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Finding a third way
Ho w  can  w e  reshape w hat w e  have 

created, w ithout destroying it? This is 
the great d ilem m a of change  —  

w hether to ou r hom e gardens, our personal 
relationships or our business organisations. It 
ce rta in ly  confronts those presently responsi
ble for labour market p o licy  in Australia .

In this d ecade , the w o rld  of w o rk  has 
changed  rem arkab ly  for most Austra lians. 
The va rious aspects of that change and its 
effect on lib rary  and in fo rm ation  w orkers 
have  been the basis for a lm ost every th in g  
d iscussed  in this co lu m n  in recent years. 
Regular readers w ill be fam iliar w ith  the is
sues: decen tra lisa tio n  of w age  bargain ing , 
the casualisation of work, com m ercia lisation  
and contracting  out of service d e livery , d e 
ve lo p m en t o f the co m p e ten cy  m ovem ent, 
and so on.

The upheaval in labour law  and indus
trial relations practice has often seem ed no 
less than a fight to the death b etw een  a 
group of self-identified m overs and shakers, 
hell bent on total destruction of A ustra lia 's  
trad itiona l w a y  of do ing  things, and those 
im p la ca b ly  opposed  to any  chan g e  at all. 
Perhaps this apparent d icho tom y is itself the 
greatest ach ievem ent of those pursuing rad i
cal change. They have m anaged to create a 
feeling that the particu lar future w h ich  they 
ad vo ca te  is in ev itab le ; that in M argare t 
Thatcher's  fam ous phrase, 'there is no a lter
native '.

But is it so? A re  the o b v iou s negative  
con seq uences  of curren t p o lic y  u n a v o id 
ab le? Are they essential but transitory in co n 
ven ien ces  a long  a road to guaranteed u lt i
mate benefits? O r are these effects, in fact, 
the p roof of u n s u s ta in a b le ?  Can  a labour 
force w h ich  w orks longer and longer hours 
in in c reas in g ly  insecure  jobs rea lly  be the 
eng ine  for susta inab le  e ff ic ien cy  im p ro ve 
m ent? A re  e ff ic ien cy  and equ ity  m u tua lly  
exc lu s ive  concepts in the labour market?

For anyone interested in these questions, 
their 1999 reading list should start w ith  Aus
tralia at w ork: just m anaging?, A ustra lian  
Centre for Industrial Relations Research and 
Tra in ing , Pren tice  H all 1999, IS B N  0 7248 
0289 4. The book d raw s on a d ecad e  of 
A C IR R T 's  research to paint a deta iled , d ra 
m atic  and d istu rb ing  portrait of w h a t has 
happened to Australian workers since strong 
w inds of change first b lew  across Australian  
organisations in the m id 1980s. It is not a l
w ays  a pretty p icture . Bu t the p roposals 
w h ich  A C IR R T  develops from it are op tim is
tic and positive. They inspire confidence that 
n ew  approaches can  be b lended e ffective ly  
w ith  the best of traditional styles, to produce 
a w o rth w h ile  third w ay .

A C IR R T  begins by chron ic ling  the nature 
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of w o rk p lace  change since 1983. Both w in 
ners and losers are identified. But they find 
m any more losers than w inners. For workers, 
the tw o  measures of labour m arket success 
are a reasonably secure job and a reasonable 
w age. B ig  changes have  occu rred  on both 
counts, to the extent that A C IR R T  believes a 
'tw o  nations' w ork fo rce  is em erging. For the 
losers, lo w  w ages and the threat of u nem 
p loym en t are fast beco m ing  a fact o f life. 
Faced w ith  this reality and all the insecurity 
it breeds, p reva iling  ideo log ica l o rthodoxy 
s im p ly  ca lls  for an in tensifica tion  of effort 
and for m ore of the same. A C IR R T  argues, 
c o n v in c in g ly , that A ustra lia  can  do better 
than that.

The book continues w ith  a com p reh en 
sive history of the post-war socia l settlem ent 
in w h ic h  A ustra lia , a long  w ith  most other 
western nations, put in p lace a series of com 
prom ises betw een  business and labour 
w h ich  operated for forty years, for the most 
part successfu lly . An integral e lem en t for 
Austra lia  w as its un ique system of industrial 
co n c ilia t io n  and arb itration . This p rovided  
strong safeguards for workers against ex p lo i
tation. But, perhaps even  m ore im portantly, 
it gave rise to certain co llec tive  social values 
as far as the regulation of w o rk ing  life w as 
concerned . It is that consensus w h ich  is now  
under attack. The resulting fragmentation has 
spaw ned  the current inequa lity  o f outcom es 
and m uch of the insecurity that goes w ith  it. 
In its w ake  has com e the w a r on 'dead tim e', 
w hereb y  casual staff and contractors rep lace 
full-tim ers, so that they can  be brought in 
o n ly  at the peak of the w o rk  process. 
A C IR R T 's  interviews w ith  workers reveal that 
they b e lie ve  this has greatly reduced the so
cia l opportun ities and interaction  trad ition 
a lly  p rovided  at the w o rkp lace . N ot surpris
ing ly, they see the quest for p ro d u c tiv ity  
im provem ent as alm ost synonym ous w ith  a 
m ore stressful life. M ust w e  rea lly  cho o se  
betw een  so c ia lly  satisfying w o rkp laces  and 
eco n om ic  e ffic iency?

A no ther stark result of d ism antling trad i
tional em p loym ent regulation is 'the age of 
insecurity ' as it has been described. To para
phrase the authors of that term , the labour 
market of the 1990s is centred  on 'ro tating ' 
workers: forever in fear of being revo lved out 
of jobs to be rep laced  by ch eap e r labour 
from outside. A  labour market, in w h ich  em 
p loyees  live  in constan t com p etit io n  w ith  
each  other and external contractors, is, they 
say, the final stage in transform ation of w ork  
from 'a  sort of quasi tenancy  into ... a fleet
ing, transitory experience infused w ith  terror 
at the prospect o f its end ing  —  ak in  to a 
teenage love affair'. Can w e  rea lis tica lly  ex 
pect these anxious em ployees to becom e the 
bold risk-takers w e  are told w e  w ill need to
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drive  continu ing  productiv ity  im provem ents 
and e ffic iency  gains in the years to com e?

At the same time Australians are w orking 
longer and harder. The long w eeken d  has 
been replaced by the lost w eekend . A C IR R T  
tracks deve lopm ents in w o rk ing  tim e since 
1983 to sh ow  that the standard  w o rk ing  
w eek  is all but dead. 'W o rk p la c e  flex ib ility ' 
has been a m antra chan ted  by em p loyers  
and legislators throughout the past ten years 
as they have gone about destroying the regu
lato ry en v iro n m en t w h ich  p rev io u s ly  c o n 
trolled working time in this country. But flex
ib ility  is freq u en tly  no m ore than a 
euphem ism  for intensification of w ork. H o w  
can  w e  relate this to the professed com m it
m ent to 'fam ily  friend ly ' p o licy ?  The experi
ence of workers interviewed by A C IR R T  con 
firms the ba lance  betw een  w o rk  and fam ily  
life is certa in ly  chang ing  —  but in w ays  that 
m ake it harder, not easier, for them  to carry 
out their parenting  and o ther fa m ily  roles. 
W h a t  socia l costs are lik e ly  to result from  
this? M ust it be this w ay ?

A C IR R T  says change is inevitab le. But its 
form  is not. it says tim e has p roven  w rong  
the 'no  alternative ', market suprem acy argu
ment that g lobalisation w ou ld  p roduce va lu 
ab le  benefits for everyone , so long as g o v 
ernm ents s im p ly  surrendered  to it. In fact, 
the prim ary result of these po lic ies has been 
insecurity  and instab ility , for both w orkers 
and businesses. S im ilarly , enterprise bargain
ing has not proved to be the veh ic le  for posi
tive  change its advocates c la im ed  it w o u ld  
be. Instead of the an tic ip ated  increase in 
consultation, co-operation and m utually  sat
isfactory w ork  systems, its m ajor effect has 
been fragm entation of w o rk ing  cond itions, 
m ore w age  inequa lity , increas ing  w o rk ing  
hours and the rep lacem ent of full-time jobs 
w ith  insecure part-time and casual w ork. Its 
effects on less pow erfu l groups in the 
workforce are proving indisputably negative. 
M ost members of A L IA  w ill identify w ith  this 
analysis.

But a 'turn  the c lo ck  back ' so lution  is 
even  w orse . It is im possib le  to s im p ly  go 
back to w hat w e  used to do and rely on pro
tection, espec ia lly  as a trading nation w h ich  
exports tw enty per cent of its gross dom estic 
p roduct. The ch a lle n g e  for em p lo ym en t 
p o licy , says A C IR R T , should  not in v o lve  
choosing between accepting or rejecting g lo 
ba lisation . Rather, p o lic y  should  focus on 
how  to w ork  w ith  market forces, not how  to 
liberate or re ject them . In this regard, 
A C IR R T  describes as a key idea the notion 
that the market is a good servant but a bad 
master for soc ia l and e co n o m ic  d e v e lo p 
ment.

The book con c lu d es w ith  an innovative  
suite of p o licy  proposals w h ich  map out a
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m ore co-ord inated  and consisten t labour 
m arket fram ew ork . C en tra l to them  are 
changes in perceptions, based on the shifts 
w h ich  have a lready occurred . The growth in 
casual and contract em ploym ent, for exam 
ple, should see us scrap distinctions between 
em p loyees and contractors and standardise 
rights, for 'w o rkers ' of all kinds. W e  should 
cater for the frequent change of jobs w ith  far 
greater portab ility  of entitlem ents like leave 
and superannuation , w ith  poo ling  a rrange
ments betw een  em p loyers to p rovide for it. 
Industria l, socia l se cu rity  and ed u ca tio n a l 
p o lic y  should  be m uch m ore c lo se ly  in te 
grated to m anage the various transitions 
w h ich  peop le w ill go through in the course 
of a w ork ing  life. G overnm ents should be far 
m ore innovative  in encourag ing  retention of 
w orkers during dow nturns, through, for ex 
am ple, subsidies to a llo w  businesses to keep 
them  em p loyed  at reduced hours for a tim e, 
rather than a u to m a tica lly  sack ing  them . 
O ld e r  w orkers should  be ab le  to revert to 
part-time w o rk  and d raw  on the ir superan 
nuation  and pension  en titlem ents to boost 
their incom e before reaching retirem ent age. 
As for w ages po licy , A C IR R T  argues for a to
tal rethink on basic w age levels. This should 
inc lude defining n ew  m echanism s for c a lc u 
lating a liv ing  w age, g iving serious attention 
to the link betw een the w ages and social se
cu rity  system s and adop tion  of a basis for 
m easuring  w hat a liv ing  standard for a d e 
cent society should be. Their central tenet in 
proposing a new  w a y  for Australian em p lo y 
ment p o licy  is the belief that 'the treatment o f 
people at work is one o f the leading ind ica
tors o f a civ ilised  society'. W h o  w o u ld  seri
ously d ispute it?

Australia at work is, in this w riter's  v iew , 
the most im pressive ana lys is  of A ustra lian  
workers, their jobs and their futures that w e  
have seen for m any years. It cha llenges the 
assum ptions of both proponents and o p p o 
nents of labour m arket change. A L IA  m em 
bers w ill find reading it fascinating and en 
cou rag ing . As they  do so they m ay find 
them selves asking w ith  fam ous m anagem ent 
guru Charles H andy [in Beyond certainty: the 
changing worlds o f organisations, 
H u tch in son  London  1995, IS B N  0 09 
179153 7] 'W h a t  are w e  doing to ourselves? 
It is all part of the new  com petitiveness, w hat 
w e  have to do in order to survive, both as in
d iv id u a ls  in the firm  and as the firm  in the 
m arket? O r  are w e  creating a new  myth for 
ourselves, a new  ideal, the consum ed execu 
tive  as m odern  h e ro ? ' T h ey  m ay also  c o n 
c lu d e  w ith  him that 'E ither w a y  it bodes ill 
for our society if the best and brightest end 
up having no time for anything or anyone but 
them selves or their w ork, and if the price of 
success has to be total im m ersion  in that 
w o rk '. ■
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