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Article abstract
Since the beginning of the present decade, the management of modem organisations has gone through important changes in order to cope with a
more and more turbulent environment. For some observers of the management scène, these changes are looked upon as "fads" and, for this
reason, they are going to make room to new management Systems whose titles are eye-catching. For other observers, the new parameters are the
product of ever-going adjustments to a threatening environment. Within this framework, we are going to analyse how these new parameters
affect industrial relations Systems.
The changing environment
Environmental changes which create pressures on organisations have already been dealt with by writers on organisations. Four dimensions, at
the economy level, deserve to be singled out: industrial structures, conjunctures, market segmentation (product differentiation) and international
competition. Technological changes and cultural values shared by people working in organisations are equally important as contextual
dimensions.
New organisational parameters
Four parameters have been identified here as being types of adjustments to a turbulent environment.
Toward a more strategic view of human resources management
Human resource function within organisations is marked out for a strategic role, where as, in a recent past, it was more characterized by a
reactive stand. This means a leading place for HR function in the corporate strategy formulation and strategic decisions bearing on the future of
organisations are influenced a priori by HR considerations before actions are taken. HR departments and managers are then in a position to build
a kind of organisational capability which is going to yield a competitive advantage, as technology, capital or marketing does. Recent literature
points out that HRM must look at the link between HR strategy and its components in terms of manpower procurement, compensation, labor
relations, etc. HR strategy must also match with corporate strategy, this being a requirement for HR optimal contribution to organisational
efficiency.
The search for total quality
"Total quality" concept is not only a better substitute for "productivity", but it is taking a forefront place in management thinking and jargon.
Productivity improvement, then, is achieved through total quality on the premise that non-quality is getting more expensive for organisations and
society as a whole. In 1986, nonquality in Quebec amounts to 15 billions, that is to say, between three to five billions in the secondary sector and
nine to ten billions in the commercial sector. It is said that, in America, one employee out of four does not produce anything, being busy to correct
errors of others {Business Week, June 8, 1987). Strategies in the area of total quality can be classified in the following manner:
- Actions bearing on customers (innovation and intrapreneurship).
- Employee participation through parallel structures (quality circles, discussion groups, profit and stock-option sharing plans) or through
structures integrated to the existing hierarchies taking the form of self-managed work groups, work units, and other applications of socio-tech
concepts. This latter category of experimentations becomes more and more popular for the following reasons:
The influence of technology being more felt at the level of work structuring or re-structuring, giving thus to the intervenants more room for
socio-tech choices.
The coming-up and so-called "ecologic plants" which tend to be the new way of building organisations of the future.
- The new way of producing goods and services through concepts such as "just in time", Kanban, production "in pull" instead of "in push".
Toward a more personnalized HR management
We recognize that HR management must be more personnalized in order to match the growing importance of individualism in oui society.
"People must be accountable for people" is the idea behind organisational climate survey, career planning and development, employee-assistance
programmes.
Toward more flexibility
This concept, not yet well defined, is borrowed partly from European management literature and draws the attention of scholars as well as
practitioners of HR management. Under this label, we identify at least four types of flexibility which pertain to the structuring of organisations,
the structuring of work, compensation and employment flexibility.
These cultural, economie and technological changes and the necessary adjustments made by business enterprises to cope with these changes and
to remain competitive are an invitation to question the dominant model of industrial relations. By doing so, we join the cohort of scholars and
practitioners searching for alternatives of new paradigms. As a matter of fact, the major impact of these changes can be translated in the
emergence of an "alternative industrial relations System". The attached synopsis is a paired list of the charactenstics of both Systems: the existing
and dominant one as compared to an emergent and alternative System. The comerstones of that alternative System are the "person at work" and
the work group instead of being exclusively based on working conditions and work position. Then, it goes without saying that a multitude of
questions can be raised as to the nature and the chances of survival in the future.
As far as its premises are concerned, it seems obvious that the emergence of such System involves major changes at the level of corporate cultures
and management philosophies: from a culture strongly oriented toward stability to a culture oriented toward flexibility. As to its nature, such
alternative System is based on an idea of collaboration different from the one described in books such as In Search for Excellence, which
exemplified behaviors creating an over emotional investment in the life of the organisation at the risk for the employees of loosing their personal
identity. Instead, it would be more convenient to qualify the type of collaboration which is referred to in this alternative System as being a kind of
"enlisted collaboration" instead of a "spontaneous one".
The survival of an alternative System is far from being ascertained. Some contenders would hold that it is a magie way of getting out of the
present economic crisis. Supporters would tend to say that the alternative System has reached a point of no return, on the basis that through the
years participation is making its way. As a matter of fact, the various applications of socio-tech principles since the beginning of the sixties reveal
that innovation in work organisation is possibly a deterrent to taylorism. However, we should take into account that the intervenants in this
industrial relations System do not move at the same pace. For the time being, employers have taken the pole playing a leadership role in
agreement with a few important unions within well-identified sectors of the economy. Top-level trade union leaders would hesitate to embark in
the collaboration scheme, leaving to affiliates the decision of doing so, whereas State would hold an obvious laisser-faire position.
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