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. .  .f le x ib ility  a t  
work raided the 
quedtion: 
flex ib le  for  
whom  —  

em ployer, 
w orker o r both ?

D eregulation  
. . .  w hose flexibility?

W h ile  t ra v e llin g  overseas on  h o lid a y  

re c e n tly , it w as im p o s s ib le  to  ig 
no re  the  p o lit ic a l and m ed ia  a tten 

t io n  be ing  g ive n  to  change  in the  la b o u r m ar

ket. A u s tra lia  is o b v io u s ly  no t a lo n e  in its c o n 

t in u in g  focus on  ne w  approaches to  w o rk . A nd  

w h e th e r it w as S ingapore , C anada, the  U n ite d  

States o r Europe, the  w o rd s  f le x ib i l i ty  and d e 

regu la tion  seem ed to  d o m in a te  new spaper c o l

um ns and c u rre n t a ffa irs  te le v is io n .

B ut the  in te re s tin g  th in g  w as h o w  d if fe r 

e n tly  these goa ls  w e re  b e in g  pu rsued . In Eng

land , the  n e w  L abou r G o ve rn m e n t w as assert

ing  the  need fo r  le g is la tio n  to  sa feguard  f irm  

m in im u m  w ages, even  as A u s tra lia 's  P rim e  

M in is te r was o p e n in g  up p o lic y  debate on th e ir 

re d u c tio n . As trad e  u n io n s  appeared  to  be in 

a lm os t te rm in a l d e c lin e  in A m e rica , European 

n a tio n s  w e re  s im u lta n e o u s ly  re -e m p h a s is in g  

the  Socia l C hap ter to  co m p e l em p loye rs  to  rec

ogn ise  and dea l w ith  them . C le a r ly , the re  are 

v a ry in g  v ie w s  on  th e  best w a y  to  a ch ie ve  

change  in th e  w o rk p la c e .

T h is  s h o u ld  n o t be su rp r is in g , e s p e c ia lly  

w h e n  w e  realise tha t the  search fo r la b o u r m ar
ket d e re g u la tio n  can  o n ly  take  p la ce  a lo n g  a 

c o n tin u u m . It ca n n o t be m e re ly  a c h o ic e  b e 

tw een e ith e r f le x ib i l i ty  o r in f le x ib il ity .  Rather, 

there are va rio u s  p o in ts  on a spec trum . There 

are several types o f f le x ib il ity . The d ile m m a  lies 

in m ak ing  ch o ice s  w h ic h  p ro v id e  the  greatest 

p o te n tia l b e n e fits  fo r  o rg a n isa tio n s  and th e ir  

em p loyees. A n d  w e  shou ld  no t fo rge t tha t f le x 

ib i l i ty  at w o rk  raises the  q u e s tion : f le x ib le  fo r 
w h o m  —  e m p lo y e r, w o rk e r  o r both?

C u rre n tly  in A u s tra lia , f le x ib i l i t y  and  d e 

re g u la tio n  are a rg u a b ly  fa r to o  focused  on an 

e m p lo y e r-o n ly  agenda w h ic h  ra re ly  looks be 

y o n d  the  s h o rt- te rm . W ith  changes  in  the  

w o rk p la c e  b a la n c e  o f  p o w e r, m anagers n o w  

have grea ter scope to  im pose  f le x ib i l i ty  on the  

w o rk fo rce . But it is som etim es be ing  used o n ly  

to  cu t costs by  ca su a lis in g  e m p lo y m e n t, w ith  

an in e v ita b le  d e -s k il l in g  o f the  w o rk fo rc e . 

M a n y  A L IA  m em bers  are a cu te ly  aw are  o f th is  

trend . Even a cu rso ry  g lance  at research on the 

o u tcom e s o f d e ce n tra lise d  b a rg a in in g  in A u s 

tra lia  c o n firm s  th a t l i t t le  a tte n tio n  is b e in g  

g iven  to  in n o v a tiv e  w ays  o f ch a n g in g  w o rk in g  

a rrangem ents to  su it em p loyees, n o tw ith s ta n d 

ing the  rh e to r ic  o f fa m ily - f r ie n d ly  p o lic ie s .

B a rg a in in g  o u tco m e s  w h ic h  address o n ly  

one  s ide 's co n ce rn s  ra re ly  p ro d u ce  las ting  im 
p ro ve m e n ts  in a ny  w a lk  o f  life . T he  la b o u r 

m arke t is no d iffe re n t. W r it in g  in the  Guardian 
recen tly , d ire c to r  o f B rita in 's  Ins titu te  o f P ub lic  

P o lic y  R esearch, G e ra ld  H o th a m , says the  

c h a lle n g e  is to  use th e  g rea te r f le x ib i l i t y  tha t 

m anagers n o w  have at th e ir  d isposa l to  go fo r 

h ig h e r q u a lity  serv ices and m ore  va lu e -a d d e d  

jobs , ra th e r th a n  to  lo c k  in lo w -c o s t serv ices 

and a lo w -s k il l  w o rk fo rc e . To  a c h ie v e  th is ,

the re  needs to  be fa r m o re  re c o g n it io n  o f the  

w o rk fo rc e  as an asset to  be d e ve lo p e d  ra the r 

than  ju s t a cost to  be red u ce d . A n d  increased 

budge ts  fo r  tra in in g  and  d e v e lo p m e n t, ra the r 

than red u c tio n s , are a fu n d a m e n ta l part o f th is.

W h ile  th is  is seen by som e as a 's o ft ' a p 

p ro a ch  w h ic h  o n ly  em phasises benefits  to  e m 

p loyees, th e re  is hard  e v id e n c e  o f its p o s itive  
e ffec t on w h a t a cco u n ta n ts  lik e  to  ca ll the  b o t

to m  lin e . R eported  re c e n tly  in  the  Australian 
Financial Review, an A m e ric a n  M a n a g e m e n t 

A s s o c ia tio n  su rvey  o f  m o re  th a n  1 0 0 0  la rge  

and m ed iu m -s ize d  o rgan isa tions reveals a c lea r 

co rre la tio n  be tw een  increased tra in in g  budgets 

and h ig h e r p ro fits  and  p ro d u c t iv ity .  T hose 

co m p a n ie s  w h ic h  lif te d  th e ir  t ra in in g  o u tla ys  

w e re  fo u n d  to  be se v e n ty -f iv e  pe r ce n t m ore  

lik e ly  to  genera te  increased  p ro fits  and m ore  

than  tw ic e  as lik e ly  to  a ch ie ve  h ig h e r p ro d u c 

t iv ity  as o rg a n isa tio n s  w h ic h  had cu t th e ir  e m 

p lo ye e -re la te d  costs.

Even m ore  c o n v in c in g  is a su rvey  o f Euro

pean c o m p a n ie s  by  th e  B oston  C o n s u lt in g  

G ro u p . A fte r  e x a m in in g  ten  in d u s try  secto rs 

o ve r seven years, it fo u n d  th a t the  b e s t-p e r

fo rm in g  co m p a n ie s  in e ve ry  in d u s try  w e re  
those  sco rin g  h ig h ly  on  m easures such as e x 

p e n d itu re  per e m p lo ye e , s ta ff o p p o rtu n it ie s  to  

lea rn  n e w  s k ills , e m p lo y e e -fo c u s e d  f le x ib le  

w o rk in g  hours, e m p lo ye e  p ro fit-sh a re  schem es 
and s ta ff p ro m o tio n  o p p o r tu n it ie s . T hey  c o n 

s is ten tly  a ch ie ve d  g rea te r to ta l sh a re h o ld e r re 

tu rn  th a n  th e ir  c o m p e tito rs .

W h e n  these resu lts are co m p a re d  w ith  d e 

v e lo p m e n ts  in A u s tra lia n  e m p lo y e e  re la tio n s  

the re  is cause fo r c o n ce rn  T he re  is c e rta in ly  a 

good  dea l o f ta lk  here a b o u t a 'n e w  in d u s tria l 

re la tio n s  m o d e l' based on  c o m m o n  in te re s t 

and h ig h  trus t. But as Ron C a llu s , d ire c to r  o f 

the  C e n tre  fo r  In d u s tr ia l R e la tio n s  R esearch 

and T ra in in g , po in ts  o u t in his recen t re v ie w  o f 

en te rp rise  b a rga in ing , the  iro n y  is tha t a m a jo r

ity  o f A u s tra lia n  e m p lo ye rs  c o n tin u e  to  pursue 

lo w -tru s t m anagem en t s trateg ies. A ro u n d  h a lf 

o f a ll A u s tra lia n  em p loyees  surveyed c o m p la in  

th e y  have  had no  say a b o u t re c e n t m a jo r  

changes in th e ir  w o rk p la c e s . A n d  a th ird  are 

less h a p p y  w ith  the  w o rk  and fa m ily  b a la n ce  

than  th e y  w e re  a year ago.

H ere  aga in , the  gap b e tw e en  rh e to r ic  and 

re a lity  is c le a rly  a ba rr ie r to  susta inab le  change  

in A u s tra lia n  o rg a n is a tio n s . W ith  th e  la b o u r 

m arke t's  p o w e r p e n d u lu m  s w in g in g  th e ir  w ay, 

it w i l l  be te m p tin g  fo r e m p lo ye rs  to  seek m ore  

and m ore  red u c tio n s  in e m p lo ye e  benefits  and 

c o n d it io n s  as a v e h ic le  fo r e ff ic ie n c y  e n h a n ce 

m en t. But such a p o lic y  w i l l  be short s igh ted . 

In fa c t, th e re  is m o u n tin g  e v id e n c e  th a t the  

greatest th rea t to  fu tu re  w o rk p la c e  p ro d u c tiv ity  

m ay lie  in th e  ve ry  in s e c u rity  and  w o rk fo rc e  
d issa tis fa c tion  w h ic h  the  c u rre n t a p p ro a ch  to  

d e re g u la tio n  is c rea tin g . h
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