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,, INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS SYSTEMS IN 

EUROPE AND NORTH AMERICA : A COMPARISON 

Perhaps the mos t  s ignificant fact o f  the age is the productive 

capacity of modern economies . Twentieth century man produces goods 

and s ervice at rates which could only be f antasized during other eras 

of his tory . This s ituation 'is the result of the indus trial revolution 

which " took off" in the latter part of the 18th century . In its wake , 

the process o f  industrialization produced enormous changes in society . 

1 Modern indus trial relations sys tems are one result of  the process . 

In this ess ay we will limit our attention to the countries of 

Wes tern Europ e  and North America which have proceeded through a similar 

industrial evolution and have arrived at c omparable levels of indus-

trialization . They all adhere to l iberal d emo cratic principles and 

depend upon_ the market for the production and distribution of goods and 

services . They all �ave a labour movement free  from government and 

employer control . They all· rely heavily on collec tive bargaining to 

2 establish terms and conditions o f  employmen t .  

Despite these s imilarities each country has developed a unique 

indus trial relations system . In global perspective , however , two maj or 

sys tem patterns s tand out from the diversity of detail : The American 

pattern and the European pattern . Canadian practice is close to the 

American but on many dimensions Canada s tands between Europe and the 

United S tates . Thus , an examination o f  these two general modes of  

conducting indus trial relations . may provide considerable insight into. 

the sys t em of indus trial relations in Canada . 
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The Development of Labour Movement 

Modern day labour movements trace their roots to local 

organizations which firs t began to appear in the 18th century . 

These organizations typically were founded by craftsraen such as 

printers , shoemakers ,  shipwrights� s eamen , tailors , cigar makers 

3 and baker s . Many b egan as "friendly" societies . Their original 

purpose  often was "mutual insurance" against death , unemployment , 

sickness and retirement. When they experienced problems with their 

employers as a result of inflation , reces sion or the introduction of 

new technology , these societies often chose spokesmen to p·resent 

petitions to the employer regarding their situation . Work stoppages 

were often spontaneous protes ts s ometimes directed towards the em-

ployer , sometimes towards government authorities . These organizations 

2 

were fragile .  They blossomed in good times and wilted during depressions . 

In the early years they were faced with substantial opposition from 

employers and from governments . As industrialization proceeded the 

economic concepts of free trad e ,  free enterprise and competition began 

to win favour . In s everal countries trade unions were outlawed as con-

4 
spiracies in restraint of ·trad e .  Employers often refused t o  deal with 

them arguing that they were an improper infringement on the legitimate 

rights of the owner . Before the industrial revolution , society had 

supported the concept of the "just wage" ; now labour came to be thought 

of as a commodity to be purcha sed and sold on a free market . The 

protestant ethic, derived from Calvinism , suggested that one's "economic· 

destiny depended solely upon one's ability to work and save" . Poverty , 

once cons idered to be an inevitable  phenomenon , now carr.e to be regarded 

5 as the "reward for sloth" . The unemployed were often arrested as 



indigents and made to labour in "workhouses" . 

Desp ite these negative forces union membership and influence 

slowly grew . The ' '.labour problem" was discuss ed intensively . 

Periodic outbreaks of labour protest resulted in the overturning 

of the various conspiracy acts during the latter part of the 19th 

century . The Right of Association and the Right to Strike were 

eventually won. In 1868 the first national trade union federation 

to endure was established in Great Britain . During the next 30 years 

union federations came into being in most of the countries of Europe 

and North America . 

To counter the political and legal obstacles of the era these 

emerging movements required a 11creed11 or "philosophy" or '.'ideology" 

to justif y  their existence and provide them with d irection. At this 

critical juncture Karl Marx put forth his grand socio-political theory 

6· 
of economic evolution. He argued that capitalist society was composed 

essentially of two class es: workers ( those who depend on wages for their 

living) and the owners of the means of production. The income of the 

capitalist results from the expropriation of a part of the value added 

to raw products by labour; value w hich should, according to Marx, right-

fully go to the worker . Over time the capitalist class would be reduced 

in size as a result of competition and economic cycles and workers would 

become " conscious" of the exploitative , classist nature of capitalist 

society . Eventually they would overthrow the remaining cap italists and 

3 

set up a socialist government which would in time fade a�ay into classless 

communism . Unionism in Marxist thought was a necessary step towards 

communism but a labour strategy designed only to win better terms and 

conditions of employment could not succeed because of the corepetitive 
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dynamics of the economic system .  A political strategy was required . 

Moreover , because cap italist philosophy and power pervaded every 

aspect of society (education , religion, government , the press,  etc . )  

capitalism could be  replaced only by a complete and violent overthrow 

of the system . 

Fundamental Marxism was challenged , embellished or limited by 

other socialist "intellectuals" . Democratic Socialists , like the 

British Fabians, a ccepted the Marxist dictum that a political strategy 

was appropriate for labour but they believed that political change 

could be brought about by democratic . means . They urged workers 

to seek change within the context of democracy . 7 Syndicalists, con

trarily , were opposed to party politics . They accepted the Marxist 

proposition that capitalism could only be defeated by drastic means but 

felt that the general strike should b e  used as the principal tool . 
8 

Between about 1870 and 1920 the mainstream of the labour movements 

4 

in Europe adopted some combination of these i.deas as their "raison d ' etre" . 

In some countries labour or  socialist parties acted as the central body 

for the unions for several years . In others the unions were instrumental 

in founding the p arty . 9 

The growing acceptance of socialist ideas gave rise to counter 

movements . The Catholic Church was particularly concerned with the anti

religious and pro-violence nature of the Marxist philosophy. In 1891 Pope 

Leo XII I  is sued the encyclical Rerum Novarum which stimulated the esta

blishment of trade unions b ased on christian principles . The result was 

the development of a christian trade union movement which acquired im

portance in several European countries including France , Italy , Belgium , 

10 Holland and Germany . 



Marxis ts thought also inspired several North American union 

movements including the Indus trial Workers of the World , The One Big 

Union and the Workers' Unity League . In the U . S .  the American 

Federation of Labour in 1886 es tablished the principl es which would 

be adop ted by the maj ority o f  Amer�can unionists . It rej ected all 

variants of socialism. The AFL s trategy was to organize skilled 

craftsmen into s trong unions , one for each trade , capable of winning 

j ob and income s ecurity from employers by means o f  the app lication of 

bargaining power. It did not seek major social chang e . I t  ac cep ted 

the c apitalis t sys tem . I t  rej ected the idea of  any alliance with a 

political party. It dis trus ted any government action . On the political 

front it would seek to "reward friends and punish enemies " .  

5 

Soc ialists condemned this "exceptional" approach for being mis

guided , eliti s t  and hard-hearted . In the 1920's American "excep tionalism" 

found a champion. Selig Perlman, a reformed s ocialis t ,  then a professor at 

the University of  Wis consin argued that socialist " intellectuals" were not 

really concerned with the well-being of "flesh and b lo od" workers .
11 

Inste ad , they saw the world in terms of abs tract forces and abs tract 

mas ses of labour . European unionis ts , according to Perlman, had been 

beguiled by the elegant. and grandiose schemes of the socialis ts and in 

doing so had failed to recognize the real needs of real workers . American 

unions were "mature" . They had realized , contrary to socialis t thought , 

that workers have no desire to capture the government or to manage indus try . 

They are interested only in s ecuring themselves from various environmental 

threats to their j obs and incomes . They had fashioned unions capable of 

nee ting these modest ends . 
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Perlman also sugges ted that bec�use of con�itions special to 

the U.S. the AFL approach was appropriate. He implied that any other 

approach would not have been successful. 

Over time the pillars of U . S .  labour ideology would weaken and 

a few would fall. Thus , when the unskilled began to organi ze en mas se 

during the 1930's the AFL decided to give up its eli tis t craft union 

approach and to take in unskilled and semi-skilled workers. The al

ternative was to become overshadowed by the rapidly expanding Congress 

of Indus trial Organizations. The one union for one jurisdiction tenet 

was weakened subs tantially in 1 95 5  when the AFL and CIO merged. In 

s everal industries (e . g. retail , electrical machinery) both an AFL and 

a CIO union were taken into the new AFL-CIO. 

From its formation in the 1930's the CIO provided considerable 

s upport to the Democratic Party and·s ince the 1955 merg er the Democratic 

P arty - Organized Labour alliance has held for the mos t  par t. On its 

6 

own the AFL-CIO has been much more active pol itically than was the old .AFL .  

However , the idea that the primary aim o f  unions i s  to win better terms 

and conditions of employment for i ts oW1l members, an approach known as 

"pure and s imple" unionism or "business" unionism, s till pervades the 

12 
thought of the American labour movement. 

By 1900 the labour movement in Canada had developed no firm 

philo sophy. There were political reformis t unions affilia ted to the 

U . S .  -based Knights o f  Labour;. "pure and s imple" unions some affiliated to 

the AFL and some purely Canadian; and unionists who adhered to various 

shades of socialism. 



In 1902 the AFL pressured the Canadian Trades and Labour 

Congress to expel dual unions and adopt the craft union s trategy . 

Congress reluctantly did so  but it did no t accept the anti-political 

atti tude of the AFL . Many·active Canadian unionists were British 

immigrants who brought their labour ideology with them. In 1 906 , 

when the British Labour Party officially came into being , largely 

as the result of the initiative of the British Trades Union Congress, 

the TLC gave its support  to the formation of provincial labour parties 

in Canada . They were not ,  however , successful . In 1918 when the 

British Labour Party was re-organized and "accepted for the first time 

a socialis t objective" , 1 3  the TLC gave its support_ to the develop-

ment of a national labour party in Canada . A federal party was formed 

but in 1923 it was taken over by communists and union support was with

drawn. An enduring alliance between the Canadian Confederation of Labour 

and the Co-operative Commonwealth Federation (which had been formed in 

1933 without significant union support )  was forged in 1943.14 Today , 

the . Canadian Labour Congress supports the New Democratic Party , the 

successor to the CCF , which has a philosophy similar to the British 

Labour P arty or the S ocial Democratic parties of Scandinavia and Germany . 

Within Congress ,  however, there are bo th "pure and simple" unionists and 

15 many who subscribe to socialis t  objectives . 

7 

Around the turn of the century, the Catholic Church in Quebec b egan 

to encourage the formation of Chris tian unions. The resul t was the 

Canadian and Catholic Confederation of Labour which after World War II 

evolved into the present-day Confederation of National Trad e  Unions . 1 6 
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The "exceptional" s trategy chos�n by the u.s. labour movement 

has long been a fo cus of thought in America . The most comprehensive 

17 objective explanation has been put forth by Adolf Sturmthal. He 

considers three factors to b e  critical determinants o f  labour s trategy: 

th� nature of the problems faced by workers, the membership base of the 

labour movement and the s tate of the labour market .  American workers 

considered their major problem to be job and income security . European 

workers had similar security problems but they also had political problems 

which American workers did not have . During the 19th century the great 

majority of workers in most European countries did not have the right 

to vote , did no t have ready acces s to education and were treated by those 

in power as an inferior class of  human beings . Differences of dress, 

speech , s ocial behavior and o ther vestiges of feudal s ociety emphas ized 

adherance to classes . Contrarily the American equalitarian ethic 

"s tressed the ideas of classlessness ,  individual initiative , and 

18 
opportunity" . Even though real upward mobility was probably no better 

in America than it was in Europe "equalitarian ideology has persis ted·in 

the face of facts which contradict it11•19 The AFL considered its 

problem to be primarily economic rather than political . Therefore i t  

decided t o  limit membership primarily t o  craft workers who had a critical 

pos ition in the production p rocess . Since the American economy was 

developing rapidly these worker s were often in short  supply and thus had 

significant economic bargaining power. On the other hand , because it .was 

representative of only a small fraction of society the political power 

of the AFL was modes t at bes t .  



In Europe where the dominant problems were considered to be 

political the labour movements organized broadly. By doing so 'they 

weakened their potential economic bargaining power but became more 

influential politically. 

Over time the labour movements on both sides of the Atlantic 

have changed strategies to some extent. Today the AFL-CIO is-much 

more active politically than was the old AFL . In Europe trade unions 

are heavily engaged in economic bargaining with employers although they 

continue to pursue political objectives. One would expect these changes 

from Sturmthal' s theory. Since the 19301s the U. S. Government has 

intervened more deeply in the economy. Thus more worker issues are 

being determined politically. •Moreover, in the 1930's the membership 

base of the American labour movement expanded significantly and it now 

is representative of a wider constituency. In Europe as the economies 

grew the forces of supply and demand for labour more often favoured 

20 
unions and collective bargaining expanded. 

These theoretical perspectives provide considerable insight. 

9 

Post hoe theorizing is, however, rarely entirely satisfying. For example, 

one is left with the impression that the exclusionist, non-political 

approach of the AFL was inevitable. B ut was it? Might not a decision 

to organize broadly· and pursue an active but non-socialist political 

strategy have attracted a wider following and been s uccessful? The 

Knights of Labour, the first North American federation of importance,- had 

considerable initial success. It faded away because of numerous problems 

including inadequate internal administration and opposition from the AFL. 

One wonders what would have happened if the AFL and the politically 

reformist Knights had reached an accommodation which drew on the relative 



strengths of both organizations. 

The state of the labour market was certainly an important 

factor in the development of collective bargaining but other factors 

were also of importance. For example the achievement by labour of 

political power put pressure on European employers to come to terms 

with the labour movement and establish regular patterns of inter

action. Moreover, as Sellier has demonstrated, i� was not the lack of 

economic bargaining power which thwarted the development of collective 

bargaining in France. Rather the continual intervention of the State 

in labour relations fostered a dependence on government action. Labour 

leaders imbued with the syndicalist ideology of direct worker action 

spurned the idea of developing administratively sound organizations and 

normalized labour-management negotiations. 21 

A fourth factor noted by Sturmthal - the migration of ideas -

has been.important in Canada. Since its emergence the labour movement 

has been pulled between the moderate, democratic socialism of Great 

B ritain and the non-political approach of U. S. labour. Because of the 

B ritish link perhaps, moderate socialism is more acceptable in Canada 

than in the U. S. despite similar objective conditions throughout North 

.America. Ne�ertheless many Canadian unionists subscribe fully to the 

U. S. approach. The current situation is a compromise. The Canadian 

Labour Congress endorses the New Democratic Party as the one with policy 

objectives most consistent with the aims of trade unionists . However, 

there are no functional links at the central level. Local unions may 

affiliate to the party but the majority have chosen not to do so. Only 

10 

a minority of Canadian unionists vote for the party in federal elections. 



Th . 1 . k i 
. 1 22 e union-party in rema ns controversia . 

In Queb ec , the Canadian & Catholic Confederation of Labour 

was part o f  a wider movement set  in mo tion by Rerum Novarum . Over 

time the Federation has evolved from Church dominated , to "pure and 

simple ; ' to quite radical during the 1970 ' s .  Interestingly , the 

Catholic Union movement underwent a similar evolution in France . 

Whether the similarity o f  d evelopment was coincidental or causal is 

23 
yet to be determined . 

Employers in Industrial Relations 

The very different s trategic decisions taken by labour move-

ments in North America and Europe produced divergent employer reac-

tions . On Continental Europe worker political action was successful . 

The �o te was expanded . Labour-Socialist p arties grew r ap idly in the 

24 early decades o f  the 20th c entury . 

Socialist ideology threatened the fund!3JI1ental existence of the 

capitalist sys tem.  Realizing tha t  they could  not destroy the labour 

movement European employers established associations with the obj ective 

o f  s tabilizing relations with the unions . These associations eventually 

1 1  

drew together under national federations which represented the indus trial 

relations interes t s  of  employers to government , to the public and to 

union federations . In many countries employer ass o ciations deciced 

(of ten under government pressure ) to recogni ze the unions as legi t imate 

bargaining agents for wo rke r s  on a broad scale . "Ba s ic Ag reements" 

providing such recognition were recorded in Denmark during the 1 89 0 ' s ,  



in Sweden in 1906, in Gen:iany and p arts .of British .i�dustry in tbe 

post 'h'orld War I era and in S-w-:i.tzerland and France during the 1930's.25 

In return for recognition-the unions would be expected by the 

associ ations to negotiate agreements on an industry��-:i.de basis. 

A major objective of this strategy, in cost cases, �as to reduce 

or check the potential influence of unions at the �o=k?lace. Europea� 

employers were prepared to negotiate industry-�-:i.de agree�ents �"'ith 

unions but they were not agreeable to allowing the u�ions to interfere 

with t he day to day management of the firm. 

The employer reaction to unions was entirely di,£ferent in the 

U.S. Because the unions organized narrowly on the c=a!t principle and 

, 

12 

accepted the maxjms of capitalism they did not acquire political po....,er •-" 

and thus did not pose a threat to fundamental e�ployer interests. As a 

result, employers generally concluded that they might indeed be able to 

check.or destroy the unions. Where associations were formed their 

priorities "Were often. fil'.'st to stay "union free" if possible and only 

d il i .J h h i if fo�ced to �o so.26 
U d secon ar y to negot ate w.i.t t e un ons • u n er 

such circumstances unions were generally forced to seek recognition on 

a plant by plant basis and the process of recognition took on the 

characteristic of a battle for the hea�ts and ::inds of the worke=s 

involved. Where the union won such a struggle i: �as �ypically powerful 

enough to require management to sign a collect�ve ag=ee=ent �hich over 

tine becaz.e increasingly elaborated. This do:velc?=::e:lt gave "u:io:-ganized11 

companies �ore reason to oppose unions because, �r.li�e E�rope, union 

recognition did co�e to iuply significant �nion �nc�=sio� op day to cay 



management 
27 

authority. In Canada, �he employer reaction and the 

resultant plant by plant struggle for recognition was very similar 

to the U. S. situation. 

When worker protest grew during the 1930's the U. S. government 

set out to develop a procedure for orderly union recognition which was 

consistent with the pattern of collective bargaining which had developed 

to that point. The Wagner Act was the result. It created a procedure 

whereby union organizations could acquire governr:ient certification as 

bargaining agent for groups of employees on a plant by plant basis. 

Canadian governments were slow to follow the U. S. lead but during the 

war years the Canadian federal government issued an Order in Council 

(P. C. 1003) which contained principles similar to those in the U. S. 

This document became the basis of federal and provincial labour laws 

enacted after the war.
28 

The U. S. Wagner Act of the 1930' s initially encouraged employer 

recognition of trade unions. It was formally supportive of collective 

bargaining; it made illegal many "unfair labour practices" previously 

engaged in by employerp and it provided unions with a method whereby 

intransigent employers could be compelled to negotiate. However, it 

also had the effect of sanctioning employer actions contesting union 

attempts to recruit members and acquire certification. Few employers 

would recognize unions voluntarily and union organizing ca.::ipaigns would 

continue to be an open struggle for the loyalty of t:-ie workers involved. 

Rational personnel management and good employee relations moved up on 

the list of employer priorities. Unionization came to be thought of as 

a punishment for management failure. As a result, the possibility of 

13 



the U.S. system evolving in the direction of European models became 

very small. Since they had_ good prospects of remaining "union-free" 

non-unionized employers were provided with no incentive to associate 

with unionized employers and recognize unions broadly. Indeed, many 

formed groups openly hostile to the fundamental existence of trade 

29 
unions, a development which would not be tolerated in Europe. 

Thus, in the U. S. the extent of employer organization for 

industrial relations purposes is much less than in Europe. Although 

associations do exist in some industries, particularly. those charac-

terized by small unionized firms whose bargaining power relative to 

unions is low, most U.S. employers conduct labour relations policy 

indi viduaHy. 30 There is no U.S. employer federation which has the 

prominence and authority regarding "social matters" of the federations 

31 which exist in most European countries. 

In Canada the situation is similar to that in the U.S. However, 

in recent years the gap created by the disunity of business has become 

an issue. Several provinces have legislated accreditation procedures 

whereby a group of employers may form an association for bargaining 

purposes and receive government sanction as a bargaining agent. In the 

construction industry employer fragmentation has been particularly 

problematic and some provinces had passed legislation requiring multi-

32 
employer bargaining. Recently the Federal Government struck a 

Connnission whose task it was to recommend ways in which goverr.::ient might 

1 i 1 b . i 33 encourage more mu t -emp oyer argain _ng. 

The difficulties created by the lack of a national e�ployer 

14 

organization with authority to speak for business have als� been realized 

and the Federal government has been encouraging business to �ove towards 



34 a more unitary approach . In 1977  the Business· Council on 

National Issues an organization composed p rimarily cf chief executive 

officers of  large corporations was founded . Membership included 

representatives from the Canadian Manufacturers Association and the 

Canadian Chamber of Commerce . The obj ective of the BCNI is to pursue 

business interests in government policy at the national level . The 

organization has also pursued a consul tative approach wj.th organized 

lab our and has reached concensus wi th the Canadian Labour Congress on 

some public is sues .
35 

In contrast to Europ e ,  employer organization in Canada is s till 

at a low level . The great maj ority of Canadian firms do not belong to 

the BCNI , . nor does the o rg anization have the will or d esire to attract 

a s i gnificantly expanded membership . In the view o f  some busines s 

lead�rs the formation o f  a b road b ased National Employers Organization 

competent to express the views of business on employee rela tions matters 

would be a "de facto" accep tance of a classist interpretation of society .  

Job Regulation 

In Canada and the U . S .  the dominant bi-lateral j ob regulation 

p ro�ess is collec tive bargaining between a single union and a single 

employer . In some indus tries ( e . g . shipping , construc tion , railways , 

hosp ital s )  mul ti-party nego t iations have developed b�t decentralized 

collec tive bargaining is charac teris tic of the North A!:.erican industrial 

rela tions sys tems . Other typical attrfbutes are written , formal 

collec tive agreements covering the entire range of nego tiated issues ; 

s t rong union or gani zations at  the work place �i th impor tant duties to 

15 



carry out; and well-developed grievance procedures ending in binding 

arbitration. 

As one might expect from the developments chro�icled above 

these arrangements are unusual in comparative perspective. To illustrate 

the common themes found in European bargaining we will begin w!.th an 

example from West Germany. 36 

16 

The principal union federation in �est Germany is the German 

Federation of Trade Unions (DGB) . Unlike most of its European counter

parts it is apolitical. However, its pre-Nazi predecessor had close 

links with the Social Democratic Party and many German union leaders 

continue to be active socialists. When it was re-constituted after �orld 

War II it decided not to officially endorse a political p arty in order 

to discourage factionalism and to encourage the widest base of membership. 

That goal was only partially met. West Germany also has a soall Christian 

Federation (CGD) , an Association of German Civil Service Officials (DBB) 

and a German Salaried Employees Union (DAG). However, about 80% of union 

members belong to DGB-affiliated unions. 

The DGB is composed entirely of industrial unions, a decision 

taken after World War II. The. largest industrial union affiliate is IG 

·Metal!, the Metalworkers Union. 

On the other side of the labour market employer ind�strial 

relations interests are pursued by the Ger�an Employers Coi:fede�ation (D3A). 

It is composed largely of associations of ecployers o rgacizec by :.ncustry. 

Approximately 90% of all German private enterprises (ecploying about 95% 

of the work force) belong to an enployer's association and �ost are 

affiliated to the DBA. 



Union-management collective barg�ining is typically conducted 

between an industrial union and an employer's association. Resultant 

collective agreements are binding on employers in given provinces or 

regions of the country. In the metalworking industry bargaining for 

wages typically takes place annually between the Employers' Association 

and IG Metall. For steel companies jobs in the industry are broken into 

eight categories and minimum wages and average increases are negotiated 

for each category. Overtime rates and other generally applicable wage 

issues are also negotiated. In addition to the wage contract IG Metall 

has ten or more other contracts with the association on specific issues. 

There are, for example, agreements regarding the procedures which an 

employer must follow if a layoff appears to be warranted, vacations, 

technological change, apprenticeships, union shop stewards and the 

humanization of work. These agreements do not expire at the same time. 

Some of them last for up to 5 years. 

The Employers' Association also negotiates with a DAG white-

collar union. However, most white-collar workers are, in fact, in IG 

Metall and the negotiations with· the white-collar union tend to follow 

the Metall pattern. Legally, collective agreements apply only to union 

members. As a matter of practice, however, the terms are applied to 

all relevant employees irregardless of union status. As in Canada, 

unions are not permitted to strike for higher wages while a wage agree

ment is in effect and illegal (wildcat) strikes are unco::mon. 

Within the metalworking industry white-collar workers have a 

17 

choice of joining IG Metall which is affiliated to the DGB nr the white-

· collar union affiliated to the DAG. The workers might a:so beco�e a 



me�ber of the Christian trade union •. Thus in a .small office one might 

find one clerk who is a member of Metall and a second who is a member 

of DAG, a third who belongs to the Christian union and a fourth who 

belongs to no union. There are no legally-sanctioned mandatory union 

membership provisions in German collective agreements. German unions 

do not believe in coercing people to join who do not want to join and 

such an agreement would probably be an illegal infringement of the 

right of free association.. The German labour courts have ruled that 

"collectively agreed advantages for union members are illegal11•
37 

Most relevant employers in the metal working industry belong to 

the Employers' Association. However, the terms of the agreement may be 

legally extended to those who do not on the joint application of the 

union and the association to goverDment. 

Within each individual enterprise numerous additional employment 

issues need to be worked out: actual hours of work, wage payment 

procedures, holiday scheduling, piece rate systems, recruitment and 

selection standards, job classification, transfers and individual dis

missals. In West Germany such issues are negotiated not by a local 

union. Instead they may be established unilaterally by the employer or 

be negotiated by a works council elected by all relevant employees 

whether union members or not. German law requires the establishment of 

such councils. However, since enforcement procedures are lax there are 

wany companies (especial�y small firms) in which there is no function

ing council. These bodies have no formal connection with the union 

but IG Metall is entitled to nominate councillor candidates and in 

practice most councillors are active trade unionists. The councils are 

18 



not permitted to strike but impasses concerning most issues may be 

taken to binding arbitration. In addition to negotiating substantive 

terms and conditions of employment the councils also monitor the 

collective agreements and the application of employment law. 

If a German worker has a grievance he may turn to his super

visor, his works counsellor or a shop steward, or he may go directly 

to the local union office. In recent years Metall has made strenous 

efforts to establish a network of union shop stewards in plants but 

even where they do exist their functions and stature are. restricted. 

The worker may also take his grievance to the labour court if no satis

faction is received from his/her initial efforts. If he/she does so 

most likely the worker will ask the union to present the case. The 

courts are manned by professional judges, familar with labour law and 

practice, who are app�inted only after consultation with employers and 

unions. The Labour Courts will entertain grievances not only over the 

application of the collective agreement but also on alleged infringe

ments of law or Works Council-Employer agreements. Before handing down 

38 
a judgment the Courts attempt to conciliate disputes. 
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The major union federation (DGB) does not negotiate collective 

agreements with the Employers' Federation (DBA) but in several European 

countries bargaining at this level does take place. In Sweden, for 

example, the LO (the Socialist Labour Federation) negotiates a 11Frame" 

agreement with the Swedish Employers Confederation.
39 

This agreement 

calls for an average increase in the wage bill of employers and may have 

oore detailed provisions for certain categories of workers such as women, 

youth and supervisors. Within the "frame" more detailed agreements are 

negotiated at the industry level and within the confines of the.industry 



agreements still more detailed agreements are reached be:ween local 

union "clubs" a nd enterprise or plan t management. Works councils set 

up not by law but by unio n-manageme nt agreement also exist in t�e 

enterprise. Their function is to discuss non-conflictive iss�es of 

joint concern to workers and companies rather than to negotiate dis-

tributive i ssue s of substance. In addition to periodic �age ba=gaining 

the LO and the SAF bas also concluded several long term agr��e�ts o n  

such issues as the procedure for avoiding industrial conflict, safety, 

training, layoffs and work study.40 

Over and above their direct negotiations trade-i.:.nions and t:anage-

ment organizations are able to exert a considerable amount of influence 

on "social" policy. Formal, tripartite consultation regarding govern-: 

ment policy takes place in sev era l countries. In Holland, for example, 

a Social-Economic Council con sisting of union, management and Crown-

appointed public members advises the government on policy initiatives. 
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The government is required by law to consult the Council on all i.tlportant 

social and economic issues. Concensus recommen dations from the Council 
41 generally become government policy. In Sweden, important employment 

issues are investigated by ad hoe Commissions on which union and tr.anage-

ment organizations always have representation. As in Holla�d, govern-

l . d t' 42 ment rare y reJects consensus recom:nen a ions. Throug� sue.� agencies 

labour and management in nany European countries engage i� �hat ac�uJts 

to the negotiation of socio-econoGic policy.43 

In recent years a more explicit form of what has bee� calle� 

"political bargaining" has come into existence.44 This :y�e of bargain-

·ing always includes trade unions and the govern::ient as �a�t�es a�d =ay 



include employers and other interest groups such as farmers and 

professions. "Political bargaining11 leads to a "social contract11 

which may or may not be included in one or more specific documents. 

A "social contract" typically consists of two parts. The unions 

agree to hold do-WO wage demands and strikes in pursuit of their 

demands and government agrees to some package of social legislation 

which may consist of "action on agricultural and other prices, 

corporate dividends, food prices, housing, rents,·industrial relations 

arrangements, industrial government, aids to industry,"p�ivate and 

public investment policy, profits and other incomes, social benefits 

and services, and taxes11•45 For example, the "Social Contract" which 

was in effect in Great Britain during the mid-1970's called for union 

wage restrai�t in return for the abolition of the Industrial Relations 

Act which had been in�roduced over union objectives by a Conservative 

government, food subsidies and a rent freeze, pension and tax reform, 

the establishment of a Conciliation and Arbitration Service. an 

Employment Protection Act, and an investigation of income distribution 

d 1 h d f k I i i i b d f d• 46 an wea t an o wor ers part c pat on on oar s o irectors. 

National negotiations in Sweden recently resulted in a strike which was 

settled when the government agreed to changes in the law �hich would 

improve the economic situation of workers.47 

These examples are indicative of general Euro?ean patterns. 

Throughout Europe industrial bargaining is typically conducted between 
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an Employers' Association on one side and one or oore unions on the other. 

There may be one or several agreements. Typically the �age agreements 

provide for oinimw:i terms or general increases with elabo::-ation left up 



to o.nmlover discret:lnn or to llicnl negotiatio1rn. 

Works Councils are found in most European co�ntries. In some 

cases they have their basis in law, in others through collective 
48 agreements. In several countries they came about because of the 

vacuum created by the generally successful employer strategy of 

seeking multi-employer bargaining. In Germany, Holland an d France 

the unions were not able to establish a viable shop floor presence. 

When councils were first proposed the unions w ere suspicious of them 

because they feared that the councils would usurp their collective 

bargaining functions and therefore reduce union influence . Employers 

feared that they would make inroads into managerial prerogatives. On 

t�e other hand the council idea was consistent with the socialist 

philosophy of class representation. From the employers' perspective 

it was better to deal_with a council of representatives elected by all 

of his employees rather than with outsiders. 

For many decades the arrangement worked in favour of the employer 

who, by and large, was able to dominate the councils and conduct his 

business pretty much as he had done previously.49 Political pressure 

for reform built up during the 1950's and 1960's and during the 1970' s 

these councils were strengthened significantly in several countries . 

�oreover, European labour movements began to demand signific ant worker 

input into more general manage!ilent policy dealing �-i�h production lines 

and schedules, plant closures, =inancial ad�inistrat�o�, investments, 

mergers, and organizational changes. To socialist lcbour �ovements, 
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workers' participation in management if not worker's control of industry, 

·had long been an obj ective . During this period unio�s began to oobi lize 

their energies to advance to�arcs t�is goal . The result has been laws 



regarding the appointment of workers ' representation to the directing 

50 
boards of large corporations much to the chagrin of management. 

The process has gone furthest in West Germany where workers have 

parity with stockholders in choosing directors in the Coal and Steel 

Industry and near parity in other large companies. Despite the fears 

of business, labour-management parity on German boards has not resulted 

in economic disadvantage to the firms. The workers' representatives 

have acted responsibly: Iri fact explosive situations have been avoided 

because the employment implications of issues such as the introduction 

of µew technology or plant closures have been seriously taken into 

51 account at an early stage. 

Multiple unionism is another common feature of European indus-

trial relations systems. It has resulted from the controversial choice 

of socialism as labour movement doctrine and the ensuing proliferation 

of counter-socialist and apolitical union organizations as well as the 

fragmentation of the Left. This development has made North American-

type union security clauses and exclusive representation unworkable. 

Another notable characteristic of European practice is the 

existence of extension of agreement provisions. Such procedures free 

employers from low wage competition and allow the �nio�s to be of 

benefit to more members of the class . Moreover, the existence of these 
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clauses help to explain why employer associations in E::rope haYe generally 

been successful in attracting most large corporaticns into me mbership. 

In order to influence decisions which affect their worf. f orce comuaaies must 

be association members. Moreover, if they stay out of the association 

the unions may be able to concentrate pressure on :he� to gran t concessions 
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over and above industry standards. Characteristically, small 

employers are less well associated. Even if they were to join 

they would still wield only a small influence on association 

bargaining policy.
52 

Contrarily employer associations in North 

America are most prevalent in industries characterized by small 

employers who individually have little power against strong unions. 

Extension of agreement provisions and the propensity of employers 

to apply union rates to everyone also reduces the attractiveness of 

union membership. Thus, in Holland , Germany and Fra�ce . where unions 

do not have a strong position in the workplace and r.on-union members 

receive all of the benefits of collective bargaining without having 

to pay union dues, union membership is relatively le# despite wide

spread union recognition. 

Labour Courts. are also found in most European Countries. They 

perform functions similar t"o private arbitrators or arbitration boards 

but their jurisdiction is much broader. In most co\Jntries the Labour 

Courts will hear cases regarding disputes over the application of the 

"Rules of Work11 whether those rules were established by law, collective 

agreement or works council-employer agreement. 

Since union recognition is not a significant :ssue throughout 

most of Europe, agencies similar to North American labour relations 

boards are rarely found. Great Britain, whose indus:r�al relations 

systew more closely resembles those of North .Anerica, �oes have an 

Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration Service which e�:ertains union 

recognition cases. The service was only established recently, ho�ever. 

24 



Until the past few decades "voluntarism"", the establ:.st:memt of 

union-management arrangements .free of·goverru:ient regulation, �as t�e 

watchword of the British system. 
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As in Sweden, national collective bargaining :akes place in 

several European countries including Austria, Norway, Der:::ia=k, B elgium, 

Holland, France and Ireland. It was a logical step in a lo�g term 

process of bargaining rationalization. In these countries it is clearly 

understood that collective bargaining may have a serious impact on the 

operation of the economy. Thus negotiations which ap?lY to the entire 

economy and take the likely impact of collective bargai::Ung on the 

economy into account make sense. National negotiatio�s are also a 

logical concomitant of socialist ideology. If one pu�orts to represent 

an entire class it is sensible to negotiate agreements equally applicable 

to the entire class. 

Policy consultation and " political bargaining" are also charac

teristic of general European practice. As noted above, influencing public 

policy has long been a labour priority. Union-manage�ent bargaining and 

public policy are alternative methods for achieving the sa::i.e result. 

Thus, to the individual a tax decrease may have the sa::ie effect as a wage 

increase. However, since provisions introduced by legisla:ion are 

usually more universal, they are often preferred by Eu=o?ean unio�s. 

In North America there are no tripartite consul:a=iYe mechanises 

v.'ith the stature and influence of those in Europe. �·ia::y ccnsul:atiYe 

bodies, such as the Economic Council of Canada, do exist. Hcwe•er, no 

tradition has been established which obliges govern�en: to seek consensus 

ahd to follow through on the decisions arrived at as a res�lt o: cor.sensus 

decisions. 



Recent North American developments have been moving to some 

extent in a European direc tion . During the 1970's the Canadian 

Labour Congress argued forcefully for a greater say in policy making 

and the federal government in Canada has consulted with the unions 

to a much greater extent during the 1970 ' s .than previously . T o  date , 

however , little of concrete substance has emerged . 53 

In 1979  a form of s ocial contract labelled the "National Accord" 

was worked out in the U.S. between the AFL-CIO and the federal govern-
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ment. Although the AFL-CIO did not give firm assuranc.es  of wage 

restraint by all of its affiliates it did agree to participate on a 

tripartite Pay Advisory Committee which established wage  guidelines . 

In return the Carter administration committed itself to  several policy 

objectives inclu ding a full employment s trategy , action to protect 

American job s f rom foreign com�e tition and improvement of the quality 
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o f  the human environment . Although not explicitly stated in the "Accord" 

it is  clear that organized labour expected prompt action on full employ-

ment . However, in an election year the winds o f  politics convinced the 

administration that a balanced budget strategy was more important than 

a full employment strategy and it r eneged on the understanding. At 

las t report the Accord was still in effect but neither side was honoring 

it . 

European style vehicles of  " industrial democracy" such as  works 

councils and worker representation on boards o f  direc tors generally have 

not been considered necessary o r  attrac tive to Nor th American unions . 

Mo st believe that s trong local unions and hard bargaining provide workers 

with a substantial say in establishing those "rules of work" in which 

they are nost interested . Never the less recent developments have been 



tending toward European models. Several Canadian provinces 

have recently passed laws requiring the establishment of health 

and safety committees in all relevant workplaces whether a union 

55 
is involved or not. These committees are similar to works 

councils in Germany, although they have a very limited mandate. 

The idea of union representation on boards of directors also gained 

a foothold as a result of the recent Chrysler negotiations in which 

the president of the United Auto Workers was provided with a board 

seat. 

The convergence has not been all in one direction. Thus, 

the push by European unions to establish a firmer presence at the 

workplace is a move in the direction of the North American norm. 

Moreover, s�veral European unions have, in recent years become 

concerned about "fre�-riders", workers who receive all of the benefits 

of union efforts· with.out contributipg to· the· union financial base which 

makes those efforts possible. As a result, they have been experimenting 

56 with various forms of "union security". 
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Industrial Conflict 

The number of man days lost due to industrial conflict in 

Canada and the U. S. exceeds that of most of the industrialized 

countries. (See Table 1) . This widely publicized observation has 

given rise to much popular discussion. On the basis of such figures 

it is often stated that "Canada's industrial relations record is the 

57 worst among industrialized nations except I taly". However, when 

one disaggregates the available strike data a clearer picture of 

Canada's situation emerges. 

Data on the frequency and length of strikes is presented in 

Table 2. Three patterns of strike activity stand out. In France, 

Italy and Australia strikes are frequent but are usually very short. 

In Sweden, Holland and Norway strikes are very infrequent and of 

moderate length. Strikes in Canada and the U. S. do not occur with 

inordinate frequency. Of the eleven countries included in the table, 

Canada ranks fifth and the U.S. seventh in the incidence of strikes per 

million wage and salary earners. In short, the popular conception that 

Canada and the U. S. are very strike prone in contrast to other indus

trialized countries is a fallacy. · Strike volume (e.g. man days lost due 

to strikes) in North America is high because of the combination of 

58 
moderate strike frequency and long duration. 

The position of Canada and the U.S. near the top of the strike 

volume charts is of relatively recent origin. Before World War II many 

countries including Sweden, Norway, Britain, Denmark and Holland ex

perienced higher overall levels of industrial conflict.
59 
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By the late :i3.:,:·'::; :Lr apreared that strikes were "withering away". 
GO 

Hibbs, howe\•er, has recently demonstrateci i:! • .; L oi.,-,,.,e World War II strike 
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TABLE 1 

WORKING DAYS LOST DUE TO INDUSTRIAL CONFLICT, 

ANNUAL AVERAGES, 1969-1978 

A B 

Wage Days lost 
Earners & per 1000 

Days Salaried Paid 
Lost �ployees Wor_Jcers (A�B) 

(OOO' s) 

Canada 7, 312, 893 7, 918 924 

u.s. 40, 532, 922 75, 217 
1 

539 

Italy 21, 420, 365 13, 362 1, 603 

U.K. 10, 607, 700 22, 533 471 

Australia 2, 945, 250 4, 880 604 

France 3, 414, 940 16,622 205 

Denmark 486, 310 1, 920 253 

Belgium 756 '720 3, 058 
1 

247 

Sweden 170, 155 3, 585 47 

West Germany 1, 141, 385 21, 401 53 

Netherlands 1�5, 957 3, 850 35 

Norway 65, 822· 1, 405 47 

Austria 24, 765 2, 307 11 

Source: Days lost: International Labour Office, Yearbook of Lab.our 
Statistics, Geneva, 1979; Paid Workers: OECD, Labour Force 
Statistics, 1967-1978, Paris, 1980. 

1) 1969-1977 only. 
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TABLE 2 

FREQUENCY AND DURATION OF INDUSTRIAL CONFLICT , 

ANNUAL AVERAGES, 19 69-1978 

Number of Strikes Days Los t  
P e r  Million Per Worker .  
Wage _&. Salary Earners On Strike 

63  
1 

10 Belgium 

Denmark 7 5  6 

France 210 2 
Italy 294 3 

Netherlands 6 6 

Norway 11 10 

Sweden 20 9 

U. K. 120 8 

Canada 105 1 4  

u .  s .  7 2  1 17 

Aus tralia 1 , 029 2 

Source : Derived f rom International Labour Off ice, Yearbook of 
Labour Statistics , Geneva, 1979 and OECD Labour Force 
Statis tics 1967-1978, . Paris, 1980. 

1) 1969-19 7 7  only. 
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volune has decreas ed to very l ow l evels . in s o�e countries and has 

inc reased in o thers . ( S ee Table 3) . He has a l s o  shown that the l evel 

of indus trial conf l i c t  is clos ely rela ted to the change in S o cialis t

Labour and Communis t  p ar ty cabine t repr es entation and to the s i z e  of 

th e public budget . In countries with
. 

a high " s ocial .... -ag e" , Hibbs 

ar gues , "politic al competi tion and conflic t b e t..-een l e f t -wing and 

r ight wing p ar t ies in the ele c toral ar ena ( anc pol i tic al marke t p l ace) 

has , to a great ex ten t , replaced indus trial bargaining and conf l i c t  

between labour and cap ital in the private s ector ( the. economic market 

p l ace) as the process shap ing the final d i s tribution o f  na tional income" . 

On th e other hand in " countries governed more o r  l es s  continuously by 

bourgeou� parties o f  the centre and right , the s ta t e  budg e t  or public 

economy remains compar atively small" , and " th e  economic marketp lace is 
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61 therefore the pr imary locus o f  dis tribu tional conflict in the s e  nations" . 

From an indus trial relations persp ective Hibbs ' findings may b e  

interpreted s omewhat d if ferently . In low conflict European countries , 

62 a l arg e part of the " to tal l ab our p ackage" is leg is la t ively determined . 

I n  part this is the result of poli tical party ccr.np e t i t ion . However ,  much 

s o cial legis l a tion is the resul t of l abour-management-government concensus 

agr eements given effect through l aw .  In v ery �road ten::s Europ ean in

dus trial relations d ec is ion making begins a t  the national level where 

g eneral c oncensus is s ought over the dis trib� t ic� o f  the national produc t . 

C o ncensus a greemen ts a t  the na tional l evel a = e  f : e shed out a t  the indus try 

l evel and are further elaborated a t  the l o c a l  l ev e l . For s everal reasons 

s t r ikes are an unlikely r es ul t of high level nego t i a t ions . · :;;a t ional 

bargaining requires a high degree of p r o f e s s � c �a l i sc . !h e r ar t ies are 

cons trained to take the cons e�uences o f  the i= � e : i s ior-s o n  t:1e economy 



- . TAB'!..E 3 

MEAN S TRIKE VOLUME 

BEFO?..E & AFTER WORLD WAR I I 

1918-1938 . 1944-1972 Change 

Non.'ay 2 , 079 100 - 1, 97 9 

Sv:eden 1 ,  713 40 - 1 , 6 7 3  

U . K .  1 , 210 210 - 1 , 000  

N e therlands 700 5 0  650 

Denoark 810 170 640 

Belgium 500 370 130 

I taly 690 710 + 2 0  

France 500 630 + 130  

Canada 4 00 550 + 150 

U . S .  500 700 + 200 

Finland 510 730 + 220 

J ap an 50 300 + 250 

S our ce :  Derived from Douglas A .  Hibbs , Jr . ,  "On the Politi cal Economy 
of Long-Run Trends in S tr ike Activity" , British J ournal of 
P o l itical Science , Apr il ,  1978 . 
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into account . If they did not do s o  they would lose credib il ity and , 

therefo r e ,  p olitical and s o cial supp or t .  Moreover , an irrespons ible 

use o f  po�er could res ul t  in higher rates of inflation , or the preci

pita tion of rec e s s ion , outcomes which would have negat ive cons equences 

for their c onstituents . Failure to agree at the national l evel might 

result in the shu tdown of the economy. 

The availab l e  data sugges t · that few breakdo"1TIS o ccur at high 

levels o f  bargaining in Europe. I f  they d i d  s o  one would expect many 

thousands of workers to be involved in each str ike . However , the 

data indicate that the size of s tr ikes in Europe is about the s ame as 

in North A!!lerica. (See Table 4 ) .  One m ay conclude that when s tr ikes do 

take place they g enerally occur at l ower l evels of t�e bargaining 

structure. Since m any i s sues have been taken out o f  contention at 

hig her levels the range of issues in dispute i s  likely to be narrow. 

In Canada and the U . S .  where bargaining is concentrated at one 

l evel the scope of the issue to be negotiated is much wider. Thus, the 

"stakes" are higher, bargaining process is p_ro bably n:ore complicated 
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and a g r eem ents are larger and more d etailed. Under such circumstances 

Nor th American b ar gaining works remarkably well. Ho�ever , when s tr ikes 

do o c cu r  they t end to b e  long and drawn out . On the o ther h and , s tr ikes 

which o c cu r  at lower levels of mul t i-level b argaining systems are 

rela tively sho r t . In the mo s t  success ful mul t i-level s y s t ems b o th the 

dura tion and incidence o f  s t rikes are l ower than in r � edo�inantly s ingle

level sys te;:is . 

K o r t:h A::lerican indus tr ial relations exper ts have lonr, presumed 

" that conf l i c t  is prinarily a prob l eo of bargaining pr�ces � . They h ave , 

theref o r e , spent an enormous a::iount o f - t ine and e f f o r t  seek�_ng to deve.l op 



TA.BLE 4 

THE S I Z E  OF INDUSTRIAL CONFLICT S , 

Al\1NUAL AVERAGES , 19 69-197 8  

Numb er o f  Numb er o f  
Workers Workers 
Involved Involved 
P er S tr ike Per S trike 

Belgium 375 Sweden 255 

Denmark 582 U . K .  4 8 9  

France 539 Canada 618 

I taly 2 , 086  U . S .  4 4 8  

Neth erlands 97 9 Aus tralia 5 5 6  

Norway 4 2 6  

Mean 668 

S our c e : International Labour Of fice , Yearb o ok o f  Labour S ta t is tics , 
Geneva , 19 7 9 . 
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techniques such as conciliation , arbitration , med�arb , fact-finding 

and f inal offer s election . In international perspec tive , however � 

the problem appears to be largely one of the s truc ture of  bargaining . 

As long as so much is expected o f  decentralized decision making it 

is unlikely that the overall level o f  conflic t in 1>or th America will 

be reduced to levels common in Nor thern Europe .  

Terms and Conditions o f  Work 

Workers in the U . S .  and Canada who belong to s trong trade unions 

receive total compensa tion which is equivalent to or better than that 

of workers in mos t other nations . 

Average  wages in the U . S .  and Canada have historically exceeded 

those  in o ther nations . During the 1 9 70 ' s , however , the North American 

wag e  advantage over Europe eroded subs tantially . In some European 

countries manufacturing wages now exceed those  in the U . S .  and Canada 

and mos t  countries have closed the gap substantially . (See Table 5 ) . 

A b e tter indication of economic welfare than wage rates is pur-

chasing power level . In t erms of  the ability of  wages to purchas e goods 

and services , Table 6 indicates that North American workers s till have a 

solid advantage over workers in mos t  o ther countries . 

North American unions have also been suc cess :ul in negotiating 

ext ens ive fringe benefi ts : vacations , holidays , sickness insurance ,  

pensions , suppl ementary unemployment insurance and s everance benefit� . 

Through collec tive bargaining and grievance procedures unionized North 

A:nerican workers have been able  to par ticipate in tte establishment and 
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ad�inis tration of  procedures for j ob classification , dis cipline , trans fers , 

layo f f s , promo tions , subcontrac ting , manning s chedules , plant loca tion and 



TABLE 5 36 

INDICES OF HOURLY WAGES 

IN MA.1'i"U'FACTURING , 1 9 6 7-1 9 7 7  

1967 1972 1 9 7 7  

Belgium 36 50 85 

Denmar k  5 7  7 3 1 1 6  

Finland 39 4 2  64 

France 30 3 8  5 5  

I taly 25 3 6  4 3 ( 1 9 i 6 )  

Canada 7 9  9 4  106 1 

Netherlands 34 5 0  8 4  

Norway 4 9  6 5  108 

Swit zerland 4 3  5 7  8 7  

Britain 4 1  4 9  4 8  

Sweden 64 8 2  1 0 3  

U . S .  100 100 100 

West Germany 4 1  6 0  85 

Austria 24 3 3  5 5  

Source : Wages and Total Labour Costs for Workers ,  International Survey 
1967-197 7 ,  Stockholm , Swed ish Emplo yers ' Conf ed era t ion , 197 9 .  
Hour ly wages include time rates, piece rates, shift supple:i.ents, 
overtime payments,  regularly paid bonuses and pre:iiums, and 
payments for leave, public holidays and other paid individual 
absences . D a ta from which the indices were calc ula ted are 
presented in Swedish currency (ore) per wo rking hour. 

1 )  Canadi an rates temporarily exceeded those in the U . S .  �n the mii-
1 9 7 0 ' s  largely be caus e of a shor t- t erm Canadian excha�ge ra t e  
advantage . 
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TABLE 6 

I:NDICES OF PURCHASING 

POWER LEVELS, 1979  

U.S. EUROPE 

Chicago 110 Amsterdam 8 6  

Los Angeles 106 Brussels 74 

New York 90 Copenhagen 70 

San Francisco 103 Dublin 62 

Dusseldorf 7 8  

Mean 102 Geneva 88 

Helsinki 55  

London 55 

CANADA Milan 55  

Montreal · 94 Oslo 60 

Toronto 98 Paris 64 

Stockholm 71 

Mean 96 Vienna 75  

Zurich 100 

Mean 71 

Source : Prices and Earnings Around the Globe, Geneva, Union Bank of 
Switzerland, 1 980.  
Purchasing Power levels refer to the ratio of labour expended 

(measured in terms of the number o f  working hour s ) to the costs 
of a standarized basket of goods and services. Data are based 
on a survey of twelve occup ations :  primary school teachers , 
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bus driver s ,  auto mechanics , cons truc tion worker s ,  too lmakers/ 
la the opera to r s , cooks, d epartment r::a-c.ag ers , e l ec tric a l  
engineers , b ank teller s , s ecretaries , s ales�ocen , textile workers 
(femal e) .  
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the e f f e c t s  on emp l oy e es o f  t e chnolog ical chang e . . Most No rth 

American experts c o nsider the grievanc e pro cedure and the bo dy o f 

p riva t e  wo rkpla c e  l aw flowing from publ ished arb i trato rs re ports to 

64 b e  a maj o r  accomplishment. Decentralized b argaining provides 

individual wo rkers with the o pportunity to partic ipate c los ely in 

38 · . 

d . . ki d .  h . "65 ecisio n-ma · ng regar ing t es e issues. Thus, the strategy of No r th 

American unions to focus most effo rts on winning concessions from indi-

vidual employers has provided · signifi cant b enef i ts to the wo rkers 

· involved . These b enefits have been most substantial in those cases 

where union bargaining power is strongest. No rth American legis-

lation (unlike works council l aw in West Germany , for exampl e ) do es not 

r equire management to reach agreement with �orker representatives on 

issues in dispute . Where management power exceeds that o f  the union 

involved many of the issues listed above have remained within the dis� 

cretiein of the em ployer·. Contrary to Euro pe where works council legis-

lation and board representation provide most employees with a legal 

right to participate in managerial _ _  decisions via elected o fficials a 

large percent of North American workers have no collective rep resentation 

rights whatsoever. The may opt for uni oniz ation if they c hoose but to do
. 

so 

i s  gene rally t o  be dis loya l , insult ing and openly crit ical of the employer .  

The oaj o r i ty o f  employe es i n  No r th �erica d o  no t b el o ng t o  tra de 

unions l argely , a s  no t e d  above , b ec au s e  o f  e�ployer opp o s i tion and the 

s tr u c tur e o f  th e l aw .  As a r e s ul t ,  mo s t  worke rs d e? e n d  o n  individual 

b a r g a ining and the ac t i on of l e g is l a t o r s  as th e : r  ceth o d s  fo r pa r tic i pating 

in ewpl oynent d e c i� ions . Table 7 p resents es t icates o f  c omp a r a t ive union 

d ens i ty in s everal countr i e s . The Eu rope-Nor th A:uerica d_i f f  e r ent i a l  i n 

t e �s o f  �orker c overage under co l l ec t ive agree=ents i s , h o�ever , nu c h  



.TABLE 7 39 

TRADE UNION DENSITY 

Country Percent Country Percent 

Belgium 7 0  Netherlands 39-4 0  

Canada 37 Norway 63 

Denmark 65 Sweden 82-83 

Finland 78 Swit zerland 3 7 

Wes t Germany 4 0  Uni ted S tates 28-29 

Great Britain 51-52 France 25 

S ource :  Everett M .  Kass alow , "Indus trial Conflic t and Cons ensus in the 
U . S .  and Wes tern Europe" , in B .  Martin & E . M .  Kassalow (eds . )  
Labour Relations in Advanced Industrial Societies , Issues and 
Problems , New York , Carnegie Endowment for International P e ace , 
1980 . The data are es timates by "the author of union membership 
as a percent of non-agricul tural wage and salary earners in 1 976 . 
The es timate for France is froi:n Hugh Clegg , Trade Unionism Under 
Collective Bargaining (Oxford : Basil Blackwell , 197 6) . 



larger than the table would sugges t .  For exar:ipl e ,  in G ermany and the 

Netherlands mo s t  workers are cove�ed by collec t ive agr e ements even 

though the l evel of unionization is l ow .  

Until recently No rth American unioni s t s  bad a cl ear advantage 

over their European counterparts in terms of their abili ty to hold 

management ac countable for i t s  d ecis ion and to p articip ate in tho s e  

decis ions . Al though European coverage o f  the work force was g reater 

the p ar t i cipatory proc edures were weaker . Ho�ever , with the intro

duction of new legisla tion granting works co unc ils more 
_
righ�s and 

p roviding workers '  r epresentatives on boards of dir e c to r s  a s  well as 

union efforts to s tr eng then their workplace o rg anizations , the s i tua tion 

may be s ignificantly changing . Clearly the ability o f  Europ ean workers 

to p articipa te in management decisions has b een improved considerably 

while there have b een f ew such g ains in North America . 
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The early , intensive and continuous p o li tical efforts o f  European 

l abour have produced sub s tantially b e tter social benefits than have the 

r ela tively recen t  and more modes t efforts of the U . S .  and C anad i an l abour 

movements . The U . S .  spends consider ably les s o n  social s ecurity as a 

p erc ent o f  g ro s s  dome s tic product than o ther indus triali zed countries . 

( S ee Tab le 8 ) . In C anada , where a unif ied l abour movement has p ursued a 

cons is tent poli cy o f  lobbying and party s uppo r t  for the pas t 20 year s , 

the " s o c i al wag e" is s omewhat higher . Unlike th e U . S . , for example , 

C anad a  has unive rsal medical coverage and l eg ally manda ted holiday s and 

vac ations . 

In European countries the labour poli tica l s trategy was put into 

e f f e c t  earlier and was more thorough . I t  �as al s o  co r e  succ ess ful . Labour 



TABLE 8 

EXPENDITURES ON SOCIAL SECURITY BENEFITS 

AS A PERCENT OF GRO S S  DOMESTIC PRODUCT , 1973-19 74 

COUNTRY PERCENT COUNTRY PERCENT 

Canada 13 . 5  Wes t Germany 19 . 4  

u . s . 11 . 7 Sweden · 23 . 9  

Aus tria 17 . 4  U . K .  13 . 6  

Belgium 1 9 . 4  Norway 17 . 2 

Denmark 20 . 5  I taly 19 . 7  

France 1 9 . 1  Holland 23 . 9  

Source : The Cos t of Soc ial S ecurity ,  Ninth International Inquiry , 
197 2-1974 , Geneva , International Labour Office , 197 9 .  
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and S oc i al Democratic par ties have contes ted the primacy o f  moderate 

and cons erva tive parties at the national level . for s everal decades . 

As a result , the "so cial l.Tage" in mo s t  European countries cons iderably 

exceeds thos e  of bo th Canada and the U . S .  

Nor th Amer ic an workers also have les s j ob s ecurity than their 

European coun terpar t s . Unemployment rates in Cana d a  and the U . S .  have 

ex ceed ed tho s e  in Europe for many years , al though r ec ently unemployment 

in a f ew European countries has climbed . (See Tab l e  9) . To some extent 

the d ifferences are due to factors o r iginating out s ide of the indus trial 

r elati ons sys t em .  Fo r example , l abour forces h ave b een growing f as ter 

in Nor th America th a t  in Europ e .  Bu t indus trial relat ions cus toms and 

l aws are als o , in par t ,  r espons ibl e .  Thus , employers in Canada and the 

U . S .  regul arly l ay o f f  worke r s  during brief downturns i n  t he e conomy 

whe.re as such p rac tice s  are c ons id ered unaccep table in many European 

. 66 countries . 

The political s trategy o f  European l abour has also p aid off in 

o ther ways . For example , the l ab our movements in Europe a r e  more in-

tegrated into s oc iety . They are considered to b e  e s s ential ins titutions 

4 2  

in democratic s o c iety . Labour and management in Europe are o f t en referred 

to as "So c ial P a r tners " .  Al though bo th sides vigorously pursue their own 

inter e s ts in the indus trial relations ar ena , they a l so respect the public 

interes t and a t t emp t to cooperate in pursuing c ompromises in the general 

interes t .  

Contrarily No r th American Indus trial Re la tions sys t ems are ad-

versarial in natu re . Org ani zed l abour ' s  po s i tion i n  s o c i e ty is less well 

assured . S el f - interes t is pursued more narrowly and the public interes t 



TABLE 9 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES 

1967-197 9 

U .  S • CANADA FRA.�CE W. GERMANY ITALY SWEDEN NORWAY U .  K .  

1967 3 . 7  3 . 8  1 . 8  1 .  7 5 . 3  2 . 1  0 . 7  

1968 3 . I+ 4 . 4  2 . 1  1 . 2  5 . 6  2 . 2  1 . 1 

1 9 6 9  3 . 4  4 . 4 2 . 3  0 . 7  5 . 6  1 . 9  1 . 0  

1970  4 . 8  5 . 6  2 . 4  0 . 6  5 . 4 1 . 5  0 � 8  

1971  5 . 7  6 . 1  2 . 6  0 . 7  5 . 4 2 . 5  N/A 

197 2  5 . 4  6 . 2  2 . 7  0 . 9  6 . 3  2 . 7  1 .  7 

1973  4 . 7  5 . 5  2 . 6  1 . 0  6 . 3  2 . 5  1 . 5  

1974 5 . 4  5 . 3  2 . 8  2 . 2  5 . 3  2 . 0  1 . 5  

1975  8 . 3  6 . 9  4 . 1 4 . 1  5 . 8  1 . 6  2 . 3  

19 7 6  7 . 5  7 . 1 4 . 4 4 . 1  6 . 6  1 . 6  1 . 8  

1 9 7 7  6 . 9  8 . 0  4 . 9 4 . 0  7 . 1 1 . 8 1 . 5  

1 9 7 8  5 . 9  8 . 3  5 . 2  3 . 8  7 . 2  2 . 2  1 . 8  

1979 5 . 7  7 . 4 5 . 9  3 . 3  7 . 6 2 . 1  2 . 0  

Source : 1967-1978 :  OECD , Labour Force  S tatis tic s , 1 9 67-1978 , 
Paris , 1980 . 197 9 : OECD , Labour Force  S tatis tics , 
Quarterly Supplement , Paris , May , 198 0 .  
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in union-management relations i s  less often and less explicitly 

taken into account . As noted above , recent research sugges ts that 

the l evel of overt conflict is largely a function of sys tems differences . 

In the low conflict European countries , trade unions are more 

legitimate , labour and management pursue a cooperative s trategy taking 

account of the public interes t ,  collective bargaining is more centralized , 

and a larger part o f  the " total p ackage" is d ecided in the political 

arena . 

In summary , the vigorous political s trategy pursued by European 

labour has produced a "social wage" and general benefits considerably 

higher than those o f  the U . S .  and Canada where  the dominant emphasis of  

organized l abour has been on decentralized bargaining with employers . 

On the other hand North American business unionism has produced more 

worker influence on managerial decisions at the workplace but only for 

a minority of workers . This situation has been changing during the p as t  

f ew decades . North American labour has become more politically active 

and European labour has more forcefully p ushed for more workers ' parti-

cipation in management .  
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