Is Partnership a Bed of Roses?
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"Partnership agreements" are being struck at a growing number of workplaces. But despite warm words from some employers about "mutual trust between company and employees" the deals are patchy in the benefits they bestow on unions.





Workplace "partnerships" between employers, employees and their representatives are being strongly promoted by the TUC, as well as by the Labour government and the European Commission. A growing number of Partnership deals have been signed but new research suggests that some "partnership" employers do not in fact see the need for union involvement. This raises questions about how much further the concept can go.





The TUC report Partners for Progress - Next Steps for the New Unionism, published before the last general election, said: 





"At the workplace social partnership means employers and trade unions working together to achieve common goals such as fairness and competitiveness; it is a recognition that, although they have different constituencies, and at times different interests, they can serve these best by making common cause wherever possible".  The main attraction of the partnership concept seems to lie in its implicit offer of a "stake" for unions in the conduct of the organisations in which their members work. It involves union support for improvements in competitiveness, and service quality in the public sector. With this comes an opportunity to influence the agenda and achieve a range of other objectives, particularly in terms of job security and training. The intention is to go beyond collective bargaining, replacing an adversarial approach with more "constructive" relationships with the employers.  





A range of employers have seen benefits in the concept. Research published in April by the Involvement and Participation Association (IPA) showed that "Partnership companies have a competitive edge in terms of profits, sales, productivity and employment relations". The advantages were strongest in the improved quality of goods and services and the ability to retain and attract customers, while 24% said overall profitability was "much better" than that of their competitors. 





The companies surveyed were members or former members of the IPA, an organisation commended by the TUC for "drawing attention to what the best British companies are doing". They are seen as representing the "leading edge" of Partnership, rather than the general run of UK employers. 





A recent Partnership agreement at Tesco, now Britain's biggest private sector company, has drawn particular praise from the TUC, showing that union influence is not "confined to declining industries". Tesco has a long-standing collective bargaining arrangement with shop workers' union USDAW which has now developed into a Partnership.  The key changes at Tesco are new consultation arrangements with employees, through a network of workplace, regional and national forums, along with improved facilities for union recruitment. John Hannett, USDAW deputy general secretary, said in the union's journal: "We are looking to grow a culture in which both partners see USDAW membership as a valuable and respected feature of employment with Tesco". 





"A new relationship with management" is also the basis of a Partnership agreement between MSF and insurance and pensions firm Legal and General. Both sides have tried to "banish the culture of mutual suspicion and mistrust". For management, problems should now be solved more pro-actively and quickly while staff get an opportunity to be more involved with the running of the business.  





Partnership agreements have also been reached in the privatised rail industry, at Gatwick Express and Midland Mainline. TSSA, the rail staff union, says: "The Partnership approach is all about making sure that trade unions don't just complain when their members get a raw deal but also get stuck in to help the companies where their members work to find new, better, more effective ways of doing business. In return, employers should treat their staff as adults who make a positive contribution to the work companies do and the profits they make".





One of the most tangible gains to be made from Partnership is job security, although commitments of this kind are not confined to Partnership deals. A three-year no-compulsory-redundancy policy was central to last year's Partnership agreement between the Co-op Bank and BIFU. Together with other improvements in pay and conditions, this was designed to facilitate the "management of change". 





The agreement said: "We have recognised that continued flexibility and commitment by the Bank's people is essential for successful management of change and business development. This enables us to agree that it is not currently anticipated that there will be any involuntary redundancies during the period of the agreement". 





Last year's well publicised Partnership agreement between cement manufacturer Blue Circle and the AEEU, GMB and TGWU unions also offered job security in return for commitments by the workforce. The company undertook to "right size" its operations through voluntary means, along with a broad range of other changes including steps towards harmonisation. 





The agreement listed the commitments required from the three partners:


individuals to develop themselves, embrace change, improve standards and work together as a team. At all times an employee will serve the company with loyalty, integrity and good faith;


the company to establish competitive business plans, to invest in capital projects and training programmes and to respect individuals in a relationship of mutual trust and confidence;


the recognised trade unions to represent their members' best interests, to recognise and support the needs of the business, to assist in employment strategy and to support and encourage "best practice" where appropriate throughout the organisation. 





Digby Jacks, MSF financial services sector secretary, and David Pullinger, associate director human resources at Legal and General Services, say that their Partnership agreement was "based on the best of the voluntary tradition of British industrial relations" and that a durable Partnership agreement requires: 





"1 A tradition of good and stable industrial relations


2 A campaigning and socially aware union


3 A cadre of well trained and committed union representatives


4 A high profile union in the workplace - regular, attractive and people friendly communications and a recruitment culture that is supported by management


5 Both management and union have to adequately resource the agreement because to make it work takes more time and effort than the previous simulated conflict model


6 A genuine desire on both sides to listen to each other


7 A recognition that both sides win by the Partnership success".





The problem is that the sort of mutual trust and confidence indicated in this statement could be the exception rather than the rule. Some trade unionists, faced with intensification of work, casualisation or the marginalisation of the union, find the the reality of the workface far removed from the philosophy of Partnership. 





A report in the GMB general union's journal on Partnership at Panasonic in Cardiff applauded the  company's commitment to union recognition and its policies on training, parental leave and health and safety. But it found "a level of cynicism", about shop floor management practice, which was seen as being in contrast with company principles like "lasting peace and prosperity in return for untiring effort". 





The report said: "Team spirit, continuous improvement groups, quality slogans, monthly briefings and staff welfare sessions are one thing but when it comes down to basics, management will manage according to the diktat of profit". Nevertheless, the GMB has now launched a drive to persuade employers nationally of the advantages of Partnership under the slogan "working together and winning together".  





The IPA survey, mentioned earlier, raises some other awkward questions about Partnership. Only about 40% of the managers explicitly endorsed a role for unions, while a similar proportion felt they had no role. 





And evidence of a positive trade union contribution to Partnership was said to be "patchy". IPA observed: "The role to which unions aspire, as partners in the management of change, working with the company through difficult decisions, and minimising the negative impact of those decision on the workforce is not yet sufficiently deep rooted for all managers to be convinced".  





The research also forced the IPA to acknowledge that "managers and employees still tend to see Partnership differently" with many managers making little distinction between employee and company interests. And it warned of the need to ensure that gains from Partnership "are not too one-sided in favour of the organisation".   





The survey also found surprisingly low levels of participation: "Even among organisations interested in Partnership, employees and their representatives remain shut out from key decisions that might affect them". Some managers preferred to communicate directly with employees around a company-focused agenda and believe that in a successful Partnership organisation the need for trade unions is lessened. 





Unions may also find cause for concern in the views of the Institute of Personnel and Development (IPD), which represents personnel managers. Its recent paper on employment relations into the 21st century said that Partnership has more to do with "the relationship between employers and employees, individually and in groups, than it has to do with trade unions as such".  IPD went on to say that it would be "unrealistic" to see collective bargaining as the main vehicle for communication between employer and employees in future. It recommended that unions have less to do with "day-to-day negotiations on operational management decisions" and concentrate instead on members' benefits, information and advice, individual representation and their role as friendly societies.
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