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Introduction

Partnership is now central to the discussion and analysis of workplace relations in Britain. Despite difficulties of its definition, no academic commentary can avoid reference to partnership as an employee relations strategy, or as a focal point for trade union attempts to (re)define their role. The partnership approach dominates Government documents and policy initiatives on employment matters. Partnership was declared by Prime Minister Tony Blair to be central to the flagship Fairness at Work document (DTI 1998) later enshrined in the 1999 Employment Relations Act. The establishment of a Government Partnership Fund to encourage partnership workplace initiatives reinforced the approach
. The British TUC has established its own semi-independent Partnership Institute to act as a lobby group and consultancy to business, and promotes partnership as a strategy of union revival. The Confederation of British Industry (CBI) is cautious not to concede ground to trade union representation but has nevertheless endorsed the TUC’s 1999 Partners for Progress document (TUC 1999). The professional body for human resource managers, the Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development (CIPD) has also given support to the concept, again with a caveat that partnership should be centred on employer-employee relations and not necessarily trade unions. Meanwhile, Willy Coupar the long-standing Chair of the independent Involvement and Participation Association (IPA) has been co-opted as Chair of the Department of Trade and Industry working group into partnership.

However, partnership is a contentious subject. There has been some contention over what partnership actually means, what ‘perspective’ it represents and/or seeks to pursue, and finally the degree to which it is, or is capable of becoming rooted in British industrial relations practice. Brown (2000), for example, in an Annual Review written for the British Journal of Industrial Relations, presents an argument suggesting a new period of global re-regulation is taking place, more inclusive of the trade unions domestically and based on New Labour’s commitment to developing partnership in practice. He constructs an institutional analysis by examining New Labour domestic legislation, EU initiatives and developments in the ‘social institutions’ such as the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) and the newly formed Low Pay Commission. This is combined with a defensive change in UK trade unions towards ‘a co-operative rather than a confrontational stance’, which, according to Brown, means that ‘Social partnership appeared to be taking root’. Sisson and Marginson (2003), however, adopt a more cautious approach to the question with reference to key evidence obtained from the latest Workplace Employee Relations Survey (Cully et al 1999). They argue that partnership so far remains a ‘minority movement’ with a very small number of actual workplace agreements, which can be easily undercut by changes in employer policy or corporate governance. Brown’s argument that the UK has entered a period of labour-friendly re-regulation under New Labour is also contradicted by alternative views, which claim that the pressures of increased international product market competition have led to a significant shift towards neo-liberalism in the UK. This would suggest a predominant downward rather than upward regulation of labour’s position within the economy. McIlroy (1998), for example, puts this argument in the context of similar shifts away from traditional social democracy in other countries. He suggests that the UK trade unions have been complicit in this shift, and have used the partnership approach as a form of resurrected business unionism reminiscent of the ‘new unionism’ of the 1980s. 

In this paper we assess the prospects for partnership in the UK within a wider framework of political economy. We examine the different types and sources of partnership models drawing on government policy initiatives, high commitment management techniques, and developments within the European Union ‘social model’. We suggest that a number of barriers exist to the successful establishment of the type of 'mutual gain' partnership agreements favoured by the TUC. Those partnership arrangements, which do survive, are likely to favour employers' agendas.

Models of Partnership at Work

Partnership can be modeled in terms of both theoretical frameworks (perspectives) and contextual sources. In terms of perspectives, Ackers and Payne (1998), for example, regard partnership as an extension of pluralist principles within which trade unions can achieve new societal and workplace legitimacy. In a later article Ackers (2000) develops the argument further and locates social partnership in terms of a neo-pluralist framework providing a response to the threat of wider societal breakdown resulting from new forms of work and employment. He leans on the sociology of Durkheim, arguing the need for new normatively based institutions that can protect the citizen in an era of massive societal change and risk. In contrast, McIlroy (1998: 543) considers New Labour’s approach to industrial relations to be a re-legitimisation of collectivism ‘but on one central condition: that it be imbricated with management objectives’. McIlroy contends that New Labour has effectively embraced the neo-liberalism of its Conservative predecessor and in doing so ‘It embraced a unitary framework of industrial relations and the rhetoric of human resource management’. Such a theme is supported by Martinez Lucio and Stuart (2000), who suggest that partnership is simply an extension of 'tired' HRM, and is an attempt by employers to re-invigorate processes of employee involvement whereby worker commitment to organisational goals can be used to increase worker productivity. It might then be neo-unitarist in perspective, and predominantly ideological in its intent. Far from being a potential vehicle for union renewal, as Ackers would suggest, Kelly (1996) argues that partnership might prove deleterious to the fortunes of trade unions, by leading them into a collaborative dead-end. Guest and Peccei (2002) manage to avoid taking one side or the other in this debate on perspectives. They argue that there are varying perspectives on partnership according to the type of partnership that is being considered. The ‘pluralist’ version of partnership, in their typology, draws on the tradition of co-determination (from Europe) and industrial democracy (from the UK). In this version the emphasis is clearly on workers’ collective representation and interest, and the recognition, in the pluralist sense, of differences of interest within the organisation (see also Provis 1997). Legislation on the Social Chapter such as the European Works Council Directive, is used as an example of such pluralism in practice. A unitarist version of partnership, according to Guest and Peccei, is one based on the ‘high commitment’ HRM model emphasising loyalty to the organisation combined with the generation of high levels of worker job satisfaction and sometimes also employee financial participation. A mixed version is described as flowing from the US ‘mutual gains’ model (Kochan and Osterman, 1994), based on pluralist interest representation (with an emphasis on employee voice) and elements of the high performance/commitment approach within the unitary framework. Central to this hybrid model is the establishment of high trust working environments supported by job security agreements. It is this version which Guest and Peccei claim is the preferred UK model. Sisson and Marginson (2003) also offer a three-model scenario, but categorise with reference to the sources of partnership rather than perspectives. Their three sources are the EU social model with its institutionalised emphasis on social partnership, the US mutual gains approach emphasising enterprise based productivity coalitions, and the UK based approach of ‘new realism’ emanating from the 1980s trade union initiatives to work towards competitiveness in collaboration with employers. Another potential distinction can be found in the work of the Dublin-based European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. In its review of Pacts for Employment and Competitiveness (1999) the Foundation identify a distinction between ‘pacts’ or PECs designed to increase enterprise performance and those which are survival driven which prioritise concession bargaining in order to ensure enterprise survival. The former are described as ‘positive’ PECs which may have the spin-off of job creation, and the latter as ‘defensive’ PECs concentrating above all else on job preservation.  

Table 1. 

Models of Partnership

	Guest and Peccei (2002) Perspectives Models
	Pluralist Version

· EU based institutional

· Co-determination

· Works Councils

· Industrial democracy


	Unitarist Version

· financial participation

· direct participation

· high commitment

· high involvement

· high performance
	Hybrid Version

· US based ‘mutual gains’ aproach

· Direct and indirect participation

· High trust

· High performance




	Sisson and Marginson (2003) Source Models
	Continental Europe

· social partnership

· competitiveness
	US Mutual Gains

· mutual gains

· productivity coalition
	UK New Realism

· employment security

· job flexibility

· single table bargaining


Not surprisingly, the different agents and actors in industrial relations reflect or emphasise different models of partnership to suit their own agendas and interests. The British TUC propose six 'principles' of partnership as a foundation stone for improved competitiveness and performance. 

TUC's Six Principles of Partnership

· First, a joint commitment to success of the enterprise. 

· Second, unions and employers recognising each other’s legitimate interests and resolving difference in an atmosphere of trust. 

· Third, a commitment to employment security. 

· Fourth, a focus on the quality of working life. 

· Fifth, transparency and sharing information. 

· Sixth, mutual gains for unions and employers, delivering concrete improvements to business performance, terms and conditions, and employee involvement.

There is an emphasis on the necessity of independent trade unions to foster effective employee voice as well as reference to the 'mutual gains' inherent in Sisson and Marginson's US Model rather than the 'New Realist' alternative. The emphasis on high performance through trust also mirrors Guest and Peccei's UK hybrid model. Proponents of the 'high performance work system', such as Appelbaum et al (2000), argue that  'trust' can only be obtained alongside increased job security. This particular argument is taken on board by the TUC. John Monks, outgoing General Secretary of the TUC puts this point:

"To create a real spirit of partnership - we found it essential to have a commitment to employment security. We all know and accept that employment levels in any enterprise can fall as well as rise. But we cannot expect people to commit themselves wholeheartedly to an organisation without any reciprocal commitment. Genuine partnership requires a trade off between employee flexibility and security of employment. No employer could ever realistically guarantee that there would never be compulsory redundancies, but he or she could and should make it clear that this would be the last resort, and not the first response to a crisis." (Monks, 2000)

The emphasis by the TUC on a supposed link between partnership and increased business performance is also much in evidence in its own literature, as well as that of the TUC Partnership Institute and speeches of the General Secretary. For example, a TUC review of progress of partnership in the UK reported in 2002:

 "When bosses and employees work together in partnership businesses increase productivity and profitability, they have less staff turnover and less sickness absence." (TUC 2002)

Crucially the TUC's Partnership Institute seeks to draw the link between "'high commitment management practices, high performance and a strong recognised union" 
. The emphasis on a strong union deliberately creates space for the TUC to define a difference between 'good' partnership and 'bad'. 'Good' partnership deals or agreements would not only achieve the six principles but would also be underpinned by union independence at the workplace, while 'bad' partnership deals would fall short of the criteria and would presumably not be supported by the TUC
. This is a necessary caveat from the TUC to distance itself from criticism that partnership is merely an extension of the worst practices of business unionism apparent in the 1980s. 

However, there are a number of barriers to the successful implementation of the 'good' type of partnership advocated by the TUC. First, for 'good' partnership to successfully take root it might be necessary for the appropriate supportive economic environment to be in place. This would mean a guarantee of full or near full employment  (to enhance job security), as well as a stable period of corporate governance for the individual organisation. Second, the pursuit of a strong trade union presence in partnership workplaces alongside guaranteed collective bargaining arrangements favoured by the TUC imply some further institutional support from Government. However, in practice there remains a gap between such aspirations and the reality of policy and other support offered by government. As far as the Government is concerned such institutional support for trade union representation or commitment to full employment is deliberately absent. Indeed, while New Labour documents continue to highlight the business case for the 'high performance workplace' (DTI 2002), the connection with the concept of 'partnership' is much broader than that of any perceived need for collective employee voice. Instead Government policy includes a wider definition of partnership embracing notions of individual accountability and individual employee participation. These different emphases from Government flow directly from third way (TW) thinking on the world of work in a high risk and insecure 'globalised economy' (Thompson 1996; Green et al. 2001). It reflects a supply side approach to economic revival eschewing any market re-regulation likely to offend employer sensitivities. The final  requirement would be the compliance of rank-and -file trade union activists and the general union membership to the concept of partnership and the consensual approach to employee relations that it entails. It would need to be proven in practice that partnership at work was something qualitatively different from the 'business unionism' approach of the 1980s that was much criticised even within senior TUC ranks. Even where such rank-and-file support for consensus-based relations was forthcoming it would need to be proven in practice that the 'high performance' paradigm delivered in terms of improved pay and working conditions and did not just entail work intensification through new working methods. While advocates of the 'mutual gains' approach such as Appelbaum et al (2000) and Kochan and Osterman (1994) produce some evidence of employee benefit, other critical studies of high performance regimes have begun to suggest that any gains to workers have been minimal (e.g. Cappelli 1999; Martinez Lucio and Stuart 2002; Danford et al 2003). 

The barriers to 'good' partnership, as it is expressed by the TUC, are potentially considerable. We now look in more detail at these barriers and make some assessment of their durability.

Globalisation, Corporate Turbulence and Supply Side Policy

In many ways globalisation is proving to be a double-edged sword. On the one hand the drive towards market liberalisation and downward regulation of labour and financial markets has created a number of real fears about job insecurity, income inequality and declining democratic participation. On the other hand demands for some re-regulation to tame unfettered market forces has arisen in opposition. The balance between these two countervailing forces therefore needs to be understood and explored if we are to assess the prospects for re-regulation and the possibilities of creating a more supportive environment for workplace based 'mutual gains'. In terms of fears, the perceived need to enhance national competitiveness in the world product market has led employers to flexibilise their employment contracts and increase job precariousness (Standing 1997:11, Cappelli et al 1997). This fear (real or perceived) is exacerbated by the upturn in take-overs, mergers and alliances as capital restructures and consolidates on an international dimension. Second, the expansion of corporate activity across national boundaries has weakened Government ability to regulate corporate activity without fear of offending the very corporations whose investment decisions are perceived by pro-market regimes to be important to national well-being and economic health. Corporate taxation, for example, has fallen by an average 3.5 per cent in all OECD countries since the mid 1990s, and tax rates on US MNCs in developing countries have dropped from an average 54 per cent in 1986 to 28 per cent in 1996 (Hertz 2001: 12-13). As a result the power of corporations appears to be enhanced at the expense not only of Government but also of the individual citizen (see Hertz, 2002, for a graphic exposition of this process). Thirdly, the pre-eminence in decision-making of  multi-lateral institutions such as the World Bank, WTO and IMF has raised fears of a democratic deficit as the locus of power shifts towards unelected representatives central to these institutions (Sklair 2002; Woods 2002). The nature and purpose of these bodies adds grist to the mill, as they are designed precisely to nurture the values of the neo-liberal ‘Washington Consensus’. When combined with a general decline of voting turnout, a fall in membership of mainstream parliamentary parties and rising volatility in election outcomes in some of the advanced industrial countries this has arguably created a potential crisis of representative democracy. 

Such fears as those expressed above are particularly prominent in the UK. The UK economy is relatively highly exposed to the world market when compared to similar advanced industrial nations, exhibiting disproportionately high rates of both outward and inward investment, spread across both manufacturing and service industries (Hirst and Thompson 2000). Foreign-owned companies supplied almost 47 per cent of manufacturing investment in the UK between 1994 and 1997 (Office of National Statistics 2001), making the UK economy extremely prone to decisions taken by non-UK owners abroad. Driffield (1999) has argued that for some sectors this may have contributed to the relatively sharp decline of manufacturing employment in the UK. Moreover, the UK has also experienced a higher rate of mergers, take-overs and strategic alliances than competitors. This is due in part to Britain’s high exposure to the world economy and the consequent need for restructuring, and part because of the Anglo-Saxon corporate governance regime with its emphasis on short-termism, shareholder value, and consequent propensity to hostile take-over (Cosh et al 1990, Hutton 1995).  Such a high relative exposure to the vagaries of the market has led Hirst and Thompson (2000: 352) to adopt an extreme stance by suggesting that the UK manufacturing sector is ‘in danger of becoming a greater Canada, a branch plant economy dependent on the decisions of foreign owners’. While this statement probably overstates the impact of ownership it underplays the impact of such other key variables as manufacturing productivity on investment decisions. Nevertheless, what is highlighted by this evidence is the extreme volatility of investment and corporate ownership within the UK which in turn makes employee relations regimes uncertain and unstable (see also Upchurch and Danford 2001).  Without such certainty it is all the more unlikely that a new culture of 'mutual gains' can take shape. 

New Labour and Government Policy

As a strategic response to the dilemmas and problems described above New Labour has adopted a policy response whose origins are in Third Way (TW) thinking.  It is from this TW approach that we can trace the partnership approach to workplace relations favoured by the Government. However, there is some difference in such TW approaches and the 'equality of partners' approach implicit in 'social partnership'. In terms of policy the TW produces two strands of initiatives to deal with the possible excesses of global capitalism. The first strand concentrates on redefining the nature of representative democracy in the new age and the second on placing moral obligations on capital to recognise the impact of its actions on wider society. From these two strands we can trace the development of ideas, which strongly influence a workplace agenda, based on the partnership concept, namely the ideas of workplace participatory democracy and corporate social responsibility. Intermingled with these strands has been another ideological thread of analysis centred on notions of stakeholderism

Table 2

Third way Origins of Partnership

	Concept
	Origin
	Outcome Related to Partnership

	Associative democracy
	Crisis of representative democracy evidenced by

· fall in electoral turnout

· decline in participation in mainstream parliamentary parties

· volatility in election 

· fragmentation of class identity

· shift from collectivism to individualism
	New forms of representative participation evidenced by

· workplace participation

· networks

· stakeholder interest groups

· public/private partnerships

	Corporate Social Responsibility
	Concerns over excessive corporate power in a new era of globalisation evidenced by

· environmental damage
· social problems
· rising income inequality
· economic exploitation
	· Social and environmental audits. 

· Business in the Community

· Public/private partnerships

· Ethical concern for workforce



	Stakeholderism
	Concerns over short-termism of Anglo-Saxon capitalism.

Concern over lack of employee voice and consequent inefficiencies.
	Widening participation in corporate affairs and decision making by

· Individual participation (New Labour version)

· Collective representation (Hutton and others)

· Development of organisational learning and skills

· Employee financial participation


Debates on the future of representative democracy paralleled the emergence of TW theory. In the US, in particular, concern was expressed on the liberal left at the increasing inequality in the labour market, the voluntary disenfranchisement of large sections of the population as election turn out fell, and the continuing divorce of power from the local to the centre. Cohen and Rogers (1995), for example, argued that such a crisis of representative democracy was a cause of economic inefficiency, in that the negation of 'voice' meant that real solutions to real problems were less rather than more likely to be found within civil society. In other words there is a link between the social institutions of capitalism and economic efficiency. Such themes are given further detail by proponents of associative democracy. In this analysis the decline of participation in, and voting for, mainstream political parties is again regarded as a product of fracturing of mass society into different layers of interest and choice. Old forms of representative democracy it is argued, often associated with mass state provision of goods and services, are no longer appropriate to peoples' needs. Associative democracy, with horizontal networks of individuals acting as pressure within a newly formed civil society, is presented as a more democratic framework designed to increase rates of participation and societal efficiency. Translated to the restructured workplace the process of participation is again presented as the key to economic and production efficiency, either as networks of stakeholders in the corporation (Hirst 2002) or, as Archer (1996) suggests, in terms of economic democracy expressed through Works Councils. Interestingly Archer proposes Works Councils as the panacea (preferably the German variety) as the feasible and politically acceptable solution. Any return to industrial democracy, with trade union representatives sitting on the board, is equated with old fashioned and discredited corporatism when trade unions were considered (by some) as equal partners within civil society. Others such as Hirst (2002) appear more circumspect in defining what sort of participation should apply in the workplace. Industrial democracy (with workers on the Board) is nevertheless again rejected in favour of wider societal participation in corporate affairs, embracing layers of interest going beyond employees. 

TW commentators claim to reject the irresponsible and unethical exercise of power by multi-national corporations in the global market (Giddens 2000). This in itself, as we have already argued, is a recognition of the dangers of excessive corporate power brought about by the process of globalisation. However, it is then argued that such corporate power should be subject to voluntary restraint and moral imperative rather than statutory regulation. Restraint is voluntary because anything statutory or regulatory might upset the neo-liberal process of establishing global competitive advantage through free trade and competition. As a TW alternative corporate power should then be constrained by bringing the corporations into partnership with policy makers within a new remit of corporate social responsibility. The concept of social responsibility, in its corporate context, is directed primarily at the external business policies of the large multi-national corporations in both the environmental and economic sphere. They are referenced by such initiatives as social and environmental audits, and a willingness of the corporation to engage more openly in public affairs in a progressive rather than regressive fashion. In this respect corporate social responsibility marks a departure from straightforward philanthropy, and takes into account political and economic pressure from environmental, anti-corporate and consumer campaigns. Pressure also comes from non-governmental organisations, and agencies such as the United Nations and the World Bank. Of course, apart from responding to pressure groups and international organisations, corporations may also see some enlightened self-interest in worrying about inequalities and socio-political concerns in emerging market areas. Narrowing income gaps in developing countries is essentially good for business, creating both political stability and new generations of consumers. There thus emerges a crossover between government and business agendas in this respect, and the concept of partnership between Government and business emerges from this approach as a central plank of TW policy
. Partnership is now reflected in general government discourse on a variety of fronts - between government and business but also between the agencies of state, markets and society in general. Some commentators argue that this emphasis on partnership can now be conceived as a form of 'new governance' (Kristensen 2001). This reflects the TW retreat from state domination of public policy into one which (theoretically at least) now includes the input of business and consumers constructed within a framework of mutuality, trust and morality. There are, however, distinct limits to this process evident under the New Labour regime. One aspect of the lack of corporate responsibility within the UK has been concerns over the excessive financial rewards awarded to executive directors. The Government sponsored review of non-executive directors (the Higgs Report) was designed to address this problem by giving more powers to independent non-executive directors. Its conclusions were strongly criticised by sections of business for straying too far from its brief (Financial Times, 13th March 2003). At the same time conspicuously absent from the review was any mention of employee interest representation in corporate governance. The outgoing TUC General Secretary, John Monks, has himself linked such corporate 'greed' to the failure to establish more partnership agreements within the UK. In an interview with the Guardian newspaper in May 2003 he admitted it was hard to establish partnership because of the 'fat-cattery and Bourbon-like behaviour of boardrooms….you don't have to be a Marxist to see the internal contradictions of that and the appalling example it sets. It’s a bit tough arguing for partnership and some people look at me pretty ironically when they see the behaviour of those greedy clots' (Guardian, May 19th 2003). Further limits to ethical business practice have been highlighted by the pensions crisis now facing many European companies. Rather than treat employees with their pensions as ‘stakeholders’ the corporate instinct has been to reduce or even raid pension funds at the expense of the employee. 

Debates on corporate governance have crystallised under New Labour under the guise of stakeholderism. This particular debate also originated in centre-left concerns about market liberalism and sought to develop alternative 'best way' policies for the global market. In the UK Thatcher, of course, had in some respects already pushed forward her version of stakeholding in the form of popular capitalism, characterised by rising home ownership, and small scale share ownership fed by privatisation of the major public utilities. However, in the late 1990s some popular disaffection with this model was becoming evident and in the UK an election was imminent. In the political atmosphere of 'tiring Thatcherism' New Labour politicians and centre-left academics began to develop the notion of the 'stakeholder' society, which owed something to TW thinking in its critique. The concept of stakeholderism took as a starting point the contra-distinctions between Anglo-Saxon and Rhenish capitalism made popular by writers such as Michel Albert and Will Hutton (Albert 1993, Hutton 1995). In these writings the Rhenish or German model is presented as a more stable long-term oriented model that ensures an element of social inclusion and which develops employee skills within a high productivity and high quality paradigm. It contrasts to the short-term profit oriented Anglo-Saxon model typified by job insecurity, low skills and hostile take-overs. The job security and long-termism claimed by these commentators to be inherent in the Rhenish version creates a more favourable environment for the development of trust, mutuality and morality which form a pervasive part of TW thinking on the role and obligations of modern corporations. It would be assumed, therefore that TW advocates would embrace stakeholderism as a friendly and combatible concept. What is intriguing, however, is the capriciousness of many TW politicians and academics in their attitude to the concept. At first leading New Labour politicians did indeed embrace the stakeholder version of society. In 1996 the UK Labour Party, while still in opposition to the Conservative Government, published a document New Labour: New Life for Britain. In this document New Labour said it wanted to create 'a genuine one nation, stakeholder society' within the context of a more egalitarian distribution of economic wealth within society (Labour Party 1996:8-9). In practice the policy would require a re-balancing of power towards consumers, workers and suppliers relative to shareholders. Tony Blair re-enforced the message in a speech given whilst still in opposition on a visit to Singapore when he said 'the implications of creating a stakeholder economy are profound. They mean a commitment by Government to tackle long term and structural unemployment'. It would also mean 'the right relationship of trust between business and government' and the creation of an economy in which 'everyone feels part of the same team, trusts it and has a stake in its success and future' (Blair 1996). Blair's message had been given more clarification by the then Labour Shadow Chief Secretary to the Treasury Alistair Darling. Darling argued that the stakeholder society necessitated a 'cultural shift' that 'recognises the importance of economic and social cohesion (and which) recognises the individual as its starting point…a genuine partnership between individuals and the government they elect' (Darling 1997: 19). The emphasis in Darling’s words on the individual is important as it acknowledges a potential difference to the version of stakeholderism concentrating on corporate governance and institutional change, which is the approach emphasised mostly by Hutton (1995). The ‘individual’ version of stakeholderism does not offer even a mild critique of capitalism but concentrates instead in outlining the need to boost education and training so that everyone is provided with the opportunity to participate in the new global economy. This is essentially a new labour market contract between the Government and individuals whereby the state will take on the responsibility of establishing a framework in which learning and mass higher education can take place (Soskice 1996). As for business, in this scenario, its role is restricted to harnessing the creative skills and competencies of individuals through participation and co-operative working (or partnership). Any emphasis on shared corporate governance disappears.  It would have seemed, therefore that the incoming New Labour Government was committed to a watered down version of stakeholding heavy on individual learning but stripped of its governance aspects or any emphasis on power. However, as Coates (2000) has recorded, by the 1997 General Election even the term ‘stakeholding’ had been excluded from the Labour Party Manifesto. What was left of the stakeholding discourse as it referred to the workplace, however, were references to 'partnership' as an alternative to conflict between employers and employees and encouragement of Employee Share Ownership schemes and co-operatives.

Towards the Partnership Conundrum

Our argument so far is that the pursuit of partnership though mutual gains in the UK is severely hampered by corporate turbulence and a concentration on supply side market based policy. Third Way inspired attempts by New Labour to introduce a weak form of workplace participation are aimed at increasing productivity rather than supporting collective employee representation and voice. The TUC's version of partnership based on its six principles is unable to overcome such constraints. The emphasis on individualism and class fragmentation within the Government policy approach downgrades the contestatory role of trade unions, and upgrades the notions of consensus and productivity in pursuance of competitiveness.  The preferred ‘model’ of partnership, in this scenario, strongly resembles the hybrid mutual gains version of Guest and Peccei, but one based on essentially unitarist principles with only a veneer of pluralist intent. It is here that we can observe the conundrum of partnership. Even for such a partnership vision to succeed in becoming the mainstream of British employee relations the conditions for success must first be in place. Such conditions require an institutional framework that ensures some consistency of corporate governance and gives employees real and effective voice within their organisations. It also requires, as Martin (1997) has observed, a commitment to full employment as a government policy goal in order to create the conditions of trust necessary for organisational loyalty and commitment to evolve. Yet it is precisely such pre-conditions, because of the bottom line commitment to deregulation and enterprise competitiveness, that are impossible to achieve. With continued state emphasis on supply side management of the economy trade unions run the risk of losing out when attempting to trade flexibility for job security. Partnership projects emerge geared primarily to the goal of competitiveness, but with the emphasis on employee flexibility and work intensification. Indeed, despite the concessions enshrined in the 1999 Employment Relations Act, New Labour has consistently shown reluctance to create the institutional environment necessary for a pluralist based version of partnership to establish itself. The stakeholder model of capitalism has been dropped from the policy agenda in favour of its individualist ‘rump’ version based on individual task participation and exhortations to learn new skills. Tony Blair fought hard, for example, to avoid the European Union Consultation Directive and trade unions have continued to be kept at a distance from real influence and power. The reasons for this reluctance to engage with organised labour are not difficult to find. First, the New Labour project is based on ideology, which assumes declining class solidarity and a truncation of mass society into separate interest groups. It would be counter-productive to national competitiveness, with this perspective, to restore or create organs of organised and centralised capitalism supportive to mass collective bargaining. Second, as Crouch (2003) has astutely observed, Britain has had a longer period of societal stability than most other European nations, as a consequence the state has less need to create a settlement with organised labour to ensure continuing stability. In the 1980s the defeat for UK trade unions under Thatcher further weakened their relative position as societal power brokers. UK trade unions also have no institutional role in guaranteeing or administering the welfare system in the way that some unions do elsewhere in Europe. Again, as a consequence, the state has little need to deal with the unions directly in its ambitions to roll back public provision of welfare (other than in its role as an employer). Within the regulatory paradox of partnership New Labour is thus caught in the conundrum of partnership. More regulation will help create the conditions for partnership, but too much regulation will upset the markets and employers alike. 

Indeed there is clear evidence of this paradox being played out even on the wider European stage in the very heartland of the European social model. Mathers and Taylor (2001) describe the developing protest movements against neo-liberal agendas reaching into debates on the next stage of the EU's social dimension. Here the dominant social partnership approach of the ETUC and Governments is beginning to be challenged by alternative trade union based social movements. The movement of protest has been encouraged by new union groupings such as the SUD and the Group of Ten in France, and the Comitati di Base in Italy, and has been fed by resistance to attempts in both France and Italy to re-regulate downwards the labour-friendly aspects of the two countries' welfare and employment regimes. This new protest and has also embraced rank-and-file based movements in the heartland of social partnership in Germany as well as sections of the unions in the UK led by newly elected leaders hostile to the New Labour project. The challenge to social dialogue and social partnership within the EU has since crystallised around the rejection of the Charter for Fundamental Rights discussed at Nice in December 2000. Over 75000 trade unionists demonstrated outside the summit meeting after a campaign led by the European employers' federation UNICE had successfully lobbied to restrict the Charter to a shadow of its original intentions. In effect the ETUC, the champions of social dialogue in the EU arena, had been 'humiliated' by the alliance of employers and some Governments against the Charter (Mathers and Taylor 2001). A year later in December 2001 the ETUC itself had moved from the inside to the outside of the Brussels Summit calling a large demonstration for a 'Europe of social and workers' rights'. Such tensions within the European Union are likely to increase further, and are a direct result of deepening Government and employer commitments to a lowering expectation of labour-friendly regulations 

The final barrier to change, that of the need to overcome employee resistance to consensus based workplace regimes, inevitably comes to the fore. The underlying problems of the British economy and the reliance on the wider neo-liberal contextual framework of increasing income inequality
 and job insecurity mean that wider senses of injustice will not disappear from the workplace. The conditions necessary for the establishment of a high commitment/high performance regime based on mutuality, trust and security will remain difficult if not impossible to achieve.  In the USA, for example, the average earnings of the top fifth of male earners rose by 5 per cent between 1979 and 1996, while those of the bottom fifth dropped by 44 per cent
.  Bush’s continued retreat from welfare will exacerbate the divide. Even in the Republic of Ireland, where a ‘social partnership’ experiment designed to consolidate the so-called 'Irish Tiger’ economy is now embedded in the body politik, there is evidence of increasing income inequality and a rise in levels of poverty (Allen 2000). The New Labour project is not immune form these trends. Despite relatively high growth rates there is no evidence of a ‘trickle-down’ effect on incomes and job security. Data from the Working in Britain Survey by the Work Foundation (2003) shows that employees in the UK main competitor nations are estimated to be 30 per cent more productive than the UK worker (see also Nolan and O'Donnell 2003). Those workers expressing 'high levels of satisfaction' with their work in the UK has fallen from 22 per cent in 1992 to 15 per cent in 2002; those expressing 'satisfaction' with pay has fallen from 25 per cent to 13 per cent; and those expressing 'satisfaction' with job security from 43 per cent to 39 per cent.  It is evidence such as this that allows us to cast further doubt on the prospects for partnership in the UK. McIlroy suggests that the complicity of British trade unions in accommodating to employers’ and New Labour’s agenda have ensured the continuation of a business unionism approach to industrial relations with very little opposition from within the ranks of the unions themselves. Yet since McIlroy’s (1998) publication evidence has emerged of opposition from within the trade unions to many of the policies of New Labour. This is exemplified by the election of an ‘awkward squad’ of trade union leaders outside the New Labour camp, and the renewal of a sharp dividing line in industrial disputes crystallised in the firefighter’s dispute. The organic linkage between the trade union and Labour leaderships has consequently been threatened with reductions in funding to the party from major trade unions such as the GMB, and motions from within unions such as the Fire Brigades Union, the railworkers’ union RMT and the broadcasters' union BECTU to rethink Labour Party funding arrangements and the question of affiliation. Growing opposition to the TUC mainstream leadership would make it more difficult to sustain collaborative ideology based on notions of consensus with employers and partnership. Driven by the need to gain workplace legitimacy after a period of retreat the TUC will still attempt to create the necessary political space to support partnership by reference to their six principles. Partnership will thus continue to be divided by the TUC into good and bad versions according to the degree or otherwise to which these principles are confirmed by enterprise agreements.  There is also continued variegation in employer practices and profitability that also give room for the isolated development of high performance practices. In this sense the high commitment paradigm, with some emphasis on employee voice will be added to the armoury of employers' productivity strategies. In such circumstances partnership, where it survives, might increasingly resemble reformulated workplace HRM within the unitarist rather than pluralist framework. As such partnership at work becomes no more than a fragile modus vivendi between employers and unions that rests on the crutch of union compromise and concession to the agendas dictated by neo-liberalism. 
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� Organisations can apply for half funding from the Department for Trade and Industry for partnership projects up to a limit of £50000. 160 projects have so far been funded at a cost of £5 million. (Guardian, 10 May 2003 'Cutting a Deal? Not with daggers drawn'.)


� � HYPERLINK http://www.tuc.org.uk/pi/research ��www.tuc.org.uk/pi/research�.htm accessed 14th March 2003


� authors' interview notes with officers of the TUC Partnership Institute, 2002.


� The UK delegation to the 2002 Earth Summit in South Africa was an interesting example of such a policy approach, in that the delegation was composed of both Government representatives and corporate leaders.


� The evidence on income inequality is contentious. Overall world levels of income inequality between countries appear to have narrowed in the last decade, but this is largely due to high rates of economic growth in China and India, without these two countries the evidence would imply a significant widening. However, there is some consensus of opinion that the degree of income inequality within the developed countries at least has significantly widened. For a review of the evidence see the House of Lords  Select Committee Report on Globalisation (2002).
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