
W o rk  w a tch

Manager, 
personnel & 
industrial relations

.. .cantum m y warnings 
against the ‘sim plistic 
equating of enterprise 
bargaining with 
productivity growth ’ are 
yet another example o f a 
paradox in contemporary 
employment policy and 
practice...

Workplace productivity
W hat rea lly  d rives w o rk p lace  pro

d uctiv ity ? Is it the industrial re la
tions fram ew ork  and the form of 

bargain ing  used? O r  m ight in n o va tive  per
sonnel p o lic y  and m anagem en t p ractice  
have m ore to offer?

W ith  e v id e n c e  b u ild in g  on en terprise 
b a rga in ing 's  dam ag ing  effects on fairness, 
there is urgent need for its benefits to be ana
lysed. In particu la r, any  links betw een  d e 
centralised bargaining and productivity need 
to be identified.

S ince  1991, Austra lia  has deve loped  an 
unusual industria l re la tions m odel. It is 
p opu lar to describ e  n ew  arrangem ents as 
d ecen tra lised , but in truth our system em 
p loys both cen tra lised  and d ecen tra lised  
m ethods. This ap p lies  e s p e c ia lly  to our 
w age-fix ing w h ic h  n o w  in vo lves  a two- 
stream process. It m akes us m arked ly d iffer
ent from most countries, includ ing those that 
have sw itched  from one m odel to another. 
N e w  Z ea la n d , for exam p le , has also 
changed its industrial re lations system in re
cent years but has largely replaced the award 
system w ith  local- level bargain ing and ind i
v idual contracting. B y  contrast, Australia has 
m erely grafted enterprise bargain ing onto its 
trad itiona l a rrangem ents for regu lation  of 
em p loym ent cond itions.

W e  n o w  have a hybrid  wage-fixing sys
tem, in w h ich  m ore than half the w orkforce 
(fifty-four per cent) gain w age increases from 
lo ca l- w o rkp lace  agreem ents, w h ile  the re
m ainder still rely on the aw ard  system. The 
im p lica tions of this requ ire carefu l con s id 
e ration , e s p e c ia lly  s in ce  in ternational re
search suggests hybrid  systems are the least 
e ffective  fram ew ork  for ga in ing  w o rk p lace  
p roductiv ity  growth [see, for exam ple, Steve 
D ow rick : W a g e  bargaining systems and pro
d u ctiv ity  growth in O EC D  countries, E co 
nom ic P lann ing  and A d v iso ry  C ouncil|.

M a n y  of these issues h ave  been ad 
dressed by Professor M a lc o lm  R im m er of 
D eak in  U n ive rs ity  in a fascinating paper in 
the current edition of the Journal o f Industrial 
Relations ['En terp rise  barga in ing , w age  
norms and p ro d u c tiv ity ', JIR  4/40 pp 605- 
623). R im m er finds that w ag e  negotiations 
are increasingly being linked to productivity, 
e ither through trade offs or by use of 
w o rkp lace  productiv ity  as a criterion  to d e 
term ine the leve l o f w a g e  settlem ents. A  
m ajor d ifficu lty  arises because few  A ustra l
ian studies a c tu a lly  dea l d irec tly  w ith  p ro 

ductiv ity  outcom es from particu lar forms of 
bargaining. W h ile  its proponents m ake much 
of en terprise barga in ing 's  positive  effects, 
w h a t little e v id e n ce  there is re lies a lm ost 
entirely on subjective management measures 
or, m ore often, estim ates of future gains. 
R im m er asserts that A ustra lia  has a serious 
'research  gap ' as far as the effect of en ter
prise bargain ing on both micro- and m acro 
level productivity perform ance is concerned .

By  contrast, he unearths a w ealth  of con 
ceptual and em pirical ev idence  to show  that 
inn ova tive , em p loyee-focussed  personnel 
practices can have a profound effect on o r
gan isa tiona l p erfo rm ance  and co m p e tit iv e  
advantage. This makes c le a r that a focus on 
im proving em p lo yee  know ledge, skills and 
abilities, on the one hand, and attention to 
'm otivational' issues, on the other, is reaping 
a useful harvest for som e A m erican  co m p a 
nies. Investm ent in these practices routinely 
produces low er labour turnover, h igher pro
d u ctiv ity  and better f in an c ia l perfo rm ance  
than is experienced in com panies that do not 
adopt them. There are no m agic so lutions, 
how ever, and certa in ly no one best w ay . O r 
ganisations need to fit their personnel p o li
c ies to their ow n  circum stances. But a posi
tive  co-operative fram ew ork, w ith in  w h ich  
re levant p ractices are d eve lop ed  w ith  the 
w o rk fo rce , is p roving  the best route for 
progress. Enterprise bargain ing  is found to 
be, at best, but one small contributor to pro
ductiv ity  im provem ent —  and then on ly  if it 
forms part of an overa ll strategy built on the 
p rincip les discussed above.

These cau tionary  w arn ings against w hat 
R im m er ca lls  the 's im p listic  equating of en 
terprise bargaining w ith  productivity growth ' 
are yet another exam ple of a paradox in co n 
tem porary em p loym ent p o licy  and practice . 
G o ve rnm en ts  (of both persuasions) and 
m any m anagers still c ling  to the be lie f that 
system ic change  w ill  p roduce the results 
they (and everyone  else) w o u ld  like to see. 
Yet over and over again, all the ev id ence  in 
dicates that it is attitudinal and behaviou ra l 
change w h ich  generates susta inab le  im 
provem ent. Just as dow nsiz ing  has not, and 
w ill not, m ag ica lly  transform  p ro d uc tiv ity  
perfo rm ance, so enterprise bargain ing  w ill 
d isappo in t its supporters if it is seen as an 
easy road to success. M anagers have often 
p leaded to be a llo w ed  to manage. But it is 
frequently their re luctance to do so, and an 
attendant re liance  on easy 'ex te rn a l' so lu 
tions and m anagem ent consu ltan ts , w h ich
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prevent progress. For enterprise bargaining to 
realise the cla im s of its advocates, it needs to 
be seen as a first step: a fram ework for d eve l
opm en t o f the nove l, o rgan isation-specific  
people po licies identified in R im m er's ana ly 
sis.

if any further proof w e re  needed that, for 
m any, en terp rise  barga in ing  has p roduced  
far m ore rhetoric than substance, the lib rary 
and  in fo rm ation  w o rk fo rce  can  p ro v id e  it. 
D ecen tra lised  barga in ing  w as supposed to 
a llo w  m ore tho rough  assessm ent of w o rk  
va lu e  w ith in  organ isations. It w as supposed 
to result in intra-firm com parisons of w orth  
and align rew ards m ore c lo se ly  w ith  con tri
bution. It w as touted as a w a y  to overtu rn  
pay inequities built on sheer industrial m us
c le . FHow then can  it be that, at the end of a 
d ecade  in w h ic h  en terprise bargain ing  has

held sw ay, librarians in that tim e have expe
rien ced  the ve ry  o p pos ite ? In her recent 
lan d m ark  jud g em en t in the N e w  South  
W a le s  Pay Equity Inquiry, her H onour Justice 
G lyn n  o f the Industria l R e la tions  C o m m is 
sion co n c lu d e d  that the w o rk  o f lib rarians 
across the State had been severe ly  underva l
ued, despite their having  experienced  in the 
past ten years w o rk  va lu e  increases o f the 
ve ry  highest order. A  sharper exam p le of the 
chasm  betw een  rhetoric and reality  is hard 
to im agine.

This w ill not stop the end less stream of 
pub lica tions and press releases exto lling  the 
virtues of further labour market deregu lation  
and m ore enterprise bargaining. But nobody 
should be surprised w hen  Austra lia 's  lib rar
ians do not inc lude  them  on recom m ended  
reading lists. «

.. .enterprise 
Ihirijainuiq 

will disappoint 
its supporters 
if it is seen as 
an easy road 
to success...
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The University of Hong Kong is one of the leading international comprehensive research universities in the Asia-Pacific region, with more 
than 100 departments and sub-divisions of studies and learning. There is currently an enrolment of more than 15,000 students (6,000 at 
postgraduate level). Research students come from more than 40 countries. The medium of instruction is English. The University is committed 
to the vision of globalisation, scholarship and research excellence.

L ib r a r ia n
Applications are invited for appointment as Librarian in the University Libraries (Ref.: RF-98/99-102) tenable from 1 July 1999. The appointment 

will be made either on a fixed-term basis, with a possibility of renewal; or on probationary/substantive terms.
The University Libraries were established in 1912 and constitute the oldest established academic library system in Hong Kong. Over the 

years of establishment, the University Libraries have rapidly expanded its collection and information resources in support of teaching, 
learning and research. The University Libraries now comprise the Main Library and six branch libraries. The Fung Ping Shan Library is widely 
recognized as one of the most comprehensive collections of Chinese materials outside the Chinese mainland, while the other branch libraries 
support specific fields including medicine, dentistry, law, education and music.

The Librarianship is a senior post at professorial level and the Librarian is a University Officer responsible for the effective management and 
development of the University Libraries to facilitate teaching and research. The appointee will undertake strategic planning, oversight of all 
library services and lead a team of 40 professionals and 190 support staff. Applicants should be exceptionally well-qualified and experienced in 
the field of library and information science, particularly in academic libraries, with a higher degree and membership of the relevant 
professional bodies together with evidence of vision and leadership. Proficiency in English and Chinese, extensive experience in library 
management and knowledge of computer systems and information technologies are essential. A good publication record and knowledge of 
additional languages will be a distinct advantage.

Tire University reserves the right not to fill the post or to fill the post by invitation or to make an appointment at a lower level.
Annual salary [attracting 15% (taxable) terminal gratuity or superannuate as appropriate] will be within the professorial range of HK$1.2M+ 

(approx. AS$241,975; Australian equivalent as at 10 February 1999) with starting salary depending on qualifications and experience. At current 
rates, salaries tax will not exceed 15% of gross income. Attractive benefits package will be offered to the successful candidate (comprising 
leave, senior staff passages, medical and dental benefits, an allowance for children’s education in Hong Kong and a financial subsidy under the 
Home Financing Scheme for reimbursing either the rental payment or the mortgage repayment up to the relevant maximum entitlement).

Further particulars and application forms can be obtained on WWW at http://www.hku.hk/apptimit/; or from the Appointments Unit (Senior), 
Registry, The University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong (Fax (852) 2540 6735 or 2559 2058; E-mail: apptunit@reg.hku.hk). Closes 30 April 1999.

77m University is an equal opportunity employer and is working towards a smoke-free environment.
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