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INNOVATIVE PROCESSES
One of the most important as

pects of crisis and change in in
dustrialize d societies in recent
years in Western Europe is the
change in work place relations re
su I tin g from the sh if t of power
away from centralized bargaining
structures, and toward the shop
floor. Unlike the period just fol
lowing World War I, this shift
of power has survived the impact
of economic recession and the rise
of unemp loyment. I n fact, the
pressures for some form of exten
sion of work place democracy has
increased in I t a I y , Br ita in, Wes t
Germany, and France. At the pol
icy level, this has taken the form
of the recent legislation on extend
ing codetermination in West Ger
many, and the discussion around
the Bu Ilock Report in Bri ta in, and
the Sudreau Report in France.

In Italy, the Bullock approach
attracted considerable interest at
a seminar organized by the I tal
ian Communist Party. The signifi
cance of these initiatives may ap
pear uncerta in, as they hover be
tween an a ttempt to bu i I d on re
cent changes, and an attempt to
contain them within the existing
institutional structure. This is
probably a necessary part of any
institutional change. A coalition
of forces is necessary to bri ng
the change about, and the mem
bers of the coalition always have
different long term objectives.
Once the change is instituted,
there will be a new struggle over
the way it is to work.

Recent moves to extend i ndus
tri a I democracy offer an i nterest
i ng examp Ie of an i nnova t i on pro
cess. They concern changes which
are not bei ng introduced from
scratch, as were some industrial
relations systems in the aftermath
of World War I I. Nor are they
changes which are brought about
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in a power vacuum, where the
aims of one group can be imposed
on other groups. The initiative of
innovation is taking place
through a barga in i ng process be
tween the ma in part i es direct I y
affected. Such i nnova ti ons tend to
be social rather than technical,
because they direct I y concern the
comp lex of ru les regu Ia ti ng the
relations between the main parties.

INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS
Throughout the pol icy deba te on

moves to extend worker representa
tion within the enterprise, consid
erab Ie use has been made of i nter
national comparisons as a guide
to the kind of change tha t might
be introduced. The Sudreau Com
mittee in France made use of evi
dence on the working of worker
representation abroad, and includ
ed descri pt ions of the systems of
worker participation in Sweden,
West Germany, and the Nether
lands. In Britain, the Bullock
Committee of Inquiry made use of
studies which it commissioned es
pecially on the experience of work
er participation at the board lev-
el in other EClropean countries,
and members of the Committee vis
ited other European countries.

This interest in foreign experi
ence by no means has been con
fined to worker participation. The
moves to reorgan i ze the Bri t i sh
industrial relations system on
more legalistic lines in the late
1960's and early 1970's were heav
i I y i nf I uenced by the favorab Ie
experience of legally regulated
wage agreements in the United
States and Australia. Similarly, a
good part of the impetus beh i nd
the politique contractuelle in
France for promoti ng collecti ve
bargaining as a way to regulate
work place relations was inspired
by the experience of the United
States and Britain.

CATEGORIES OF COMPARISON
Despite the enthusiasm for inter

national comparisons there has
been a certa in vagueness as to
what they actually demonstrate,
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and how they can inform on poli
cy de.cisions. Comparisons fall in
two categories: 1) comparisons of
institutional structure, and 2) the
isolation of common problems and
an examination of how different
systems perform in resolving
them. The Sudreau Report included
descriptions of the institutions of
worker participation which could
be viewed and possible blueprints
which might be adapted. The Com
mission of Industrial Relations un
derwrote a descri pt i ve study of
the institutions of participation
and collective bargaining in dif-
ferent European countries. The
Bullock Committee, on the other
hand, commissioned two studies of
the. experience of worker participa
tion at board level, taking a com
mon policy option to see how suc
cessful it was in different' indus
trial relations systems.
.The first type of comparison, of
systems of worker representation
and participation at the enter
prise level may treat each system
as self contained, looking only in
a general way at historical fac
tors shaping the early d~.vel

opment of institutions, and at the
background of collective bargain
i n gat other Ieve Is. T his was the
method of the Commission on I ndus~
trial Relations, the Sudreau Re
ports, and the report of Emery,
Thursrud and Tri st (1964) for the
Norwegian trade unions. Here were
a series of institutional blue
prints with some analysis of con
textual factors which might influ
ence conclusions on the possibility
of applying such systems else
where.

Such information is useful in
pol icy di scuss ions, but thei ruse
is limited. They can illustrate
some of the ways in which work
ers' representation can be organiz
ed, the way in which employee
influence on the decision making
process can be channeled, and
the way employee pressures and
aspirations can be given shape.
They can also indicate the types
of prob lems tha t can ari se, such
as excessive social distance

between representatives and;their
consti tuency, or Iack of response
to work group pressures.

But they are s i Ien t on certa in
crucial policy questions like that
of predicting the likely behavior
of certain institutional forms
which might be carried over to a
different national environment.
Most important, within the nation
al environment, is that some of
the functions fi lied by the partici
pa tory systems are a I ready per
formed by other institutions in
the home country. One of the main
objections. put forward by the Bri t
ish Trades Unions Congress to the
introduction of some kind of works
council in Britain is that many of
the functions they fi II in coun
tries I ike West Germany are hand
led by shop stewards. One key
question left unanswered by such
an approach would be how two
such overlapping forms of repre
sentation would coexist. The se
cond aspect of the problem is that
an important institution like a
works council would have to re
Iate to the p r e-exis tingins tit uti 0 n
al environment, which is already
meshed with the system of shop
steward representation.

The guidance they can give for
the method of introducing change
is also limited, as most systems
have their own methods of respond
ing to changed conditions. Legisla
tion may play a key role in West
Germany because the system is it
self defi ned in legal terms, and
the bargaining process is adapted
to working at this level. In Brit
ain much innovation in industrial
relations was introduced in a de
centralized way rising from local
agreements. I n France, the grea t
er substantive orientation of th~

parties led the Govenment to try
to promote a procedural change 
the extension of collective bargain
i ng - by offeri ng substanti ve ad
vantages as an incentive, as with
the pol itiquecontractuelle.

The second type of commonly
used comparison, which was used
as input in the Bullock Committee
involves taking an institution,



FREE INQUIRY in Creative Sociology Volume 8, No.1, May 1980 3

such as the "worker manager",
and looking at the problems of
its functi on in di fferen t i ndustri a I
relations contexts in different soci
eties. For the Bullock Committee,
Batstone (1976) looked at the work
ing of worker-director schemes in
relation to other directors on the
board, to the trade un ion, and to
thei r consti tuency, and . at the
type of decision-making influence
they could exert, and at the is
sues where they disagreed with
the rest of the board.

In this exercise, it was pos
sible to look at variants on the
same kind of i nsti tuti on, and to
see the extent of tendencies for
the board's activities to become
an extension of normal collective
bargaining. They could suggest
reasons as to why such factors
might be latent. It was not pos
sible to go much farther than to
outline sets of problems which
have occurred elsewhere, and
which should be considered in de-'
vising new pol icy.

This method suffers many of the
prob lems of the fi rst. I n the ab
sence of a fairly detailed study
of the different institutional con
texts, and the relative control
they confer on the ma in parti es,
it is hard to sa y how worker
di rectors wou Id perform in another
institutional setting. Would an
identical proportion of worker-
directors with identical formal
powers on th~ board have the
same problems of alientation from
their cons'tituents when there is a
powerful shop floor organization,
as when there is not? Or would
they become bargaining agents
where the union is powerful at
the company level? I n West Ger
many, they do not barga in be
cause collective bargaining is so
structured that the trade unions
as collective organizations are not
strong at the company level.

Comparison requires formulation
of a basic set of categories and
a framework in terms of which
institutions could be compared.
This would mean that the nature
of the problem would have to be

defined precisely perhaps too
precisely in order to conserve
the kind of agreement between the
parties which made it possible to
set up a committee of inquiry.

ALTERNATIVE ANALYSIS METHODS
The fundamental process at

work underlying the pressures for
increased industri al democracy
has become visible at certain mo
ments of history, like the closing
years of World War I, and again
in the late 1960's and early
1970's. Such processes are always
inherent in industrial work in
capitalist societies. Underlying
the process is the fact tha t the
services required of the employee
by the emp loyer are ()ecessari I y
variable, and demand a degree of
flexibility which makes impossible
the complete specification of the
terms of the labor contract at the
moment of hiring. Normally, the
worker is engaged to do a certain
type of work whose content wi II
only be spelled out in detai I lat
er by the foreman. Moreover, it
is rare that the set of tasks
attributed to a work post allows
an exhaustive definition. Much de
pends on the way in which the
work force is used to carry out
certa in tasks. It is often the
work ma tes who teach the job to
the new worker. The content of
the work post, therefore,. is de
fined by the way in which the
workers actually do it. The fore
man's authori ty to a Iloca te new
tasks, and to demand flexibility
in work practices wi II thus be
partly defined· by accepted prac
t ices. Because of the importance
of such accepted practi ces rei a
tive to formal definitions of
tasks, the work group reta ins a
certain control over the knowledge
necessary in the work process.

BARGAINING AND CONTROL
• This underl ies much of the pow~

er of the shop steward in many
sect ions of Br it i sh indus try and
the potenti a I for i ndustri a I demo
cracy for work p Iace barga in i ng.
The overlap between ques,tions of
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bargaining and control emerges
clearly if we consider one aspect
of the "custom and practice" ar
gument used in shop floor bargain
ing. To argue that a special pay
ment was made the last time a
worker performed a particu lar
task, or that a task is not a
part of the job an emp loyee is
normally paid to do, is to argue
on the basis of current work prac
tices. Such an argument has im
portant implications for control of
the work place. In insisting on
the restrictive definition of the
job, the steward a t the same ti me
bargains for more money, and
challenges managerial authority.
Through the system of shop stew
ard bargaining, the work group
can sell its cooperation to manage
ment, and make wha t wou I d be a
unilateral managerial decision sub
ject to bilateral control.

The ease with which work
groups can manipulate the defini
tion of job contents depends on
such factors as the scarcity of
labor and the management's need
for their cooperation in introduc
ing technical change. These fac
tors were especially important dur
ing World War I, at the time of
the Shop Stewards' Movement, and
in the late 1960's, when employ
ers across Europe were faced with
growing labor shortages and the
ne~d to 'rationalize production pro
cedures to meet i ncreas i ng competi
tion. The process at work in job
control is a continuous problem
for employers. The movement to
extend industri al democracy grows
out of such pressures.

The shop floor is not the only
level at which workers organize
in trying to extend the area of
bi lateral control. They do so also
at the labor market level in bar
gaining over wage rates and con
ditions of employment. At higher
level s, they exert pressure on de
ci s ions subject to un i I a tera I mana
gerial decision making. One might
t h ink of the poi n t s of con t act b e
tween areas of uni lateral manager
ial control and the more limited
areas of unilateral employee

control as forming a "frontier of
control." This may be broad, if
the area of overlap between the
two is great, and if there is a
good deal of joint or bilateral
control. For organized groups like
trade un ions and emp loyers' asso
ciations, or enterprise level bod
ies of workers, they require some
form of institutional ization, which
implies channeling of issues, sub
ject to joi nt contro I, and defi n i
tion of issues to be handled.
There is no single best way to
define the issues subject to joint
control, because they are i nterde
pendent due to their common ori
gin in the productive system. In
some cases, there are links be
tween introduction of a technical
change and the work organiza
tion, with opportunites for adjust
ments in payment systems. Or the
workers' refusa I to accept a tech
nical innovation because of its
presumed effects on work practices
and earnings may block it.

For the work force to take ad
vantage of such interdependence
of dec is ions on the work i ng of the
enterprise, it is important that
decisions on changes in work or
ganization be dealt with by the
same body as those on new i nvest
ments. Many "industrial demo
cratic" institutions concede a mea
sure of control to the work force
in the extension of the area subj
ect to bilateral decision making
in such a way that it is not
possible to use a bargaining ad
vantage in one such area to give
advantages in other areas.
• One might consider how the divi
sion of the "frontier of control"
in West Germany or Britain stabli
izes the existing division of con
trol, and thus contains pressure
which might stem from the shop
floor or from the un ion. I n West
Germany, the frontier of control
is divided into three main parts:
1) control over strategic issues
like investment; 2) control over
wage rates and conditions at the
labor market level and that of
social benefits; and 3) determin
ation of plant-based payment
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systems. Employee representation
is assured at these levels by mem
bership on the supervisory board,
by trade union bargaining accom
panied by the right to strike,
and by the works counci I, bound
by the peace obligation. These
are so structured tha t a barga i n
ing advantage at one level cannot
be used to gain advantages at an
other. The union cannot bring
pressure on the works counci I,
nor can the works counci I refuse
to come to agreement with the em-
ployer pending the employer's
change of a position on such
things as investment strategy dis
cussed on the supervisory board.
In Britain a very different system
shows the· division between the
system of shop steward bargaining
contained by the various griev
ance procedures, and the degree
of recognition accorded in higher
level collective agreements and
the union outside the enterprise.

Definitions of institutions in in
dustrial relations and industrial
democracy are closely related to
the question of the distribution of
control between emp loyers and wor
kers. An empirical approach
wou I d a Ilow us to take i nsti tu
ti ons at thei r face va I ue, to com
pare works counci Is and worker
director schemes as if they were
basically simi lar. This would
come from counci Is composed of
elected employees, or from employ
ees el ected as worker representa
ti ves to the company board of
directors. Then the focus should
be shifted to the board's position
in the division of control between
workers and employers, and parti
cu Iarl y to the way the areas of
joint control are divided off, and
the way certain bargaining strate
gies are excluded.

CONCLUSION
By stressing the interrelation

between individual institutions of
worker representati on, and the de
pendence of their behavior on the
~ay they are articulated with the
others, we' suggest tha t stra i ght
forward imitation cannot be a

process by which one country can
influence social change by copy
ing the experiments of others.
This interdependence must be con
sidered, and this imposes a form
of translation process from one
country to another. Followi ng the
discussion in Britain between the
various groups, represen ted a t the
policy level gives a picture of
the way part of the translation
process may take place. The Coun
c i I s of B r i tis h I n d u s t r i e s h a v e
been interested in some kind of
works council, in their proposal
for a "company counci I", and for
keep i ng worker represen ta t i ves
away from the day to day manage
ment of the company by means of
a two-tier board. The Trades
Un ions Counci I, on the other
hand, has opposed the idea of a
works counci I system for Bri ta in
because of its ri va I ry to the shop
steward system, and the a I terna
tive focus of loyalty it would of
fer to thei r membersh i p. No doubt
they were aware of the frequent
application of peace obligations to
works councils, and the implica
tions this would have for their
bargaining strategies.

Many of those involved in the
policy process, in seeking to pro
mote social innovations may be
I i eve thatit is to some degree
possible to learn from the errors
and successes of others. But th is
is not a good description of the
process involved in the diffusion
of innovative social processes.
Foreign experience probably does
exert a strong i nf I uence a t the
level of ideas, but straight imita
tion would require a kind of pow
er vacuum that rarely exists, and
certa in I y has not ex i sted in re
cent years in Western Europe.
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