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There has been a tendency, in thinking about the changing industrial

relations landscape in the Republic of Ireland, to attribute major

significance to supposed singular and all-encompassing processes of

change, such as ‘individualization, or the spread of partnership and

involvement or the ‘demise of voluntarism’.  In this presentation I want to

suggest that such approaches are unhelpful and over-simplistic, and that

we do better to think in terms of growing divergence and diversity as the

really significant features of change over the past quarter century. What

we are now faced with in employment relations, to preserve the metaphor

for this session, is a series of ‘parallel landscapes’ rather than with any

singular and all-encompassing process of convergence towards one

landscape with well-defined common features.

I will attempt to identify the major features of these ‘parallel landscapes’

and consider some of their consequences, especially for the institutions of

industrial relations. But first, I want to consider, in brief, some problems

with widely prevalent interpretations of change pointing to the emergence

of a singular landscape, inhabited by more or less all players in

employment relations.

Change as Individualization?

The concept of individualization has provided one way of making sense

of change in Irish employment relations. It has, perhaps, been particularly

influential in sections of the academic community, but its influence goes

well beyond that community, and it resonates with seemingly plausible

anecdotes and observations of the changing worlds of work and

employment.
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The main ideas can be stated in brief. Spurred by increasingly intense

competitive pressure, firms are seeking to generate high levels of

commitment from their core employees. This increasingly leads them to

deploy state-of-the-art human resource practices. Practices like

performance-related pay, direct communications, the involvement of

employees in deciding how work should be carried out and the provision

of multiple channels for resolving personal grievances, lead employees to

think of themselves “as individuals” with highly specific or particular

relationships with their employing firms.  In a real sense firms are seen to

‘corporatize’ people’s commitment and loyalty, drawing these away from

fellow workers in the same jobs and grades.

Where firms adopt such practices, two alternative consequences are

predicted.

First, if firms are not already unionized, these practices may be expected

to preclude or dilute any appetite among employees to identify common

cause with others and to seek union representation.

Second, where firms are already unionized, these human resource

practices may be expected to corrode collective representation and

collective bargaining, causing trade unions eventually ‘to wither on the

vine’.

These ideas have informed a corpus of scholarly work on the changing

character of work and employment relations in Ireland, as elsewhere.

The individualizing effects of human resource practices are sometimes

regarded as being particularly pronounced within large and new work
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sites in high technology and knowledge-based sectors – within so-called

‘green-field’ sites. The real significance of work sites of this kind is that

they are seen to carry the ‘genetic code’, as it were, for employment

relations more generally in a high technology and knowledge-based

economy.

The implications of the supposed individualization of employment

relations are obviously far reaching.  But I wish to suggest that major

problems are revealed when this set of ideas is subjected to critical and

empirical examination.

There is much emphasis within this perspective on the use of

performance pay as the really key individualizing force in employment

relations, and the supposed higher incidence of performance pay in newer

or more recently established workplaces is viewed as ‘emblematic’ of

employer-instigated individualization.

But performance pay is used in workplaces for a variety of purposes,

many of which have no plausible link with employer-instigated

individualization: for example, increasing productivity; controlling the

pay bill. Performance can also be adopted as largely symbolic ‘counter-

point’ to practices that reward people mainly on the basis of grade or

seniority.

It is well established that performance pay gives rise to many practical

problems. Some of these, like under-funded bonus pools, perceptions of

unfairness in the distribution of bonuses, and tighter performance

standards, can provide a new basis for union influence.
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Other problems commonly reported in practice, like restricted ratings

ranges, ‘ratings drift’ and the use of performance awards simply to track

external pay trends, are, of their nature, failures of nerve to use

performance pay to individualize employees’ rewards.

A study based on a representative sample of some 450 workplaces in

Ireland, which I published in 2001 (Roche 2001), provides empirical

support for some of these objections.

Four findings stand out with respect to individualization:

1. First, human resource practices in general were not significantly

more pronounced in “greenfield” workplaces in general

compared to workplaces of ‘older’ vintage.

2. Second, no robust statistical association could be established

between the use of human resource practices, or performance

pay, and whether firms ‘recognized’ or negotiated with trade

unions.

3. Third, no association could be found between the extent to

which human resource practices were in use and the depth of

collective bargaining in workplaces where unions are present.

4. And finally, no evidence could be found that longer-term

exposure to human resource practices corroded collective

bargaining, causing unions to ‘wither on the vine’.

Change as the Progressive spread of Partnership and Involvement

If the idea of individualization as a way of interpreting change has been

most influential among sections of the academic community, the
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interpretation of change in terms of the progressive spread of partnership

and involvement in workplaces has probably been most influential in the

public policy community.

In a widely noted study, undertaken for the OECD in 1996, the

distinguished US political theorist, Charles Sabel, claimed that there

existed impressive evidence of the emergence and spread of what he

called ‘collaborative production’ methods in Ireland. These were based

on involvement, participative decision-making and joint problem-solving

activities between management and employees. These new principles of

working and their attendant human resource practices could be identified

across a wide swath of industry in Ireland, including among small

businesses (Sabel 1996).

Around the same time, other scholars also put forward optimistic

scenarios with respect to new work arrangements in Irish businesses. The

industrial relations scholar, Robert McKersie of MIT, saw fit to speculate

that Ireland, with its strong trade unions and sophisticated foreign

multinationals might be the ‘ideal locale’ for the emergence of a new

model of employment relations, based on co-operation and partnership

within firms between management, unions and employees (McKersie

1996).

Subsequent public policy reports and initiatives have mirrored these

optimistic projections of an emergent new model of industrial relations in

various ways. What I wish to suggest, however, is that such optimism

concerning a new partnership-based landscape is misplaced; that is has, in

effect, mistaken a guiding vision of public policy for the underlying

reality of trends in employment relations. While it many have been
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reasonable from the vantage point of the mid 1990s to predict the

widespread diffusion of partnership and involvement, such a view seems

considerably less tenable now, in the light of growing empirical evidence

and subsequent trends and developments.

Let me try to summarize the evidence and highlight some significant

developments.

•  There has been a great deal of experimentation and innovation with

various forms of partnership and involvement over the past decade.

What now seems untenable, in the light of the evidence available,

however, is there has been any ‘organic’ development of a new and

widespread model or paradigm for employment relations, based on

partnership and involvement principles and practices.

•  Rather, innovation and change encompassing this area appears to

be largely fragmentary; with relatively few instances of models

emerging that combine and sustain multiple innovations in such

areas as job design, information exchange, co-operative relations

with unions, and ‘stake holding’ through profit sharing or other

forms of financial participation. Perhaps, most telling is this regard,

are the data collected from some 5,000 employees in the

NCPP/ESRI survey, published in 1994, and co-designed by myself

and my colleague, John Geary.

•  These data point to the varying incidence of different

partnership/mutual gains practices, but, importantly, reveal that

few are employed in workplaces with systematic “bundles” of such

practices – the combinations that writers on co-operative
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employment relations generally deem critical to deliver tangible

outcomes for firms and their stakeholders.

•  It could well be the case that the period from the mid 1990s to the

end of that decade may have represented the ‘high tide’ of

partnership and involvement, in terms of the rate of formation of

new partnership arrangements. During this period experimentation

with such arrangements may well have been stimulated by the new

framework agreement on enterprise-level partnership in P2000, as

well as various EU finding programmes in support of workplace

innovation.  In the past five or so years, the collapse or eclipse of

some leading-edge partnerships in companies such as RTE, Aer

Rianta and Bausch and Lomb, also seems noteworthy.

•  Judging by these trends, systematic partnership and involvement

arrangements now appear to be more contingent and bounded – not

to mention more fragile and vulnerable to reverses – than was

originally thought: one landscape, with its own ecology, but not the

whole landscape of 21st century Irish employment relations.

Change as the Demise of Voluntarism

It has become common, more recently, to interpret change through the

lens of the demise of the ‘voluntrary system’ of industrial relations and

the supposed transformative effects of the accompanying ‘juridification’

of industrial relations activities. Observers of the demise of voluntarism

have drawn attention to the explosive growth of legislation concerned

with individual employment rights, and the advent of binding third-party

dispute resolution mechanisms in recent social partnership programmes.

Also figuring here are the new arrangements regulating the so-called
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‘right to bargain’, and the coming into force of the EU Directive on

Information and Consultation.

In the light of these developments, some commentators have spoken of

the mounting burden on employers of compliance, and of the penetration

of legal regulation into virtually every aspect of the employment

relationship. Others have pointed to the need by employers for legal

expertise, and the growing use of independent facilitators and ‘trouble-

shooters’ who may sometimes possess quasi-legal skills and expertise.

The acceleration of employment and industrial relations law in recent

decades, as well as the significance of new binding third-party

mechanisms, cannot be doubted. I nevertheless wish to sound a number

of cautionary notes with respect to this broad view of change, which

attributes major behavioural significance to legal developments.

•  Debates surrounding the demise of voluntarism and its significance

have waxed and waned throughout the not inconsiderable period of

time that I have been involved in industrial relations. If voluntarism

is dying, its death has been slow, and many other external

influences, particularly economic and competitive influences, have

arguably had a much more significant affect on shaping and

reshaping behaviour in the field of employment relations – not

least in recent decades, when voluntarism is seen to have been in

extremis and legal regulation undergoing explosive growth.

•  Could it be that the observers of the demise of voluntarism attribute

more significance to the effects of legal developments on the

behaviour, skills and priorities of the parties to employment
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relations than warranted, given the many other trends and pressures

evident in the field?

•  Might not the functioning of third-party institutions have changed

more significantly in the face of juridification than the underlying

behaviour of the parties to the employment relationship?

•  I will seek later to develop the view that underlying postures or

responses to the growth of legal regulation in employment

relations, in fact, vary significantly, depending on the character of

the employment relationship in which employers, employees and

unions are engaged.

•  More generally, if we focus on the demise of voluntarism too

narrowly in terms of the growth of legal regulation and binding

mechanisms for dispute resolution, might we not miss arguably one

of the most significant developments of the past quarter century:

namely, that employers and, to some extent employees and unions,

have come to enjoy much greater latitude - within the law and the

strictures of public policy - to choose voluntarily the employment

relations models they wish to operate, including how they should

respond to growing legal regulation itself?
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‘Parallel Landscapes’: Divergence in Employment Relations
Arrangements

I have been critical of three influential frameworks for understanding

change in Irish industrial relations; each one based on a singular, all-

encompassing process that is seen powerfully to shape and reshape

behaviour in the worlds of work and employment.

I now wish to sketch an alternative understanding of change in which

multiple influences, divergence and growing diversity in employment

relations arrangements play a major part.

By the 1980s the so-called ‘adversarial model’ of employment relations,

involving arms-length negotiation and compromise between firms and

unions had become the near standard basis for employment relations in

Ireland by the 1980s. Incoming multinationals no less than Irish-owned

firms had adopted this model.

The propagation of the ground-rules for this model was also the official

business of the state and of its agencies concerned with industrial

development and conflict resolution.

One of the most significant developments in Ireland over the course of

the past 20 to 25 years has been the crumbling of the national industrial

relations system represented by this model, and the unravelling of some

of its key institutional supports.

A largely unitary national system has been replaced by a series of patterns

or models of employment relations – parallel landscapes with different

ecologies that coexist side-by-side – often quite literally - within the same
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industrial estates and business parks, and sometimes indeed even within

the same businesses.

Drawing on a corpus of research over the past decade, let me first sketch

in no more than broad outline, and no doubt with some simplification, the

employment relations models that now seem identifiable in Ireland, and

some of the influences that appear to shape them.

The human resource model comprises multiple state-of-the-art human

resource practices, geared to achieving high levels of performance, as

well as to giving employees a stake in the business. The same practices

are also geared explicitly to union avoidance. Employees commonly

enjoy decision-making discretion with respect to their own jobs, but

much less commonly with respect to broader company challenges. In

return for their loyalty and commitment employees enjoy good pay and

conditions and reasonable levels of employment security.

This model appears to incorporate a distinctive posture towards an

expanding web of employment law, particularly with respect to individual

employment rights. This posture involves ‘substituting’ resort to external

judicial channels as far as possible with internal ADR mechanisms or

quasi-judicial mechanisms and forums of various kinds, ombudspersons,

review panels, arbitrators, and the like. Revealingly, such mechanisms

have been termed ‘justice on the job’ by US commentators.

This model: is shaped by an imperative for product and process

dynamism in high technology and knowledge-based firms. Also
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influential in some cases are strong managerial values originating in the

US and disavowing unionisation.  Faced by increasingly intense

competition in the international market for foreign direct investment, the

IDA and other state institutions have sought to create and maintain the

institutional space in which these values can find expression in firms and

workplaces in Ireland.

The partnership model comprises arrangements in which firms, unions

and employees handle significant mainstream business and employment

issues on a co-operative basis. As already suggested, such arrangements

remain uncommon. Instances of partnership combining innovative

practices at multiple levels with financial participation remain very

uncommon indeed.

Moves to create and sustain partnership arrangements sometimes involve

new initiatives in dispute resolution, based on principles different to those

guiding classical external dispute resolution bodies. There may again be

attempts to take more aspects of dispute resolution ‘in house’ and to alter

mechanisms, through the use of such devices as ‘facilitators’ and

mediators, joint problem solving, and ‘brain-storming’, with some

parallel requests for forms of external mediation seen to be consistent

with partnership principles and objectives.

Partnership arrangements of a significant kind tend to take shape in

firms experiencing ‘discontinuous’ rather than smooth commercial

change. Confident and well-organized unions close off alternative

pathways for handling change, and may actively promote partnership.
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Visionary managers and union officials are often also critical in providing

sponsorship for partnership.

(The modified adversarial model): Still recognizable in the private sector

and standard in public service organizations are postures and practices

associated with the once standard adversarial model from the old

industrial relations textbook. It is now commonplace to find adversarial

principles and practices fused with some practices drawn from the human

resource model, or inspired by partnership.

The broad posture toward legal regulation associated with modified

adversarialism appears to be one of compliance, with human resource

managers ‘policing’ line mangers to this end. The parties resort to

classical modes of dispute resolution, pragmatically accepting

modifications to these – for example, binding outcomes - as to other

employment relations practices, as the balance of advantage appears to

dictate.

In the private sector, ‘modified adversarialism’ of this kind results from

‘eclectic’ and often serial experimentation with some new-style human

resource practices. In the public service, ‘modified adversarialism’ takes

the form of co-operation confined mainly to ‘softer’ issues, within ‘first-

generation partnership arrangements. The public service model also

incorporates some HR innovations fostered by the programme for public

service modernization (the Strategic Management Initiative). The basic

rules of engagement, however, remain adversarial.

The unilateral model is based on management by hierarchy and on

market-based employment relationships. Unilateralists seek either to
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avoid unionisation or to marginalize collective bargaining, where unions

exist. Compromise is disavowed, and even co-operation may be seen to

have little virtue, unless it is co-operation based on facing up to acute

‘economic realities’ on management’s terms. There is little evident

enthusiasm either for most of the standard practices from the new

textbooks on human resource management.  Wage levels are generally

low and employment insecure.

The posture towards growing legal regulation in this case may sometimes

involve testing, or contesting, the boundaries of the law, in the search for

maximum flexibility. Third-party dispute resolution may be unwelcome,

whether in classical or novel forms. There may indeed be a preference to

eschew third-party mechanisms with a view to escalating disputes to what

may be viewed as definitive outcomes – turning on its head the classical

notion of good practice with respect to dispute resolution.

Unilateralism: is commonly shaped by intense cost-based competition.

These conditions have led some major firms openly to disavow the

compromises of the adversarial model in their search for rapid and

authoritative responses to commercial pressures. A preference for

‘management by hierarchy’ is also fed in some instances by a corporate

mythology of ‘managerial heroism’, or an emphasis on the virtues of

strong personalized leadership.

This is intended as no more than a broad outline of a range of patterns or

models of employment relations now evident in the Irish employment

relations landscape.
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Implications for ‘Institutions of the Middle Ground’

I wish to close by posing some questions regarding the possible

implications of these developments for major institutions in industrial

relations, including what Charles McCarthy referred to as ‘institutions of

the middle ground’, such as the LRC and the Labour Court.

The LRC and the Labour Court are, of course, busy in responding to the

forces of change, and are also verifiably highly effective in handling the

business that comes before them. But the kinds of developments

discussed here are also no doubt making their presence felt both beyond

and within their borders.

At a practical level, different models of employment relations entail

different modes of mediation and conflict resolution – a feature of the

new industrial relations world, to which the LRC, of course, is responding

through new, more diverse and more context-tailored services.

More challengingly, perhaps have been self-confident demands, including

some from traditional users of third-party institutions, to ‘internalize’

dispute resolution; an apparent willingness sometimes to eschew those

institutions in order to ‘escalate’ disputes to contests of strength and

definitive outcomes, as described earlier, and strident challenges to the

jurisdiction of third-party bodies.

Could the cumulative impact of such developments mean a more serious

threat to the authority of third-party institutions than at any time in their

history?
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The pressures emanating from growing diversity have also posed serious

challenges to social partnership, with questions of union recognition and

‘bargaining rights’ and outsourcing emerging at different times as

potential ‘deal busting’ issues.

It is hard to escape a sense that the basic institutional fabric of Irish

industrial relations, including public policy priorities, are currently being

contested more than any time in a half a century; with contending views

of what may be ‘good’ or ‘practicable’ employment relations leading to

a significant degree of institutional fragmentation and disjointedness.

Where the point of ‘equilibrium’ will be reached in the institutional

system remains unclear, but is surely a vital issue for the Irish economy

and for Irish society.
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