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Labour market

tlexiloility

By Theo Malan

mployment flex:bility 15 becoming a

major 1ssue in most developed
countres It has implications for labour
markel regulations policy, labour statistics,
collective bargaiming and social protection
policies

Data from the South Afrnican Labour
Flexibility Surveys (SALF1) and (SALF2)
conducted in 1395 and 1996 respeclively,
suggests that Scuth Afnican argarisations
are turning towards more flexible labour
practices This 1s being dane through
casual labour, contract labour,
subcontracting lo smaller organisaticns,
homa workers and agency workers
{Standing. 1997 7)

Other forms of employment flexibility
mclude flexible working hours, overtime,
appropnate work practices with productivity
or perfarmance-linked wages, lower wages
for young trainees, iIncentives for more shifts
and job shanng

The rationale for tabour market llexibilty
IS that crgamisations need to competle
internationally They need to respond
rapudly to changes in their business
environments and n product and service
markets. Examp'es of these changes
include:;

O technelogical changes;

O economic and organisational
development needs,

1 chanses in product market cycles which
reguire change in work practices,

Q' new technclogy requining retraming and
mult-skaling (Sullivan, 1992.91)

Labour flexibility influences how easily

these changes can take place (Solow,
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1998} 1115 important to remember that
flextblity means different things to different
people or groups For employers flexibility
usually means a capacity to change things
quickly and at a refatively low cost For
workers and their representatives, llexitnlity
means Insecunty

Workers want certain forms of flexibihty,
such as the capacity to adjust their working
time and pursue 'upward' mobiity However,
trade untons see flexibikty as a device for

Increasing managerial contrel and workers’

Insecurity

The labour markets of the future will
therefore have to combine flexibility and
secunty There are vanous forms of
flexibilty and labour secunty Harnson
ilentifies faur distinct farms of flextbility

(Harnson & Kelley, 1992)

Q  Functional flexibibty This refers to the
adaptability and mobility of employees
to undertake a range of tasks It
tncludes mult-skilling and job rotation.

Q  Numercal flexibility This refers to the
ability of management to adjust labour
mnputs to accommodate product
demand Strategies include
short/fixed-term contracts and
subcontracting

O Wage flexibiity. This involves inking
wages to indiwdual and organisational
performance

Q Temporal flexibiity This involves
varnous patlerns of work hours, shift
systems, part-time work, home working
and temporary work

The ILO idenufies the following forms of

labour secunty
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0O Labour market securnty. This refers to
opportunities to work. High labour market
security means that there is a low or
falling level of unemployment.

QO Emplovment securily Here warkers are
protected by collective agreement,
regulations or convention against
arbitrary loss of emplaoyment.

O Job secunty: Here workers are protected
agawmnst arbitrary transfers between sets of
work tasks and losing job-based nghts.

Q  Work security This s essentially about
working conditions and health and safety
pratection in employment,

O Skl reproduction securily Here workers
have access to acquinng skills or bemng
retraned to ensure that therr skills do not
become ecbsolete or iInadequate

QO /ncome secunty. This protects against
poverty and arbitrary reduction in
Income.

Q AReprasentation securiy, This ensures
that participants in the labour market
have a secure capacity to bargain and
influence the character of employment
They must have a strong 'voice'to
ensure that distributive justice is pursued
consistently Without this representation
security, all other forms of security will be
jeopardised.

Q  Education and training to improve the
skills and demand of labour.

Bargaining councils

Bargaining councils have certain advantages

{Baskin, 1993):

0 Minimum conditions of employment are
set without government interfaranca.

O Competition on the basis of labour costs
is ehminated

0 They play a very important role in
providing benefits,

O They assist with dispule resclution,

QO They promote labour peace.

Howewver, these bargaining councits also have

some disadvantages (Van Rensburg, 1998):
The extension of bargalning council

agreements to non-parties might well result
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in higher wages. Because wages are
standardised throughout a particular
industry, ernployers are more likely 1o agree
to higher wages in the interests of labour
peace than they would have been in the
absence of a bargaining council.

There 1= not a strong link between wages
and productnity.

Bargaining councils intreduce a
component of inflexibifity, as they do not take
into account that circumstances may vary
radically from one enterprise to the next
and from one region to the next. (Steyn,
1993)

Assessing [abour regulations

Labour regulations should be assessed in
terms of whether they achieve three sets of
objectives, and the extent to which the
pursuit of one of those objectives is
compatible with attaining the others:

O Do they provide the workers with secunty
in an equitable manner?

Q0 Do they promote or hinder employment
growth and dynamic efficiency?

O DBothey have a redistributive effect that 1s
beneficial 1o the most vulnerable
segments of society?

If the system relies on detailed codes of

conduct and an rules for processes and

practices, one might ask whether or not the
system s promoling a rigid labour market.

Many policy-makers and observers have come

to believe thal profilable and acceplable

flexibility involves more than deregulation.

Such flexibilty comes about as the result
of a complex set of measures that cover
many aspects of work and enterpnses.
There is a strong emphasis on the skills
requerements and education of the workforce
and on high-gquakhty work.

There 1s also strong emphasis on increased
employee involvernent in the enterpnse and, at
the collective level, the enhancement of long-
term co-operative relations between employers
and employee representatives,

This article will be continued In the next
issue of the Bulletin,
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