3 International Pressures on Industrial
Relations: Macroeconomics and
Social Concertation

aniel J. B. Mitchell and Mahmood A. Zaidi

The industrial relations systems of the world’s market economies are under
common pressure, although the reaction to that pressure has varied consider-
ably from country to country.! These pressures are moving world labor
markets in an atomistic direction and thus are likely to have special signifi-
cance for national systems which involve coordination and tripartite social
concertation. Because the main forces acting on the various industrial rela-
tions systems are economic, countries which value the concertation approach
will have a hard time over the long run maintaining their current systems.” As
Ezio Tarantelli pointed out, successful social concertation for macro-econ-
omic purposes depends on the presence of a centralized IR system. Any move
toward decentralized wage setting undermines such concertation.”

In making this argument, we do not downgrade the importance of other
institutional arrangements — political, social, and legal. Rather, we view such
arrangements as explanations of the divergent responses of various industrial
relations systems that national observers have identified so far. Nonetheless,

! References to world developments are based in part on various papers presented ar the
September 1989 meetings of the International Industrial Relations Assaciation, Brus-
sels, Belgium, These papers are: A Comparative View of U.S. and Canadian Industrial
Relations: A Strategic Choice Perspective, Kochan, Thomas, A. and Anil Verma; Struc-
tural Change and Industrial Relations: The UK. Case, Beasmont, P.B.; Structural
Change and Industrial Relations: Australia, Niland, John and Keri Spooner; Structural
Change and Industrial Relations in Japan, Shimada, Haru; The Coming Divergence in
Dutch Industrial Relations, Visser, Jelle; and Structiral Change and Industrial Rela-
tions in the Federal Refublic of Germany, Weiss, Manfred. A summary report based on
these papers by Jacques Rojot was also helpful,

The interrelationship between economic forces and the practice of industrial relations
and human resource management is emphasized in: The Ecosomics of Human Resource
Management, Mitchell, Daniel . B. and Mahmood A. Zaidi {eds.}. Oxford, England:
Basil Blackwell {1990),

Tarantelli, Ezio (1983), The Regulation of Inflation in Western Countries and the
Degree of Neocorporatism. Paper 60-83/sec. {a)/4. Proceedings of the Sixth World
Congress, Kyoto, Japan. Geneva, Switzerland: International Industrial Relations
Association, pp. 45-77. See also his: {1986), The Regulation of Inflation and Unem-
ployment. In: Industrial Relations, Vol. 25, pp. 1-15.
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72 International Pressures on Industrial Relations

employers to cut back on commitments to workers, even as the age profile of
the workforce pulis in the opposite direction.

In the United States, the clash between worker desires and employer offers
has led to the phenomenon of mandated benefits and legalistic adjudication
of employee complaints.’® Some American states have required — or are
considering requiring — that all but the smallest employers provide their
employees with health insurance. Similar proposals are being made at the
federal level, along with proposals for mandated family leaves in the event of
childbirth or the need to care for an elderly parent. A federal law enacted
during the 1988 presidential campaign now requires employers to provide
60-days’ notice of plant closings and mass layoffs. State courts have become
morte receptive to individual “wrongful discharge” suits by terminated
employees. As the union option for voicing complaints, filing grievances, and
dealing with matters such as health insurance declines in the United States,
the political/legal process is becoming the new employee representation plan.
In an era when product markets were being deregulated, new regulations
appeared in the labor market.

The difficulty with the politicalflegal process is that it tends to be piece-
meal. Each issue — layoffs, health insurance, family leaves, wrongful dis-
charge — is considered as an isolated matter. No mechanism exists for asking
about the implications of each for the nature of the employment relationship
or how the various proposals might affect economic performance.

Social concertation can be re-conceived as a process for dealing with the
overall issue of what should be included within the employment relationship.
Understood in that way, it could become an alternative to the older macroe-
conomic view of concertation as a way of avoiding inflation in a bargaining
context. The older view is being undermined by shrinkage of the collective
bargaining sector in many countries. But the question of who represents the
employee interest in a forum of social concertation remains. As collective
bargaining shrinks in coverage, other representational structures will be
needed.

1% Mitchell, Daniel J. B. {1990}, Mandated Benefits, Voluntary Benefits, and the Changing
American Workplace, UCLA Tnstitute of Industrial Relations, working paper.
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