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Trade Unj { Redund . Q ti
and Acaquiescence

This thesis focuses on the collective responses of
union members and unions to redundancy. It adopts a
theory of trade union action based on the idea that
workers react to violations of what they perceive to be
"rights"” in the employment context. "Rights" are to a
degree inculcated into the minds of workers by "union
cultures”, which condition moral and ethical judgements
of behaviour. Connections are drawn between "cultures",
"ideologies" and "world views". Workers’  responses to
redundancy it is suggested should show evidence of the
influence of union cultures in a sequence of events over
long periods of time. This is borne out in the empiri-
cal chapters; Chapter 4 (which describes the historical
background to the 1865 Redundancy Payments Act) quotes
developments in union responses to redundancy since the
1930s. In a further section, Chapter 5, a case study of
a series of redundancy events in the computer company,
ICL, is provided, covering union responses to redundancy
in the period 1989 to 1979.

The evidence also calls into question the view ex-
pressed in some academic and poliecy work on redundancy,
that the 1865 Redundancy Payments Act has defused union
opposition to redundancy. The period before 1965, the

evidence suggests, could not be characterised as a



period of strond union opposition, and the years since
the passing of the Act have not seen a predominance of
union acquiescence. On this basis, too, Hardy’ s argu-
ment that managements have managed redundancy and
closure by a process of legitimisation, is called in to
question. Also, the work of neo-classical labour econo-
mists, who see workers and union attitudes towards re-

dundancy in terms of the decisions of "economic man"”, is
refuted by the evidence and the argument in the thesis,
which emphasises the moral influence of unions and the

practice of unionism.
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INTRODUCTION

When I began to write this thesis, redundancy was a
subject of such obvious relevance to the problems of
social existence in the 1880s that the customary Jjus-
tifications for the choice of subject seemed barely
necessary. Completing it now, at the end of the decade,
the overwhelming regularity of large scale redundancies
is less evident. Nonetheless, it seems that the idea of
"job security” is a tenuous concept, and while many of
the older industries have had their work forces
"slimmed-down"” to the bone, we continue to witness job
losses in coal, shipping, motor vehicles manufacture,
food processing, and print, to name but a few industrial
sectors. Nor could it be said that the newer industries
are immune. The latter half of 1889 has seen job losses
in computer manufacture, petroleum exploration, finance
and electronics, and the State sector seems to be moving
closer to the brink of insecurity, with the developing
concepts of compulsory competitive tendering for ser-
vices, and privatisation rendering redundancies more
likely in areas previously considered relatively secure.
Even if sophisticated approaches to manpower planning
make redundancies less commonplace than they once were,
the unforeseen event, the rapid change in the economic
climate, fluctuations in exchange levels or interest
rates, will ensure that they remain as a continuing
feature in experience of working life in Britain in the

1990s and beyond.
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I start with two basic propositions, upon which much
that follews will ultimately depend. The first is, that
in the "real world" and in scademic literature, and the
perspectives of public policy makers alike, redundancy
is often a confusing phenomenon. In particular, in
this, I single out the role of trade unions. Where
trade unions may be able to point to marked improvements
in working conditions as a result of collective bargain-
ing, their success is less clear-cut in the field of
redundancy. One of the problems here, is that there is
no clear or accepted yardstick for measuring success.
There are those who subscribe to the view that redun-
dancy, if not desirable, is a necessary and inevitable
event, that trade unions need to recognise this and
simply ease the path of their members, so far as is
possible, when faced with it. There is a quite dif-
ferent view, that trade unions "ought” to oppose redun-
dancy and to fight for the "right to work"”. This view,
if not generally supported by any academic analysis,
is nevertheless certainly encountered among trade
unionists. So, while there is disagreement about trade
union objectives, confusion and ignorance about their
success or failure is perhaps inevitable. This con-
fusion, however, is mirrored in the academic and public
policy debates involving trade union action in situa-
tions of redundancy. In the main, both academic
analysts and public policy makers alike have assumed
one position or another, without seeking to establish

factually or theoretically, any basis for their
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assumptions. This study is intended to go some way
towards remedying that deficiency.

My second proposition is that trade unions are im-
pelled into certain courses of action, not simply by a
need to exact the best wage-work bargain on behalf of
their members (though they are certainly imbued with
that need). Nor is their significance to be found
purely and simply in their ability to negotiate and come
to terms with structures of power and control of the
labour process (though undoubtedly, they are significant
for this, too). More than this, there is a way in which
unions express and generate moral ideas and values among
their members that often differ with, sometimes strongly
contradict, the ideas and values of management, or
owners of capital. In other words, trade unions have a
potential ethical significance. It may perhaps be
argued that if trade unions express ethical beliefs,
and give rise to moral influences, then these emerge as
the relatively unexceptional values and beliefs of
labourism. This may well be so. However, I suggest
that in redundancy there is an area where unions can,
and sometimes do, express goals of a more radical
nature, and trade unionism is associated with moral
beliefs that are not at all easy to accommodate within
the framework of a capitalist market economy. Such
moral beliefs may for example be found in the battles
that sometimes occur in relation to the so-called "right
to work"”, and do not seem to fall within the mainstream

of labourism’s philosophy or methods. I start from the

17



point that the existence and expression of beliefs in
values of this kind, is simply one of a number of pos-
sible facets of trade unionism. I argue that if (as it
would seem) there are different systems of values which
operate in the practice of trade unionism, the task of
academic enquiry must be to explore and explain these
variations, rather than (as some observers seem more
inclined to do) to declaim disapprovingly against the
predominance of one or other tendency at particular
moments in time. It is in part the variation between
these different systems of values which trade unions
might express, that I intend to examine in this thesis.
In so doing, I hope that we may obtain a better under-
standing of trade union responses to redundancy - and
rather more. Hopefully, we may gain some insights, too,
into more generally applicable aspects of union charac-
ter, which may perhaps serve to broaden knowledge in
this area.

The structure of this thesis is as follows. 1In the
first chapter we will review briefly some of the general
literature on redundancy. Since much of this is of only
peripheral interest to the central theme of the thesis,
it will be of necessity truncated, giving somewhat
greater scope for more detailed consideration of those
relatively few studies that have chosen to make unions
and unionism central to a study of redundancy. 1In the
second chapter we commence the search for a theory in
which we might begin to understand trade union responses
to redundancy. In so doing we will look at a number of

studies, including studies of plant closures. To this
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extent the chapter may be seen as a continuation of the
general literature survey in chapter one, but as will be
seen, we then proceed to touch on the work of a number
of contributors to industrial relations theory, to
extend our search for an appropriate framework in which
to set the empirical analysis which follows in later
stages of the thesis.

In chapter three we will refer to a range of sources,
before developing a theoretical framework of "trade
union cultures"” as expressions of the moral and ethical
influence of unions and the practice of unionism. It
will be suggested that such a framework may help in the
analysis of union responses to redundancy, and that we
might expect to find evidence of cultural influences if
we consider union activity around redundancy in longi-
tudinal studies. We will contrast this point of
view with two writers who have adopted different
perspectives, the first on employee responses to plant
closures, the second on union members’ attitudes to
redundancy as evinced in bargaining strategies in pay
issues.

In chapter four we will consider the applicability or
otherwise of the theoretical framework, by conducting a
survey of the historical background to the main current
legislation on redundancy, The Redundancy Payments Act
1965. Chapter five will represent a case study of a
series of redundancy events in the computer manufac-
turing and servicing company, International Computers

(ICL). These two chapters taken together represent the
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substantive empirical work of the thesis. Chapter six
will serve to provide some conclusions and make an
assessment of the validity or otherwise of our initial
theoretical propositions.

My first objective (in chapter one) then, is to
review the general scope of the academic study of redun-
dancy. Much that follows suggests a variety of openings
for research. At this stage therefore, it is important
to make it clear that, although this particular study
must be located within an academic approach to the sub-
Jject of redundancy, it does not purport to set out a
major research programme to repair all the shortcomings
or unanswered questions in previous studies. Rather, it
seeks to illustrate the problematic nature of the study
of redundancy and point to one specific area of research
that has been largely neglected. Very simply, that area
relates to the field of trade union activity in redun-
dancy. In particular, the questions that have not been
investigated relate to the moral values expressed by
trade unions in the actions they pursue over redundancy.
This is the area that will become the focus of attention

of this thesis.

—— = ————— -
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CHAPTER 1

LITERATURE ON REDUNDANCY
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1.

1

RESEARCH ON THE WIDER ASPECTS OF REDUNDANCY

The study of redundancy has occupied a small and
somewhat esoteric niche in academic research for the
past thirty years. During this time, some remarkably
familiar themes have been pursued by different resear-
chers, whilst seemingly fertile areas of study appear to
have been ignored. Thus there is, in reality, little
previous work to draw on that relates directly to the
specific area with which I am concerned. Very little of
the work which has been done genuinely falls into a
perspective that could be described as an "industrial
relations perspective”. Furthermore, very little
research is from the specific point of view of an inte-
rest in trade unions and trade union action. By and
large, the political content of redundancy research has
been confined to conclusions that argue for sympathetic
treatment of the redundant, rather than being in favour
of some wider analytical point of view. Such studies
have avoided the wider issues that frequently concern
sociological or political researchers, such as the
distribution of power, the expression of conflict or the
role of major institutions or groups of interest in our
society. In short, whilst there has been some conside-
rable interest in redundancy, it has figured somewhat
marginally in the study of either industrial relations,
trade unions or workplace politics. Conversely, in-
dustrial relations issues, trade unionism and collective
bargaining have played a peripheral role in most studies

of redundancy.
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The scope of academic study of redundancy in its
broadest sense has been described in a number of books
and articles by Wood. 1In particular, two 1977 articles
set out the different academic perspectives that have
been adopted, and outline a number of possible angles
that could be fruitfully chosen by future researchers.
The first emphasises the particular need for a socio-
logical approach to the subject (1), and stresses the
predominance of labour economists’ contributions to the
subject to date. Though applauding attempts to intro-
duce sociological and psychological perspectives into
the study of redundancy, Wood’ s conclusion is that those
that had been undertaken to the time of writing did not
represent any significant break with the economic
approach. The second article written with Cohen (2),
covers similar ground, and concludes by outlining some
six areas that future researchers could take up in
dealing with this subject. Both of these articles
stress the need for the redundancy process to be
studied, and to move away from an exclusive concentra-
tion on the labour market. Both of them stress the need
to examine the social production of redundancy, and
reactions to it. As summaries of the main academic
research in this area they represent useful bibliogra-
phies, which it is not necessary to replicate.

As recently as the late 1950s, redundancy emerged as
an issue of significance, both in State policy and in
written research. At this stage, however, the focus was

less upon the need to protect the redundant; more upon
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the need to manage redundancy and the “"objective" needs
of the economy that it should be brought about. The
Acton society researchers in 1958 (3), Goodman, a labour
Journalist writing in 1960 (4), and various Ministry of
Labour studies from 1958 onwards (5), were all concerned
with this general theme, as was the economist Shanks
(B), also writing in this period. In most of this work,
there was an implied assumption that workers opposed
redundancy, though this was not in any sense put to the
test. Moreover, there was no attempt to analyse the
extent and underlying purposes (if any) of such assumed
resistance.

The first published work of any real academic stan-
ding that addressed itself to questions of redundancy,
appeared in the mid 1980s. Kahn, commencing her
research in the late 1850s, but not publishing it until
1964 (7), was among the first to commence investigations
in this field. Focusing on the redundancies in the
Midlands motor industry in 1956, she attempted to record
the experiences of redundant workers, and catalogue the
effects of redundancy upon them, in terms of their
social position and their subsequent employment. In so
doing, she initiated a theme that was taken up (with
varying levels of sophistication) by other writers.
Wedderburn (8), in 1964, 1965 and 1968, is the prime
example, emphasising the social hardship that the redun-
dant face, and underlining the need for State policy

that provides for their needs in material terms.
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Subsequently, the concerns of researchers shifted
away from the social problems of redundant workers to
seek to understand more closely their behaviour in the
labour market. Writers such as Daniel, in 1970 and 1872
(8), and Hukerjee, in 1972 and 1973 (10), stressed the
need for state intervention in the labour market, to
assist the redundant in finding work, or to rationalise
the management of redundancy and develop better and more
reasonable circumstances in which redundancy decisions
could be reached.

A parallel, but distinct theme was followed by
researchers at Glasgow University. Mackay and Reid
(11), and Heron (12), studied the job search characte-
ristiecs of individual redundant workers, and their
subsequent employment experience. Essentially, however,
this work was from the point of view of those studying
the labour market as economists, rather than as prospec-
tive policy reformers, which is the position adopted by
Daniel and Mukerjee.

Other writers have attempted to develop a socio-
logical approach to the study of redundancy. Martin and
Fryer (13), in 1873 and Seglow (14), in 1971, are cases
in point. These writers attempt to direct research and
policy away from economic analysis, towards other dis-
ciplines of the social sciences, and take as their
starting point a critique of the economic perspective
adopted by previous researchers in the field. 1In par-
ticular, they stress an attachment to occupations, firms

and communities, and affirm the need to treat these as
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legitimate, not simply as barriers to mobility. In
attempting to explain the behaviour of individuals, they
emphasise, not simply their marketability but also their
preferences and the attachments and ideas formed in the
firms which they have left.

Writers such as Wood in 1981 (15), Callender (18),
and Coyle (17), in 1984, have examined the differential
impact of redundancy on women, as part of a far wider
growth of feminist literature relating to industrial
relations and employment issues emerging during the
1870s and 80s. Whilst aspects of these writers’ work
echo the concerns of earlier writers with the economic
effects of redundancy, and the labour market experiences
of the redundant, their emphasis on gender as a distin-
guishing factor stresses the social nature of the ex-
perience of redundancy and its after effects, and links
them firmly with the sociological approaches described
above.

Despite differences of emphasis and approach, most
of these studies have a basic similarity in that they
have focused upon the labour market experiences of the
redundant worker, and have dwelt little on the actual
processes of redundancy, or the underlying industrial
relations issues. Despite their differences in emphasis
and perspective, they have in common, an approach to the
study of redundancy that does not deal with the event of
redundancy itself. They take redundancy as a '"given",
looking at the problems of fragmented individuals, and

interesting and illuminating though such perspectives
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1.

have been, this has not substantially furthered know-
ledge of the way redundancy has been handled as a
process or event in an industrial relations setting.
Furthermore, whilst each of these main contributors
has, in one way or another, acknowledged the importance
of trade union attitudes to redundancy, and hinted at
the implications for industrial relations flowing there-
from, it has been left to a relatively small number of

writers to take up these issues in detail.

REFERENCES TO TRADE UNION ACTION IN REDUNDANCY

In general terms then, the studies referred to above
have little to offer on questions of union reaction to
the event of redundancy or involvement in the redundancy
process. This gap is, in part, a product of the chosen
perspective of the writers concerned, in part, a product
of their methodology. The social welfare and labour
economics perspectives which have predominated, do not
accept the event of redundancy as something of interest
until after it has occurred. The chosen methodology of
social survey techniques, with interviews of individual
redundant workers predominating, does little to enable
the role of trade unions in opposition to or complicity
with redundancy to be understood, still less the ideo-
logical and moral influences which they carry with
workers involved in the process. The following examples
illustrate what little can be gleaned about active

industrial relations from the studies concerned.
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Kahn’'s study (which focused on a redundancy in which
one might have expected that questions of union opposi-
tion would have been vividly highlighted) does not deal
with issues of collective interest. Instead it adopts
an approach of enquiring into the experiences of indi-
vidual employees. Of interest, however, is Kahn’'s
finding that workers generally support a "pecking order”
of dismissal. Views about the position of different
groups in the dismissal league, point to the singularly
divisive nature of redundancy, with substantial propor-
tions of respondents favouring the dismissal of married
women, "coloured” or foreign workers and men over
65 years of age, prior to other groups. Sixty-two per
cent of workers favoured an unqualified use of "last in,
first out” as a redundancy selection criterion, the
remainder preferring more discriminatory, less objective
criteria.

Wedderburn on the other hand, refers to the general
dissatisfaction (among her white collar worker sample),
with a seemingly complex system of selection, and argues
that "morale"” would have been greatly assisted by the
use of a single, simple principle in selecting workers
for redundancy - by implication, the adoption of the
"last in, first out"”. Her findings in relation to the
attitudes of employees towards the role played by their
trade unions are similarly blurred. The general point
seems to be that some were "dissatisfied", whilst others
were "satisfied" or "well satisfied"”. In the situation

which she studied (redundancies in the Stevenage

28



aircraft industry), specific comments were offered that
were critical of the lack of determined opposition by
the trade unions, though little attempt is made to probe
or explain such criticisms, other than the fact that
trade union members were a minority of the total work-
force. Both these studies raise a number of questions
relating to the attitudes of workers, but do not pose
the issues of trade union membership or action in any
coherent or searching sense.

A more searching reflection upon the role of trade
unions in redundancy is given in Mukerjee’'s 1973 work
(18). He notes that in 1857, a delegate conference of
the AEU instructed the executive committee of that union
"to conduct a national campaign against redundancy and
unemployment, and for the right to work"”. Mukerjee
comments that:-

"Whilst other British trade unions did not put
their position with such vigour, the general view
among organised workpeople, particularly at shop
floor level, was that collective bargaining pres-
sure should be exerted to prevent the disappearance
of jobs" (19).
However, apart from the single example of the AEU resol-
ution, no evidence is offered in support of this asser-
tion, nor is there any attempt to describe the variety
of formal policies on redundancy of different unions, or
the possible variations between formal, official poli-
cies and informal workshop and plant practices in these
matters. Nevertheless, in a later section of the book,

Mukerjee appears to recognise the greater complexity of

the problem himself. In a passage on opposition to
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redundancies and the Redundancy Payments Act, he casts
doubt both on the conclusions that have sometimes been
drawn, that the Act reduced opposition, and on the
suggestion that workpeople resisted the modernisation of
industry by opposing redundancy prior to the legislation
being introduced.

An issue that is brought out clearly in Mukerjee’s
study is the difficulty of drawing conclusions about the
degree of redundancy resistance from official strike
statistics. The conclusion that analysts sometimes draw
is that opposition to redundancy has declined since the
1965 Redundancy Payments Act, and it is often claimed
that the Act is responsible for this reduction.

Mukerjee presents some convincing arguments which sug-
gest that such conclusions are, to say the least, sim-
plistic. For example, he notes that the main review of
the effects of the 1965 Act - the OPCS Study of 1968
(20), compared strike statistiecs for five-year periods
either side of 1985. As Mukerjee notes, the problem
with such comparisons is that they can easily become
inadequate if one year contains freak figures. In this
case, the number of redundancy related stoppages in 1962
was abnormally large. Discounting them statistically
raises doubt as to whether the Act had the dampening
effect upon strikes so often claimed for it. As
Mukerjee puts it, "The verdict on the efficacy of the
Act as a defuser of redundancy generated conflict, has
to be non-proven”. (21). His conclusion is a useful

pointer to the problems of policy oriented research on
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redundancy. The macro analysis perspective, combined
with the scarcity of detailed statistical information
over a long period of time, present almost insurmoun-
table barriers to any really reliable assessment.
Linking this with a perspective that (in the case of the
OPCS Study) appears to identify closely with the objec-
tives of the legislators and attempts no detailed
examination of individual redundancy cases, means that
much that has been said about trade union behaviour is
somewhat unreliable. Whilst broad statments about trade
union objectives are easy to make, careful judgements
based on established facts are not so easy to to find.
Unfortunately, the usefulness of Mukerjee’'s study is
somewhat restricted in the present context, being essen-
tially a manpower planning study of the effects of the
Redundancy Payments Act, and a cross national comparison
with other systems. On the whole, he does not attempt
to explain the role which trade unions have played in
redundancy. Although he points out, for example, that
the British system of giving redundancy payments is
unique, he does not explain how it came about, or why it
should be so. He points to the relative inactivity of
British trade unions in securing redundancy agreements,
in contrast with trade unions in America and Germany,
the implication being that this explains the principal
role of legislation in this country. As will be
gathered from the overall perspective of his study, he
offers no explanation for these same variations in terms

of trade union character or methods, other than in the
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way described, and whilst his points are of interest to
the academic study of redundancy from an industrial
relations perspective, they unfortunately do not pene-
trate the problems in sufficient depth to add much to
understanding in this particular area. Moreover, some
of the points he makes which bear on industrial rela-
tions issues, appear to suffer a degree of mutual
contradiction. For example, he draws attention to the
coolness of British unions to legislation to lay down
rights to specified periods of notice before dismissal
{including for redundancy). He also notes that unions
in the United Kingdom have been apathetic to the idea of
security of employment agreements along the lines at
that time pursued by their American counterparts, and
concludes by suggesting that union officials were con-
tent to "collude with employers to keep the whole thing
low key" (22). However, this scenario, if not totally
at odds with his earlier assertion that unions were
prepared to exert "collective bargaining pressure to
prevent the disappearance of jobs", certainly requires
a fuller explanation.

In the main then, much of the research that has been
conducted on aspects of redundancy, has not dealt with
trade union responses in any searching or analytical
sense. Either the response of trade unions has been
taken as a popularly understood "given" or, if questions
have been raised, they do not seem to have been probed
in any degree of detail. There are, however, a number

of writers to whom this generalisation does not apply,
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1.

and there is now a need to consider what light they

are able to shed upon the issues I have outlined for

examination.

RESEARCH ON THE EFFECTS OF THE REDUNDANCY PAYMENTS ACT

If one considers those studies which have attempted
to assess trade union responses to redundancy, an inte-
resting common denominator emerges. A thread which runs
through the majority of such studies is the question of
what (if any) effect might the legislation on redundancy
have had on the behaviour of trade unions. This can be
made more specific, for whilst there is not just one,
but several pieces of legislation relating directly to
matters of redundancy, the guestions that tend to be
posed relate to the 1965 Redundancy Payments Act.
Moreover, such studies tend to have in common an assump-
tion that the Act undermined the effectiveness of trade
unions to fight redundancy. If there is a theory of the
study of redundancy then, to a large degree, it stems
from the debates and contradictions between various
writers in this area.

The most complete statistical review of the
Redundancy Payments Acts was the OPCS Study by Parker
et al, conducted in 19869 for the Department of
Employment (23). (The main interpretative chapters were
written by McCarthy and Ellis.) Reviewing and reaffirm-
ing the policy link between the need for economic

growth, the modernisation of industry and the need for
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what was described as "effective” use of manpower,
McCarthy and Ellis argue that fears of economic
insecurity had "generated workplace attitudes and stra-
tegies” designed to minimise such insecurity, and that
this in turn had led to an "under utilisation of man-
power"”. For them then, the Act was partly an attempt to
alleviate "the problem of uncertainty” and the conse-
quential attitudes and strategies, which were barriers
to productivity and growth. More directly, it was
introduced to reduce trade union opposition to redundan-
cies "at the point of their occurrence”. The writers
put the point as follows, in a much quoted passage:-
"It was never expected that the provision of statu-
tory compensation would in itself eliminate the
union and workplace opposition which is typical and
natural in the redundancy situation: rather, the
most that was hoped for was to achieve some reduc-
tion in its intensity.”

Even if the reduction in union opposition to redun-
dancy was only expected to be partial, the provision of
a statutory scheme of redundancy payments was expected
to have the further consequence that it would engender
greater management control of the redundancy process
itself. "Criteria of efficiency" were to become more
important in decisions about who to retain and who to
dismiss, and this was not wholly compatible with the
"last in, first out"” principle which trade unions fre-

quently insisted upon in the selection of redundant

workers.
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Again, according to Ellis and McCarthy’'s reading of
the underlying purposes of the Act, the aim was...

not to give employers an unlicensed freedom

to apply their own criteria in redundancy situa-
tions irrespective of the rights and views of

those affected; rather, it was intended to create

a situation where those affected are more likely

to accept the implications of these economic con-
siderations (i.e. the need for efficiency and mobi-
lity of labour). The statutory payment provides
workers with an incentive to break with the prin-
ciple of ‘first in, last out ". (25).

According to McCarthy and Ellis, the Act largely
succeeded in achieving its intended purposes. 1Its
industrial relations effects were, among others, to
influence the criteria adopted by employers in selecting
workers for redundancy - encouraging them to place more
emphasis on age and sickness records (besides the cri-
teria of "last in, first out"”, efficiency in the job,
and skill level).

Moreover, they found evidence that the statutory
provisions had made employees more prepared to accept
redundancy, and detected "a decline in overt conflict”.
The Act had had an impact on the attitudes of employers,
too. By formalising certain aspects of the redundancy
process, specifically, the rights of employees to a
statutory payment, some employers had "been led to treat
the whole affair of redundancy more precisely and care-
fully"” (26). The net result of this was that there had
been a decline in strike activity over redundancy issues
since the introduction of the Act. The conclusion of
McCarthy and Ellis was that, although it was not speci-
fically intended to contribute to improved industrial
relations, the Act had had a generally beneficial effect

in this sphere.
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1.4 ¥HOOD'S CRITICISM OF THE OPCS SURVEY

Attacks on the conclusions of the study by Parker
et al have come from two distinct directions. The first
is a critique of its theoretical framework and the
validity of its findings. It questions whether the
conclusions of McCarthy and Ellis, that the Act had been
broadly successful in achieving its objectives, are
accurate. This critique is adopted by Wood. The second
line of attack - from Fryer - is essentially, that both
the Act and the Parker study represent a managerialist
approach that is inadequate or unacceptable as a frame-
work for public policy.

The main thrust of Wood’'s criticism is, not merely
that McCarthy and Ellis failed to draw valid conclusions
from the survey data (though he does devote a substan-
tial amount of attention to this point). Rather, he
chooses to emphasise what he considers to be a flaw in
their theoretical perspective which caused them to adopt
a false conception of "the redundancy problem” (27). By
adopting a pluralist approach to the problem, they had
assumed that, despite a conflict of interest between
employers and the employed, a compromise was possible.
Wood does not so much argue that this is not so (as he
may well have done were he, for example, commited to a
Marxist perspective), rather, he suggests that the terms
of the compromise, if they are to be considered accep-
table, must involve giving a redundant worker s new Job.
Wood s criticism comes down to the fact that McCarthy

and Ellis assume that an active labour market policy
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is possible and is working. Acting on this assumption,
it is possible for them to focus on the R.P.A. in
abstract of other policies. Wood’ s prescription is not
so much for a given theoretical perspective. Rather, it
is that there is a need to study redundancy in a way
that does not merely accept given views and reactions to
redundancy, but incorporates an examination of them into
the research. The implication is that the absence of
any valid, coherent, theoretical framework precluded
this in the case of McCarthy and Ellis.

In particular, Wood argues, there were assumptions by
both policy makers and academic researchers, that trade
unions opposed and frustrated managements’  attempts to
effect redundancies prior to the 1965 Redundancy
Payments Act. It is one thing, argues Wood, for public
policy to be directed by untested beliefs of politi-
cians, but quite another for academic researchers to
subsequently adopt the same beliefs without subjecting
them to enquiry. Emphasising the lack of knowledge
available to support McCarthy and Ellis, Wood observes:-

"It is a dangerous strategy which starts with what
amounts to almost a complacency about its knowledge
of the real world, particularly in a highly vola-
tile area such as industrial relations. It is
especially dangerous in an applied area, since we
may end up imposing our normative view on the
world, not simply to change it, but in order to
describe it." (28).

Wood "s point is that this is exactly what McCarthy
and Ellis have done. He, in short, charges them first

with starting from an assumption that trade unions

systematically frustrated managements in their attenmpts
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1.

to create redundancies, and then with proceeding to a
conclusion that the legislation had weakened this
opposition.

The problem which we now have in any assessment of
trade union action, before and after the Redundancy
Payments Act, is that there is no readily available data
to draw upon, describing the extent of union opposition
to redundancies prior to 1965. Possibly, impressions
were formed about trade union opposition, which were in
fact generalisations based upon a limited number of
examples. (It is true, for example, that there were a
number of disputes in the motor industry, which attrac-
ted considerable attention.) The researchers, in
following the assumed position of a generality of
opposition, then found by empirical evidence that there
was an absence of such in the post 19865 period under
consideration. Quite unjustifiably, they put this
latter situation down to the effects of the legislation.
Manifestly, for those responsible for introducing the
R.P.A., this was a comforting conclusion, and Wood is
right to question whether or not it was in any sense

justified by reality.

Fryer (29), besides attacking the OPCS Study from a
different direction, has been responsible for a more
radical analysis of the Act. 1In a very real sense, it
is possible to lump these two targets of criticism

together, because Fryer’'s attack on the Act is, in large
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measure, an attack based on the findings of the OPCS
survey, whilst his attack on Parker et al is that they
assume a8 similar standpoint to that of the legislators
in explaining the need for legal intervention.

The thrust of Fryer's criticism is that the legisla-
tion - as an expression of public policy - is based upon
an understanding of the redundancy "problem"” as essen-
tially a "management problem”. The threat of economic
and technological stagnation is caused by the restric-
tion of managerial initiative and the unwillingness of
workers to change. An alternative standpoint that could
have been adopted, argues Fryer, is that redundancy, as
such, is undesirable, and that legislation could play a
part in eliminating it. The emphasis adopted by the
makers of public policy, however, has not merely been to
seek the easier resolution of the "management problem”,
but in so doing, to underline the legitimacy of redun-
dancy and to encourage workers to accept the inevita-
bility - indeed, the desirability - of it. Fryer quotes
at length from the speeches of politicians during the
passage of the Bill through parliament, and from various
sources which purport to analyse the "redundancy
problem", both before and after its enactment. The
overall tenor of analysis of the "problem"” has been, he
argues, to see the "management problem"” as serious and
rational, whilst that of the workers - i.e. how to avoid
redundancy - is treated as "unrealistic” and "imprac-
ticable”. Moreover, argues Fryer, this bias towards

management s perception of the "redundancy problem”
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extends to the area of control in selecting individuals
for redundancy - so that employers could keep "the best
man for the job"” rather than be tied to the "non-
rational” "last in, first out” principle. Where
redundancy is concerned, he argues, the law cannot be
seen to have served as some kind of impartial social
institution satisfying social wants. On the contrary,
the supposed needs of the economy are revealed as...

in truth the actual needs of one particular
group in industry".

In considering questions of effectiveness, therefore, he
suggests we begin by asking the questions: "Effective
for whom?"; "Successful for whom?"; Urgent for whom?";
"A problem for whom?". (30).

The standpoint of McCarthy and Parker et al is
closely identified by Fryer with this evident manage-
ment-biased perspective on redundancy. The weakness of
public policy has been that it has "neglected the
conflicting rationality of managements and workers,
indeed has ascribed rationality to managements’  view-
points, and irrationality to that of the workers".
Similarly, the authors of Effects of the Redundancy
Payments Act, define the problem of redundancy as...

how best to underpin the economic rationality
of management by modifying the emotive non-rationa-
lity of workers".

In this sense, his critique bears a close similarity to

that of Wood. However, there are major differences in

the approaches adopted by these two writers, which are

spelt out in detail in the following section.
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The principal difference between these two writers is
that Fryer is firmly of the radical school in industrial
relations. The "problem" of redundancy for him is a
problem that must be understood from the workers’® point
of view, i.e. that it is a thing to be avoided at all
costs. This contrasts with the "managerialist"” view
which Fryer criticises, and which perceives the redun-
dancy “problem"” as that of worker opposition and how
best to overcome it. Starting from a position where
workers are expected to adopt a quite different attitude
towards redundancy from that of management, Fryer em-
phasises the existence of opposition in the form of
occupations, sit-ins and the like.

Wood "s perspective is less easily characterised.
Although he himself emphasises the differences between
the "radical school” and his own approach, he fails to
state explicitly what that approach 1is, except to adopt
a carefully correct research methodology, and to query
the validity of assumed positions. So, for example,
where Fryer argues that the workers’ definition of the
redundancy problem should influence the shape of public
policy (31), Wood criticises this on the basis that
Fryer has, in fact, offered little evidence to support
his assertion of radically different workers’® values.

On balance, asks Wood, despite Fryer’'s examples of
worker opposition in the form of sit-ins, occupations

and so on, is there really sufficient evidence to
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Jjustify Fryer’'s contention of a radically different
workers’ perspective? Wood concedes that Fryer has made
an important contribution to the study of redundancy by
pointing to the weaknesses in the assumption that wor-
kers who accept the "inevitability of redundancy"” accept
the rationality of management’s definition, by concur-
ring with its desirability. However, says Wood, Fryer
fails to develop this adequately. The need is clear, he
says, for a sociological investigation of the reality of
workers’® perspectives on redundancy and despite discer-
ning such a need, Fryer has failed to fill it in his own
research. (32).

Consequently, for Wood, Fryer has much in common with
other writers on redundancy, such as McCarthy and Ellis.
The common denominator between them is that of assumed
positions and inadequate research. Assumptions are made
that the Redundancy Payments Act has facilitated "shake
out"”, "reduced resistance to redundancy”, ‘'“changed the
criterion on which selection of redundancies is made”,
"increased the incidence of collective bargaining over
redundancy”, and legitimised the process of redundancy.
All of these’assumptions are made, Wood points out,
without a real basis of investigative enguiry. 1In all
of this, both Fryer and McCarthy and Ellis make the
mistake of "assuming public policy to be as anticipated,
with little or no systematic investigation”. (33). The
point that Wood himself reaches, therefore, is that
there is a pressing need to study the processes of
redundancy and so enable assumptions to be abandoned in

favour of empirical facts.
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In the present context, the principal value of Wood’'s
work (the substantive body of which is published in =a
single collaborative work with Dey) (34), is that it
takes as its starting point, the seeming inaction of
trade unions and workers in opposing redundancies. Wood
and Dey adopt a case study approach, from which the main
issue that arises is the fact that even where workers do
not engage in outright opposition to redundancy, a
measure of resistance frequently occurs over some aspect
of the way the issue is being handled. They express
this opposition as a desire by workers to exercise
choice, as they put it:-

"Opposition to or acquiescence in redundancies to
various degrees involved a concern with choice and
an acceptance or rejection of the restraints where-
by that choice was limited... The range of reac-
tions to redundancy can more easily be understood
in this context than through the common assumption
that resistance to redundancy is animated primarily
by concern with job security moderated only by the
prerequisites of economic efficiency."” (35).

The case studies which lead them to this position
consist of two non-unionised companies, one unionised
firm and the Bristol District Committee of the AUEW. 1In
the two non-unionised firms, the analysis put forward by
Wood and Dey seems to be largely justified. 1In the
first, the company was seen as being unfair to indivi-
duals who wanted to take advantage of the voluntary
redundancy scheme, but were prevented from doing so.

Choice, then, was an issue, in that there were indivi-

duals who wished to choose redundancy. In the
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second case study, the company offered the workers (in
theory) the opportunity of moving to Wales upon the
relocation of the factory. However, this choice was
seen by some workers as illusory, and they were con-
firmed in this view by the fact that they received no
practical encouragement to move. For these people, the
lack of choice in any real sense was the issue. For
others, the lack of opportunity to participate in the
decision to relocate was the greater deprivation of
choice.

When it comes to the case studies which introduce
trade union activity and bargaining into redundancy,
however, the characterisation of worker reaction to
redundancy merely in terms of choice and control is
generally less convincing. This emerges, to a degree,
in the third case study - the closure of the "Champion
Brewery" (an East London brewery) where the shop
stewards sought to oppose the rationale for closure per
sé. (They argued strongly against the inevitability of
redundancies, though without success.) Of course, it is
possible to argue that this was, in effect, merely a
concern to preserve the "choice” of work at the brewery.
However, this seems to be a peculiarly inadequate way of
expressing the problems of the people concerned, and
appears only to have the dubious merit of providing an
artificial common denominator with the first two case
studies.

In the final case study, the writers explore redun-

dancy as an issue within the context of militant
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trade unionism. The Bristol militants of the AUEW
rejected both compulsory and voluntary redundancy as a
matter of policy, and advocated work sharing as an
alternative to unemployment. Wood and Dey suggest that
the actions of these militant shop stewards are not
adequately explained by "the radical approach” to the
study of redundancy, such as that adopted by Fryer.
Their main reason is that, as they put it, the radical
appoach assumes that the interest of workers lies in job
security. On the contrary, the writers suggest, the
opposition of the District Committee militants was...

. animated less by a blanket assertion that
the basic interests of workers were contradicted
by redundancy, than by their concern with issues
of choice and control”. (386).

The evidence for this view is found by the writers in
the facts that the shop stewards were able to perceive
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