MANAGING THE WORKFORCE:

INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

I. Framework


(
Two HRM systems -- Command-and-Control & High-Performance -- and, two corresponding IR systems.  Both are ideal types, or theoretical constructs.  We treated them as paradigms.


(
The HRM/IR systems in place today in North America, Europe, and Japan are a consequence of labor's and management's choices of ideology (anarcho-syndicalism, business unionism) and business strategy which took shape around the turn of the century.


(
To understand a national HRM/IR system, we should adopt a systems view and an historical perspective.  History, institutions, and actor choices are all important considerations in explaining the nature of national HRM/IR systems and international variations.

II. Common Patterns

(
The individual enterprise is emerging as an increasingly important locus of HR and IR decision making and strategy.  Sweden represents the most visible case in point.  Note also the case of Germany where works councils are assuming a growing role as workplace bargaining agents.

(
Decentralization has been accompanied by a search for greater flexibility in how work is organized and labor is deployed. This has resulted in a tension:



A) In all of the countries, part-time/temporary employment/fixed-term contracts are on the rise

B) yet at the same time, management makes efforts to tap front-line employee knowledge and experience by providing work arrangements that delegate decision-making authority to those who control how products/services are produced 


C) employees are expected to use their experience and creativity to identify quality problems, design solutions and, sometime, implement them. To make the new work arrangements pay off, employment has to be reasonably stable. Yet, downsizing and other restructuring that move employees around inside organizations disrupt these work systems and seem incompatible with them. Some kind of employment stability and perhaps even explicit job security would be a necessary condition for these new work systems to succeed


(
Skill development is attracting more and more attention


(
Union membership is declining
III. Differing Patterns

(
Whereas flexibility in work organization is becoming a key source of competitive advantage, its diffusion remains uneven across and within countries  

(
Across countries: Countries that come from a tradition of job control (France, England, Canada, and the USA) have experienced the greatest pressures to transform their work organization.  National systems of HRM/IR that were never completely Taylorist and/or already had workplace practices that promote flexibility and communication have been able to accommodate more easily the need for new work practices

(
Within countries: The most profound departures from traditional practices appear to take place where:


(
a new "greenfield" worksite is established (Kalmar, Udevalla)

(
major technological changes are introduced and employees or they representatives have some voice in that process (Japan)


(
the pressures of international competition are strong


(
new union-management partnerships are created (e.g. Japanese transplants in England, Saturn, Shell Sarnia)


(
The extent to which employees enjoy job security differs between and within countries.  Generally, employees in Canada and the US have much less job security than in other countries.  However within countries there are variations as well (e.g., public-sector employees enjoy much better job security than private-sector employees.  In Japan, employees in small companies don't have the same LTE arrangements as employees in bigger companies do).


(
Real wages have been the most stagnant in the USA and grown moderately in Japan, Germany, and Sweden.


REMEMBER


In principle, while employers’ search for increased competitiveness may be a general phenomenon emanating from international pressures that are common to all advanced industrial nations, different cultures and institutional arrangements (e.g. LTE, Solidaristic Wage Policy, Co-Determination) filter these common pressures differently, so that changes in HRM/IR practices vary across these countries.

IV. Existing Tensions

(
Managing simultaneously continuous quality improvement and cost containment

(Polarization of opportunities between those with access to jobs with innovative HR practices and those without.  Is this gap larger or smaller than those found in traditional employment systems?  If it is, how can it be narrowed?


(The risks associated with business are increasingly being pushed onto employees with no apparent compensation advantages. Once on the jobs, employees have much greater responsibility for managing their own careers than they have been accustomed to.


(Labor mobility creates a challenge to management. Their problem is how to create skills that are largely specific to an individual employer, skills that cannot be purchased in the outside market.  The employer's ability to recoup an investment in those skills may well have eroded because of declining employee-employer attachment. This, in turn, makes management less and less willing to invest in training.
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