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Recensions

Book Reviews

Workplace Industrial Relations and the Global Challenge
edited by Jacques BELANGER, P. K. EDWARDS and Larry HAIVEN, Ithaca, N.Y.:
ILR Press, 1994, ix, 325 p, ISBN 0-87546-3274 (alk. paper) 0-87546-328-2 (pbk:

alk. paper).

Research on North American indus-
trial relations traditionally has paid scant
attention to workplace behaviours. In part,
this neglect is due to the emphasis on
written agreements in the practice and
study of collective bargaining in this re-
gion. Contemporary North American so-
cial science emphasizes large data sets
and sophisticated analyses of data, meth-
odologies il suited to research on these
issues, which is based on ethnographic
techniques and case studies. The small
volume of research in Canada and the
United States is usually done by sociolo-
gists who have little contact with indus-
trial relations scholars and who seldom
publish in industrial relations journals.

Bélanger, Edwards and Haiven set out
to correct these deficiencies with this
book. All of the editors were or are con-
nected with the Industrial Relations Re-
search Unit at Warwick University in
England, where researchers are much
more experienced with research at the
level of the workplace. The project grew
out of a 1991 conference on the subject
at Laval University. By publishing the book
in the American press with the largest
list of industrial relations books, the edi-
tors were assured of a wide audience.
Beyond calling attention to this neglected
area of research, they also wanted to
treat workplace issues from a compara-
tive perspective, an unusual event.

The book centres on chapters that
analyze labour relations in the workplace

from a comparative perspective: three
comparing Canada with the U.S. and
Britain, one contrasting Austria and Ger-
many, one discussing plants in four coun-
tries owned by the same American mul-
tinational corporation, a review of tech-
nological change in four countries, and
single-country studies on two developing
countries, Mexico and Singapore. The
editors contributed two comparative chap-
ters. As the editors point out, all of the
workplaces studied were factories with
predominantly male workforces, except
for the Singapore electronics factory.

The rich data in this book do not
lend themselves to succinct summaries,
but from the perspective of someone
trained in the traditional North American
emphasis on formal structures of labour
management relations, several themes
emerge. Even under a system of com-
prehensive collective agreements in North
America, workers and managers reach
informal accommodation on many issues,
especially the quantity of work to be
performed. Bélanger found job control
practices in Quebec were quite similar
to those in Britain, despite the profound
differences in the two industrial relations
systems. Quebec workers enjoyed a high
degree of autonomy in controlling their
work under a typical North American
collective agreement. Herzenberg, using
grievance and ethnographic data, found
that workers negotiated workplace issues
with management in auto parts plants in
the U.S. and Canada. Reading this
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material, one is struck by the lack of
any references to such phenomena in
traditional North American industrial re-
lations literature, a deficiency that clearly
deserves to be rectified.

As the title indicates, globalization is
a theme of the book. Frenkel studied
employment relations in U.S.-owned plants
in Malaysia, Taiwan, Australia and Brit-
ain. The parent corporation emphasized
effective management of human resources.
The Australian and Malaysian plants made
similar products. Yet overall, the differ-
ences among the plants outweighed the
similarities in their workplace relations.
Shire demonstrated significant differences
between workplace relations in Germany
and Austria. Globalization may be driv-
ing many corporate decisions, but its
impact on workplace industrial relations
is surprisingly small, a fact the editors
appear to accept reluctantly.

Several studies in the book demon-
strate the subtle ways in which trade
unions exercise power. Smith compared
the pattern of technological change dur-
ing the 1980s in Britain, Germany, Iltaly
and Canada. Many readers will be sur-
prised by his conclusion that Italian na-
tional agreements and local union strength
give labour there greater influence over
technological change than unions in the
other three countries. Haiven found that
negotiated grievance procedures in
Canada provided better protection to weak
unions than British tribunals (although
stronger unions fared better in Britain),
not a surprising conclusion to most North
American scholars.

Finally, the two studies of workplaces
in developing countries demonstrate that
employers must reach understandings with
their work forces even in the absence of
formal requirements. Chung found that
female workers in a nonunion electron-
ics plant in Singapore exerted their power

in a variety of ways to limits the demands
for production made on them or simply
to accommodate themselves to the drudg-
ery of their tasks. An American-owned
automobile plant in Mexico recognized
an official union that scarcely existed in
the workplace. None the less, Shaiken
found that workers were dissatisfied with
their pay, and they elected a militant lead-
ership slate for their local union. The
employer dismissed the militant leaders,
but was forced to tolerate high turnover
and occasional sabotage when it refused
to raise wages.

Overall, this book accomplished its
objective of addressing the neglect of
workplace industrial relations, especially
on a comparative basis. It opens new
areas of inquiry in the North American
context, especially in settings where un-
ions are weak or do not exist. How would
the conclusions reported relate to office
or retail settings, for instance? The unitarist
assumptions so popular in business and
academic circles in the 1990s should be
tested by the type of ethnographic re-
search reported in this volume. Conven-
tional industrial relations studies should
go beyond their traditional boundaries to
examine the parties’ actions in the
workplace.

The book is written for a specialized
audience and would have benefited from
more rigorous editing of sometimes pon-
derous writing styles. However, the bibli-
ography is a comprehensive collection
of sources on the subject. Several chap-
ters deserve to be included in graduate
course reading lists in industrial relations
or industrial sociology.

MARK THOMPSON
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