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- Abstract -

An International Comparison of Indusrial Relations at the Work Place

Kazuo Koike

Hohsei University

in Japan, where labor unions are organized at the company level, industrial
relations are said to be unique. Is this really true? While comparing
industrial relations in Japan with those in the United States and West Germany,
| will inquire as to what extent industrial relations in Japan are similar to
and, indeed, in what way these are different from, industrial relations in other
countries. | will also examine the question of what type of industrial

relations will dominate in the future,

Although there is a lack of information which proves this point, if one
carefully observes labor unions in the‘ U.S., Japan, and West Germany, one
discovers that these unions are, in fact, striking similar in function and
organization. First of all, as far as organization is concerned, the basis of
industrial unionism consists of labor organizations present in almost every firm

or establishment. Also, with respect to function, industrial relations in the
u. S , Japan, and West Germany display similarity in the sense that matters which
are important to workers such as promotions to work involving hlgher salaries,
transfers which lead to different types of work, layoffs and salaries which vary
according to the worker or type of work are determined through negotiations

hetween managers and employees at the firm or establishment level.

Of course, despite these basic similarities in nature, there are
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international differences in industrial relations. [f one closely examines
organizations at the company and establishment level, one finds that these

organizations are divided into three types:

A. In the U.S. and Japan formal union organizations exist at each
establishment level. “Formal” organizations are those which can collect union

dues.

B. In West Germany, on the other hand, each establishment level is warked by
“employee organizations wh}ch are not legally recognized as labor unions. From
the standpoint pf their functions, however; these organizations ought to be

considered labor uhions.

C. In England informal labor union organizations exist and function at each
establishment level. ”Informal” organizations are those which can not collect

union dues.

In terms of function, such as coping with economic change (expansion and
decline), industrial relations in Japan ‘tend to contribute more to economic
growth than those in any other country. Japan’s industrial refations allow for
easy improvement of job skills at the work place. On the other hand, Japan’s
~industrial relations are most inapt to reductions in the workforce. High-cost
workers bear the brunt of such reductions, whereas, in the U.S. the situation is

exactly the reverse. In the U.S. industrial relations are not suited to
promotion of job skills. Layoffs follow in réverse order of seniority. Thus,
layoffs are concentrated on low-cost labor. In these respects, West Germany

seems to fall somewhere in between the U.S. and Japan.

| believe that similarity among nations in terms of industrial relations

stems from the nature of modern job skills. Most firms have adopted a
- A—2




step-by-step system -of improving skill through the aquisition of practical
experience. Thus, most matters which are important to workers must be negotiated

on the individual firm or establishment level.

International differences in industrial relations stem from differences in

the extent to which the systems of skill formation -descrihed above are
employed. | do not fufly understand how these éystems function in practice,
however, when viewed in terms of age-wage profile, West ‘Germany and other
Western European countries appear toremﬁldy methodé of skill formation to the
least degree. U.S. firms seem to adopt szstemé whereby on-the-job skill
increases over a long period of time. In Japan, on-the-Job:training is employed
to its greatest 'extent.v Experience within the firm is_fwidely varied and
extensive. In this way Japanese firms strive to create intellectually skilled
tabor witﬁ excellent ability to cope with unusual situatiéhs and changes of

circumstance.

If the electronic andrservice sectors continue to expahd, the need for this
kind of intellectually skilled labor will become even greater than it is today.
Coping with unusual circumstances and change will most likely be left more and

more in the hands of people as machines perform standardized and repetitious
work. If such becomes the case, the mainstream of industrial relations of the
future wfll likely be that which is aimed at improving the intellectual skills

of the workforce.




Figure 1 An International Comparison of iIndustrial Disputes
—~ No. of Working Days Lost per 1,000 Employees
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Source: ILO (International Labor Office), Yearbook of Labour Statistics. Figures
for the US (firms with 1,000+ workers) are from the Monthly Labor Review.

Note! In the latter half of the 1970’s, total US industrial dispute statistics
were significantly changed and limited to disputes of large scale
enterprises (1000+ workers) that appeared in newspapers. The figures are
adjusted in this chart so that the level for large scale enterprises is
equal to that of all enterprises in the period 1970-4.
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Table] Content of Wage Settlements
~— Steel, Big Five, 1983

(1) Wage increase

1. Wage increments ¥ 6,800 for a "standard worker" '
(35 erage, 15 years of service)
a. Increments in basic rate ¥ 3,200

b. Yeafly increments _ ¥ 3,600
2. Distribution =

a. ¥ 1,600 fof’ﬁon job rate

b. ¥ 1,600 for job rate

(2)‘R€tirémeht Pay (Lump sum payments)
Increment ¥ 400,000 for a productién workers
(57 6f'age; 32 years of service)
(that is, from ¥ 11,400,000 to ¥ 11,800,000)

(3) Supplementary Compensation for injury through work accidents

Grade of injury increments amount of compensation
Grade 1,2,3 & death ¥ 1,000,000 ¥ 19,000,000
Grade 4 ¥ 700,000 ¥ 3,500,000
Grade 5 ¥ 600,000 ¥ 2,900,000
"o14 ¥ 100,000 ¥ 250,000
Note: i For Sumitomo only, a very small difference exists:

a. increment for non job rate ¥ 1,613 and
b. increment for job rate ¥ 1,587

Source: Ministry of Labour, Shirydo Rodo Undoshi, 1983




Table2 Diffusion of Joint Consﬁltationi_

-~ Percentage of establishments wiﬁh joint consultation
machinery, 1977

No. of employees . . Total . Firms B Firﬁs
in firms S with labor without
unions _ - labor unions

Total -~ 70.8 82.8 o 40.3
5,000 and more 92.6 94.1 67.2
1,000 - 4,999 - 85.7 0.6 463
300 - 999 73.0  82.3 42,4
100 - 299° 54.7 , 69.8 ‘ 38.0

Source: Ministry of Labour, Roshi Communication Cybsa for 1977, 1979.




Table3  Topics in Joint Consultation Plans
-- 1977, 1,000 - 4,999 employees

Percentage of establishments
To negotiate To discuss
at all grades
(1) Major policy of management : 8.2 69.5
(2) Major plan of production and sales 10.0 69.1
(3) Changes of company organization 19.9 76.8
(4) Mechanization of production and 38.3 77.6
office work
(5) Transfer 41.1 72.7
(6) Redundancy 14.9 82.1
(7) Working hours and holiday plan 79.6 85.0
(8) Retiremeunt benefits 74.4 80.5
(9) Administration of fringe benefits 54.5 83.3
and facilities

Source: the same as table 2.




