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MANAGERS PERCEPTIONS OF COOPERATION AND JOINT

DECISION-MAKING WITH TRADE UNIONS:
A REGIONAL CASE STUDY IN THE ILLAWARRA (AUSTRALIA)

Ray Markey and Simon Pomfr et

Abstract

This paper examines manageria perceptions of cooperation and consultation, and tests the
hypothesis of some unionists that cooperation and consultation as perceived by management
minimise union input into the decison-making process. The increased adoption of a strategic
HRM perspective on the employment relationship has led to a gowing concern with building
cooperation through employee consultation and participation at the workplace level. This
perspective actualy embraces two broad approaches. ‘hard HRM characterised by direct
forms of job-related participation; and ‘soft HRM characterised by representative forms of
participation, or joint decison making, between management and unions and/or works
councils (or consultative committees), as favoured in much of Europe. The choice between
these is influenced, among other things, by the industrid environment in which workplaces
operate, particularly the strength of traditional industria relations structures and perspectives.

This case study is based upon a survey of employment relations managers attitudes to
cooperation and joint decison making in a region characterised by a drong traditiond
indudrid reations infrasructure, including strong unionism. It shows that whilst drategic
HRM perspectives on employee participation have developed a significant presence in the
region’s workplaces, they have been adapted to the industrial environment. The managers
overwhelmingly reported a cooperative rdationship with unions, and a sSgnificant proportion
believed in joint decison making with unions, adbet over a sdective range of issues.
Managers of public sector, tertiary sector and large workplaces were far more inclined to
support joint decision making than others. The survey results dso show that those respondents
who perceived a cooperative relationship indicated a greater willingness on the part of
management to share input with the union than those who perceived their rdationship as
confrontationd.

The perspective of a pragmatic HRM shaped by its industrid environment is confirmed by
comparing these results with those from a survey of US employee rdations managers
conducted by Perline and Sexton (1994). The results of this comparison diverge consderably.
Perline and Sexton found for the US that ‘those managers who perceived their relationship
with the union to be cooperative were less likely to believe that issues should be jointly
determined by management and the union’, thus confirming the pessmigtic union hypothesis.
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MANAGERS PERCEPTIONS OF COOPERATION AND JOINT

DECISION-MAKING WITH TRADE UNIONS:
A REGIONAL CASE STUDY IN THE ILLAWARRA (AUSTRALIA)

I ntroduction

Management of the employment relationship has been subject to sgnificant change in the last
two decades, as the process of globalisation has intensified competition in product and labour
markets. The overall objective of changing approaches to people management has been to
increase efficiency and productivity at the micro or workplace level by atempting to link
employment policies and practice more specificaly to corporate strategy. Some of the mgor
components of these changes have included increased responsbility of line managers for
employment policies, flexible employment practices, broadening job structures, performance
gppraisa, increased training, performance related pay schemes, direct communication with
employees, policies designed to build employee commitment to the firm, and decentrdisation
of collective bargaining over wages and employment conditions towards the enterprise leve,
and even individud employee contracts The growing incidence of these management
practices has been widdy documented in Audtrdia and internationaly (Kramar 1998; Kramar
and Lake 1997; Moorehead et d. 1997; Sparrow, Schuler and Jackson 1994; Lansbury and
Kitay 1995; Locke, Kochan and Piore 1995; Blyton and Turnbull 1992).

The management practices and policies described here have been commonly classified as part
of a new generic typology of drategic human resource management. Such classfication is
usudly contrasted with the ‘older’ typology of indudtrial relations (or personnd management
and indudrid relations), which is characterised by an assumption that conflict is inherent in the
employment relaionship, regulation of clearly ddineated employment contracts through
collective bargaining, nationd standards, customs and practice, employee management by
gecidig IR or HR managers, divison of labour, and a mgor role for trade unions in
bargaining and communication between management and employees (Kramar 1998; Looise
and van Riemsdijk 1998; Storey 1992, 1995; Guest 1987; Beaumont 1991; Legge 1995).

These contragting models represent ided types which may rardly be implemented in their
entirety, and many firms no doubt incorporate a mixture of practices from both typologies (see
Simons, Shadur and Kienzle 1999; Robinson and Foote 1997). This qudification does not
negate the observation of generd trends, such as the growing influence of Srategic HRM
approaches, and even the displacement of personnd and industrid relations approaches to
people management. However, it does suggest that there may be important countervailing
factors which limit the full implementation of any typology of management of the employment
relationship. These may indude the strength of particular inditutions or cultures of indudtrid
relations at various levels, from the nationd leve to the workplace. An important example of
this is the continued importance of trade unions in many European countries in coexistence
with the growth of drategic HRM policies, even though union decline, in membership and
influence, has been associated with drategic HRM to a large extent.  Indeed, this has led
some to digtinguish between ‘hard’ HRM in the mainly English spesking countries where union
influence cearly has been undermined, and the ‘soft’ European variant of HRM which
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maintains a role for unions (Navrbjerg, and Lubanski 1998; Munkeby and Hansen 1998;
Muller-Jentsch 1998; Brewster 1993, 1994).

The difference in approach between ‘hard and ‘soft’ HRM may be seen clearly in the
interconnected areas of communication, cooperation and consultation with employees, which
generdly fdl under the heading of employee participation. Modern management theorists and
researchers of al kinds have commonly emphassed the importance of two-way
communication and cooperation between management and labour in determining the success
of HRM dgrategy and in maximising workplace efficiency. Cooperation relies upon building
employee commitment, and employee consultation and participation are intringc to this
process (see Gollan and Davis 1998; Dunlop Commission 1994 2; Kdler 1995; Markey and
Monat 1997: 612; Storey 1995: 333). Indeed, some researchers argue that employee
participation and empowerment are progressive management practices which have universa
benefits to performance enhancement, as opposed to most other HRM practices whose
success is contingent upon the organisationd context (Arthur 1994; Delaney and Husdlid
1996). The ‘had” HRM approach is identified with direct methods of communication
between management and employees, such as team briefings, eectronic mal sysems,
company newdetters and surveys seeking views of employees, and delegation of job-based
decisiorrmaking discretion to employees. 1t is adso identified with drect forms of employee
participation, such as teamwork and quality circles. ‘Softt HRM approaches, on the other
hand, are identified with communication and employee participation via representative bodies
such as trade unions, as well as works councils or consultative committees, athough not
necessarily to the exclusion of direct participation (O’ Kely 1998).

Western Europe and Japan have been characterised by a ‘softt HRM approach which has
alowed amgor role for unions and/or other representative bodies such as works councilsin
management/employee communications and in achieving efficiency and flexibility outcomesin
the workplace. Unions and/or works councils have often played a partnership role with
management in these areas, particularly in Scandinavia and Germany for example. Indeed, the
works council system is currently being extended in the European Union, and unions have
frequently played a very influentid role in the European works councils (Cressey 1997;

Crouch 1993; Lecher 1997; Markey and Monat 1997: 412-15; Schulten 1996; Rivest 1996;
Rogers and Streeck 1995; Transfer 1995; Veersma and Tegelaers 1997).

The predominantly English gpesking countries have offered the most didinctive contrast
between ‘hard HRM approaches and an adversarid personnd management and industrid
relaions gpproach to people management. Building on along tradition of employer hodtility to
unionism, the USA has been characterised by a combination of ‘hard’ anti-union HRM sde-
by-9de with adversarid indudrid redions in some unionised sectors.  The other
predominately English spesking countries have been more dominated by an adversarid
industria relations gpproach, which has involved far greater acceptance of unions. However,
in the case of these countries and the USA, traditiond industrid relations systems have lost
ground to ‘hard’ HRM approaches.

Generdly, non-union representative forms of employee participation have been much dower
in te&king root in manly Englishspesking countries, largely as a result of management
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rductance to cede managerid authority. Where labour/management cooperation and
conaultation has occurred in the mainly English-gpeaking countries, employees have been
commonly represented by unions rather than the works councils or consultative committees
which have characterised codetermination in much of western Europe (see Markey and
Monat 1997: 412-15; Markey and Reglar 1997; Donahue 1997; Dunlop Commission Report
Part 11 1994; Markey 1987). Unions in the mainly English-speaking countries aso commonly
have harboured suspicions that managerid notions of cooperation involve concessons from
employees but little genuine joint decison-making (Banks and Metzgar 1989; Voos and
Cheng 1989; Perline and Sexton 1994; Markey 1989).

Cooperdaion and employee conaultation and participation clearly mean different things to
different people, but if these terms are to mean anything more substantia than the mere
manageriaist srategy often sugpected by unions in these countries, then they must involve an
enhancement of communication and information sharing, and some input into decisonmaking
by employees or their representatives. This chapter seeks to answer the question ‘what do
managers mean by cooperation with unions? by exploring the degree of cooperation which
they have with unions, the extent to which they support joint decisionmaking with unions, and
linking the two. In S0 doing the article examines and tests the hypothess of many unionists in
manly Englidrspesking countries that cooperation and consultation as perceived by
management minimise union input into the decisortmaking process. The reverse hypothesis
of ‘soft’” HRM which we a0 test is that management will be more willing to jointly determine
many issuesif they perceive thair relationship with unions to be cooperative,

The dudy is based on a survey of managers in the highly-unionised Illawarra region of
Audrdia, with a brief comparison to the attitudes of some of their counterparts in the USA.
The nature of this data dlows important ingghts into the impact on workplace relations of
different perspectives of people management - ‘hard and ‘softt HRM, and traditional
indudrid reaions - and ther interaction. The growth of employee consultation and
participation n the Illawarra region would indicate the adoption of strategic HRM practices.
However, in the context of the well-entrenched traditiond indudtria relations structures of the
region, strategic HRM may choose between two perspectives: a*‘hard HRM gpproach which
is anti-union (and to which unions are hogtile), or a ‘soft’” HRM approach which works with
unions, adapting to them and being adapted to by them.

M ethodology

In 1996-97 the Labour Market and Regiond Studies Centre at the University of Wollongong
conducted a comprehensive study of workplace relatiionsin the lllawarraregion, in the sate of
New South Wdes, Audrdia. The Illawarra Regiond Workplace Industrid Relations Survey
(IRWIRS) examined workplace practices in smal, medium and large workplaces of the
region, replicating the nationa survey of the (then) Audrdian Depatment of Indudrid
Rddtions, the Audtrdian Workplace Indudtrial Relaions Survey (AWIRS). The results of
AWIRS were published in Morehead et d. (1997), and results of IRWIRS appeared in
Markey et al. (1997, 1998, 2000).
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A number of surveys were implemented in the regiond study, IRWIRS, including a Labour-
Management questionnaire which examined the attitude of managers towards cooperation and
joint decison-making with unions. This questionnaire was adminigtered to those managers
respongble for employee rdationsin Illawarraworkplaces, and replicated a survey conducted
inthe USA by Perline and Sexton in 1986-87 (1994) for the purpose of comparison.

The sampling frame for the regiond Audtrdian study in the lllawarra conssted of a judgment
sample of 200 workplace locations sdected from a regional database of private and public
sector workplaces employing 20 or more persons, with at least one employee as a member of
a union. The quedionnaire was sdf-completed by the organisation’s employee relations
manager. A tota of 119 usable responses was received, representing a cross section of
industries and workplace sizes.

The US data of Perline and Sexton (1994) derived from 78 usable responses to a mailed sdlf-
completed questionnaire from employee rdations managers of large corporations in 23
traditionaly unionised industries during 1986-87. This response was based upon a sampling
frame with a judgment sample of 213 large corporations contained in Standard and Poor’s
Largest Corporations and a specid issue of Business Week which contained a lig of the
1,000 largest companiesin the US.

This study focuses upon the Illawarra survey ance it is obvious that the two sets of data are
not directly comparable. The lllawarra data is based on a representative sample of
workplaces, in terms of industry disperson, in a region where indudria relaions are not
typica of Audrdia. The US data is based on a nonrepresentative nationd sample of large
corporations, in unionised industries. The US study also was conducted a decade before the
regiond Audrdian one, and in tha time HRM approaches have extended their influence in
Audrdia, and unionisation of the workforce has declined. However, a limited comparison
between the two sample bases is worthwhile because of the shared strength of union
presence, Since it is managers perceptions of cooperation with unions with which we are
concerned.

Since both the regiord Illawarra and US studies are based upon rdatively highly-unionised
samples, we might expect approaches to employee reations which differ somewhat from the
classic ‘hard HRM approach described earlier, which is particularly associated with weakly
or ronunionised sectors. We might also expect that this difference is particularly pronounced
in the area of employee consultation, participation and cooperation.

Context

Audrdia trade unions generdly have enjoyed a rdatively high degree of acceptance in
indudtria relations for most of the twentieth century. This has been partly because of their
close rdaionship with the Austrdian Labor Party, and especidly because of their privileged
position in the state conciliation and arbitration tribuna system which has dominated Audtrdian
indugtrid relations for mogt of the twentieth century. The importance of this system has been
diluted in recent years, and unions are probably facing the most hostile politica and indudtrid
environment they have encountered for many decades. Together with the changing structure
of employment, this diminished acceptance of union legitimacy has contributed to a recent
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decline in Audrdian union dendty to bedow 30%. However, whilst unionism in the lllawarra
region which provided the sample for the Austraian survey has aso declined somewhat, the
regionisareative stronghold of unionismin Audrdia

The lllawarra region of Augtrdia, 80 kilometres south of Sydney, has been characterised by a
relatively narrow, heavily indudtrialised economic base in sted, metals manufacturing and codl.
In the early 1980s manufacturing and mining employed 35 per cent of the lllawara
workforce. By 1996 this had falen to 21 per cent, but this was il higher than the 16 per
cent for the gate of New South Waes as awhole (Markey et d. 1999: 121). The economic
importance of these indudtries which have traditiondly been strongholds of unionism, has
ensured a mgor role for the organised labour movement in lllawarra indudtrid reations. This
has been based upon high levels of union membership and a strong culture of unionism in the
workforce of the region, which adso has impacted upon the Community Services, Retall and
Wholesde industry sectors, whose share of regiond employment has grown as that of sted!
and mining has declined. Figures for union density are not provided on aregiond basis by the
Audrdian Bureau of Satigics, but the IRWIRS found that it reached 59 per cent in
workplaces of 20 or more employees, well above the nationd figure of 50 per cent. In small
private sector, sngle ste workplaces of 519 employees the lllawarra union densty was
found to be 24 per cent compared with 17 per cent for Austrdia as a whole (Markey et al.
1997: 16-17; 1998: 31-32; 1988).

In the context of the economic decline of its main indudtries - stedd and cod - over the last
fifteen years, a degree of regiond corporatism has emerged to encourage industry and protect
employment (see Markey 1988). In this context employers might be expected to have been
more accusomed in this region than dsewhere in Audrdia to incorporate unions into
participation and consultation schemes. However, whilgt this has been the case with a small
number of mgor employers (such as BHP Sted), the incidence of consultative committeesin
the lllawarra seems to be dightly lower than for Audtrdiaasawhole. At the sametime, direct
participation is more favoured by Illawarra employers, particularly Totad Quaity Management
approaches (see Markey and Reglar 1997; Markey et a. 2000). These trends indicate
subgtantid inroads into the traditiond indudtrid relaions system of the Illawarra region by
strategic HRM approaches, even by ‘hard’ HRM.

On the other hand, since the late 1970s Audtrdian unions have increasingly supported forms
of employee participation and consultation which have offered genuine scope for joint
decison-making, particularly if they involve unions. Previoudy they had been very suspicious
of participation schemes, especidly of the ‘direct’ kind. The turning point in this development
was the adoption of a specific policy on industria democracy by the ACTU in 1977, but this
policy was dso enshrined in the Prices and Income Accord between the ACTU and the
Labor Party government in 1983, and in the government policies and industry plans which
resulted from that over the next few years (see Markey 1989: 12-22; Markey and Reglar
1997: 358-62).

These shifts were supported by changes in the legidation for and practice of the State
arbitration tribunas at this time, supported by High Court jurisdictiond decisons. The Court
and the tribunds had long protected outright manageria prerogative in most areas outsde
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wages and physca working conditions, thus effectively blocking union involvement in
participation schemes for most of the twentieth century. However, from the mid 1980s Court
and tribunds dso shifted so that most managerid decisions over structure and deployment in
the firm became recognised as legitimately subject to inditutiona industria relations processes.
The Commonwealth Workplace Relations Act 1996 has shifted this emphasis back to the
pre-1980s Stuation, but this legidation was not effective until after the lllawarra survey.
Nevertheess, snce the 1980s there has been a ggnificant ingdtitutional and atitudind shift in
favour of consultation and cooperative indudrid relations, nationaly and regiondly, and of
direct and representative kinds (see Morehead et d. 1997:187).

Since we offer some comparisons with US data, the substantialy different American context
for industrid relations, unionism and employee participation are important to recognise. The
acceptance of unions by United States employers as legitimately representative of ther
employees for industria relations purposes ‘ has dways been rather grudging, and based more
upon necessity than choice (Wheder and McClendon 1998: 73). Since the mid-1970s
amongst US employers there has aso been an increase in anti-union activities, which were
predominant in industrid relations up to the 1930s, and which never redly disgppeared from
the US environment. US union density has now falen to about 12%, because of these factors
and the changing Structure of employment.  Although it often exigts, the degree of employer
hodtility to unionism in Audrdia dtill fals short of thet in the US at least overtly.

Ancther contrast to the Austrdian context in the US lies in the different union policies towards
the issue of conaultation. There remains consderable distrust amongst US unions towards the
types of conaultative schemes which are commonly accepted by European unions, reflecting a
different historicd experience. In the US for example, wha Europeans might cal works
councils are amilar to the company unions established by many employers in the 1920s and
1930s as an anti-union wegpon (see Pdling 1965: 146, 160; Rayback 1966: 304-06). This
historica perspective till shapes the thinking of many US unionidts, especidly in the light of the
anti-union attitude of many employers (for example, Donahue 1997; and Dissenting Opinion
of Douglas A. Fraser, union representative on Dunlop Commission, to Part |1 of Report).

Findly, divergent paths between Audraia and the US in union policy development in the area
of employee consultation and participation in decison-making in the workplace have been

partly based upon different experiences with participation schemes, and different indtitutional

frameworks for indudrid reations. For example, the US Nationd Labor Relations Act

(NLRA) of 1935 virtudly outlaws works councils, reflecting the experience with company

unions of the erain which the legidation was conceived (Section 8(a)(1) NLRA; see Dunlop
Commission Report Part 11).

Management/Union Relationship

Managers were asked a series of questions concerning their relationship with the workplace' s
union. Table 1 shows the various responses for the Audralian sample. Only 5% of unionised
workplaces in the Illawarraregion of Augtrdia perceived their union to be confrontationd, and
amog two thirds consdered their relationship was cooperative. No sgnificant differences
were found across industry or size over perceptions of generd rdationships with unions, but
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secondary sector workplaces were more likely to condder their gods incompatible with the
unions : 19% compared with 12% overall.

Only 9% of unionised Illawarra workplaces reported that the union interferes with their ability
to manage to a large extent, with a further 39% suggesting the union interferes to some extent.
The perception of union interference was ggnificantly higher amongst secondary sector
workplaces, where 16% indicated the union interferes to alarge extent and 41% suggested to
some extent.

One in four lllawarra managers indicated the level of support for the workplace union by its
membership was weak. In addition a strong correation was found between management
perception of union support and size of workplace. Almaost 38% of managers in workplaces
with 20-49 employees indicated the level of union support to members was very week. This
figure declined to 16% for workplaces with 50-99 employees and 15% for workplaces of
100+ employees.

Table1: lllawarraManagers Perception of Management/Union Relationship - %

Confrontational Accommodating Cooperative
How do you perceive your 5 31 64
relationship with the union?
Incompatible Somewhat Compatible Very
Compatible
How do you view the goal's of 12 71 17
the union in terms of
compatibility with those of the
firm?
ToA LargeExtent To Some Extent Very Little
Do you believe the union 9 40 51
interferes with your ability to
manage?
Very Weak About Average Very Strong
How do you perceive the level 24 56 20
of support for the union by its
membership?

Employee Participation

The manager respondents were asked whether their workplace was involved in ‘employee
participation plans such as qudity circles, qudity of work-life projects or other amilar
progranmes. The examples cited in the question related to direct forms of participation,
athough the generd nature of the question did not necessarily exclude representative forms of
participation. Seventy per cent of the lllawarra managers surveyed indicated that their
workplace was at least somewhat involved in these employee participation plans, and 17 per
cent clamed to be very involved. No ggnificant difference was found in the extent of
company involvement with employee participation plans by industry or sze of workplace.
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The flow of information from the firm to unions appears to have improved considerably over
the past five years. While 4% of the lllawarra managers suggested they were providing less
information to their unions, an overwhelming 42% indicated they were more willing to share
information about the firm with the union. Overdl these results indicate a Sgnificant degree of
adoption of one important aspect of strategic HRM approaches to people management
amongst Illawarra managers.

Decison Making

Employee rdlations managers were presented with a wide range of key workplace practices.
The practices related to employee discipline, production methods and processes, job design,
daff recruitment, sdection and promotion, occupational hedth and safety, qudity standards
and marketing and financid policies. The manager was asked to indicate if she bdieved
whether each issue should be determined soldly by management or decided jointly between
the union and management in the workplace. Table 2 shows the survey results by Sze of firm
for the lllawarra managers. For the purposes of this section only, we have taken any
difference of ten percentage points as indicating sgnificance.

Workplace decisons regarding pricing, financid policies, employee promotion, and products
and services provided were most likely to be perceived by Illawarra managers as solely the
prerogative of management. Unions were mogt likely to be recognised as vdidly having input
into decisions concerning hedth and safety of employees, maintenance of employee discipline,
employee dismissads, job content, the processes, techniques, methods and means of
production, and layout and equipment determination. These were very smilar results to those
for the US managers.

Andyds of decison making by sector and workplace Sze reveded some significant
differences. Overdl, secondary and tertiary sector workplaces were dmost equal in the
number of issues where each indicated the higher incidence of desrability of joint decison
making. Many of these differences were relatively margind. However, lllawarra management
in secondary sector workplaces were sgnificantly more likely to desre sole determination of
issues regarding:
- gpplication of seniority provisons of contracts,

transfer of workerswithin plants,

promotion to non-supervisory postions,

customer relations,

the contracting out of work,

alocation and assgnment of work to employees,

scheduling of shifts,

determination of production processes,

determination of layout and equipment, and

qudity standards.

Tertiary sector managers were sgnificantly more likdy to believe in joint decison making
between management and unions regarding:
management organisation of production units,
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selection of employees for promotion to supervisory or manageria postions,
hedlth and safety, and
policy affecting employee sdlection.

Private and public sector managers dso diverged over ther beief in joint determination for a
number of types of workplace decisons. Illawarra public sector managers recorded a higher
incidence of belief in joint decison-making than private sector managersin four times as many
issues. Public sector managers were significantly more likely than private sector managersto
believe in ajoint decison making process for issues such as.

management organisation,

selection of employees for promation,

materids to use and the Sze of inventories,

location of the business,

layout and equipment used,

job content,

alocation and assgnment of work,

scheduling of shifts,

hedth and safety, and

employee selection palicies.

Private sector managers were dgnificantly more likdy to bdieve in joint decison making
between unions and management only for:

pendtiesimposed as aresult of disciplinary action, and

property protection measures.

The sze of ther workplace had a sgnificant impact upon managers beliefs regarding he
process used for decison making (refer to table 2). Of the 28 issues tested, there were
ggnificant variaions in the range of responses between differently Szed firmsin deven issues.
Managers of large workplaces (100+ employees) were sgnificantly more likdly than those of
ether samdl (20-29 employees) or medium-sized firms (50-99 employees) to believe unions
should have input in decisons regarding five issues

employee discipline,

job content,

employee pendlties,

control and use of plant property, and

employee selection policy.

Managers of middle-sized workplaces (50-99 employees) were sgnificantly more likely than
those in dther large or amdl firms to believe unions should have input in decison-meaking in
only one case: gpplication of seniority provisons of contracts. But managers of middle-sized
workplaces were sgnificantly less likely than large or smdl firms to accept union input into
determination of pendtiesimposed as aresult of disciplinary action, and qudity standards.

Overdl, managers of smaller workplaces (20-49 employees) were least likely to support
joint determination in two thirds of al issues, and this was sgnificantly lower than managersin
dther large or medium-szed firms for four issues management organisation of production
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units, services to be rendered, distribution of service or product, and layout of plant and
equipment.  Generaly, we may obsarve that belief in gppropriateness of union input into
decison-making increased with the gze of the firm. Thisis consgent with a number of other
sudies which indicate that both union presence and employee participation in decisormaking
through unions or representative committees (or works councils) increases with firm size. (for
example, see range of articlesin Bulletin of Comparative Labour Relations 1993; Markey
and Monat 1997: 432-3; du Toit 1997: 348-50; Morehead et d. 1997: 140-41, 187).
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Table2: Extent to Which Illawarra M anager s Believein Joint Decision Making with
Unionsover Specific | ssues, by Workplace Size

% workplacesin each category

I ssueto be decided 20-49 50-99 100+ Total
Employees Employees Employees

Determination of health and safety of employees 60.0 68.0 717 66.7
where legal responsibility of the employer isinvolved
Maintenance of discipline and determination of 488 435 65.9 54.6
discharge of employeesfor cause
Determination of job content 375 44.0 674 514
Determination of the processes, techniques, methods, 382 47.1 56.8 417
and means of manufacture
Determination of penaltiesimposed as the result of 46.3 250 58.1 47.1
disciplinary action
Determination of the layout and equipment to be used 40.0 50.0 511 46.8
in the business
Scheduling of shifts 457 381 455 440
Determination of the quality standards and judgment 450 29.2 391 39.1
of workmanship required
Determination of transfer of workers within plants 355 250 439 375
Determination of the allocation and assignment of 26.8 36.0 383 33.6
work to workers
Determination of work that can be contracted out 29.7 412 333 333
Scheduling of operations 325 381 289 321
Determination of customer relations 293 26.1 318 296
Determination of the policies affecting the selection of 175 250 409 28.7
employees
Determination of property protection measures 25.6 304 295 283
Determination of control and use of the plant property 189 182 34.9 255
Determination of management organisation of each 125 29.2 244 210
producing or distributing unit
Determination of promotion to non-supervisory 171 26.1 196 200
positions
Determination of the location of the business 184 211 195 194

(including establishment of new ones or moving of
the old ones)

Determination of the size of the work force 175 182 182 179
Determination of materialsto be used and the size of 114 176 23.7 178
inventories

Determination of the distribution of the service or 100 278 195 17.2
product

Determination of servicesto be rendered 79 26.1 190 165
Determination of the application of seniority 10.7 250 130 149
provisions of contracts

Determination of the selection of employeesfor 7.8 200 136 127
promotion to supervisory or managerial positions

Determination of products to be manufactured 71 133 103 9.7
Determination of financial policies 26 120 49 57

Determination of pricing of goods and services 25 48 49 39
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Employee Rdations managers were also asked to nominate five of the issues listed that they
believed were most appropriate for the sole determination of management and five issues
which are most appropriate for joint, union-management determination. The results are shown
in Tables3 and 4.

Table3. Most Appropriate I ssuefor Sole Determination of M anagement According
to Illawarra Managers

| ssue % respondents
Financid policies 66
Management of producing unit 40
Employee promotion to management 39
Size of workforce 36
Pricing 35
Products manufactured 27
Services rendered 26
Location of busness 19
Customer relations 18
Allocation/assgnment of work 17

Table4. Mogt Appropriate Issuefor Joint Union/Management Deter mination
According to lllawarra Managers

| ssue % respondents
Hedth and safety of employees 58
Pendties imposed for disciplinary action 49
Maintenance of discipline 48
Job content 34
Processes, techniques of manufacture 27
Quality standards 21
Allocation/assgnment of work 20
Plant layout and equipment used 18
Property protection measures 16
Scheduling of shifts 14

Decisons rdaing to financid policies were dearly highlighted as an area where management
generdly desired sole prerogative. Other issues included sze of workforce, promotion to
management, and marketing and product related decisons. Decisions concerning the hedlth
and safety of employees were highlighted by management as the most critical area for joint
decison making between unions and workplace management, possibly because of legidation
requiring workplace committees in this alea  Employee discipline and pendties were
nominated next as key joint decison-making issues, which may be interpreted as a strong
desre amongst regiond Illawarra management to incorporate unions into the disciplinary
process for the workforce. However, significant numbers of managers also considered job
content and production methods to be suitable areas for joint determination.
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These responses were consstent with those indicated in Table 2. Generdly, they indicate that
management is mogt likely to condder job-reated and workplace discipline issues most
aopropriate for joint determination with unions, and higher level decisons to be most
gopropriately a management prerogative. This distribution of issues between joint or sole
determination is consistent with a*hard” HRM approach to employee participation. However,
involvement of unions in determination of these issues is more consgtent with a ‘soft’ HRM
approach. A traditiona indudtrid relations gpproach, on the other hand, would not favour
union involvement in joint determination of most of these issues.

Comparative Analysis

For the Audrdian and US data, a composite score was developed based on how
management perceived the 28 workplace practices (as outlined in Table 2) should be
determined, jointly with unions or soldy by management. This score, defined as ‘joint’ was
correlated with a number of sdected variables, such as perceived reationship with union,
compatibility of gods (refer to Table 1), the company's involvement in participation plans, and
the company's willingness to share information with the union. These smple correations
alowed us to test the hypothesis that managers who indicated thet their relationship with the
union was cooperative would be willing to dlow morejoint determination of these issues than
would those who perceived their rdationship to be less cooperative. The results are shown in
Table5.

The andlys's found that there was in the Illawarra a strong and significant postive correlation
between variables joint and relationship. Those respondents percelving a cooperdtive
relationship indicated a grester willingness on the part of management to share input with the
unions, than those who perceived the relationship as confrontational. This attcome was in
direct contrast to the key findings of the US study, where there was a negative and highly
ggnificant correaion coefficient, indicating that ‘those managers who perceived ther
relationship with the union to be cooperative were less likely to believe that issues should be
jointly determined by management and the union’ (Perline and Sexton 1994: 382).
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Table 5: Correations Between Sdected Variables In US and Australian
(Illawarra) Samples

Variables UScorreation Aust.
correlation
Joint - Relationship -0.3827*  0.2840**
Joint - Compatibility -0.1091 0.1209
Joint - Interference -0.2398** 0.0317
Joint - Participation Plans 0.0189  0.2618**
Joint - Information Sharing 0.1821  0.3681**
Joint - Job Description 0.1255 0.1866
Reaionship - Competibility 0.5460*  0.3653**
Rdationship - Interference 0.4403*  0.4484**
Relationship - Participation Plans 0.0958 -0.0808
Rdationship - Information Sharing 0.2231** 0.2330
Compatibility - Interference 0.4407*  0.3774**
Compatibility - Participation Plans -0.0087 0.0213
Compatibility -Information Sharing 0.2099*** 0.1268
Interference - Participation Plans 0.1778 -0.1113
Interference - Information Sharing 0.1798 0.1052
Interference - Job Descriptions 0.1506 0.145
Participation Plans - Information 0.2793** 0.1278

Sharing

* Satidicaly sgnificant a the 0.01 leve; ** datidticaly sgnificant at the 0.05
leve; **** Setidticaly sgnificant at the 0.10 leve.

A number of other posgitive corrdaions were found in the lllawvarra survey. A positive and
sgnificant relaionship was found between joint and participation plans, joint and information
sharing and relationship and compatibility. The Audraian survey dlowed us to conclude that
managers of workplaces which are more heavily involved in employee participation plans and
information sharing are more likely to believe in involving unions in decison making. Further,
the Audrdian sample found that managers who perceived they have a more cooperdtive
relationship with their union, beieved the goas of union and the company were more
compatible. Conversdy, those firms which indicated that the union interferes to some extent
with their ability to manage perceived their relaionship to be more confrontational and their
godsincompatible. There were no saigticaly significant negative correlations.

Again, these results contrasted with those from the US. The relationship between ‘joint’ and
‘interference in this case was negative and sgnificant, which indicates that the US managers
who beieved in joint decison-making tended to equate it with union interference with
management. The positive and generdly sgnificant corrdations between ‘relationship’ and the
other variables are consstent with these negative US trends. Perline and Sexton (384) note
that they



Markey and Pomfret 15

are to be expected since each of the questions was designed to measure the same
thing: the managers perceptions of and/or attitude toward cooperation. The fact
that each of these corrdaionsis postive, and that most are significant, leads usto
believe that we are indeed picking up the dtitude that we intended to in the
Rdationship variable, and that its negative corrdation with Joint is not Smply
spurious.

Tables 6 and 7 examine the mean vaues of variables by perceived relaionship between the
union and management. In both Tables there is a congstent and sgnificant difference in the
mean vaue of the ‘joint’ variable across the three possble levels of cooperation represented
by ‘rdationship’. They move in opposite directions in the Tables, conastent with the earlier
results of the corrdation technique. In other words, the US managers who perceive their
relaionship with the union as cooperative indicate asgnificantly lower number of issues where
they are willing to accept joint decisorrmaking. In contrast the Audrdian managers
perceiving a cooperative reationship indicated a greater willingness to share decision-meaking
input with the unions than those who perceived the relationship as confrontationd.

Table 6: Mean Values Of Variables Used In Study For Entire Australian
(INawarra) Sample And By Level Of Cooperation

Variable Entire Coop- Accomm-  Confront- F Stat
Sample erative odating ational

Joint * 7.44 8.4533 6.3514 1.5000 5.5163
Reationship 2.58 3.00 2.00 1.000 -
Compatibility * 2.05 2.2133 1.7500 1.8333 11.1740
Interference * 241 2.6267 2.1081 1.6667 14.5073
Participation Plans 1.87 1.8243 1.9189 2.000 0.3754
Information Sharing 2.38 2.4800 2.1944 2.1667 3.6617
*

Sample Sze 118 75 37 6

* Basad on an andydss of variance technique these variables have datisticdly sgnificant
differencesin mean values across the three level's of cooperation at the 0.05 leve.
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Table 7: Mean Values Of Variables Used In Study For Entire US Sample And
By Level Of Cooperation

Variable Entire Coop- Accomm-  Confront- F Stat
Sample erative odating ational

Joint * 4.3178 3.2000 4.7241 6.5714 6.46
Rdationship 2.2692 3.0000 2.0000 1.0000 -
Compatibility * 1.9359 2.2000 1.8621 1.4286 16.07
Interference * 2.1410 2.3714 2.0690 1.7143 9.05
Participation Plans 1.9487 2.0857 1.7586 2.0000 1.63
Information Sharing 2.5890 2.7420 2.4828 2.4286 2.24

1.73
Sample Sze 78 35 29 14

* Based on an andyss of variance technique these varidbles have datidicdly sgnificant
differencesin mean values across the three level's of cooperation at the 0.01 leve.

In other areas there is more smilarity between the respondents. In both Tables those who
indicated there was a strong compatibility between union and company goas aso perceived
their relaionship with the union to be cooperative, as might be expected. In addition, those
firms who indicated the union interferes to some extent with their ability to manage perceived
their relationship with the union to be more confrontationd. Findly, respondents who indicated
they share more information with the union than five years ago perceived their rdationship to
be more cooperative (dthough in the US case thisis not a gatistically sgnificant correlation).

Conclusons

The lllawarra survey clearly shows the impact of strategic HRM practices in the workplaces
of the region, insofar as employee participation practices, particularly of adirect kind, are very
well-established in a large mgority of workplaces. There aso are indications of the recent
expangon of these practices especidly in the growth of information sharing. This has occurred
within a region where the employment reationship remains dominated by traditiond industria
relations perspectives to a higher than average degree in the Australian context.

This has occurred whils¢ maintaining an overwhemingly positive reaionship with unions in
managers eyes, and this is confirmed by the other survey materid referred to in this study.
Almost two thirds of managers conddered that their relationship with unions was cooperative,
amost the same proportion who reported employee participation practices. An overwhelming
88% of Illlawarra managers believed the gods of their firm and the unions compatible, and a
mgority beieved that union interference in ther ability to manage was minimd, even though
many acknowledged joint decison making. Our first concluson, therefore, must be that
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drategic HRM can make inroads in the area of participation within a traditiona indudtrid

context without necessarily creeting a hodtile reationship with unions or seeking to displace the
indugtrid relaions framework. This may be described as a pragmatic characteristic of HRM

under certain circumstances.

Significant proportions of the Illawvarra managers surveyed displayed a postive dtitude
towards joint decison making with unions, but over most issues they congtituted a minority.
They were dso very sdlective in this regard. Only hedth and safety, where there are some
datutory requirements for joint determination, and discipline attracted a mgority in favour of
joint decison making with unions. Generaly, the Illawarra managers were more inclined to
support joint decison making in job-related and disciplinary issues, but much less inclined for
higher levels of managerid prerogative in finances, marketing, workforce sze and promation.
These trends indicate the combination of a classc ‘hard HRM approach with a traditiona

adversarid indudtrid relations perspective which acknowledges the role of unions, but clearly
seeks to maintain limitsto ther inroads upon managerid prerogative.

The breakdown by workplace size and industry sector of managers responses to the notion
of joint decison making with unions are even more indructive. Secondary industry and private
sector managers were less inclined to bdieve in joint decison making with unions, and more
likely to confine it to job-related issues only. Consequently, these managers are the main
determinants of the overdl perspective of ‘hard HRM combined with traditiond indugtrid

reaions. Managers in tertiary indudtry, the public sector (with which there would be
condderable overlap), and in larger workplaces were more likely to believe in joint decison
making and across awider range of issues. These managers may, therefore, be classified as
more likely to adopt a ‘softt HRM perspective to employee participation, and have been
commonly associated with more progressve workplace practices. They have aso been
involved in more recent growth areas of regiond employment in the case of tertiary and public
sectors, and are less likely as a result to be tied to longstanding traditiona industrid relations
perspectives than secondary and private sectors of industry.

Ovedl, we can conclude in this regard that the expanson of HRM participation practices
amongst lllawarra managers has been based upon dements of both ‘soft’ and ‘hard
perspectives, which are concentrated in different industry sectors and workplace sizes.
Neither HRM perspective is as fully developed as in oversess cases, in that the ‘hard
approach is not anti-union to asgnificant degree, and the ‘ soft’” gpproach is not asinclusive of
unions in decison making as might be found in Scandinavia or Germany. These obsarvations
confirm how adaptive HRM s to its environment, including one where an indudtrid relations
perspective to people management remains o strong as in the lllawarra.

These observations were extended by the testing of the relationship between cooperation and
joint decison making. The results of this comparison diverge considerably between the US
and Audrdian samples. Perline and Sexton concluded for the US that ‘managers who
perceive ther reationship with the union as cooperdive are those who are least likdy to
believe that the union should have input into decisons made within the corporation’ (385).
Conversdly, those managers who perceived their reaionship with the union to be
confrontationa were more willing to share input into decision-making with unions. Perline and
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Sexton conclude that ‘when managers speak of cooperation, they perceive that cooperative
relationships are those in which the union has less rather than more input into decision-making'
(383), thus confirming the pessmigtic union hypothesis. In other words, in the US case, the
relaionship between cooperation and joint decison-meking, from the point of view of
management, isinverse.

In contrast, the Australian results show that those respondents who percelved a cooperative
relationship indicated a grester willingness on the part of management to share input with the
union than those who perceived ther rdationship as confrontational.  Unlike ther US
counterparts, the Australian managers did not tend to equate joint decisionmaking with union
interference in management, and indicated a strong correlation between joint decision-making
and both the implementation of participation plans and information sharing. The Audrdian
sample was dso more likely to identify competible gods with unions.

There are many possible explanations for the divergent results, bearing in mind the very limited
possihilities for valid comparison between these samples. One obvious explanation liesin the
different levels of acceptance of unions in the indudrid cultures of the two countries. This
study magnifies the difference because of its focus on the lllawarra, which as aregion exhibits
much greater acceptance of unionism than Audraia as a whole. Even as Audradian union
densty has declined, it is noteworthy that a sgnificant proportion of managers are willing to
engage unionsin joint decison making. Another explanation for lllawvarraUS differencesliesin
the different union policies towards the issue of participation, with the Audrdian unions
becoming far more positive in gpproach than their US counterparts over the last twenty years.
In this they have received support form the main indtitutions of indudtria relations which in the
US have been unable to offer this support.

Of course, there was dso an important time difference between the two surveys. It is
ggnificant in this regard that Perline and Sexton failed to gain an adequate response from
managers when they attempted to replicate their survey in 1997. However, from their more
positive response, Perline concluded that unions now did desire more input into the decision
making pocess than they did previoudy (correspondence 3 July 1998). If the Audtrdian
survey had been conducted in the mid to late 1980s it is dso likdy that a less postive
response to union input into decision-making might have resulted.

Notwithgtanding these qudifications, however, the comparison between the US and Audtrdia
isingructive for three reasons. Firg, it demondrates highly varied managerid attitudes to the
issues of union cooperation and consultation even within adversaridist frameworks of
indudtrid relations. Secondly, the Austrdian case appears to indicate a systemic shift away
from adversaridism towards a more cooperative gpproach to industrid relations. Findly, the
contrast between the US and Austrdian managers again confirms the degree to which HRM
practices are shaped by their industria environment.
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