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The future of paid work has become in the past few years a subject of endless fascination and real importance for public policy-makers as well as employers, trade unions and above all for employees themselves. In a growing number of advanced market economies, research programmes, seminars like this one and a plethora of books and surveys are providing us with a wide range of opinions and generalisations  on what is happening or is likely to happen to jobs and the occupational structure. But in my opinion, too much of the current focus in our debates is over-ideological in tone and perception, too rhetorical and prescriptive in content and not grounded enough in empirical evidence and an understanding and analysis of the realities of the modern world of paid work. It has been one of the primary purposes of the ESRC’s future of work programme in Britain which has just come to an end to challenge much of the conventional wisdom and to question some of the common assumptions that too often influence and determine policy-making in what is always a complex and controversial area. During the past 18 months I have written a number of ESRC reports that highlight some of the key findings from the programme in areas such as work/life balance, labour market diversity, and the future of employment relations. Further reports are coming on the concept of partnership at work and on other areas for research such as the role of older workers and the quality of working life. The intention is to bring all of them altogether as a book which is to be published in 2004 under the title – Our Working Futures.

                   What unites the diverse and nuanced findings in the ESRC future of work programme is the realisation that a wide gap remains between the often upbeat and positive rhetoric about the future of paid work and the realities that we find on the ground. If you attend too many management conferences you can be forgiven for believing that most companies not only believe and proclaim that their people are their best asset but they act upon that assumption in the development of their human resource management strategies. Sadly this is not often the case. Indeed, the number of firms that are enlightened in the comprehensive and generous nature of the way they treat their employees remains relatively small. Professor David Guest from Kings College, University of London of senior managers in 835 organisations found that only one per cent of them actually practised more than three quarters of 18 human resource management practices he itemised. Mutual gains enterprises and human resource development companies in Britain and I suspect elsewhere are conspicuous by their rarity. In Guest’s words – most managers pay only lip service to the idea that people are their most important asset. 

                   It is not my primary purpose this morning to explore this genuine difference between rhetoric and reality but its undoubted existence does help us to understand why we are in danger of overlooking what is the genuine driving force of change in the world of paid work. This does not lie so much in the wider political economy and the highly competitive product and consumer markets of a globalising age nor in the external dynamics of the labour market but on both the impact of corporate strategies and technological innovation inside workplaces and firms in the way that work is organised and particular job tasks are made up. Of course, what is going on inside companies cannot and should not be divorced from our understanding of those external financial pressures that shape and influence so much corporate behaviour. But the current emphasis we are placing on the need for sweeping economic reform inside the European Union through a concentration on the needs and demands of workers as individuals in the enhancement of their skills and learning and the acquisition of information technology expertise tends us to neglect or pay sufficient attention to the internal dynamics that are driving workplace change. My main argument in this address is to assert – on the basis of the evidence gathered under the future of work programme - that we need to see a determined shift in the direction of public policy strategies towards an encouragement for the modernization of structures in the organisation of work and companies. This will require us paying a much greater attention than we are doing at the moment to the importance of voluntary and autonomous intermediary institutions in the promotion of genuine workplace change both in the private as well as the public sector.

                 Let me first of all, however, describe the fundamental nature of the problem with particular reference to some important and surprising findings that have come from the ESRC future of work programme. The main evidence derives from a survey of 2,000 human resource or industrial relations managers taken between July and September 2002. It covers firms across Britain, in different sectors and regions. It secured a 65 per cent response rate in a telephone poll.

              A number of the key findings from that survey can help us to understand what needs to be done.  Not all are negative. First of all, the advance in the use of information technology at work is striking. In nearly 40 per cent of the establishments surveyed all employees used computers in their work, and only 10 per cent of establishments had no workers at all who were not working with information technology. Technologically driven change is clearly the main force that is enforcing reform in the ways in which work is being organised. But the survey also suggests we are only in the early stages of the use of the new technology.  What effects it will have on the long-term physical and mental well-being of employees remains unclear as the demands on them grow with an ever-increasing complexity in how the technology is used. However, what is without question is that future employees will have to grow more adaptable, versatile and effective in the use of information technology.

                Secondly, the management survey reinforces other findings in ESRC surveys that we are seeing in Britain a clear revival in the number of full-time, permanent paid jobs in industry and services. The length of average job tenure was increasing last year compared with a decade earlier. Nor is staff turnover as widespread as might have been expected in what has become a tight labour market. The extent and nature of other non-standardised forms of paid employment are significant but not as widespread as might have been expected. Nor is the use of outsourcing and sub-contract work as common as was supposed. Indeed, the 2002 management survey suggests there has even been the return of some non-core functions to the company. It is hard therefore to avoid the overall conclusion that most firms remain committed to the recruitment and retention of full-time, permanent staff to meet their business requirements. Moreover, there is a strong belief, shown by companies as well as employees that jobs should provide genuine career and promotional opportunities. Most companies say they would much prefer to meet their needs through internal promotions rather than seeking new talent out in the labour market. Nearly 70 per cent of managers surveyed said their establishment would prefer to promote existing staff to fill senior vacancies rather than head hunt or use recruitment agencies to meet their manpower needs. Managers are not keen to promote or encourage here today, gone tomorrow forms of paid work. Of course, this claim may just be wishful thinking but it cannot be ignored. The emphasis on continuity and commitment may help to foster trust and loyalty and the development of the so-called psychological contract between companies and employees. 

              The third key finding from the 2002 management survey underlines the increasing importance in British workplace of regulation in the development of the employment relationship – thanks mainly to the plethora of European Union social regulation but also to the trade union recognition laws and the national statutory minim wage. The survey found the issues of the family friendly agenda on maternity leave and flexible working hours has been growing in importance with the ever-growing importance of female employment.  However, the evidence also suggests that most establishments have yet to make any substantial internal improvements in benefits and conditions to meet the specific requirements of their women employees beyond agreeing to accept and offer a temporary shift to part-time work with the resulting cut in pay when necessary. Few firms offer their employees more than the statutory minimum on maternity leave, for example. Child care facilities remain limited and rather basic for most working mothers. Nor did the survey indicate this situation was about to improve in the near future. Companies seem reluctant to launch family friendly initiatives in any systematic way.

                  On the other hand, the management survey found managers are growing more and more concerned with managing employment issues as costs of legal advice soar and pressure to deal with individual employee needs grows more intensive. Nearly half the managers surveyed said their work load on employment matters had gone up over the past three years. The survey also found clear evidence of a growth in regular individual employee appraisals, the greater use of monitoring and surveillance of individual effort and the need to communicate more information to employees. However, it suggested few firms yet provide more than modest or minimum information to their employees on their activities. Only a quarter said they had staff committees or some form of consultative works council, with a mere 17 per cent saying they had such formal structures in the manufacturing and construction sectors. On the other hand, there is clear evidence of a growth in the need for managers, with a noticeable expansion in their net number over the past ten years. The demands of the workplace in Britain are growing increasingly complex for managers to deal with.

Unfortunately the survey does not tell us what particular management functions are increasing in demand. Other research evidence compiled by the future of work programme over a longer time span reinforces these overall findings. It is the quality of leadership that has more attention than the introduction of human resource management techniques. Too many continue to approach employee issues in an ad hoc, piecemeal and reactive way.

           To summarise – there is still a good deal of continuity as well as change in Britain’s workplaces. But firms want to manage their employees more effectively. They see the increasing value of nurturing and encouraging existing staff in learning and training, in enhancing the value of their labour. This seems more important to them than the unilateral right to hire and fire employees at will. Firms want the right to encourage and carry through internal labour flexibility inside the workplace, to encourage the creation of more adaptable, more effective workers. Trust, loyalty and commitment are seen as necessary virtues in the creation of a successful workplace. But there remains a large gap between rhetoric and reality. Too few firms in Britain are yet introducing programmes of human resource development or mutual gains to meet their business requirements.

So what explains this? At first sight, it may seem strange that we are not seeing much more progress inside companies towards new forms of work organisation that are more responsive to employee as well as company needs. The British government is keen to press an economic reform agenda in line with the European Union commitment in Lisbon in 2000 for the creation of a high quality, high productivity information-based economy that can compete effectively with the United States. Closing the skills gap is a vital priority as is the encouragement of more investment by firms in research and innovation. Recent comparative research has found Britain lacking in the provision of an adequate supply of workers who hold intermediate educational qualifications. Of course, this problem is not new. Indeed, official reports highlighting this problem go back to the nineteenth century. The recent report for the Department of Trade and Industry by Professor Michael Porter of Harvard Business School on the productivity issue highlights it as does the latest report on educational standards produced by the OECD.  

              There can be no doubt that the British government wants to deal effectively with the skills problem.  Substantial resources are being devoted to the implementation of a learning agenda in order to ensure the country can compete in the production of high quality, high value goods and services. Nor are ministers unaware of the magnitude of what needs to be done. Recent surveys suggest many firms do not have enough adequate labour with the necessary general skills to improve and innovate. Relatively low productivity is in part explained by the inadequate utilisation of employees.

             However, the current policy response may not be sufficient by itself to make much of a difference. The main focus of official attention has gone into meeting the needs of individual employees and the debate has tended to concentrate on structures external to the workplace and on who will pay for the training that is required. Improved public and private employment services and measures to create a more active, national labour market policy have been the main policy route for the skills and innovation agenda. But these policy programmes are mainly taking place outside the work organisation. They reflect the genuine concerns of supply side and neo-liberal economists who seem almost exclusively focussed on how we can enhance the aggregate quality and skills of workers in the wider labour market and not in the specific context of the workplace itself. To a very large extent this public policy approach emanates from the Treasury who continue to take a macro-economic  perspective of skills and innovation.  Too much effort, therefore, is being devoted to the encouragement of individual employees independent of the workplace, to self-help initiatives, tax credit schemes to stimulate learning and above all to the ups and downs of the external labour market. What is missing is any involvement or sustained interest in the dynamics of internal change that are reorganising work and firms. There is little emphasis , in other words, on the strategic importance of the framework of voluntary and autonomous institutions which are focussed on both the workplace and the company. The British state is keen to stress the need to play an enabling role in making labour markets more flexible but this does not apply in sufficient force to the restructuring of the organisation of work.

              It is true that the government is keen on encouraging partnerships at work between firms and their employees that seek to stimulate the formation of high performance workplaces. A modest partnership fund has been established to stimulate such developments. However, much of this remains tentative and contested. Many trade unions remain sceptical or suspicious of partnerships and question whether it is really possible to establish any genuine unity of purpose in firms between management and employees.  Moreover, it is not clear that the government has any consistent or comprehensive understanding of what needs to be done within firms and establishments to stimulate workplace change.

                Governments in general need to connect themselves to what is or is not going on inside firms. Policy-makers insist they want to encourage the creation and development of high performance workplaces. But they have shown little sign of much readiness to pursue strategies that relate to how this can be achieved. Of course, it is true that in Britain the state has not been encouraged by the private sector to do so. However, it is also important to emphasise that most employers do not devote much of their time and energy to the development of human resource management strategies that would bring about much positive change. Surprisingly the reform of employee relations systems, work organisation and job design are given a low priority by the public policy-makers. But then it seems in Britain few firms are encouraged or feel they need to go for the high road performance model. Many believe they can still prosper or at least tick along the low road with success in profitability and there is insufficient incentive for them to look beyond that short-term objective to the future. Research from the ESRC, however, suggests that Britain will not achieve a high skills/high productivity economy until more firms are convinced that it is in their own interests to opt for a high quality/high skills agenda and this involves them directly in the way they organise work, engage with their employees and re-design the content of jobs. It is not just the economic environment that holds back firms from a commitment to a high road model but the persistence of an autocratic and conformist management culture that sees little value in the creation of more transparent and participative structures and institutions inside both the firm or the workplace or in collaboration across local labour markets but focused on specific business needs.

         It has been suggested that what we need to see is a much more activist and positive role being adopted by the state that would encourage and stimulate workplace change and reform management attitudes towards their own employees. Without that external support, it seems unlikely that firms will of their own volition become drivers of workplace change. But the research does not point to any return to the kind of industrial policy of subsidies and interventions of the past. That industrial strategy neither backed winners nor saved losers. It was wasteful of taxpayer’s money and it failed to stimulate innovation. What is required is an initiative by government to encourage the formation of new forms of organisation that would lay down the foundations for the high road strategy. Nor can this be a top-down approach. It will need not only the active consent but also the enthusiastic cooperation of firms, employees and trade unions in strategic alliance with educational institutions, job centres, the learning and skills councils and local chambers of commerce. In other words, the way forward to stimulate workplace change requires the development of collaborative clusters, webs, networks that bring together existing institutions in local or regional labour markets behind a concerted programme of workplace change.

               This would involve at government level the integration of industry with employment policy. At present there is too much fragmentation and lack of coordination. This reflects the history of weak, decentralised institutions in Britain in the world of work and the lack of sufficient employer solidarity and cohesion between firms. But the necessary development of new forms of work organisation and the dissemination of information technology techniques cannot be achieved by exhortation or individual-based initiatives alone.

                     In addition, we also need to see the encouragement of more committed and effective workplaces and this will mean bringing human resource management programmes into the mainstream of corporate policy. An increasing number of European countries are now encouraging such initiatives to establish more innovative workplaces. In Finland, for example, under the stimulus of government action the social partners – employers associations and their company affiliates, trade union federations and their members – have worked together since 1996 on the formation of workplace development programmes. The institutional consensus involved in this process goes far back in Finnish history. Like so many of the smaller European market economies, Finland has succeeded in creating a highly successful social market economy through arrangements of national coordination. What is so different now is that such traditions of consensus are being applied to workplace and organisational change in the drive to more competitiveness and not simply for reasons of equity. The Finnish programme provides a minimum framework and stimulus and it is driven not by some state imperative but by the business needs of enterprises.  However,  it does link together the dissemination of information technology, the educating of managers and the encouragement of diverse employee skills with the improvement of working conditions and occupational health as well as a quality of working life agenda. It is this strategic connection between business and employee needs that underpins the success of the programme. Outside research institutes, technical colleges and consultants are brought in to help to shape and establish workplace modernisation programmes. The resulting quality learning networks have proved important in the transformation of Finland into a high quality/high performance economy.

                 In Germany, where the traditional apprenticeship system always gave the country the competitive edge in manufacturing renewal, we can see similar kinds of advance. Increasingly the training system is becoming more directly related not to the general needs of wide industrial sectors and trades but to the specific concerns of particular firms. Contrary to popular assertion, the German approach is much more flexible than often supposed. The old social partnership structures for training remain but the content of the training has grown much more sensitive to the changing needs of workplace modernization. The encouragement of more team working, the introduction of information technology, the new emphasis on customer rather than producerist needs and the introduction of broader basic training programmes has been helped by the traditional consensus approach. The 2001 engineering industry agreement in Baden Wurttemberg is a good example of the willingness in Germany at local level to embrace workplace change through institutional reform. Under its terms the pursuit of lifelong learning in the workplace takes centre stage. Every worker under the agreement is entitled to training on and off the job for their particular needs. All this is paid for by the firm. A joint social partnership agency has been formed to assist in the training for semi and unskilled employees.

                       It would be quite wrong to suggest that institutional collaboration in the encouragement of workplace change is confined to the more regulated social market economies of western Europe. Although there is an obvious and often sharp conflict going on between the so-called European model of capitalism and the more disorderly, social Darwinist free for all US version, it is a great mistake to assume that workplace change in the United States is driven simply by autocratic, kick-arse employers from on high. Recent research into the labour markets of Silicon Valley in California suggests much of the success of its information technology sector stems from the development of links between the region’s institutions in the world of paid work. The undoubted flexibilities and adaptability have grown through constructed networks and communities. More than in the past the tasks that involved in work and the information and knowledge required to perform that work rely more than in the past on social interaction and communication. What has emerged in Silicon Valley is a rich and complex web of industry-based clusters that bring together employer associations, temporary help agencies, community educational institutions and non-profit making groups to enhance training and improve job placement. The encouragement of social capital is crucial to the modernization of work places. The coming together of community colleges with chambers of commerce, trade unions and employer organisations in the pursuit of integrated industrial and employment strategies can be found in a growing number of areas in the United States, notably in Seattle, Wisconsin and Boston. 

           Of course, such partnership strategies are more difficult to pursue in deregulated and flexible labour markets and work places and where the drive to keep down labour costs in the firm is paramount and the tradition of collaboration is weak or non-existent. Indeed, it is arguable whether it is really possible to pursue high road programmes without the existence of commonly agreed rules and strong regulations that are linked to the activities of institutional alliances. This is why the survey evidence points to our need to strengthen and encourage the formation and growth of new institution forms and links to mediate or manage workplace change. The combination of a strong state and effective social partners provides the best means to bring such change about. This helps to explain the relative success in workplace modernization you can find across the Nordic region. Over the past half century those democratic countries have taken the humanisation of work and workplace change seriously. This is why their vocational and technical education programmes have related themselves so effectively to the imperatives of workplace change. Today’s workplace development strategies emerge from a well-tried tradition and practice of partnership. In his recent report even Professor Michael Porter noted that Britain has suffered from an insufficient presence of institutions for collaboration in the political economy. So there can be no instant solution. We will have to adopt a gradualist, step by step approach but we have not even started.

              Too much of the current debate in Britain has been concerned with the aggregate supply and quality of skilled labour. As a result we still do not give nearly enough attention to the needs of employers and the degree of commitment they are prepared to invest in the process of workplace modernization. But our current approach also fails to encourage the growth of greater worker participation and genuine employee empowerment in job redesign and workplace decision-making. Indeed, the future of work programme research we are in danger of moving in the opposite direction. In many establishments we can find an erosion of employee autonomy and diminution of discretion by some managements who are tightening up controls and work disciplines through new forms of time-keeping and work measurement. Moreover, in recent years we have seen a lengthening of the working week and an intensification in work pressures. It is worth remembering that the future of work is not all about employment in a high wage/high value economy. The fastest growing occupations in Britain today are not just soft-ware engineers and management and business consultants but shelf-fillers, hairdressers, nursery carers and prison officers. Our new world of paid work reveals a wide diversity of jobs becoming available, many of which are labour intensive, monotonous and boring. The image of the hour glass labour market is apparent – of an elite of high flyers with well paid and comfortable jobs that provide independence, autonomy and satisfaction and far more that are insecure, low paid, routine and dead-end. 

               But at present the British government argues that it wants to improve the country’s competitive advantage by making existing labour markets more flexible. If this means strengthening the unilateral right of managers to manage and hire and fire staff at will, it would not suggest a strong official backing for the creation of a future world of paid work that is rooted in loyalty, trust and commitment. More importantly, it would bring into serious question the government’s professed determination to develop a high wage/high quality political economy. What is lacking at the moment is the development of a comprehensive skills and innovation strategy that is more in tune with the encouragement of workplace reorganisation and institutional change. In part, this different strategy would be concerned with what used to be described as questions of social equity – today’s decent work and good company agenda that is being promoted by the International Labour Organisation. But a focus on institution building and the emergence of clusters and networks related to the internal and external development of the firm needs to be pursued for reasons of good business sense. The discriminating demands of highly competitive product and consumer markets point to the urgent need for a more strategic public policy approach that integrates the activities of the firm with those of the wider political economy.

               What does this mean in practical policy terms? The formation of information and consultative committees in most companies over the rest of this decade as a result of a legally-binding European Union directive will provide an important and useful institutional means to develop a new approach to encouraging the spread of high performance workplaces. The Department of Trade and Industry is hopefully recognising the value of this change, which was opposed to the bitter end by the British government and it could provide at least the opportunity and the potentiality for important workplace modernization. The existing reform agenda of the European Union seeks to develop policies to promote employee adaptability, motivate workers to stay with their existing employers but to accept internal re-deployment an training when necessary.

                This is why institutional change is so important. Firms are being urged to become more socially responsible, to develop more transparent and representative forms of corporate governance, and above all to empower workers in support of corporate strategies that they ought to participate in deciding. There are signs of a growing readiness by some firms sensitive to producer and consumer pressures as well as their institutional share-holders to integrate social and environmental concerns into their business operations. In much of western Europe legal codes and voluntary agreements often reinforce this approach inside companies. Corporate governance is not exclusively concerned with the short term level of the share price and the vagaries of the stock market. It involves not only the need to establish  a negotiated balance between the often conflicting interests that make an impact on the way that firms behave to ensure overall success for the enterprise. This also means establishing links and understandings with employees, customers and suppliers.

                  But in addition it ought also to bring about a new kind of relationship between trade unions and companies. This is not the place to expand my ideas about a new agenda for what I call social democratic trade unionism in the new and modernised workplaces. But I believe unions should have nothing to fear and much to welcome in an institutional approach to workplace change. They ought to embrace a modernization agenda in the firm and negotiate agreements that strengthen and improve the conditions of those they represent. The word – partnership – is under attack in Britain among the new generation of more militant national trade union leaders, many of whom suggest such deals are not in the interests of those they represent and amount to sweet heart arrangements on behalf of the company. If such agreements exist it seems unlikely they could survive for very long. But research carried out by the GMB union into its existing partnership deals suggests they work best for the firm and employees where workplace unionism is already strong and autonomous. The arrival of information and consultation committees should help to encourage the partnership approach inside firms.

           These developments – required by law – are only going to succeed if they are accepted in principle and practice by firms and their employees.  Change by example and benchmarking is, of course, preferable to imposition. Many firms already complain they suffer from too much and not too little regulation with its accompanying red-tape. But it remains highly doubtful that countries will move onto the high road without some external stimulant. Across western Europe and in even in parts of the United States we can find robust and autonomous institutions in the world of paid work that collaborate together through clusters and networks without undermining competition and the market economy. Indeed, the use of institutions and regulation to make markets work better is widely accepted. The picture of a wholly unregulated free for all as the way to modernisation is wholly illusory. The key question is just how embedded and pervasive do institutions need to be to operate effectively with the grain of market forces and not against them. But in the case of Britain in particular but also perhaps Ireland, the incentive on firms to continue to produce and serve with low skills, low value products and services, continues to remain a powerful one. The barriers remain formidable to the construction of a vibrant, technologically advanced and knowledge intensive workforce. 

                  Professor Michael Porter, among many, points out that Britain has a larger proportion of its workforce that is unqualified and unskilled than its competitor countries. This is part of the legacy of the way work has been organised. The emphasis today is still on making the UK labour market more flexible, in pulling down regulations and rules that inhibit external mobility and management unilateralism. There is a hostility, at best an indifference to the important role played by institutions – trade unions, works committees, chambers of commerce, training bodies, colleges of education, employment agencies – working both separately but more effectively in voluntary agreed alliances. It is often argued that the UK comparative advantage lies in its more flexible labour market. Bt it could also have become a formidable barrier to making much more effective use of the new technologies. 

                  I am not a corporatist. I am doubtful of top-down, highly centralised plans and programmes which are over-dominated by the state in a direct way. These do not often ensure effective reform of work organisations. I am also aware of the failure or at least the lack of impact made by some institutions in the past in promoting workplace change such as the National Economic Development Councils of the 1970s. But I do believe that if any country is serious about wanting to compete and modernise its industries and services to compete and grow more productive, it needs to work through a range of institutional supports both inside and outside the firm.

                 Recently I have advocated the formation of a number of bodies for the British scene that might assist in this process. These include-

              The creation of a Department of Work and Enterprise with cabinet status.Its mission would be to stimulate policies and programmes to implement the Lisbon EU summit objectives of 2000.

                A Future of Work institute – an independent body that would be administered jointly by employer associations and the trade unions with government support. It would be a public agency to encourage best practice, partnerships at work and quality of life issues. 

                 A Social Regulation Commission – again independent and run by the social partners with government support on the lines of the Low Pay Commission that administers and approves the national minimum wage. Its purpose would be to help implement and monitor the laws and regulations coming from the European Union on social issues. Its aim would be to end or at least minimise confusion, conflict and ignorance about the meaning of specific pieces of regulation in the world of paid work.

                A trade union development fund  - expanding state support for trade unons to modernise and train their staff in the workplaces on how to participate in work organisation and training needs.

                  An expansion in the role of the Regional Development Agencies as the lead body to encourage networks and clusters in local labour markets, bringing together the still often fragmented bodies in common endeavour.

             But of course institutions alone is never enough. There needs to be a wider vision, a grand narrative, and this must be rooted in the principles of the European social market model, of partnership and social citizenship, of balancing competitiveness and efficiency with equity and more humane workplaces. This must be rooted in a shared view of what constitutes the mutual interest of the firm and its employees in the success of the enterprise.  I believe that the introduction of information and consultation committees by regulation provides the potential instrumental means to start achieving that goal. That reform ought to be at the heart of the new approach to the creation of high performance workplaces.

                   None of this will be easy. But it is not pie in the sky. Institution building can provide the way forward for all of us together to develop the new world of work that can unite business imperatives with a more enlightened approach to work opportunities and workplace change. All the research evidence coming from the ESRC’s future of work programme points us in that direction. Team working, clusters and networks, collaboration, partnership – these all underline an associational approach to workplace change. But this is in line with reality, with what works in practice, even in Silicon Valley. The rhetoric we often use in the world of work is of self-confident, assertive individual risk-takers and individualised workers with their portfolios and training accounts. But this does not reflect the complex realities that we can find. The overwhelming lesson to be drawn from recent research is that institutions rooted in firms and local labour markets matter. Indeed, that they as voluntary associations hold the key to any future advance into the prosperous and equitable social market economy that most people I believe wish to see developed in the years ahead. 

