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THE EMERGING ISSUES

D. J. RoBerTsON and L. C. HUNTER

I

In the planning of a symposium volume such as this it is perhaps salutary
to turn back and with the aid of hindsight consider how successful a similar
venture, undertaken a decade ago with the 1960’s in prospect, might have
been as an exercise in prediction. Certainly, if one looks closely enough,
the main elements that were to give shape to the development of the labour
market and the industrial relations system during the 1960’s were already
present in 1960. This was the year when Selwyn Lloyd became Chancellor
of the Exchequer and it was his name that was to become associated, shortly
thereafter, with the imposition of a temporary ‘ pay pause’ which was to
launch the economy on a sustained policy of attempts to control the rate
of increase of incomes—a policy which has persisted through to 1970. There
can be no doubt that, whatever the success of the various versions of incomes
policy introduced during this period in actually reducing the rate of increase
of wages and salaries, the presence and the evolution of the incomes (and
subsequent prices) policy have had far-reaching effects on the whole labour
market and industrial relations environment.

In 1960, too, the first major comprehensive productivity agreement was
concluded at the Esso refinery in Fawley, and while it took some time for
the full implications of this to become known and evaluated, it would
perhaps be no exaggeration to say that the major collective bargaining
innovation of the 1960’s has been the diffusion of some form of productivity
bargaining throughout most sectors of industry. Probably the most critical
note struck by this new approach has been the growing recognition of the
desirability of restoring a closer relationship between increases in pay and
increases in productivity. This established both new possibilities of mutual
gain for management and labour through the collective bargaining process
and provided a criterion for wage increases which, at least from the economy’s
point of view, was preferable to the prevalent grounds of comparability
and cost of living adjustments. There were, however, other effects, for it
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gave added point to the arguments of those who favoured a system of
established wage negotiation based primarily on the plant or company
concerned, rather than on the industry at large which was the dominant
practice, at least in formal terms. Productivity bargaining also promised
some prospect of being able to come to grips with those obstacles to the
efficient utilisation of manpower which were held by many observers to be
a primary root cause of Britain’s lack of competitiveness in the world
economy: features of the system such as restrictive practices adopted by
unions and (more especially) work groups, and resort to overtime working
on an habitual and systematic basis.

Thirdly, the year 1960 saw the emergence of the Trades Union Congress
Report on disputes and workshop representation which brought clearly to
the fore the growing dissatisfaction of the trade union movement with certain
features of the industrial relations system and (perhaps more importantly
still) with the internal organisation of the unions themselves. This of course
was one of the issues that was to be picked up in subsequent discussions of
industrial relations reform, which gathered momentum with the appoint-
ment in 1965 of a Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers’
Associations. The Report of this Commission in 1968, the Conservative
Party’s detailed proposals for reform (Fair Deal at Work) and the Govern-
ment’s own proposals (In Place of Strife) that were to become the subject
of a traumatic debate about the place of law in industrial relations, all added
to the atmosphere of impending—if not yet accomplished—change that
characterised the latter years of the decade.

Many more straws in the wind could be identified, but the real question
is how far, in the circumstances of 1960, one would have been able to see
in those small beginnings even a semblance of the full shape they were to
take in the next decade. There is no certainty, either, that at any point of
time such straws will be visible even to those most on the look-out for them.
Would it have been possible in 1960 to predict the really drastic change
in the role of government and its agencies in labour and industrial relations?
It is not unreasonable to advance the view that in 1960 the industrial relations
system, if not the labour market itself, was still regarded very much as a
largely autonomous sub-system of society, one of the last outposts of
laissez-faire. Ten years later it is widely recognised as occupying an integral
position within the socio-economic framework, reflecting the growing
recognition by government that many of its policy objectives, not just for
labour but more generally also, can only be achieved through some measure
of intervention in the system itself. One only has to mention the emergence
of legislation on industrial training, conditions of employment, redundancy
payments, the selective employment tax and its regional variant, together
with the activities of the National Board for Prices and Incomes, of the
new-look Department of Employment and Productivity, and of the new
Commission for Industrial Relations, to get some conception of the scope
of government-induced intervention in labour affairs; and the list by no
means ends there. Could one have predicted this switch of policy in 1960?
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In view of these difficuties, the theoretically simple task of the editors
of a symposium such as this becomes much more problematical in practice.
It was therefore with some hesitation that we embarked on the task of
defining a set of issues on which we could pin our faith as certain runners
during the whole course of the 1970’s. Even then, the problems were by no
means over, for once the subject is divided into its major topics, the next
related task is to try to ensure that each topic will be covered adequately
by someone really expert in that area. This is another hazardous stage of
the enterprise because the best devised scheme for a symposium is useless
without authors to match. We count ourselves extremely fortunate since we
not only found ourselves with an embarrassingly large selection of possible
topics within our subject area but were also able to obtain the ready
co-operation of authors of real quality and distinction in dealing with those
issues which we judged most important. It is the quality of our authors
which we know will ensure that this symposium is an important contribution
to the debate on the labour market issues of the 1970’s. We are grateful to
them for their contributions and their co-operation.

In the remainder of this introductory discussion we propose to try to
isolate some of the central questions on which aspects of the recent debate
have fastened and then will try to indicate the themes for future debate
which we regard as already with us and likely to grow more urgent. The
intention is to do a little modest scene setting before giving way to the
authors on their various topics.

I

There was a time when British industrial relations were much admired
by other countries. The British trade union movement has a long and
honourable history. The development of collective bargaining in this country
was followed at a respectful interval by other countries. We have from time
to time enjoyed a special reputation for attempts to be fair and equitable
in our settlement of terms and conditions of employment and to be forward-
looking in our desire to protect the worker from abuses. We may then ask
why it is that at this particular period of time we are witnessing such an
outburst of controversy on our system, and what changes have induced this
criticism of a well-established system.

The most obvious reply is to say that it has been too well established
and has not been subject to enough change while all around it has changed.
We can still regard the present system of collective bargaining and industrial
relations in Britain as the culmination of a process of establishing the
position of trade unionism and of providing for negotiation of terms and
conditions of work between the worker in industry and his employer in a
way that is free of legal or formal intervention. The historical image of the
industrial relations system in Britain is certainly one of industrial and of
manual workers and of struggle between weak unions and established em-
ployers. It is for this reason that trade unions were, for example, given their
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special privileges before the law, and the predominant system of collective
bargaining at the industry level which has been so much a feature of British
arrangements is one which effectively safeguards the weakest while not
sufficiently considering the needs of the more sophisticated parts of the
industry with which it concerns itself. It may well be that this type of
arrangement is one which leads to conservatism and lack of response to
changing circumstances at least until the point is reached at which pressure
on the system builds up to a level at which something has to give. In the
full employment and inflationary conditions of the postwar period the
weakest link proved to be the control of labour costs and in the second half
of the 1960’s the need to restore a measure of control over these costs gave
rise to a wholesale questioning of the system by which they got determined.

Unlike the collective bargaining arrangements of many other countries,
British agreements have been largely concerned with wages and, at least
formally, have neither encompassed the true complexity of the actual pay-
ment systems nor ventured far into the growing number of issues on the
conditions of work which arise apart from the basic wage level. Instead,
these issues tended to be dealt with informally and a greal deal depended
on unwritten agreements, custom and practice. But the various pressures
acting on the system gave rise to increasing difficulty in operating in this
way, and much of the discussion and debate which preceded the establish-
ment of the Royal Commission on Trade Unions and Employers’ Associa-
tions was concerned with the need to replace this with a more formal and
orderly system, possibly to be implemented by means of a more active role
for the law in industrial relations. Despite the wide brief given to the Royal
Commission, its Report focussed to a great extent on the manufacturing and
manual sectors where these problems of disorderly structures and procedures
seemed to be most prevalent.

It is indeed arguable that the Royal Commission saw itself essentially as
dealing with changes required in the old familiar context of organised
industrial relations in manufacturing industry and among manual workers,
with the object of bringing this sector into line with the changing needs of
the economy. But we ought to go on to observe that the context itself has
now changed so much that this sector of interest in labour market issues,
while continuing to be important, is no longer as central as it was and that
we should look for the issues of the 1970’s outside the area which has
dominated our thinking—manual workers and industry. Such a formulation
of the situation leads both to the feeling that the issues discussed by the
Royal Commission and hotly debated since its publication will continue to
require attention, and to the further feeling that most of the applications
of the Royal Commission’s thinking will require to be outside the area with
which it seemed to be most concerned, so that the bulk of labour market
issues will now develop outside the historic context of the debate. In other
words, we may expect two sets of labour market issues in the 1970’s: those
arising out of the process of change in the traditional context and those
arising out of new contexts.
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In the traditional context of manual workers and of organised industrial
relations involving trade unions in industry, we may perhaps diagnose four
main categories of issues. First, it is apparent that questions on how to
regulate the behaviour of trade unions and the organisation and conduct of
collective bargaining have now become so dominant that they will continue
with us for quite some time. It seems unlikely, however, that the choice will
be simply one between the use of law and the freedom of informal organisa-
tion. It is already apparent that collective bargaining and the trade unions
themselves will be the subject of more attention and more regulation by one
means or another. The question is not one of the presence of regulation but
the form it might take. One obvious possibility is that the T.U.C. might
acquire and exercise substantial regulatory powers over the activities of
its member unions, though this raises difficult issues on the nature of its
authority and its power to impose effective sanctions. An alternative is to
envisage a more extensive framework of law relating to the contractual
nature of agreements and of procedures, and to the powers and status of
the parties to the bargaining process, including a means of providing for
and organising union recognition. There are again difficulties in devising
effective sanctions and of integrating industrial relations into the normal
fabric of the law. This latter point has caused some to advocate a somewhat
different structure of law in this field with appropriate institutions to match.
The debate has caused British industrial relations to look with active interest
at other countries which have a more legalistic approach to these matters
and especially to the U.S.A.

Secondly, the emphasis of the Royal Commission on the ‘ two systems’
of industrial relations and the need to take more cognizance of the situation
in the factory is symptomatic of a wider realisation that negotiation on
labour market issues will require to be conducted in more detail and with
more resources on both sides, covering a wider range of issues. This change
involves a number of aspects, among which the following have to be noted.
It restores an emphasis on the industrial relations and collective bargaining
problems of the firm in a way that was not always possible before. In so
doing it raises questions about the resources and techniques available to
the firm in coming to grips with the new situation and helps to pinpoint
areas of actual or potential weakness which may in part have been respons-
ible for symptoms of friction in the whole structure of industrial relations
and the management of production and labour. It also restores emphasis
on the relationship between payment and productivity and as a result brings
into question the adequacy of existing systems of wage payment in fulfilling
the functions required of them by all concerned parties—management, wage-
earners and trade unions. It requires a renewed attention to the whole
issue of productivity measurement and productivity improvement, as well
as the analysis of causes of higher productivity. This may seem to be saying
no more than that the ¢ two systems’ approach has paved the way for an
extension of the productivity bargaining phenomenon, but it is surely more
than this. Not only does it involve a new emphasis upon the need to consider
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many more aspects of the use and reward of labour than were previously
thought necessary, but it also requires changes in attitudes to and acceptance
of alterations in the organisational context of employment, and in tech-
nology. It also, and maybe still more importantly, allows one to look beyond
the immediate but possibly short-term and ephemeral gains to be made from
productivity bargaining per se to the more general development and accept-
ance of a system of company agreements in which a much wider spectrum
of issues, both procedural and substantive, can be handled.

Thirdly, this type of negotiation is in turn going to require new actors
upon the scene. Much of the criticism of shop stewards has been rather
misdirected, because it has seemed to doubt the need for individuals acting in
the interest of their fellows within the labour force. The real questions surely
have been on the training and the function of the shop steward, and his
role in a process of determination of conditions which has required the kind
of detailed knowledge and detailed negotiation to which he aspires, but has
not had a place for it firmly established. The fact that the shop steward has
lived outside the context of formal contemporary bargaining has in many
cases meant the wrong sort of shop steward. What is now needed, however,
is a considerable increase of manpower engaged in discussing and deter-
mining the use of labour and the return to work at all manner of different
levels, so that we may envisage both more °shop stewards’ of a different
type, and many more labour managers who, it is to be hoped, will turn out
to be adequately trained, as well as more positive efforts in this direction
from line management.

Finally, the effect of changes of this sort upon institutions in the industrial
relations process can hardly be small and is likely to be most dramatic in
relation to the trade unions themselves, so that there will be increasing issues
of the type, organisation and number of trade unions required.

These issues of regulation of the form of bargaining, of the resources
used for bargaining, and of trade union adjustment will be echoed, however,
by increasing issues outside the traditional areas of organised industrial
relations. The shadow of these other issues may be seen in the changing
character of the labour force. The fastest growing sectors of employment
are outside manufacturing industry and the professions are growing more
rapidly than manual workers. Women have come to play an increasingly
important part in employment. These changes imply an alteration in the
balance of the labour market, a shift in the direction of traditional social
and economic forces acting on wage determination and a questioning of the
adequacy of normal labour market processes in bringing about the kind
of changes in the structure of payment that an efficient market system is
expected to exhibit. In particular it has to be recognised that in the growing
sector of white collar workers the individual can no longer seek—or has no
wish to seek—to determine his own conditions of work for himself. In an
organised and complex labour force he too becomes party to the organised
settlement of wages and conditions and is seeking new forms of association
to help in the process. The adjustment of the new forms of organised relation-
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ship in white collar and professional groups to the present system of deter-
mining conditions of work will obviously create many difficulties, not least
between old and new forms of workers’ organisation. White collar workers
are particularly important in the public sector and as a result its arrange-
ments, and their relation to what happens elsewhere, are of growing interest.

This set of premises has been accompanied by another which has to do
with the greater affluence of the labour force in general. This improvement
in the well-being of the greater part of the labour force has served only to
highlight the difficulties faced by those who for one reason or another have
not been able to obtain a reasonable share in the growth of prosperity or
who continue to suffer from major uncertainties about the flow of income
from work or their security of employment. The main issue here has in the
past been that of payment, but there are many more—such as the evolution
of the fringe benefit type of reward, the emergence of payments in compensa-
tion for redundancy and, on the procedural side, the development of formal
processes, to cope with the problems of redundancy and dismissal in order
to provide some safeguard to those with reason to doubt the security of
their employment and incomes. While progress has been made there
undoubtedly remains much to be done in these areas, and to them we have
to add the renewal of interest in matters of equity and equality of oppor-
tunity, as reflected in the increasing attention now being placed on equal pay
and minimum wages. The whole area is one which has received renewed
scrutiny from government, and in some cases at least, the establishment of
minimum standards.

More generally, however, as we observed at the outset the State has come
to play a bigger role in the labour market and indeed this may well have
been the greatest single change in the British labour market environment
during the 1960’s. The reasons for this expanded role are diverse, but they
certainly include the growing awareness in public policy of the sensitivity
of the economy as a whole, especially in its external relations, to the course
of events in the labour market. As a result, there have been growing efforts
to develop methods of influencing the labour market and, through that, the
economy as a whole. These efforts range from the very general measures
designed to control the level of unemployment within what have come
to be regarded politically as the full employment limits, to a whole spectrum
of policies aimed at more specific problem areas within the labour market:
the latter include attempts to regulate the industrial distribution of the
labour force, to improve the ease with which labour can adjust to the
changed needs upon which much of our productivity growth depends and to
provide a more efficient basis for the training of labour and its development
through better planning for its utilisation. This of course is quite apart from
and in addition to the growing concern of government for the consequences
of unofficial strikes and other symptoms of unrest in the system of industrial
relations, and the interest of government in encouraging and aiding in the
evolution of improved procedures for the handling of grievances and the
conduct of negotiations without undue friction.
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Two questions then remain. First, it has to be asked what sort of effect
these changes have been having on the total cost of labour to the employer,
which has certainly been influenced by the new standards sought by the
State to improve the relationships between the worker and his work, between
the worker and his employer and even between the worker and society at
large. Secondly, consideration needs to be given to the way in which govern-
ment has developed, frequently in an ad hoc manner, a number of agencies
designed to investigate—and to a variable extent, to guide or control—recog-
nisable problem areas with the complex system of labour market and indus-
trial relations activities. This includes the National Board for Prices and
Incomes, the Commission on Industrial Relations, and the Department of
Employment and Productivity which has taken over many of the responsi-
bilities of the old Ministry of Labour, and has acquired some new orienta-
tions. But to this formidable list there has also to be added a number of
other agencies which have, like the Monopolies Commission and a variety
of specialist manpower Committees, been asked to play some part in planning
for a more efficient use of labour for the benefit of society as a whole. It is
arguable that the need now is for a rationalisation of these various agencies,
so designed as to give the State adequate opportunity to cover the major
problem areas already defined, as well as those that may be opened up as
the 1970’s unfold: one version of such rationalisation now being discussed
is the proposed Commission for Industry and Manpower.

The main point that has been made here is that the traditional system of
industrial relations and traditional thoughts in the labour market in Britain
have been mainly concerned with only a part of the field, and with a declining
part, and most of our debate up till now has been directed to improving the
working of that sector with which industrial relations has been traditionally
concerned. Wider issues are growing, and the 1970’s like the 1960’s will
certainly turn out to be a decade of change.

A volume such as this can possibly help to identify the main issues and
create some sense of perspective around them. At the beginning we observed
some of the difficulties of identification and at the close of the 1970’s there
will no doubt be obvious omissions. We have, in selecting issues for discus-
sion, left out a direct contribution on the future of incomes policy although
of course this is a topic that recurs regularly throughout the contributions.
In avoiding a direct approach we are not to be seen as denying the probable
importance of incomes policy in the future, but rather as recognising that
its longer-term influence has now fully permeated all discussions about, and
the whole shape of, industrial relations and collective bargaining in Britain.
While it is difficult to see the scope for any very new development in
alternative methods of incomes policy as a short-term restrictive device, its
presence in this capacity is a continuing background fact. We have no doubt
that this particular tiger, though some believe, or pretend to believe, that
it is made of paper, will emerge from time to time in the next decade and
be given a shape and form specific to the needs of the day. We have left
out of account as a separate issue the problems of union structure and
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amalgamation, though again this is a theme that recurs in the essays that
follow. Mention could also have been made of the changing political role of
the labour movement, the implications for the conduct of industrial relations
in the emergence of the conglomerate enterprise and especially the multi-
national company, while more attention could have been given to parallel
developments in the industrial relations systems of other countries.

In the end, limits have had to be imposed. We can only hope that the
final selection is one that highlights most, if not all, of the key issues for
the 1970’s, and that the collective whole will help to create that sense of
perspective we believe to be an important factor in trying to understand a
little more about our future.



