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Individualism, Collectivism and Social
Dialogue in National Training Systems:

A Reflection

Richard Pickersgill
Charles Sturt University

widely appreciated. In this process the generic term Vocational Education and Training

The role of a skilled and educated workforce in national social and economic development is

(VET) or the more specific Continuing Vocational Training (CVT) used byl the OECD to refer
to worker education and training are necessarily linked through the meaning of the wprd ;o
employment, thus also to that 'nexus of institutions_, practices and qutcome_zs associated with the
world of work’ (Kaufman, 1993, p. 194, as cited in Lansbgry _& E:ckersglll, 2002, p. 235). The
employment relationship is therefore also central to the institutions ‘of National Tran'nmg ?nd
Innovation Systems. Training has also been increasingly seen as a firm level HRM issue; as
outside collective bargaining arrangements and between an t(ndlyl_duallworker and the employer.
The fragmentation of occupations, unitarist managements, md_wrduallst approaches to Iegrnlqg
and the influence of human capital theory on public policy combine s_yrnptoms and causes in f[hls
process. However, recent OECD studies on ‘rethinking humgn capltall’ have begun to consider
the impact on collective social partnerships that have underpmngd natlxon_all VET/CVT. The paper
reflects on the context of these trends and concludes that excessively mdtVlduahs‘g practices may
weaken the collective institutional arrangements that support effective skill formation.

The public domain is awash with a range of
abstract terms that purport to describe or
explain major structural changes in society
and the economy that have occurred in the
late 20th and early 21st centuries. The need
to develop ‘competitiveness’ in the face of
‘globalisation’ and the need to ensure
‘ﬁfelong learning’ to support ‘the knowl-
edge economy’ are only some of an ever
changing list of terms presented as descrip-
tions, explanations or paths to salvation.
The aim of this paper is to reflect on
some of these concepts as they apply to
VET in particular and skill formation more
generally. Limited space means that the
paper is not intended as a rigorous analysis
of recent socioeconomic change, nor an
exhaustive exploration of contemporary
VET. Rather, it is to take an opportunity

to raise issues — to ‘continue a conversa-
tion’ in contemporary usage — that the
author and colleagues have raised elsewhere
(Pickersgill, 2004; Rushbrook &
Pickersgill, 2004), with the hope that
discussion might be expanded into new
areas. The paper suggests that a return to 2
critical use of basic analytical concepts in
discussions of ‘work’, and education and
training for the purpose of work, would be
more productive than uncritical acceptance
of short-term policy prescriptions based on
little more than passing conceptual fashion.
Implicit is a perspective which argues that
in the Australian context:
The particular challenges of the 21st
century are not likely to be met by repro-
ducing training and industry models
drawn from an idealized past (or for that
matter an idealised future) ... Public
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policy in the past was never uniquely
enlightened nor always consciously
directed. Private commercial interest
rarely considered the public good.
However, where successful, the technical
education system responded positively to
real, concrete conditions. Contemporary
society is the product of historical process
and Australia has, since European settle-
ment, been ‘tethered to the world’.

There seems little reason to suppose the
needs of the future, and the best basis from
which to respond to it, will be markedly
different (Pickersgill, 2004b, p. 24).

The Challenge of Globalisation

To respond to real conditions it is necessary
to reflect on the concepts we employ to
describe and analyse these conditions.
Globalisation is the key term around which
policy responses, and policy discourse more
generally, have revolved. Globalisation has
frequently, (if implicitly), come to be under-
stood as an entity that exists in its own right,
and as such exercises causal power. It has
come to assume, in Aristotelian terminology,
a teleological status of a ‘final cause’. This
subsumes prior (efficient, formal and mater-
ial) causes and necessitates the end towards
which policy must be directed. A revealing
anecdote about the New Zealand Treasury
during its most extreme neo-liberal phase in
the 1980s was that the standard reply from
Treasury officials to any lay suggestion to
ameliorate what, in Treasury’s view was a
self-evidently progressive social and economic
agenda, was “TINA’, That is, There Is No
Alternative. TINA was not confined to
Aotearoa/New Zealand.

In this radical neo-liberal conception of
civil society, constituent parts exist as
material causes for the realisation of the
final ideal social form towards which the
‘invisible hand’ necessarily leads. Society
becomes the sum of ‘individual’, ‘rational’,
decisions within models of perfect product
markets. ‘Market failures’ are never failures
of the market ideal. They are failures to
implement a perfect market, failures to

which the neo-liberal response is to inten-
sify individualist policy prescription.

To what extent can globalisation really
be considered an entity, and an entity that in
itself has causal power against which we can
only respond with TINA? Is it not the case
that that the term globalisation is a descrip-
tion of a range of identifiable and separately
analysable processes and products of social
change. These include the effécss of market
liberalisation, more rapid transportation
systems, transnational movements of
populations, the expansion of digital
communications and the like. Considered
separately, each of these may (or may not)
be considered to have causal powers
(whether necessary or contingent) that affect
society. But globalisation would seem to be
no more an entity with its own causal
powers than other descriptive terms used as
a sort of discursive historical shorthand.

For example, ‘the Renaissance’ and ‘the
Enlightenment’ and a more contested term
‘the industrial revolution’ are used in a
general sense to periodise historical change.
But in what sense do we say that the
Renaissance caused Galileo’s analysis of the
periodicity of a pendulum; or the expansion
of mercantilist trade by Italian city-states? In
what sense can it be said that the
Enlightenment caused Paine’s authorship of
The Rights of Man, or caused the French or
American Revolutions, or that the industrial
revolution caused the factory system? It is
possible to argue that such descriptive terms
refer to structural conditions or circum-
stances that are necessary, but not sufficient,
for ideas to arise for concrete historical
events to occur. That is, that ‘people make
their own history, but not in circumstances
of their own choosing’. Or that, more provi-
dentially perhaps, ‘Man proposes, God
disposes’. But the realisation of one or more
(of an infinite number) of potentials, even
where these are structurally limited by a
‘freedom within necessity’, self-evidently
does not establish that therefore there is one
and only one potential, TINA, that is possi-
ble to realise. There are #/ways alternatives.
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If the term globalisation does not refer
to a determinate ‘thing’, it is no different in
kind, nor has more causal power than other
similar descriptive terms such as the
Enlightenment, the Renaissance, the indus-
trial revolution or the 20th Century which
we use to periodise and encapsulate concrete
historical events. It follows that it contains
no explanatory force either, rather it is a
useful heuristic concept. Without causal
power there is no necessary causal relation-
ship between globalisation and similarly
descriptive terms such as a ‘knowledge
economy’. The point is not to argue that
such terms are meaningless. Neither is it to
say that there are not contingent relationships
berween real historically verifiable events in
the world to which globalisation, the knowl-
edge economy and the like refer. On the
contrary, the terms are useful descriptions,
analytical constructs which abstract real and
tangible changes in society and institutions.
Rather, the argument is directed against the
reification of such terms, the turning of
useful abstractions into concrete things.

This is not to reject globalisation. The
issue is to disentangle what is real from what
is reified, both with respect to globalisation
and to the similarly neo-liberal conception
of reified markets. To develop effective
responses to real events requires an under-
standing of those events. A necessary, but
not sufficient, condition for an understand-
ing of the real situation is to establish the
facts of the matter. This is not possible if the
abstract is conflated with the concrete, If it is
accepted that a society’s intentional response
to facts of social change has an ethical
dimension, then distinguishing the reified
from the real is surely an important step in
an important process.

The Nature of Work

It is almost a truism that the ‘changing
nature of work’ has qualitatively affected the
types of skills and knowledge needed by
‘industry’. However, a difficulty with many
contemporary debates on skill formation,
particularly when they are conducted within
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individualist assumptions, is that they tend
to identify benefits to society (public goods)
as, at best, an aggregation of individual
benefits to specific entities. That is to
individual firms and individual workers and
gloss over the fact that these benefits can
only be realised and made meaningful within
broader social contexts. As Vocational
Education and Training is linked &y defini-
tion to the world of work it is useful to
consider what we mean by the term.

A characteristic of work in all societies
is its social character. In capitalist societies
it is primarily the labour expended in
production, whether physical or intellec-
tual, that is exchanged in a labour market
for money. Whether production is of tangi-
ble goods or intangible services, similar
principles apply. As classical political
economists from French Physiocrats to
Smith and to Marx have noted, this social
character of work is manifested both in the
production and subsequent distribution of
the good or service as a commodity
through market processes. This is the case
irrespective of public, private or individual
ownership; or whether the overall produc-
tion process is horizontally or vertically
integrated. Raw materials, whether tangible
or intangible, are transformed into
commodities for sale in external product
markets. Both their usefulness (utility) and
their price (exchange value) are identified
in consumption. Even with volunteer or
other forms of unpaid work, that work or

rpi\'rol'\lp outside 2 socially
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activity is inconce
determined process of production and use.
Coaching a junior sporting team is
meaningless without extended notions of
‘sporting’, ‘team’ or for that matter ‘junior’.
‘Household labour’ is meaningless without
‘household’, with all that implies, and the
role of the household in the production
and reproduction of society.

The Division of Labour

A further characteristic of commodity
production is that the labour expended is
differentiated by its performance in different

production processes and, ultimately at the
point of production, by different individual
workers. Even in the most automated of
science fiction factories, someone presses
the button. This division of labour, partic-
ularly when it was combined with the
application of science and technology,
fascinated early theorists. Adam Smith’s
famous description of the Pin Factory,
where manufacturing stages were broken
down and divided between different
workers, is classic demonstration of the
superior total average output per worker of
the factory system. His view that the
division of labour reflects the extent of the
market has been similarly influential.
Increased production, coupled with divided
labour, has been fundamental to any
understanding of the relations of produc-
tion since. The division of labour has been
fundamental to analysis of occupations and
jobs, and consequently the nature and
distributions of the skills and knowledge
required in VET curriculum.

This combination of the social nature of
work and of the related social division of
labour is implicit in most sociological (e.g.,
Durkheim) or historical analyses of the
nature of work and society. The assumption
of a basic social framework is independent of
specific theories. Pluralists, for example,
presuppose competing interests; Marxists,
classes; labour process theorists, relationships
at the point of production; and Unitarist
management propagandists, the regulation
of employment relationships through
individual contractual relationships. Even
post-modernist discourse ‘situates’ the
‘personal’ in the ‘political’, albeit amidst
scare quotes (Pickersgill, 2004a).

The Significance of the Division
of Labour to VET

Understanding the division of labour
within the world of work is fundamental to
VET research and policy. Consider, for
example, the distinction between a ‘job’
and an ‘occupation’. In undertaking a job a
person will be required to apply a range of

skills and knowledge to a set of tasks which
define (often somewhat vaguely in formal
position descriptions) that job. Occupation
is more broadly defined, in which a person
belongs to a class with overlapping skills
knowledge and professional/trade practice
which might be required to apply to partic-
ular jobs. An important way in which skill-
based classification systems, for example,
industrial awards and agreements and the
Australian Standard Classification of
Occupations (ASCO), recognise this is
through the amount of judgement or
autonomy exercised.

Analysis of specific jobs at the
workplace typically identifies job-specific
skills, although these might also be seen to
necessarily involve more generic underpin-
ning skills and knowledge. The acquisition
of job-specific skills has, historically, been
associated with Taylorist forms of work
organisation and career progression
through labour markets internal to the firm
or organisation.

The concept of occupation involves a
relatively broader distribution of skills and
knowledge and generally assumes more
autonomy in the performance of work.
Obvious examples are the trades and
professions. Both are traditionally expected
to make judgements about the way work is
performed. Generic occupational, rather
than job-specific skills and knowledge, are
crucial for this group and career progres-
sion is typically through participation in
external labour markets.

This distinction is important for
human capital theory, whose assumptions
inform so much of current VET policy.
Human capital theory assumes that returns
on training investments can be realised and
that rational investment decisions depend
on (to a large extent anyway) where the
benefits flow. On this view returns to job-
specific skill formation flow to the
employer. The returns on generic skills
primarily flow to the individual. The
economic rationalist argument which
follows is that individuals should therefore
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invest in their own generic human capital
formation. Under such ‘user pays’ formula-
tions the extent to which the community or
state should invest in generic education and
training which leads to individual returns,
for example, through the public education
and training systems, depends to what
extent notions of public good enter the
equation. Even accepting the desirability of
investments in public goods, whether
community or state investment should be
in the form of a supplier or purchaser
depends on further assumptions about the
efficacy of market individualism. These
questions all have strong ethical dimen-
sions, often hidden by individualised
cost/benefit rationalism. Despite this
simplification of human capital theory,
difficult to avoid in a single paragraph, an
understanding of its current conjunction
with the division of labour and individual-
ist ideologies is important to any analysis of
contemporary VET.

For example, recalling Adam Smith’s
observation that the division of labour is
determined by the extent of the market
goes some way towards understanding the
development of technical and further
education in Australia, and the historical
emphasis on developing generic, not job-
specific skills in TAFE courses (Pickersgill,
2004b). It can also aid the critical analysis
of debates about the recent trend towards
‘customisation’ of VET courses and the
general thrust of OECD debates about the
importance of shifting the cost burden of
VET from the state onto individuals in the
context of individual responsibilities to
engage in lifelong learning. These issues
have ethical as well as economic implica-
tions which are difficult to disentangle
when terms are, as suggested earlier,
continually reified.

Individualism and the Nexus of
Work and Training

The extent that a requirement for ‘knowl-
edge’ at work is new is, and has been,
fiercely debated. In an historical perspective
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is it certainly credible that the gype of
knowledge needed at work is changing. In
the 19th century when Britannia ruled the
waves, it was mechanical understanding
embodied in the (frequently tacit) knowl-
edge of individual ‘mechanics’ that was
crucial. However, by the end of the 19th
century whole new biological and chemi-
cally based industries had arisen, particu-
larly on the continent. These were
increasingly based on the application of
science to industrial processes. The
emergence of formal technical education at
this time is hardly coincidental. The
emergence of new jobs and occupations
and the demise of old ones is not contro-
versial, nor is a growth of competition in
international markets. Industrial competi-
tion between Britain and Germany in the
latter part of the 19th century through to
the Great War is a clear example of the
latter, although by the 1870s, returns on
overseas financial investments rather than
income from commodity exports sustained
the British economy as London became the

“capital of world financial markets. The

global market for capital is modern, but
not a 20th or 21st century phenomenon.

That the late 20th and early 21st
centuries represents an extension of these
longer-term processes is hardly debateable.
Whether they represent a qualitative break
is more problematic. The application of
new technologies, while certainly requiring
new forms of knowing what and knowing
how does not seem, in itself, to be a qualita-
tive change. However, whether admitted
change is ‘qualitative’ or ‘quantitative’ is
less important for this discussion than a
recognition that significant changes are
occurring around the regulation and
control of work.

That full-time permanent employment
has declined and a range of ‘non-standard’

forms arisen in Australia has been much’

discussed (e.g., ACIRRT, 1999; Smith,
2000). A less discussed issue is the implica-
tions for skill formation of the shift towards
a workplace focus in industrial relations,
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symbolised as much as anything by the
adoption of the term ‘employment
relations’. Intuitively it might be thought
that a workplace focus on employment
relations, in the spirit of a rational applica-
tion of human capital theory, would bring
with it a workplace focus on skill formation
and consequent benefits in productivity
and competitiveness. Just the thing for a
‘knowledge society’ in a ‘global’ economy.
The rhetoric supporting ‘industry led’
training stresses an intended institutional
response to this issue and the rhetoric
around workplace and labour market flexi-
bility an employment response. Where
these are reflected in the human resource
management (HRM) literature, training
and skill formation issues in workplace
bargaining are argued to be an integrative
activity, that is, one in which parties have a
common interest and which draws them
together, in contrast to the distributive, and
hence conflictual, nature of wage bargain-
ing (Lansbury & Pickersgill, 2002).

One test is to look at those areas in
employment relations that have most
changed in recent years in purported
response to the need for ‘flexibility’ in the
face of ‘competitiveness’ demanded by
globalisation. Two areas stand out,
Enterprise Bargaining and, in particular,
arrangements involving individual contracts
known as Australian Workplace Agreements
(AWAs). AWAs are a contract between each
individual employee and an employer and
were introduced in the 1996 Workplace
Relations Act. The original intention was to
replace all collective awards and agreements
(along the lines of the then New Zealand
model) with AWAs. However, this failed to
pass the Senate, and hence AWAs were
introduced as a separate stream in the legisla-
tion. An Office of the Employment
Advocate (OEA) was set up to administer
what the government hoped would become
the main form of employment contract. The
ideological position of the OEA has been
made clear by the Employment Advocate

who cited with approval the

Report of World Competitive Practices
Management Leadership in the Workplace
based on interviews with CEOs and
senior managers from 57 of Australia’s
top firms which concluded that:

“There is another significant shift taking
place in the centre of gravity of
Australia’s employment relations, from
the enterprise to the individual.” While
individualisation cannot simply be
equated with AWAs, clearly AWAs must
be seen as part of a trend to individualisa-
tion (Hamberger, 2000).

Whether CEOs of large firms are actually

representative of industry may be debated,

but as Smith (2001) has noted, such

individualism has implications for VET.
The notion of individualisation raises the
issue of entitlement to training. If the
individualisation of training progresses
then the emphasis will move away from
training at the enterprise level to training
at the individual level and this move will
bring into focus national policy on the
entitlements of individual workers to
training and retraining throughout their
careers (Smith, 2001, pp. 38-39).

If skill formation is to perform an integra-
tive function it might be expected that, as
the literature implies, it would be promi-
nent in the formal outcomes of bargaining.
Good proxies for integrative arrangements
might be training, consultative or
teamwork provisions in agreements. Figure
1 traces the inclusion in AWAs of formal
provisions for training and consultation (n
= 1200+) .

The trends do not suggest, at face value
at least, a deep commitment towards the
integration of textbook HRM in formal
employment relations. Figure 2 traces the
incidence of training provisions in over
7000 union and non-union agreements. It
suggests that enterprise bargaining arrange-
ments may not be a training panacea.

The real intention of AWAs are more
casily seen in the range of industry templates
made available to employers as models for
individual contracts on the OEA website.
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