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Do Unions Benefit from Working in Partnership 

with Employers? Evidence from Ireland

Advocates and critics of voluntary workplace partnership have presented a series of theoretical arguments as to the potential consequences for unions working under partnership arrangements. A survey of Irish employees’ views is used to assess these competing claims. The study is timely on two counts: first, empirical investigations of the effects of partnership on union influence and members’ commitment to unions are rare; and second, it is ten years since employers, unions and government in Ireland first agreed a national framework agreement to promote the diffusion of partnership as a means for the handling of workplace change. The evidence provides support for the arguments as advanced by advocates.


Whether workplace partnership arrangements contribute to union influence and representative capacity has been one of the most intensely debated issues in industrial relations scholarship and practice in recent years in Anglo-American countries. Early contributions to this debate were sharply polarized between those who advocated partnership as a means for union renewal and enhanced power, and the critics who argued that partnership would weaken unions and ill-serve workers’ interests. More recently, debates have begun to focus on the conditions which might influence or mediate one outcome or the other, thus providing a more nuanced understanding of the effects of workplace partnership for unions. Case study research, in particular, has been useful in demonstrating that the links between partnership and the consequences for unions are variable and contingent, and that workplace partnership per se is neither inevitably advantageous nor disadvantageous for union organization (Eaton and Rubinstein 2006; Roche and Geary 2006; Rubinstein and Kochan 2001). Notwithstanding the richness and significance of this research, there is still, as Rubinstein (2001:167) states, “surprisingly little theoretical or empirical work in the contemporary industrial relations and organization theory literature devoted to looking in-depth at the impact of these [partnership] arrangements on local union strategy and leadership, local union performance as perceived by the membership, or the internal dynamics of locals engaged in these efforts’. Guest and Peccei (2001) point to a similar gap in our knowledge and call for research to examine whether union leaders’ endorsement of partnership is supported by employees.

This paper seeks to address this gap in the literature by examining the consequences of partnership arrangements for union influence and membership commitment in Ireland. Among Anglo-American countries, the case of Ireland is particularly interesting because of successive governments’ and social partners’ efforts, through the aegis of national agreements, to encourage and facilitate the establishment of partnership arrangements at workplace level. 

The paper begins by describing the context for partnership in Ireland.  The next section reviews the existing literature and examines whether and by what means unions are said to be advantaged or imperiled by working in partnership with management. The study’s data source is detailed next, before turning to analyze the study’s findings. 

The Industrial Relations Context for Workplace Partnership in Ireland

Ireland is unique amongst Anglo-American countries in possessing a national architecture for the conduct of employment relations. Variously termed social partnership, new social pacts, centralized tripartite pay bargaining, the institutions of national partnership have played a key role in regulating and determining the conditions of employment. The first such agreement was signed in 1987 and, since then, there have been a succession of agreements, culminating in the most recent agreement, Towards 2016, which was agreed between the Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU), the principal employers’ organization, the Irish Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC), and the government in 2006. Ireland is now close to having had twenty-one years of ‘social partnership’.  

A number of these national agreements have endeavored to stimulate the adoption of workplace partnership arrangements. The 1997-2000 social partnership program, Partnership 2000, was the first to promote an extension of partnership to enterprises and workplaces through a national framework agreement. The objectives of ‘enterprise partnership’ were taken to include the enhancement of the prosperity and success of the enterprise, the engagement of all stakeholders’ ideas, abilities and commitment and the creation of a basis for arrangements for discussion of major decisions affecting the organization’s future (Partnership 2000). 

No unitary model or institutional arrangement was agreed or advocated. Rather firms, employees and their representatives were encouraged to tailor partnership arrangements to the circumstances of their own workplaces. In the same way, there was no attempt to prescribe the areas that might be encompassed by partnership. Rather a list of possible areas was identified that might provide a focus for the parties ‘depending on the particular circumstances of the enterprise’. Subsequent agreements, with the exception of the most recent agreement, Towards 2016, also followed this approach, containing national framework agreements endorsing voluntary, non-prescriptive arrangements and broad indicative agendas for the promotion of partnership and involvement in firms and workplaces (Geary and Roche 2005). 

Although the ICTU took the initiative in proposing the development of workplace partnership, it was essentially a defensive posture in the face of increasing employer hostility, particularly from amongst US multinational companies, towards union organisation, and the perceived threat posed by the appeal – for employers and employees alike – of new human resource (HR) practices which, it was feared, might result in the corrosion of members’ commitment to union representation and, in turn, to the marginalisation of collective bargaining. It was also an attempt to consolidate and deepen the social partnership process to ensure that, where unions had been granted recognition, their presence and influence could be more securely rooted (Wall 2004). This represented a significant shift in union orientations; not only was it an attempt to install an ‘articulated’ or ‘integrated’ system of employee representation (from the national to the workplace level), but it was also an explicit acknowledgement that the principles underpinning the once dominant adversarial model of union voice may no longer be appropriate for the changed business circumstances and the challenges presented by employers’ actions. An earlier report by the ICTU had presaged unions’ willingness to work with employers in partnership to improve organisations’ competitiveness so long as assurances were given in respect of employees’ security of employment and employees’ participation in decision-making (ICTU 1993).

Although endorsed by the ICTU and by large affiliated unions, it remains a matter of some considerable dispute whether local branch officials and workplace activists are at ease with this revision of union workplace orientations, either because they are ideologically opposed to any such recasting of union strategies, or they are confronted, as they would perceive it, by employers who have little understanding or sympathy for union involvement in company decision-making. Thus, the priority which individual unions and their officers place on partnership varies considerably.

The IBEC, although initially wary and suspicious of the ICTU’s proposals, responded favorably once assured that the process for promoting workplace partnership would be voluntary and flexible and would allow for direct forms of employee involvement. Central to the IBEC’s posture is the wide variety of positions and sharp differences of view across and within unionized and non-unionized firms as to how employee voice is to be accommodated within the enterprise (Geary 2007). More generally, their caution reflects the emergence of a highly differentiated system of employment relations in Ireland based on firms’ diverse nationalities, business sectors, competitive strategies and employment relations practices. 

The state lent its backing to the adoption of workplace partnership through its support for the establishment of a new tripartite institution, the National Centre for Partnership, subsequently recast as the National Centre for Partnership and Performance (NCPP). The NCPP was to act as a voluntary catalyst for the development and diffusion of co-operative workplace relations through the conduct of research and the formulation of training materials. The state thus gave its imprimatur to a model of employment relations which it was happy to see diffused in the context of voluntary workplace consultations and negotiations. But the state also had an active interest in seeing partnership take root in the public sector where it hoped it might aid in the modernization and reform of the delivery of public services.

On foot of the social partners’ support for the development of workplace partnership, a historic level of joint promotional and implementation activities was adjudged, by one key participant, to have taken place (Wall 2004)
. Wall further claimed that the level of co-operation between the social partners had the potential to transform the climate of workplace relations and organizational efficiency within Irish enterprises while ensuring unions’ workplace security as well as rooting the partnership process securely at a national level.
 

The flurry of activity around the promotion of partnership and the ensuing optimism amongst representative groups and policy-makers that Ireland’s industrial relations system might be altered significantly while at the same time safe-guarding and enhancing unions representative capacity was also reflected in academic discourse and debate. Outside observers, particular leading industrial relations and political science scholars from the US, were of the view that various forms of ‘strategic partnerships’ (McKersie 1996) and ‘collaborative production’ (Sabel 1996) had or were about to take root in Ireland. McKersie suggested that Ireland was of the right size to embark on a ‘grand social experiment’ where strategic partnerships coupled with modern HRM systems in a context of strong trade unions and leading foreign multinationals might ‘solidify a new model of industrial relations’. McKersie’s optimistic speculation would seem to have been endorsed by Sabel (1996) who, in a wide-ranging OECD study, noted that Ireland had witnessed the widespread emergence and diffusion of a variety of so-called ‘collaborative production’ methods designed to promote employee involvement and discretion through team working and joint-problem solving groups. 

The sense, then, that Irish industrial relations, structures of work organization and climate of employment relations were on the cusp of a new dawn was further supported in an evaluation of the work of the NCP, and which pointed to the NCP’s very considerable early success in promoting and advancing the merits of workplace partnership arrangements (O’Donnell and Teague 2000). Similar optimism imbued other reports by public policy agencies and the possibility that competitive advantage could be attained by the adoption of workplace partnership and attendant HR practices (see Forfas 1996; NESC 1996, 1999, 2005; NCPP 2005). 

Indigenous scholars however were disposed to put a different inflection on developments. In an early thought-provoking paper Gunnigle (1998) suggested that partnership was ‘more rhetoric than reality’. Empirical analyses by industrial relations scholars at University College Dublin pointed to the limited diffusion of partnership arrangements, and in their conclusions these authors counseled caution in the advancement of any claims that a new paradigm or regimen of industrial relations was imminent (cf. Geary 1999; Roche and Geary 2000). 

Notwithstanding these reservations, there is no doubting the very considerable experimentation with new partnership arrangements in Ireland during the late 1990s and early 2000s. O’Dowd’s (2006) research, for example, counted 135 companies in the unionized sector which had adopted partnership arrangements during this period. This list included large indigenous companies such as Aer Lingus, Aer Rianta, the Electricity Supply Board and Radio Telefís Éireann in the public sector; Allied Irish Banks, Guinness Ireland in the private sector; and foreign-owned companies like Air Atlanta, Allianz, Apple Computers, Aughinish Alumina, Bausch and Lomb, Lufthansa Airmotive, Marks and Spencer, Pepsi Cola and Wyeth Nutritionals.

It is now ten years or more since workplace partnership came to the fore of Irish industrial relations. It was advanced, principally by the union movement, as a means for the better handling of employment relations with the prospect that it would strengthen union organization as well as making union representation more attractive to employees and employers in greenfield sites. Notwithstanding the IBEC’s initial skepticism and caution, partnership subsequently received their endorsement and also that of the government. While considerable research has been conducted on the diffusion and shape of workplace partnership, the consequences for union organization and influence have, to date, been largely unexplored. It is thus timely to examine whether, in the context of the endorsement of the social partners and the institutional supports here documented, workplace partnership has benefited unions in Ireland. 

Previous Literature 

Unlike many continental European countries, where mechanisms for fostering employee and union voice in organizational decision-making and co-operative employment relations are mandated through legislation or collective agreements, such arrangements in Anglo-American countries are entered into on a voluntary basis. They are often thus referred to as voluntary partnership arrangements. The incidence of such co-operative arrangements has been significant, and for many commentators they are regarded as an important and credible means for enhancing union and employee voice in management decision-making. In the absence of legislative supports and sanctions, however, others are less sanguine and point to the inherent risks for unions of working in collaboration with management where the opportunity and perhaps pressures on the latter to defect from or renege on the terms of partnership agreements remain ever present (Streeck 1992, 1995; Hyman 2005). 

In this literature review the focus is on the consequences for unions of partnership arrangements which allow for union participation with management in organizational decision-making. The institutional provision there for is usually of a form which involves union representatives or officers joining joint union-management committees. A second form of representative participation, termed on-line co-management, might also be identified, but is notably less common and is perhaps uniquely identified in GM’s Saturn plant in the US. Union participation is also here distinguished from direct forms of participation involving workers in either off-line consultative problem-solving teams or on-line operational self-directed teams.
 This is an important conceptual distinction. The relationship between these different forms of participation – union participation in management and direct forms of worker participation such as team work – and whether the latter is a necessary compliment for ensuring the viability of partnership and union effectiveness will be considered below.

Of those who have advocated partnership as a possible means of union renewal and an enhancement of employee influence Kochan and colleagues (Kochan and Osterman 1994; Kochan 1995; Rubinstein and Kochan 2001) as well as Cooke (1990) in the US, and Ackers and Payne (1998), Taylor (2004) and Oxenbridge and Brown (2004) in the UK are perhaps amongst the best known. Kochan’s arguments are set against the failures, as he sees them, of the system of industrial relations instituted under the New Deal. In delimiting employee and union voice in management decision-making, Kochan argues, a low-trust, adversarial spiral of employment relations has become self-perpetuating, from which both parties, employers and unions, find it difficult to extricate their relations. In addition, Kochan, along with other advocates of partnership (Heckscher 1996; Weiler 1990), have argued that employees have grown increasingly disaffected with adversarial industrial relations, which circumscribes employee voice to a narrow range of issues and which, in turn, gives rise to a form of union representation which is remote and bureaucratic. In its place, and complimenting the survey research of employee voice conducted by Freeman and Rogers (1999) in the US, Kochan argues that employees want independent but co-operative modes of representation in their dealings with employers.
 

Cooke’s (1990) starting point is the difficult and volatile competitive context of firms. He claims unions, even strong unions, have little choice: to maintain adversarial relations with employers in a competitive adverse economic context will damage unions irretrievably. By choosing to collaborate with employers unions are not forsaking their values and interests, Cooke contends; they are instead adopting alternative means of pursuing their goals.

Based largely on a conceptual analysis of partnership and a priori reasoning Ackers and Payne (1998: 544-5) in the UK urge unions to engage positively with partnership arrangements as a means by which they ‘can regain the initiative and work to rebuild their institutional presence’. Taylor’s (2004) advocacy is set against the claims of critics of partnership whose “ideological assumptions”, he contends, “cloud much of the empirical analysis of the data.” He argues partnership does not undermine the independence and autonomy of workers and their unions. Echoing Cooke in the US, Brown (2000) sees British unions’ efforts to establish partnership arrangements to be a symptom of a harsh competitive environment and of a weakened union movement. Oxenbridge and Brown’s (2004: 400) analysis of cooperative employer union relations in nine case study organizations led them to stress that the retention of traditional bargaining postures may no longer represent a credible union strategy: “Given the realities of contemporary power relationships, it is wholly misleading to pose robust, traditional negotiation as a viable hypothetical alternative for most contemporary cooperative relationships.”

In sum, advocates argue that partnership provides a vital means for enhancing union influence in difficult economic circumstances. Moreover, it is argued, union members have grown increasingly alienated by adversarial union postures and seek instead that unions champion the development of new forms of organizational governance which enhance employees’ voice. Although not always so clearly elaborated, it is by such efforts that union members’ commitment to unions is strengthened. 

Critics of partnership, on the other hand, most notably Kelly (1996, 1999, 2004), argue that partnership arrangements carry a number of significant risks for unions. First, partnership and, as Kelly insists, its attendant posture of union ‘moderation’, has resulted in outcomes deleterious to employees and unions, including employers’ failure to honor collective agreements and employment security provisions as well as threats to derecognize unions. Such outcomes arise principally, Kelly (1999) claims, from the co-option of union representatives by employers who are prevailed upon to assume the ‘managerial’ task of demobilizing membership resistance. Union organization becomes hierarchical and decision-making centralized around a small select group. A key proposition of the critics’ case is that the centralization of decision making privileges the role of full-time union officers which leads to the marginalization and diminution of the role of lay activists and shop stewards – the so-called ‘displaced activist thesis’ (Geary and Roche 2003). Terry (2001, 2003) points to similar risks.

While Kelly’s (1996, 1999) early criticisms of partnership were largely presented a priori, they receive considerable support from his recent secondary analysis of so-called ‘second generation’ partnership agreements in 22 firms in the UK (Kelly 2004). Partnership firms generally had a poorer employment record than their non-partnership counterparts; the presence of employment security provisions had no discernible effect in preventing job losses. Neither had partnership any appreciable effect on improving employees’ wage levels, hours of work, holidays, and had failed to increase union membership. This is an important critique as it includes firms, such as Rover, Asda, Tesco, and Blue Circle Cement, which are widely regarded in the UK as exemplars of partnership. It should be stressed, however, that a number of the firms’ management had considered or threatened union derecognition or plant closure in order to secure union compliance with a “partnership” agreement.
 In such circumstances, partnership was appropriated by management and used as a rhetorical device to mask an otherwise crude strategy of union containment or marginalization. Unions were forced to accept it on a take-it-or-leave-it basis, and inevitably it was found to have contributed little to the pursuit of unions’ or workers’ interests. 

Kelly’s bleak portrayal of the outcomes of partnership for unions and workers is not dissimilar to other studies of partnership in the UK (see, for example, Danford et al. 2004, 2005; Richardson et al. 2004; Stuart and Martinez Lucio 2004) and in Ireland (D’Art and Turner 2002) where again unions are cast as the subordinate partners to management in organizational restructuring, where the distribution of the gains from partnership are heavily skewed in management’s favor and the costs and risks disproportionately weighted towards employees and unions. In the US, too, Eaton and Rubinstein’s (2006) review of the empirical literature points to similar risks and fears, as well as yet others, most notably, the loss of able union activists to management, the reluctance of union representatives to pursue legitimate grievances, and the stretching of union resources as union representatives become engaged in new and additional activities. In their own analysis of eleven unions heavily involved in participation arrangements, Eaton and Rubinstein paint a broadly positive picture of the outcomes of partnership for unions, but critically they argue that the balance between unions being advantaged or disadvantaged by partnership is contingent upon a number of factors. Two might be highlighted in particular: first, the resources available to unions; and second, the structural context within which firms operate.
 

Advocates of partnership are awake too to the tensions and difficulties for unions in pursuing a partnership approach but the advantages are seen to outweigh any potential risks. Rubinstein and Heckscher’s (2003: 192) analysis of the twenty “most enduring, innovative, and successful cases of local unions engaging in partnership arrangements” offers a critical test of whether unions benefit from collaborating with management. There are three principal findings. First, unions view their participation in such arrangements as a legitimate exercise, and see partnership as an effective means of defending members’ interests, and, in particular, their long term job security. Second, partnership was seen to have increased the power of unions, principally through union members’ willingness to share their knowledge and influence in running the business. The authors lay stress, however, that the acquisition of such power is itself contingent on the unions’ willingness to leverage their new influence both to sustain the partnership arrangements and to build the union. Third, partnership is made viable where unions establish a balance, consistent with members’ expectations, between the representation of collective and individual interests.

This final factor points up again the contradictory pressures confronting union representatives and mirrors the criticisms leveled by critics. Kochan and Rubinstein’s (2001) examination of Saturn offers an insightful account of the play out of these tensions. There was evidence of employee unease that some workplace representatives (module advisors) had become too closely aligned with management’s interests and were no longer capable of acting as independent employee representatives. Representatives were also seen to lack the necessary authority and mandate to represent employees as they were appointed and not elected. Subsequently these tensions gave way to the ousting of the union’s leading officers. Two points bears emphasis, however. First, the new leadership did not seek to abandon partnership but moved quickly to maintain membership confidence in the initiative; and second, membership’s suspicions of their representatives did not spill over into overt resistance or a fundamental questioning of the merits of partnership.

The key to understanding the advocates’ case is to appreciate their starting points. There are three. The first is the prior commercial and industrial relations context. Imminent or impending crises are often identified as prefiguring employers’ and unions’ considerations of moving towards the development of cooperative relations (Cutcher-Gershenfeld and Verma 1994; Kochan, Katz and McKersie 1994; Kochan et al. 2005). In this respect, the antecedents to partnership are not particularly different to those identified by critics (Kelly 2004). Here, at least, the advocates and critics share the same starting point. Thereafter, however, they move to talk past one another. Strong, well-established unions are the second necessary precondition for the development and successful operation of partnership as identified by advocates (Kochan 2000; Brown and Oxenbridge 2004). By contrast, Kelly’s (2004) analysis considers various forms of partnership falling on a continuum from one end where the employer is the dominant party (‘employer-dominant agreements’) to the other where the union exercises considerable influence (‘labor-parity agreements’). The former include instances of partnership where unions are on the back foot, are weak organizationally, and are not permitted to influence management decision-making in any meaningful sense. The latter arise where there is a rough balance of power, where unions are well organized and the agenda of partnership embraces both parties’ interests. Thus while advocates often point to the necessity of having strong, well-organized unions so partnership might take root and unions and workers might prosper, Kelly is inclined to give emphasis to the variability in the forms and consequences of partnership. 

Third, advocates stress that unions must press for the development of strategies which vertically align and integrate participative and representative structures, such as team working and participation in organizational level strategic decisions (Cutcher-Gershenfeld and Verma 1994; Kochan, Katz and McKersie 1994; Kochan and Osterman 1994). The reasoning here is that for partnership to have meaning and significance for all parties, and not solely for those elite groups responsible for steering partnership at firm level, advocates argue it needs to affect employees’ daily routines and conditions of employment. Cutcher-Gershenfeld and Verma (1994: 564-7) are particularly forceful in their arguments that the viability of representative participation and direct participatory arrangements is predicated on their co-existence and mutual integration: the former provides direction and legitimacy for the actions of employees, line management and workplace representatives; and in turn higher level committees provide a means for addressing recommendations or concerns raised at team level. In addition, Kochan and Osterman (1994) have emphasized that particular HR practices are necessary prerequisites for the functioning of partnership and for the achievement of “mutual gains”. Key here is the maintenance of employment security provisions, the promotion of training and development strategies, as well as the adoption of variable payment systems including profit and gain sharing schemes. Companies’ competitive strategies are another important theoretical prerequisite. Business postures which rely solely or primarily on wage costs are to be avoided; rather, employers are encouraged to pursue strategies which give emphasis to quality, research and innovation. By such means, Kochan and Osterman argue is ‘strategic integration’ achieved and partnership becomes a viable option for all parties. Similar arguments are advanced by Cooke (1990).

Whether such institutional supports or constraints are sufficient to ensure that unions benefit from partnership arrangements has largely remained a theoretical proposition and has received little empirical examination outside of the in-depth case studies of Saturn (Rubinstein and Kochan 2001) and Aer Rianta (Roche and Geary 2006). Survey research to date has focused mainly on the outcomes for employers and employees and has given little attention to the consequences for unions. Guest and Peccei’s (2001) survey of partnership companies in the UK, for example, which, although using employee representatives as respondents, does not address directly the consequences for unions. Kochan and Osterman’s (1994) consideration of the evidence relies mainly on secondary sources and also focuses principally on the gains for employers and employees. Cooke’s (1990) survey research in the US, which did consider, although in brief, the benefit of partnership for unions is a partial exception. Local union officers were asked a series of questions on outcomes associated with partnership. It was found, for example, that union leaders’ ability to solve members’ problems had improved, but that the ‘institutional gains’ for unions in the form of membership commitment were only modest. The limitations of Cooke’s study include its modest sample size (65 respondents), its reliance on union representatives’ perception of members’ orientations, the wide range of participation activities reviewed and, as the author acknowledges, respondents were not asked to draw any direct links between perceived outcomes and the existence of collaborative activities. Apart, then, from some excellent case study research, survey research has largely ignored the consequences of partnership arrangements for unions. 

A partial exception is represented by some survey research of union members’ attitudes in the US and Canada (see, for example, Eaton et al. 1992 and Resheff et al. 1999), but these studies have generally been confined to single cases or small numbers of unions, and have included direct employee participation programs as well as partnership-like arrangements. Again it is of note that Eaton and Rubinstein (2006: 1) have recently stated that very little research, at least in the US, has examined the impact of participative works systems on unions as institutions. Before moving to review the current study’s methodology, a brief summary review of the literature is offered. 

Advocates make the following arguments in respect of how trade unions might benefit from working in partnership with employers:

· Partnership provides employees and unions with a means to pursue a more ambitious bargaining agenda and enhance their influence over management decision making;

· Employees prefer unions to work co-operatively with employers in advancing their interests;

· Traditional adversarial postures and forms of union leverage – especially strike action – are more difficult for unions to deploy and sustain, either because it is difficult to mobilize workers, or because such strategies are seen ultimately to damage unions’ reputation and good standing amongst employers, employees and the public generally. Partnership thus offers union representation a more ‘acceptable face’;

· Partnership has the effect of altering employees’ attitudes in the direction of higher union commitment thereby enhancing unions’ institutional security and representative capacity;

· While mindful of the risks and challenges which partnership poses for unions, advocates claim that its success is dependent on the presence of strong independent unions, and is more likely to work to unions’ advantage where it is combined with business and HR strategies which make provision for employment security, employee financial participation, and co-operative and participative forms of work design. 

In contrast, the critics argue that partnership is perilous for union’s representative capacity and institutional security. The following risks and consequences are identified.

· Partnership endangers the co-option of union leaders by management. They become removed and distant from the members’ interests and concerns;

· Union decision-making becomes centralized around elite groups diminishing and eroding the traditionally close relationship between members and representatives. The latter, it is claimed, is a central feature of union organization and underpins their participative democracy;

· In such circumstances, union members lose confidence in their representatives’ capacity to represent and defend their interests. This has the effect of eroding members’ commitment to their unions and of undermining union influence.
 

From this review of the theoretical issues in dispute between advocates and critics, the following research questions are posed as a guide to the empirical analysis of the data. 

1. How do union members assess the effectiveness of partnership for advancing their interests?

2. Is partnership associated with positive or negative perceptions of union influence on the part of union members?

3. Is partnership associated with high or low levels of union commitment amongst members? 

4. Is there an association between members’ involvement in partnership, their attitudes to the effectiveness of partnership, perceptions of union influence, and levels of union commitment?

5. Is partnership associated with the presence of a disaffected cadre of union representatives (shop stewards), whose attitudes to partnership and union participation therein are distinctively negative when compared with other union members?

6. To the degree that employers seek to integrate partnership with team-based arrangements, supportive HR practices, business strategies and employment security provisions, is there an association between levels of ‘vertical integration’, ‘strategic integration’ and union members’ views of the benefits of partnership and of their commitment to trade unions?

Survey data

The analysis in this paper draws from the NCPP/ESRI/UCD
 Survey of Employees’ Attitudes and Expectations of the Workplace (2003). It is a nationally representative survey and it provides the most comprehensive picture to date with respect to employees’ views on partnership and unions’ role therein. The survey obtained a total of 5,198 responses, a response rate of 46.5 percent. It was administered by telephone as a stand-alone study in the summer of 2003. The resulting data were re-weighted to adjust for any discrepancies in the distribution of key analytical variables, such as gender, age, level of educational attainment, social class, size of establishment, and sector, between the sample and population distributions. 

The survey instrument contains a number of questions on workplace partnership, employee involvement and associated HR practices. To establish whether a workplace had adopted partnership arrangements, the following statement was put to respondents where it was reported that their employer recognized a trade union: ‘Some workplaces establish committees on which unions work with management to promote partnership and co-operation, or to improve the organization’s performance. Do union officers or shop stewards represent members on any such committees in your workplace?’ A variable measuring the effectiveness of workplace partnership is derived from a series of questions which asked respondents whether such committees had had a positive or negative effect on employees’ pay and conditions, employment security, job satisfaction, productivity or performance of the workforce, employees’ willingness to embrace change and the confidence with which employees co-operate with management’. The first three items were designed to assess employee outcomes and the second three employer outcomes. Respondents were asked to rate the perceived effectiveness of partnership on a three-point scale, ranging from positive (1) to negative (3). The scale had an alpha score of 0.79. Respondents were also asked whether they personally participated in partnership committees.
 

Union influence is measured in response to a question which asked: ‘How effective or ineffective would you say your trade union is in representing your interests?’ On a scale of 1-5, union members’ attitudes are scored from 1 where unions are seen to be ‘very good’ at representing members interests, to 5, where unions are identified to be ‘very bad’.

Union commitment is measured using a five-item scale adopted from Gordon et al. (1980). The measurement uses two dimensions of the original scale. The first three items measure members’ desire to retain union membership and their loyalty to the union, and the final two items measure members’ beliefs in the objectives of unions. Following a reliability test, the scale was found to be reasonably internally consistent with an alpha score of 0.72. The mean values and standard deviations for the scale’s items are reported in Appendix Table 1. 

While the focus of this paper is on the consequences of representative partnership arrangements for unions, given the theoretical claims of advocates that team-based arrangements are a necessary compliment to ensuring partnership’s success a series of questions in respect of employees’ involvement in team working was also asked. It is envisaged, therefore, that the structural context within partnership takes place (this is the ‘vertical integration’ hypothesis) is important. Similarly, a series of questions were asked about the presence of a range of HR practices including payment systems, employment security provisions, and training and education practices. With respect to the former the orientating question was posed thus: ‘In some workplaces employees are given a direct say in deciding on the way in which the work is actually carried out. This is done through what might be known as work teams, problem solving groups, project groups, quality circles, continuous improvement programs or groups. Are there any arrangements in your workplace to involve staff directly in the way in which the work is carried out on a day-to-day basis’? Where such practices existed, respondents were asked whether they personally participated in any such teams, and how much influence the team had over the organization and planning of work.  

Respondents were also asked if they occupied a shop steward or union representative position within the workplace which permits an analysis of both the views and orientations of employees and their union representatives.

Survey results

Overall, 23 per cent of respondents reported that their employer had established a partnership committee in their workplace involving union representation. Partnership committees were more pronounced in public services (public administration and defense, 54.6%) and industries where the public sector predominates such as transport and communications (36.8%), health (31.6%) and education (30.5%) than in the private sector (manufacturing and industry and primary sector, 27.7%; finance and business services, 19.7%; wholesale and retail, 13.5%). The variation in the extent to which employees were personally involved in partnership committees was perhaps less marked with roughly a quarter of employees being so involved in most sectors (transport and communications, 28%, manufacturing and industry and primary sector, 27.1%; wholesale and retail, 24.6%; finance and business services, 17.8%;). The lowest incidence of personal involvement occurred in the construction industry (7.6%) (O’Connell et al. 2005: Ch.7).
The analysis of the data begins with addressing research questions 1 to 4 posed earlier. This includes an examination of union members’ views of the effectiveness of partnership in advancing their interests, their assessment of union influence under partnership arrangements and their levels of commitment to unions.

Assessment of the effectiveness of partnership, union influence and members’ commitment to unions. From the results reported in Table 1 it is clear that union members assessed the effects of partnership arrangements in a very positive light. A substantial majority indicated that partnership had positive effects on employees’ pay and conditions, employment security and job satisfaction. These are issues of key concern to employees, and would represent the bedrock of trade union representation. The other items which might be said to be of more concern to employers – the productivity/performance of the workforce, employees’ willingness to embrace change and the confidence with which employees co-operate with management – were also reported by employees to have been positively affected by partnership. Only small minorities reported that partnership had a negative effect on their jobs and workplaces. In answer to question 1, then, it can be said that partnership is perceived by employees to have had a positive influence in the promotion of their interests and those of the organization, and this first finding, at least, would support the claims advanced by advocates of partnership.

In order to address the issues raised in questions 2 and 3, the discussion begins with a review of the aggregate results in respect of union members’ perceptions of union influence and levels of union commitment. The data indicate that the majority of union members (62 per cent) believed that the union was good at representing their interests, 22 per cent gave a neutral answer and only 16 per were critical of union effectiveness (See Table 2). Members’ commitment to unions was similarly spread (see Appendix Table 1). From the pattern of responses to the scale, it is possible to identify four descriptive categories: first, there are those respondents who are ‘highly committed’ and whose composite score is consistent with an average overall pattern of response within the ‘agree’ to the ‘strongly agree’ range; second, there are those members who exhibit little or no commitment to unions with composite scores falling on average within the ‘disagree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ range; and finally, between these two intervals there are members whose commitment to unions tilts either towards a ‘moderately positive to a neutral’ position, or towards a ‘neutral to moderately negative’ position. The analysis shows that, while a substantial proportion of union members are highly committed to unions (26 per cent), the greater proportion of the sample is concentrated in and around the ‘neutral’ position, but, within that latter cohort, the majority is positively inclined towards trade unions. It also emerges that those who are unequivocally non-committed to unions (4 per cent) are a very small proportion of union members. 

The key analytical task now is to examine whether this predominantly positive endorsement of union influence, and union commitment levels which, by and large, tilt in a positive direction towards unions are associated with the presence of partnership arrangements. This is question 2 and 3. In examining both these questions, it is important to examine, in addition, if employees’ attitudes and orientations to unions are effected by the perceived effectiveness of partnership arrangements and by the involvement or otherwise of employees in partnership activities. This is question 4. In other words, it may be that the mere presence of partnership arrangements in a workplace is insufficient to alter or affect workers’ views of unions. It may that partnership must be seen to deliver beneficial outcomes. Likewise, it might be suggested that partnership is likely to have a commensurately greater influence on employees’ views where they themselves actively participate in partnership committees. The latter considerations, in particular, provide a key test of the competing claims of advocates and critics of partnership. Where union members’ attitudes towards unions are more positive the more influential workplace partnership arrangements are perceived to be, the arguments as advanced by advocates would be endorsed. If there is a negative association so the claims of the critics would gain support. Similarly, where employee involvement in partnership bodies is associated with positive perceptions of union influence the case as advanced by the advocates would receive support. On the other hand, if members’ attitudes are negatively colored the critics’ case would be supported.

Model 3.1 in Table 3 presents the results of a regression model which examines the association between the presence of workplace partnership arrangements, union members’ participation therein and their perception of union effectiveness in representing members’ interests.
 Employees’ participation in team working structures is entered as an independent variable and whether the respondent acted as a shop steward or union representative is used as a control variable. While the coefficient for the latter is reported here, we will return later in the paper to examine in more detail the behavior and attitudes of union representatives. The model also controls for a series of other influences, including perceptions of employee relations climate
, workplace size, occupational group (through the use of dummy variables for senior managers, middle managers and supervisors), employment status (whether the respondent had a permanent contract, a temporary contract or worked on a casual basis)
, age, sector and gender.  For reasons of economy the results for these control variables are not shown in the table. It is clear from the results that the presence of partnership arrangements in the workplace and employee involvement in such arrangements are both significantly associated with positive perceptions of union influence.

Model 3.2 presents the results of another regression model which is developed by using the same variables as used in Model 3.1, but with two differences: it includes an additional variable that of the perceived effectiveness of partnership arrangements, but excludes the variable in respect of the presence of partnership committees.
 In this model employee participation in partnership arrangements has no significant influence on members’ perceptions of union effectiveness. What is critical in this instance is the perceived effectiveness of workplace partnership: the more effective partnership is seen to be, the more positively union members view union influence. 

The relationship between union members’ experience of partnership and their commitment to unions are detailed in Table 4. The controls variables used in Table 3 above are again entered into the regression model reported in Table 4. The influence of employees’ perception of union effectiveness is included as an additional independent variable.

The results indicate that two factors have a positive and significant effect on union commitment. The single greatest influence is respondents’ perception of union effectiveness in representing members’ interests: the more effective members believe unions to be, the more committed they are to trade unions.
 Employee participation in partnership arrangements is not sufficient to engender greater union commitment, but neither has it had a negative influence. It would seem that it is only when such partnership committees are perceived to deliver beneficial outcomes for employees that they can be said to engender greater commitment to unions. The results in respect of employees’ participation in team working were non-significant, and thus explain little of the variance in union commitment. Nevertheless, this result would seem to show that unions have neither benefited nor been disadvantaged by their members engaging in various forms of direct participation. 

In the round, therefore, it is reasonable to assume from the results presented in Tables 3 and 4 that unions have derived a positive dividend from their participation in partnership arrangements in the workplace.  Where unions are identified by their members to have been associated with partnership arrangements and where the latter have been seen to have had beneficial consequences, unions, too, have benefited in terms of members’ perception of union effectiveness and members’ orientations to unions. The evidence presented thus far vindicates the claims as advanced by advocates of partnership. 

Are shop stewards disaffected under partnership? The analysis turns now to examine whether union representatives’ (shop stewards’) views of partnership, its effectiveness and union participation therein are distinctively negative when compared with other union members. This is research question number 5. One of the key claims of critics is that partnership leads to the centralization of decision-making within trade unions and the marginalization and alienation of lay representatives and workplace activists. To test for this several questions are asked. These include: where partnership is introduced in the workplace, are shop stewards more or less likely than rank-and-file members to become actively involved in partnership committees? How do the views of those shop stewards who participate in such arrangements compare with those shop stewards who do not participate either because they refuse to join or are denied access to such arrangements, and, in turn, how do the beliefs and attitudes of both groups of shop stewards compare to other rank-and-file members. If it is the case that partnership leads to the diminution of the role of shop stewards, we might reasonably expect them to be more critical in their assessment of partnership and its effectiveness in advancing workers’ interests, and in turn for them to be harsher critics of union performance under partnership arrangements and to demonstrate less commitment to unions. The discovery of such evidence would support the case as advanced by critics of partnership. If, however, shop stewards are widely involved in partnership arrangements, are assured in their assessment of partnership and display more positive attitudes of partnership and union representation under partnership arrangements than the rank-and-file, such evidence might be taken to support the arguments as proposed by proponents of partnership. In making such a test it is not assumed that shop stewards are necessarily better placed to judge the merits or otherwise of partnership, but rather to test the central claim of the critics that partnership privileges the role of full-time union officials or otherwise a small coterie of workplace representatives which then results in the marginalization of the body of lay representatives. The latter are then expected to display harsher and more negative views of partnership, pointing towards acute disaffection with partnership and in the manner in which ‘the union’ is held in respect of its stewardship of representing workers’ interests.  
Of those union members who said that partnership committees had been established in their workplace 26 per cent indicated that they were personally involved. Shop stewards (69 per cent) were significantly more likely to report that they participated in these arrangements than were rank-and-file members (21 per cent). By sheer weight of numbers, however, the vast bulk of trade union members participating in partnership bodies are rank-and-file members: for every four positions on partnership committees only one is occupied by a shop steward. It is within this context, then, of a majority of shop stewards participating in partnership arrangements but being significantly out numbered by rank-and-file union members on these committees that the former’s views of partnership and its effects on their orientations to trade unions are assessed.

The analysis examines the attitudes and beliefs of union members and shop stewards to partnership and union effectiveness, and levels of union commitment. The analysis is confined to respondents who are union members in unionized workplaces which have established partnership arrangements. The views of four different categories of union members are compared. They are: 

1. rank-and-file union members who are not members of partnership committees,

2. rank-and-file union members who are members of partnership committees,

3. shop stewards who are not members of partnership committees, 

4. shop stewards who are members of partnership committees.

It will be recalled from the discussion above that the majority of union members were positive in their assessment of partnership and its effects. Similarly a large proportion of union members believed that unions were successful in representing their interests. Levels of union commitment were found to be more variable but, it in the main, union members were positively inclined towards their unions. It will also be recalled from the regression results presented in Tables 3 and 4 that, union representatives as a group were positive in their assessment of unions’ effectiveness in working under partnership arrangements as well as exhibiting higher levels of union commitment than other union members. The key issue here is to examine whether any of the four different groups of union members and representatives possessed distinctive attitudes and beliefs and, in particular, whether shop stewards not directly involved in partnership activities were markedly negative in their assessment of partnership and union representative capacity under partnership. If the critics’ case is to be upheld, we would expect shop stewards and especially those who are not personally involved in partnership bodies to be the harshest critics and to stand apart from all other categories of union members. 

A one-way between-groups analysis of variance was undertaken to explore whether different attitudes and orientations existed among the four groups. The F ratio results reported in Table 5 indicate that there are indeed significant differences among the various groups and particularly in respect of their commitment to trade unions. The results of the post-hoc Scheffé tests reveal where these differences lie. Some of the differences are statistically significant; in particular, rank-and-file union members who are not members of partnership committees are less likely to regard partnership to have been effective in advancing workers’ interests than are rank-and-file union members involved in partnership committees. The former group was also found to be less likely to endorse union effectiveness under partnership arrangements and to be less committed to unions than shop stewards involved in partnership arrangements. Despite reaching statistical difference, however, the actual differences in the mean scores between the four groups in respect of all three dependent variables are quite small. This is also evident from the small effect size, calculated by determining eta square values. There is thus little evidence here to show that shop stewards not involved in partnership activities were a distinctly critical and disaffected group.

A further test was undertaken to ensure that the results from the ANOVA were correct. This test proceeds by examining the signs and significance levels of coefficients on dummy variables for the four groups, each rotated in turn as the reference category, in a series of multiple regressions. The control variables used in Tables 3 and 4 above are again entered into the regression models reported here (see Appendix Table 5). The first reference category is union members who were not involved in partnership committees. The reference category then changes to union members involved in partnership committees, and so on, so that the attitudes and views of each of the four categories might be compared. There is a clear pattern evident in the results. Perhaps not surprisingly and confirming the results of the ANOVA tests, shop stewards who participate in partnership arrangements are amongst the most positively disposed towards partnership and unions. Rank-and-file members involved in partnership activities are also relatively positive in their endorsement of the effectiveness of partnership and are also generally well disposed in their assessment of union effectiveness and in their commitment to unions. In contrast and again reflecting the ANOVA results, rank-and-file union members who did not participate in partnership committees were consistently negative in their attitudes and orientations when compared to the other three categories. The key concern then is the views of the shop stewards who are not members of partnership committees. An examination of the beta scores and their signs shows first that in respect of the perceived effectiveness of partnership they do not stand apart as a distinct group: they are neither more positive nor negative; and second, with respect to perceptions of union effectiveness working under partnership arrangements and union commitment levels they are among the most positive, being more positive than those rank-and-file members who are and are not members of partnership committees but not quite as positive as other shop stewards who are actively involved in partnership committees

In sum, the evidence shows that, where unionized employers have adopted partnership arrangements, the bulk of workplace union representatives (shop stewards) have become actively involved in partnership committees. In turn, their engagement with, and experience of, partnership, has been largely positive. Certainly, with respect to the three outcome variables examined here – perceptions of partnership effectiveness, union effectiveness and commitment towards unions – shop stewards were consistently assured in their assessments and beliefs. And while shop stewards not directly involved in partnership arrangements may have been less affirmative and consistent in their attitudes, there is little, if any, evidence to suggest that that they have disengaged and become disaffected members of their union. Thus, the evidence here reported offers little support to the position as advanced by critics of partnership.

‘Vertical alignment’ and ‘strategic integration’: work organization, HR practices and partnership, and attitudes towards unions. In this section the discussion turns to question 6 posed earlier: whether the integration of partnership with supportive work organization and HR practices is associated with union members’ endorsement of partnership and unions’ role therein. This is a key theoretical premise of the advocates. In particular, they point to the need for HR strategies which include ‘employment stabilization’ measures, investment in employee training, employee stake holding based on financial participation (i.e. gain sharing and/or profit sharing schemes), and co-operative and participative forms of work design (i.e. team working) (see, for example, Kochan and Osterman 1994; Guest and Peccei 1997). Kochan and Osterman (1994) are particularly mindful of the need to develop such compatible strategies at various levels within the organization including at the strategic level of the enterprise, at HR policy level, and finally, at workplace level. Their argument is clearly put: ‘policies at these different levels must reinforce one another to produce sustained support for a mutual gains enterprise and for the system to achieve the benefits necessary to be competitive at high standards of living’ (Kochan and Osterman 1994: 46-7). 

The influence of such compatible strategies and the effects of vertical integration on partnership and in turn on unions has largely remained a theoretical preoccupation to date: relatively little if any systematic attention has been devoted to the consequences for unions and employees. Case studies of partnership in the US and Canada have typically not examined the influence of HR practices in part because they often focus on single sites and therefore tend to lack variation in those practices. The detailed study of partnership and its subsequent demise at Aer Rianta did place emphasis on the failure of management to reconfigure its HRM practices to underpin partnership, but again this was in the context of general organizational outcomes. Thus, the present study offers a unique opportunity to examine whether the integration of HR practices with partnership leads to beneficial outcomes for unions. 

Before turning to explain the regression models’ construction for testing this theoretical claim, it must be acknowledged that the present test is a partial one. Unfortunately, the current data set does not contain information on organizations’ business strategies; such information could not have been reasonably derived from employees. Nonetheless, there is data on the following HR practices and forms of work organization which are used in the model: HR practices: contingent compensation policies which include profit sharing, share options and gain sharing schemes; regular performance reviews; and employment security provisions.
 Work organization structures: team working, problem solving groups, project groups, quality circles, continuous improvement programs or groups. Individual employee autonomy: the scope workers possess to make decisions in respect of the organization and conduct of their work.
 Training: whether the employee had received any training or education provided or paid for by their employer over the last two years.

The same controls variables used in previous tables are used in the current regression models. These results are not reported here except for climate of employment relations. It is thought important to include the result for this variable here because it is specifically identified by Kochan and Osterman (1994: 51) as being an important factor in ‘building and maintaining the psychological and social climate needed to produce and sustain mutual gains’. Notwithstanding Kochan and Osterman’s claim, it is obviously difficult to know whether the climate of employment relations is an antecedent to, or a consequence of, the development of effective partnership arrangements, and a perception that unions are successful in representing members’ interests.
 Thus, it will not be possible for the current study to reveal whether a good climate of employment relations is necessary to promote and sustain partnership and effective union representation or whether the reverse might be the case. Nonetheless, its association with employees’ perceptions of partnership and unions’ role can be examined in the context of a series of relevant control variables.
 

The first notable finding to emerge overall from the results portrayed in Table 6 is that the presence of various HR practices, the provision of employee training and education, and forms of work organization which seek to promote employee discretion and autonomy appear to exercise little if any direct influence on employees’ attitudes, while controlling for other influences. Only one factor, team working, is found to be positively associated – and only just – with perceptions of partnership effectiveness. It is the climate of employment relations which appears to be the critical factor in influencing attitudes towards the effectiveness of partnership and of unions, and in a positive direction (Models 6.1 and 6.2).
 This association raises interesting questions, principally whether the climate of employment relations might be masking an association between the presence of various HR and work organization practices and employees’ perception of the effectiveness of partnership and unions. A series of additional tests were conducted to examine this. First, the climate of employment relations was cast as a dependent variable and controlling for other influences the influence of HR and work organization practices was examined. There was no significant association. In addition, the regression models reported in Table 6 were re-run by excluding the climate variable. The results in respect of models 6.2 and 6.3 were little different. There was, however, a small difference with respect to perceptions of the effectiveness of partnership (model 6.1). The beta weight for team working increased slightly to .091 as did the beta weight for HRM practices (-.089) and both were statistically significant at the 0.05 level. The adjusted R² was, however, modest (.079). Union effectiveness (.184) and union commitment (.122) had the greatest impact. The conclusion which might thus be drawn is that the climate of employment relations is a significant factor in explaining employees’ attitudes and it operates independently of the influence of HRM practices and the structure of work organization.

The climate of employment relations was also significantly associated with union commitment, but lost significance once account was taken of members’ perception of the success of unions in pursuing workers’ interests (Model 6.3). It is this later factor which would seem to exercise an appreciable positive effect on members’ commitment to unions. The effect of climate of employment relations might, in this instance, be read as being, at best, indirect. Employees’ commitment to unions might therefore reflect less the climate of employment relations and more the ability of unions to advance workers’ interests, and it is the latter effect which underpins and informs a perception amongst employees that management and staff get on well in their workplace.

How then might these results be interpreted in the context of the claims as advanced by advocates of partnership? One reading is that they provide little support for their argument which is that it is by integrating the adoption of partnership with particular HR practices, team working and autonomous forms of work organization that unions stand to insulate themselves from the risks they themselves - and the critics - identify as being associated with the development of collaborative working relations with employers. That there was no significant positive association  between these practices (team working apart) and members’ attitudes and orientations does not mean, however, that their effect works in the other direction and that unions have been disadvantaged and union commitment eroded. There is, rather, no appreciable effect either way; unions have neither benefited nor been harmed where partnership is accompanied by the adoption of so-called supportive HR practices.
 

Conclusion

Whether voluntary workplace partnership arrangements work to unions advantage has been a focus of keen debate in the international employment relations literature in recent years. This paper is a contribution to this debate. The case of Ireland is important as it is unique amongst Anglo-American countries in its attempts to diffuse workplace partnership arrangements under the guidance and direction of a succession of national framework agreements. A series of other institutional supports, principally through the establishment of the NCPP, have also been provided to promote the diffusion of partnership-based employment relations models. That workplace partnership was advanced principally by the union movement, and subsequently supported and endorsed by the main employer’s organization and government, it might be assumed a priori that the wider context for ensuring that partnership worked to unions’ advantage was in place. Ten years on from the signing of the first such national framework agreement it is timely to ask: to the extent that such arrangements have taken root in the Irish workplace, to what degree have they been seen by union members to benefit their interests and their unions? 

A series of orientating questions derived from debates in the academic literature between those who advocate partnership as a means of increasing unions’ influence and security and the critics who claim, on the contrary, that partnership has the effect of weakening unions and alienating members and representatives are formulated to guide the data analysis. These are the principal findings. First, union members considered partnership to be an effective means for advancing their interests. Second, partnership does play an important role in influencing union members’ perceptions of union effectiveness. It is important to be precise here, however. While the presence of partnership arrangements and employee participation therein may be said to have been important influences, once account is taken of the perception of the effectiveness of partnership to deliver gains for employees, it is the latter factor which is central to explaining employees’ positive view of unions when working under partnership arrangements. Similarly in respect of union commitment; the more positive union members were in their assessment of union influence and of the effectiveness of partnership arrangements, the more committed they were to their unions. At face value, these findings are consistent with the claims of the advocates of partnership, and critically their claim that, for partnership to be effective and for unions to prosper under partnership arrangements, requires strong and effective union representation.

Third, the presence of partnership arrangements is not associated with the existence of a distinct group of union members whose views and attitudes to partnership and union participation therein are manifestly negative. Neither those shop stewards directly involved in partnership arrangements, nor those who did not become involved stand apart in their attitudes nor orientations from rank-and-file members as a group of disaffected union members. Thus a key proposition of the critics, that partnership results in the marginalization and alienation of workplace union representatives receives little, if any, support.

Finally, the analysis considered the view of advocates that for partnership to be effective and for it deliver benefits for unions, it must be established in consort with multiple HR practices, and particular forms of work organization. The evidence was not so clear cut in this instance. Once account was taken of the climate of employment relations and particularly union effectiveness, partnership related HR practices exercised little if any appreciable net effect – positive or negative – in explaining employees’ views of the effectiveness of partnership and their orientation towards unions. It is difficult to deduce what conclusions may be drawn from this evidence. It may that that the institution of multiple workplace innovations to support partnership may be less important than conventionally understood by advocates of partnership. This is not to claim that they are unnecessary, but that it is more important as far as union members are concerned that their unions are strong and offer effective representation and are capable of working with management to establish a co-operative workplace climate.

In summary, the findings here presented provide substantial support for the position as advanced by proponents of partnership. The evidence in respect of Ireland does indeed suggest that unions stand to gain from their participation in partnership arrangements where it is seen to deliver real and substantial gains and particularly where unions are perceived to possess a strong and influential workplace presence.

Before concluding, some thought should be given to the limits of the present study and to consideration of an alternative understanding. The reservations in respect of interpretations derived from cross-sectional data are understood and acknowledged. It cannot be claimed without equivocation that the direction of causality runs solely in this direction that partnership benefits unions. While there is substantial evidence from this study which may be said to point in this direction, it is also possible that there could be a reciprocal relationship between partnership and union outcomes. It may well be that it is strong unions with a history of effective representation which are comfortable and confident in pursuing partnership arrangements. It may be then that it is this prior history of effective representation which is the precursor to members’ commitment to unions. Partnership may then have contributed to enhancing the working and employment conditions of employees as well as the viability of the enterprise, and which, in turn, contributed to employees’ appraisal that partnership was effective and that unions working under such arrangements have served workers well. It may thus be naïve to assume that partnership is somehow imbued with a predetermined set of consequences and effects. Partnership may not inevitably enhance or undermine unions. It may rather be the case that its influence, in part at least, will be shaped by the context of a complex of relations within which it is located and that any simple identification of causal linkages is disingenuous.
 The paper thus emphasizes the need for and benefit of looking in-depth at instances of partnership. Our understanding of partnership will prosper from such case research which includes unions of variable strength and which considers whether strong representation is a critical precondition for benefits to accrue to workers and unions. It may transpire, however, that in certain circumstances that comparatively weak unions can increase their influence and strengthen their representative capacity by working in collaboration with employers. Such circumstances or contingencies may or may not include the bundle of HR practices identified above, or may instead involve other factors which could not be examined here such as the nature of an organizations’ business strategy, senior management  values, product and labor market circumstances, or those multiple contingencies identified by Eaton and Rubinstein (2006). Having established that partnership can benefit unions, the task now is to understand how by selecting different settings which vary in key ways and by identifying the mechanisms and processes by which variables are linked.

Finally, international scholars might ask, to the extent that workplace partnership has been observed in Ireland, what demonstrable influence has the context of national social concertation had on the diffusion of such arrangements and, in turn, on trade unions? A number of observations might be offered. First, the national framework agreements of the late 1990s and early 2000s, together with the establishment of the NCPP and the availability of EU funding, were key catalysts in stimulating the adoption and diffusion of workplace partnership. The agreements and associated supports provided union officials with the confidence and working templates with which they could engage with employers to negotiate the introduction of workplace partnership agreements. Second, while the institutional context was important, the emergence of partnership was critically dependent on the views of individual employers and union officials. It must be emphasized that the framework agreements were precisely that: they did not require employers in unionized sectors to adopt partnership, nor did they prescribe the implementation of any particular model of partnership. Partnership arrangements of a sophisticated form which provided unions with a significant say in organizational decision-making have tended to take root in companies experiencing significant commercial pressures and where employers have been forced, and/or have displayed a positive commitment, to work cooperatively with confident and well-organized unions. While the situation in the public sector is somewhat different - unions are generally well established and have high membership levels, and the national framework agreements as they applied to the public sector had more teeth in that they required the parties to fuse the management of organizational change and public service reform with partnership - there would appear, to date at least, little convincing evidence that existing partnership arrangements have gone beyond addressing ‘softer’ issues to broach areas of core concern to managers and unions (Roche 2006). Here, too, the extent to which partnership has developed and has been of benefit to unions has been contingent on managerial support. In sum, while the context of national agreements has been important in animating a vision for an alternative model of industrial relations and in giving focus to the possibilities of partnership, its influence in reshaping workplace relations and enlarging unions’ role and influence in workplace governance has been far from total. 

The recent demise of partnership in high profile companies, such as Aer Rianta, RTÉ and Bausch and Lomb, which were widely viewed as having been among the most advanced in making provision for union and employee involvement at multiple levels within the organization, underlines the vulnerability of such arrangements to abrupt changes in business circumstances and in alterations to personnel in key managerial and union positions, and, as a corollary, to the bounded and partial influence of national level framework agreements in determining workplace industrial relations practices. 

It is also noteworthy that the most recent social partnership agreement does not contain a national framework agreement of the format seen in previous pacts. That its omission has not been of particular concern to trade unions or indeed to most independent observers who now acknowledge that the high water mark of partnership innovation has been reached in Ireland, is perhaps an acknowledgement that yet another framework agreement would have provided little additional stimulus to the diffusion of workplace partnership arrangements. 
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� Tom Wall was Assistant General Secretary of the ICTU and acted as a lead negotiator in the negotiations of national agreements during the late 1990s and early 2000s.





� In consort with and independent of this joint activity a series of other collaborative activities involving employers and unions took place, including the attainment of EU funding through the PACT program for the promulgation of partnership activities and the formation of a regional learning consortia, the Partnership Learning Network, in the mid-west of the country.





� The conceptual distinction is Rubinstein et al.’s (1993: 344-5); see also Eaton and Rubinstein (2006: 2-3). Cooke (1990: 63-4) also distinguishes between representatives forms of participation which are ‘committee-based’ and direct ‘team-based’ arrangements.





� A similar point is made by Regini (1995) in his analysis of the emergence of ‘micro-concertation’ in several European countries. He argues that workers have grown increasingly disenchanted with the inertia and short-sightedness of adversarial union postures and have sought instead a form of union representation which engages with, and demonstrates less indifference to, the economic circumstances of firms.





� The inverted commas are Kelly’s own.





� Mention might also be made here of the trenchant critique of employee participation programs in the US offered by Mike Parker and Jane Slaughter (1988) and the so-called “Labor Notes” perspective. 





� The creation of non-elected elite groupings and an associated concentration of power have been highlighted in other workplace-based accounts of partnership (cf. Geary and Roche 2003). Eaton and Rubenstein (2006) also report from other US cases where partnership has became a heated issue in internal union politics and elections, and, on occasion, resulted in the replacement of officers, but rarely led to a rejection of partnership.





� This list of potential risks for unions engaged in partnership is necessarily incomplete. The problems here identified relate to the specific research hypotheses examined in this paper. There are others which might be cited, including the risk which may arise if partnership is accompanied by employee direct participation. In this context, decision-making may become decentralized and the “common rule” of the collective bargaining agreement undermined. The latter may also occur where the collective bargaining process is subsumed or overridden as more and more issues are resolved ‘in partnership’. In addition, an important component of the cooption problem has been the reluctance of union representatives to pursue grievances with vigor and to finality, as evidenced in Saturn, for example. Yet other instances of partnership have pointed to the limited resources available to unions to pursue partnership arrangements, both in terms of personnel available with the requisite skills and time.





� The survey instrument was designed by Larry O’Connell and Lucy Fallon-Byrne of the NCPP; Philip O’Connell, James Williams and Helen Russell of the Economic and Social Research Institute; and John Geary and Bill Roche of University College Dublin. The survey was commissioned by the NCPP to inform deliberations of the Irish Government’s Forum on the Workplace of the Future.





� The reader might be concerned, as was one of the paper’s referees, that to rely on a statement such as the one used here to discern whether a workplace has a partnership body in place may lead to measurement error. In particular, it might be thought that respondents might mistake ‘regular’ joint consultative arrangements and perhaps even ‘regular’ negotiation committees for partnership committees. Consequently, the perceived effectiveness of partnership and unions might be highly correlated. This is a very reasonable concern. In an effort to examine this possibility, the relationship between these two factors was measured. The results indicate that the intercorrelation between the two scales is low (r = .316, r² = 9.98, N = 1007, p < 0.01)). It was also low when specific items within the partnership effectiveness scale, which might be seen to fall within the natural remit of collective bargaining, were looked at; for example, pay and conditions (r = .184). The case might reasonably be made in reply, then, that union effectiveness is a distinct construct from partnership effectiveness and that the partnership variable is measuring something quite distinct from other workplace representative or consultative activities which trade unions might be involved in. It might also be emphasized that every care was taken in framing this question so that instances of partnership would be appropriately captured. The instrument design team was comprised of some of Ireland’s leading industrial relations and social science scholars, as well representatives from the NCPP and a former general secretary of the ICTU. The instrument was also piloted. We can thus be reasonably assured that the partnership variable is measuring what it set out to measure.





� The usual caveat needs to be entered when interpreting results and the direction of causality from cross-sectional data. It could, of course, be that causality runs in the other direction, or indeed that results might be due to reciprocal causation. For instance, it may be possible that workers who are positively disposed towards unions might be more inclined to join partnership committees and in turn might be more likely to reflect positively on the role of partnership and unions’ role therein. Ideally, longitudinal data would be required to eliminate the possibility of such selection effects. For an excellent treatment of this problem and other methodological challenges in assessing the effects of participatory practices see Handel and Levine (2004: 10-15). 





� The effectiveness of workplace partnership arrangements variable which in Table 1 was scaled using six items was also divided into its two constituent components described above – items of direct employee interest and items of concern to the employment organization - and were included in another regression model to examine whether there was any association with perceptions of union effectiveness. The results (not reported here) were not appreciably different to those reported in Table 3. For this reason, the six items were combined in all subsequent regression models.





� Respondents were asked to describe the relationship between staff and management in their workplace by means of a 5 point scale ranging from very good (1) to very bad (5).





� As union membership is significantly higher among permanent employees than temporary or casual employees (see Geary 2007), it was considered advisable to control for the influence of employment status in this and subsequent regression models. In all regressions, employment status was found to be non-significant.





� Ideally, it would have been desirable to examine the influence of the presence of partnership arrangements in this second model, but, because of the use of filter questions in the survey instrument, this is not possible. The analysis is thus confined to workplaces with partnership arrangements.





� It is also possible, of course, that employees’ commitment to unions might be informed by the formation of political and social attitudes through early socialization, as well as individual’s wider social values, such as party political allegiance. Unfortunately, it is not possible to assess the independent influence of such factors with the data set used here.





� In undertaking this analysis, it was considered prudent to examine the correlation between union effectiveness and union commitment, as well as the effectiveness of partnership arrangements and union effectiveness to establish whether the survey was in fact measuring relationships amongst variables which might reasonably be said to constitute separate constructs. With respect to the former, a correlation of .545 was found to exist which might fairly be considered to represent a modest correlation (r² = 29.7, N = 2160, p < 0.01). The case might still be advanced that, while 29% of the variance in union effectiveness might be accounted for by union commitment, a very substantial element is accounted by other factors. It can thus be taken that union effectiveness and union commitment are, in substantial measure, separate constructs.  As reported in endnote no. 9, the Pearson’s r for the other two variables – union effectiveness and partnership effectiveness - was found to be even smaller at .316 and would suggest a low level of correlation.





� Respondents were asked if there was ‘a stated policy of deliberately avoiding compulsory redundancies and lay-offs’ in their workplace.





� This variable is derived from a series of statements which comprised the following: you decide how much work you do or how fast you work during the day, your manager decides the specific tasks you will do from day to day, you decide when you can take a break during the working day, your manager monitors your work performance, you have to get your manager’s OK before you try to change anything with the way you do your work. Respondents were asked to rate the levels of autonomy they enjoyed with respect to each of the statements on a four-point scale, ranging from almost always (1) to rarely or almost never (4).





� The climate of employment relations has also been seen to influence union commitment (see Deery et al. 1994) and is included in regression model 6.3.





� It will be noted that the current data analysis, particularly that in Model 6.3, mirrors and reinforces the findings and analysis presented earlier in Table 4.





� It should be noted, however, that the adjusted R² value is relatively modest for model 6.1.





� In the regression models here presented the various partnership-related arrangements - HR practices, work organization structures, individual employee autonomy and training – were entered as discrete items. Other tests were conducted to examine whether these variables in combination as constituting ‘bundles’ of partnership practices had similar or dissimilar effects on perceptions of partnership effectiveness and union effectiveness, and union commitment levels. Perhaps not surprisingly, the results for both approaches were similar and in none of the three regression models was this ‘bundle’ variable found to have had a significant effect.





� A similar line of reasoning in respect of new forms of work organization has been pursued by Edwards and Wright (2001).





� It might also be noted that the promise once held for the transposition of the European Directive on Information and Consultation into Irish law and that it too might have stimulated the adoption of workplace partnership arrangements (NCPP 2004) has arguably been lost (see Geary and Roche 2005). The terms of the legislation – the absence of an automatic requirement on employers to inform and consult employees, the establishment of a so-called ‘opt-in trigger mechanism’ which requires employees to initiate the adoption of information and consultation arrangements, the delineation of requisite employee thresholds to indicate approval for the establishment of such arrangements and critically the provision for direct forms of employee participation – are likely to work against the introduction of robust forms of employee information and consultation built upon representative structures such as envisaged in the Directive. 
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