponents have “ argued that employ ment relations are much morethan

asingle system held together by oneideology and individuals and groups are
pursuing their own goals, yet each is dependent uponthe others for mutual
survivd.” (p. 15).

The plurdist approach puts emphasis on the dy namic & often decentraised
processes & outcomes of ER but thereis also scopefor gability & power
balances through the means of custom & practice, bargaining & legislation.

It provides afocus on what kinds of different interests exist, why they exist &
whether these interests leave any scope for mutua beneficid solutions.

Conflict is accepted as both inevitable and legtimate though it can betempered
and controlled to some degree through appropriate sructures and procedures.
Negotiation, compromise & concessions festure prominently in the mind-set of
plurdism with less emphasis on decisions by fidt.

10



Pluralism

@ Acknowledges managerial prerogative &
employee rights: a continuous balancing act
¥ Collective & individual approaches
@ Criticisms
2 may focus too much on conflict resolution & how
to accommodate change & power differences
* Need a more comprehensive analysis of conflict

@ Could put more emphasis on government
influences & how power differences exist at all ER
levels

{
4

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

While employers, employees & unions may have different interests they aso
have some compatibleinterests which make accommodation & power sharing
possible. M anagerid prerogetive is aways crucid in ER decision-making &
work organisation but astrongrol e for employeeinfluence is possible through
collective action & individual employ ment rights.

Inthe 1970s, it was expected that plurdist approaches would become dominating
in ER as collective action & stronger individua rights would lead to more power-
sharing Therise of manageridism & HRM has to some degreefoiled this
expectation, with agrowing interest in different ‘regulation models’ ether a
internationd or nationd level.

Thereis atendency to focus on collective over individual approaches though both
types of approaches can easily be accommodated within pluraism.

The emphasis on ‘solutions’ tends to overlook more fundamenta reasons for
conflict. It aso bypasses more subtle, often individud, forms of dealingwith
conflict (withdrawa, staff turnover, resistanceto change). Likewise, government
regulation often lacks apower pergoective as well as the potertia detrimentd
effect of power differences on pluraist approaches to ER.
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Unitarism

& Paternalistic approach: little ‘room’ for
conflict, unions or employee influence

# Managerial prerogative is stressed

€ Neo-unitarism: certain forms of HRM

& Criticisms
@ Harmonious understanding of ER & power
@ Bypasses different views & employee rights

© Rasmussen & Lamm, 2002

The unitarist frame of reference builds on images of thearmy, family, gorts
team, to justify the aignment of employee behaviour & interests withthe
employ er/organisationa /manager interests. It often view unions as unwanted
‘third parties’ whaoseirritating, ‘trouble-seeking interventions spoil a productive
employ er-employ eerdationship.

The neo-unitarism ‘labd’ : It has been asserted that weakened union & employee
power has increased the importance of manageriad prerogative & amore pro-
active management gpproach to ER (including diff erent management styles being
applied to different employ ee groups in the same or ganisations).

“M anagers who subscribe to this frame of reference create a sense of common
purpose and corporate culture, set targets for their employ ees, and invest in
trainingand management development. Techniques to facilitate commitment,
quality and flexibility include performance-related pay, profit-sharing and
employeeinvolvement. Interesting, therise of neo-unitarismin New Zed and has
coincided with an increase in the number of human resource managers, many of
whom espousethe neo-unitarist view.” (p. 16).

Seefig 1.3 & thediscussion of application of frames of reference (p. 17).




