
Challenging new American business study
P h il  Te e c e  is  c o n c e rn e d  th a t  A u s t r a l ia  m a y  b e  b o x in g  w i t h  th e  s h a d o w s  o f  
la b o u r  m a rk e t  r e fo rm  r a th e r  th a n  ta c k lin g  i t s  su b s ta n c e

/n N egotia ting th e Future: A La­
b o r P ersp ect iv e  on  A m erican  
Business (Basic Books, 335 pp, 
ISBN 0 465  0 4 9 1 7  6 ), father and 
son team Barry and Irving Blue- 
stone present a formidable case for 

real employee participation as the 
answer to America’s economic cri­
sis. In doing so, they prompt dis­
turbing questions about Australia’s 
decision to rely heavily on systemic 
change as the way out o f similar dif­
ficulties.

Drawing on many years com­
bined experience in economics and 
labour relations, the authors argue 
persuasively for an entirely new En­
terprise Contract and the end o f  
traditional collective bargaining as 
America’s salvation. They see labor 
and management putting aside the 
fundamentally adversarial contract 
in favour o f a co-operative compact 
in which their traditional roles are 
completely transformed.

Labor would accept much 
greater responsibility for quality and 
productivity— historically manage­
rial matters. M anagement would  
accept a heightened obligation to 
provide job security— previously  
the major concern o f unions.

Together, labor and manage­
ment would work jointly to make 
decisions at every level of the or­
ganisation, right up to the C hief 
Executive. W orkforce involvement 
in strategic direction setting would 
be routine.

The book details a number o f  
case studies where co-determina- 
tion, profit and gain sharing are 
producing impressive results. By far

the best results are found where un­
ions play a major role, in conjunc­
tion with an active management.

W hat is worrying for Australia 
in this prescription is not so much 
the epic journey proposed but rath­
er the point o f  departure.

The need for change, say the 
book’s authors, arises from Am eri­
ca’s parlous economic performance, 
the result o f falling competitiveness, 
low productivity, poor quality, ris­
ing imports and declining exports. 
Employment in U SA manufactur­
ing is lower in the late 1980  s than 
in the 1 9 6 0 ’s. Redundancy stalks 
the workforce in almost all sectors.

This is distressingly familiar to 
Australians.

Yet at the heart o f the now suc­
cessful challenge to Australia’s arbi­
tration-based industrial relations 
system has been a gathering argu­
ment for adoption of the alterna­
tive collective bargaining approach. 
In academic circles debate about the 
relative merits o f these two systems 
has been underway for at least the 
last decade. And throughout this 
time America has been held up as 
the model to which we should as­
pire in changing our industrial rela­
tions system and law!

W hat this book shows beyond 
argument is that Australia’s com­
pulsory arbitration and America’s 
collective bargaining— seen by 
many as diametrically opposite op­
tions for industrial relations— have 
presided over precisely the same dis­
mal economic outcomes.

Then are changes to legal and 
institutional IR structures the an­

swer to economic malaise ? W ill 
emasculating the Industrial Rela­
tions Commission make any differ­
ence to productivity and quality 
control in industry? Is the system 
the issue at all?

In the past five years our formal 
industrial relations system has been 
radically reshaped to accommodate 
new approaches based on trading 
wages for w ork practice change. 
The goal was productivity gain. But 
award restructuring, the second tier 
and the structural efficiency princi­
ple have achieved few gains in mac­
ro-level labour productivity  
performance. W h y  should a rush to 
change laws and formal structures 
for enterprise bargaining achieve 
any more?

N egotia ting th e Future invites us 
to stop finding scapegoats and look­
ing for easy answers by continual 
tinkering with the framework for 
industrial relations. This is just the 
frippery around the edges of work­
place practices. The book’s central 
argument is that the way we organ­
ise work inside organisations will be 
the real determinant o f productivi­
ty performance. Getting to grips 
with a real improvement in rela­
tionships is a matter o f whether we 
will, not whether we can. And a for­
mal system, whether based on arbi­
tration or collective bargaining or 
some o f both, will not stop an en­
lightened management and co-op­
erative unions from changing the 
way they work and lifting results. 
N or will it prevent them from re­
treating deeper into their bunkers 
and blaming everybody else.
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