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Workplace productivity

hat really drives workplace pro-

ductivity? Is it the industrial rela-

tions framework and the form of
bargaining used? Or might innovative per-
sonnel policy and management practice
have more to offer?

With evidence building on enterprise
bargaining's damaging effects on fairness,
there is urgent need for its benefits to be ana-
lysed. In particular, any links between de-
centralised bargaining and productivity need
to be identified.

Since 1991, Australia has developed an
unusual industrial relations model. It is
popular to describe new arrangements as
decentralised, but in truth our system em-
ploys both centralised and decentralised
methods. This applies especially to our
wage-fixing which now involves a two-
stream process. It makes us markedly differ-
ent from most countries, including those that
have switched from one model to another.
New Zealand, for example, has also
changed its industrial relations system in re-
cent years but has largely replaced the award
system with local-level bargaining and indi-
vidual contracting. By contrast, Australia has
merely grafted enterprise bargaining onto its
traditional arrangements for regulation of
employment conditions.

We now have a hybrid wage-fixing sys-
tem, in which more than half the workforce
(fifty-four per cent) gain wage increases from
local-workplace agreements, while the re-
mainder still rely on the award system. The
implications of this require careful consid-
eration, especially since international re-
search suggests hybrid systems are the least
effective framework for gaining workplace
productivity growth [see, for example, Steve
Dowrick: Wage bargaining systems and pro-
ductivity growth in OECD countries, Eco-
nomic Planning and Advisory Council].

Many of these issues have been ad-
dressed by Professor Malcolm Rimmer of
Deakin University in a fascinating paper in
the current edition of the Journal of Industrial
Relations ['Enterprise bargaining, wage
norms and productivity', JIR 4/40 pp 605-
623). Rimmer finds that wage negotiations
are increasingly being linked to productivity,
either through trade offs or by use of
workplace productivity as a criterion to de-
termine the level of wage settlements. A
major difficulty arises because few Austral-
ian studies actually deal directly with pro-
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ductivity outcomes from particular forms of
bargaining. While its proponents make much
of enterprise bargaining's positive effects,
what little evidence there is relies almost
entirely on subjective management measures
or, more often, estimates of future gains.
Rimmer asserts that Australia has a serious
‘research gap' as far as the effect of enter-
prise bargaining on both micro- and macro-
level productivity performance is concerned.

By contrast, he unearths a wealth of con-
ceptual and empirical evidence to show that
innovative, employee-focussed personnel
practices can have a profound effect on or-
ganisational performance and competitive
advantage. This makes clear that a focus on
improving employee knowledge, skills and
abilities, on the one hand, and attention to
‘motivational’ issues, on the other, is reaping
a useful harvest for some American compa-
nies. Investment in these practices routinely
produces lower labour turnover, higher pro-
ductivity and better financial performance
than is experienced in companies that do not
adopt them. There are no magic solutions,
however, and certainly no one best way. Or-
ganisations need to fit their personnel poli-
cies to their own circumstances. But a posi-
tive co-operative framework, within which
relevant practices are developed with the
workforce, is proving the best route for
progress. Enterprise bargaining is found to
be, at best, but one small contributor to pro-
ductivity improvement — and then only if it
forms part of an overall strategy built on the

principles discussed above.

These cautionary warnings against what
Rimmer calls the 'simplistic equating of en-
terprise bargaining with productivity growth'
are yet another example of a paradox in con-
temporary employment policy and practice.
Governments (of both persuasions) and
many managers still cling to the belief that
systemic change will produce the results
they (and everyone else) would like to see.
Yet over and over again, all the evidence in-
dicates that it is attitudinal and behavioural
change which generates sustainable im-
provement. Just as downsizing has not, and
will not, magically transform productivity
performance, so enterprise bargaining will
disappoint its supporters if it is seen as an
easy road to success. Managers have often
pleaded to be allowed to manage. But it is
frequently their reluctance to do so, and an
attendant reliance on easy ‘external’ solu-
tions and management consultants, which
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prevent progress. For enterprise bargaining to held sway, librarians in that time have expe- enterprise
realise the claims of its advocates, it needs to rienced the very opposite? In her recent |h e
be seen as a first step: a framework for devel- landmark judgement in the New South IrljamUIq
opment of the novel, organisation-specific Wales Pay Equity Inquiry, her Honour Justice Wllldlsappomt
people policies identified in Rimmer's analy- Glynn of the Industrial Relations Commis- Its SUppOftGI’S
sis. sion concluded that the work of librarians P
. across the State had been severely underval- If It IS Seen as
if any further proof were needed that, for . i i i i
i . ued, despite their having experienced in the an easy road
many, enterprise bargaining has produced i
i ) past ten years work value increases of the
far more rhetoric than substance, the library tO Success...

and information workforce can provide it
Decentralised bargaining was supposed to
allow more thorough assessment of work
value within organisations. It was supposed
to result in intra-firm comparisons of worth
and align rewards more closely with contri-
bution. It was touted as a way to overturn
pay inequities built on sheer industrial mus-
cle. FHow then can it be that, at the end of a

decade in which enterprise bargaining has
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very highest order. A sharper example of the
chasm between rhetoric and reality is hard

to imagine.

This will not stop the endless stream of
publications and press releases extolling the
virtues of further labour market deregulation
and more enterprise bargaining. But nobody
should be surprised when Australia's librar-
ians do not include them on recommended
reading lists. «
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These and other job advertisements may be found on AUAnet at http://www.alia.org.au/appointments.html

The University of Hong Kong is ong 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
ostgraduate IeveIL. Research students come from more than 40 countries. The medidm of instruction is English. The University is committed
0 the vision of globalisation, scholarship and research excellence.

Librarian

Applications are invited for appointment as Librarian in the University Libraries (Ref.. RF-98/99-102) tenable from 1July 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 rap_ldI){ expanded its collection and information resources in support o t,eachln?,
earning 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 material$ 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 ligraries, with a higher degree ‘and membership of the_relevant
professional bodiés toglether with evidence of vision and leadership. Proficiency in English and Chinese, extensive experience in library
management and knowledge of computer sk/stems and information technologies are essential. A good publication record and knowledge of
additional languages will bé 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 salal Battractin 150 (taxable) terminal élratuity or sugerannuate as appropriate] will be within the professorial range of HK$L2M+
(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 _?ackage will e offéred 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 Schemé for reimbursing either the rental payment or the mortgage repayment up to the relevant maximum entitlemént).

Furtheﬁparticulars_and application forms can be obtained on WWW at httg://www.hku.hk/apptimi,t/' or from the Agi)ointments 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,

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