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ABSTRACT

The involvement of social partners in vocational training initiatives is central to the European Commission approach, as exemplified in the Leonardo da Vinci programme.  This paper, which draws on current research concerning innovations in vocational training across the European Union, compares and contrasts the experience of four countries and offers a prognosis for convergence towards a European norm of social dialogue.

Introduction
The model of social partnership is central to the European Commission (EC) approach to vocational training, as expressed in the Cresson White Paper, Teaching and Learning: Towards the Learning Society, and in the principles of the Leonardo da Vinci programme.  The model implies not only equal involvement of the social partners, employers and worker representatives, but also the development of policy through social dialogue, involving collective agreements negotiated between them.  

The Economic and Social Committee (ESC), a consultative forum of the European Commission, epitomises the European model of social dialogue between the three major social partner representative organisations, ETUC (European Trade Union Confederation, or Confederation Européene des Syndicats), UNICE (Union des Industries de la Communauté Européene) and CEEP (Centre Européen de l’Enterprise Publique).  The ESC took on a new significance after 1985 under Jacques Delors, and commitment to an action programme on the social dimension followed the appointment of Vasso Papandreou in 1989 as Commissioner with responsibility for Social Affairs.  With the adoption of the Social Protocol as an annex to the Maastricht Treaty of February 1992, the social partnership model became a central theme of the social dimension of European integration (Hall, 1994).  Significantly, the Social Protocol provided for management and labour at the Community level to implement EC social policy through collective agreements involving the social partners (Milner, 1992).

While much debate surrounding this social dialogue has focused on the extent to which it represents the emergence of collective bargaining at the European level (Teague, 1989; Coldrick, 1990), it is equally significant as a model for sector level dialogue within member states, exemplified in the social partnership approach to Vocational Education and Training (VET).  An examination of social dialogue arrangements in relation to VET within four member states, however, reveals significant differences in social partnership practices.  In seeking explanations for these differences, four models of systems of industrial relations and vocational training will be considered.

The institutional model focuses on different approaches to labour relations within the European Community; Hyman (1994), for example, contrasts the Northern, Mediterranean and Western European approaches.  The Northern European variant involves a centralised, formalised approach, exemplified by the Scandinavian model of social partnership involving strong representative bodies.  Extensive legislation on codetermination and workers’ rights underpins strictly-enforced centralised and sector agreements between employers’ associations and the trade union confederations.  Similarly, in Germany, social partnership is an explicit part of the system, where sector joint bodies as well as sector agreements are especially important, and at the local level, unions have influence through the Works Councils.  The Mediterranean variant is characterised by the political isolation of labour organisations, where government intervention has historically further reduced the influence of trade unions already weakened by employer hostility.  After the unrest of 1968, the trade unions gained more influence through central, formal agreements, but remain largely ineffective at local level.  The Western European approach, characterised as pluralist, voluntarist, decentralised and fragmented, is typified by the UK and Ireland.  With the growth of human resource management and the decline of collective bargaining, the UK is generally perceived as hostile to the social partnership model, and Conservative government policies systematically reduced trade union influence over training, along with most other policy areas.   

The concept of Industrial Order is employed by Lane (1994) to explain differences in patterns of industrial relations and systems of vocational training in three European member states.  Industrial Order, focusing on the interdependence between industrial organisation and the social institutional environment, takes its specific form as a result of critical historical phases of industrialisation.  Thus the state, the financial system, the training and education system, the system of industrial relations and intermediate institutions such as trade associations, are the basic components which shape the development of Industrial Order.  Apart from exceptional radical transformations resulting from war and revolution, for the most part Industrial Orders exhibit a high degree of continuity, but a continuity which is subject to continual incremental change.  In Germany, Industrial Order entails a high degree of legal regulation coupled with industrial self-organisation and a state structure which devolves much to regional government in the Länder.  The financial system is centred on the banks, which provide long-term credit and consultancy services to enterprises. In France, Industrial Order has been historically dirigiste, centred on the role of the state, both through nationalisation of key enterprises and the regulation of investment through control of the banking sector.  The banks are less powerful than in the German financial system, but extend long-term credit to enterprises leading French managers to adopt an equally long-term perspective on investment.  Industrial Order in Britain exhibits continuity in state structures and an attachment to voluntarism leading to minimal political involvement in industrial organisation and highly fragmented institutional structures.  A powerful, independent financial system has led to a dominance of accountants among higher management and forced managers to seek high, short-term returns on capital.

In the market/education model, articulated by Campinos-Dubernet and Grando (1988), a distinction is made between market models and educational models of vocational training systems.  The UK and Italy are characterised as following the market model, where enterprises are responsible for most vocational training, there are few training institutions external to companies and the volume of training tends to be driven by short-term employer needs.  The market model is associated with periodic skill shortages, chronic under-investment in training and employer strategies of poaching skilled labour.  France and Germany are associated with the  educational model, where external institutions play a major role in training, which is viewed in an educational perspective.  

The work/school model, outlined by Lynch (1994), distinguishes work-based systems of VET from other training systems such as school-based and government led systems.  Among the work-based systems, the emphasis in Germany and Denmark is on apprenticeships, while in France there is an employer training tax system.  The common problem with a work-based system is how to encourage providers to supply training in transferable skills.  Norway is cited as an example of a school-based youth training programme.  Adnett (1996) notes the marked differences in terms of educational attainment between the Northern and Southern countries in the European Union, with the Northern states having a higher volume of attainment at higher levels (university and tertiary non-university).  Expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP is highest in the Nordic countries because of the school-based educational system and lowest in Germany where under the dual system apprenticeship is the key route to vocational skill formation.  Participation rates for 17 year olds have risen fastest in Nordic countries and in those states lacking a strong apprenticeship tradition (France, Ireland, Spain).  Participation in CVET is high in the Nordic countries and concentrated in the younger age groups and among those with high educational attainment.

The arrangements for vocational training and associated forms of social dialogue are examined in four member states, Germany, France, Italy and the UK.  These countries have been selected because they capture much of the diversity of European experience and therefore provide a robust test of the models outlined above.  Having explored the differences, the conclusions evaluate the utility of the four models and assess the extent to which we are witnessing convergence towards a pan-European model of social partnership despite continued diversity in the established infrastructure for vocational training and collective bargaining.

Germany

The nature of Industrial Order in Germany means that managers are able to take a more long-term perspective than in the UK, which encourages investment in both technological innovation and human resources.  Moreover, a highly-developed  national system of VET, continuing the traditions of the old crafts (Handwerk), operates in all sectors, with certification by the Chambers.  The tripartite administration of the VET system involves labour representatives in monitoring training arrangements at enterprise level.  The system permits progression from craft worker to technician or even to professional engineer, and management education emphasises expertise relevant to production, so technical skills are valued more highly in Germany.

The dual system of apprenticeship training (duales system) is central to VET in Germany, and entails education in vocational schools (Berufsschulen) linked with a 3-year apprenticeship.  Individual states (Länder) are responsible for vocational schools, while the Chambers of Industry and Commerce (Industrie-und Handelskammern) or Craft Chambers (Handwerkerkammern) oversee half a million approved training providers and monitor the content of occupational training.  Under the dual system, tripartite determination of strategy and training content, with co-investment by workers and enterprises, leads to a nationally-recognised certification of skills for two-thirds of young people who become apprentices. Social partnership exists in the dual system and in arrangements for initial vocational training, although in continuing vocational training, it is much less developed.

Germany (at least West Germany before reunification) has the most highly-trained workforce in Europe, with 60% qualified to the equivalent of at least NVQ level 3 as early as 1978 (Wagner, 1991).  The vast majority of apprentices take the formal examination, and 90% pass this to become qualified skilled workers (Facharbeiter).  With two year’s further experience, workers can enter higher vocational training, providing access to supervisory and managerial posts.   Although some managers rise from the apprenticeship system, most are initially educated in universities and polytechnics, where the emphasis is on knowledge and functional skills, especially production-related functions. German managers are highly qualified, with 37% of Management Board members holding doctorates, and in-house management development is extensive (Randlesome et al, 1990). 

Social dialogue over VET is extensive, involving social partner representation in joint sector bodies as well as discussion at enterprise level and in Works Councils.  There is less trade union involvement in continuing training, especially ad hoc and adaptive training, which is increasing in importance, but institutes like Hans Böckler Stiftung are actively researching ways of increasing social dialogue in these areas.  

France

The attitudes towards investment stemming from the nature of French Industrial Order also extend to investment in human resources, and the percentage of the workforce in France qualified to the equivalent of at least NVQ level 3 is almost as high as in Germany.  Unlike Germany, however, in France VET is predominantly under state control, with the bulk of initial VET undertaken in full-time vocational schools despite the existence of funds for in-company apprenticeships financed through an employer tax (Lane, 1989: 68).   Since VET is largely  administered by educational institutions rather than enterprises, even though a high proportion of young people are qualified to craft or technician level, they are not guaranteed employment in a skilled job (Méhaut, 1992).  

Because of the dirigiste tradition, higher education is designed to produce engineers and administrators to implement state policy (Randlesome et al, 1990).  Over 80% of senior managers, along with those in other key positions within the economy, are recruited from the elite grandes écoles, which serve to perpetuate the social domination of wealthy families.  The education of managers (cadres), whether business school or engineering graduates, is quite divorced from production, and it is virtually impossible for technicians educated for production jobs to become managers.  

Social dialogue on training in France is relatively under-developed, although weak collective bargaining institutions are combined with a statutory framework which generalises collective agreements throughout a sector.  Labour representative bodies were marginalised and excluded both by capital and the state until forced to make concessions following the industrial and political unrest of 1968 (Stoffaës, 1989), and the unions still have little influence over VET even though some tripartite bodies have been established in recent years.  Sector agreements provide a right to vocational training, but trade unions have made limited progress in building upon these at enterprise level, because trade union membership is low and there is little effective workplace organisation.

Italy
Brierley (1990: 186) describes vocational training in Italy as ‘precarious’ because there is no binding legislative framework and no obligation on employers to provide training.  Conflicts between the central and local state, the Ministries of Education and Labour, and between capital and labour increase the ineffectiveness of VET.  Apprenticeships have disappeared from industrial enterprises, partly as a result of union opposition to the exploitation of young workers.  Compulsory education is to14 years of age when the middle school leaving certificate (licenza media) is taken, after which individuals may follow academic, technical or teacher routes for further education, or enter state VET schools (instituto professionale statale, IPS), which take three forms (IPS alberghiero, IPSindustrielle, IPS artigianale).   

Since 1977, the regions have been responsible for VET, but the training system is inadequate because of the dominance of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the economy, the failure of unions to prioritise VET in place of remedial education and the absence of tax concessions or grants to offset the costs of training.  It was usual for large firms to train workers, but once trained they often left for better opportunities with SMEs.  Some industrial enterprises have responded by creating training centres to cater for both internal and external workers, but these are not externally validated.

There is strong central commitment to social dialogue, but the representative infrastructure is inadequate to match this political commitment with effective local influence. The creation of ISFOL (Instituto per lo Sviluppo della Formazione Professionale dei Lavoratori) in the 1970s as an institute to promote workers’ vocational training was highly significant, but has not been translated into effective VET provision.  Many sector wage agreements made since the mid-1970s granted workers a right to 150 hours education per year, with the beneficiaries selected by the works council, but this is aimed at remedying deficiencies in the education system (in the 1970s over 75% of Italians had not attained the level of the licenza media) and cannot be used VET.   

In the absence of publicly-funded VET linked to workplaces, a two-tier system of training has emerged, comprising an ineffective formal institutional system and an informal system ‘submerged’ in SMEs.  Brierley (1990: 191) believes that the challenge of the 1990s is ‘to institutionalize the submerged system, both to give a greater role to the employers and the unions in negotiating training programmes and to make the training system more effective.’  As in France, the Italian unions have made little progress to date in using sector agreements on training to promote vocational training, partly because of the  weakness of local organisation, and partly because of their commitment to remedial education.

The United Kingdom 

The character of Industrial Order in the UK, with the resulting focus on short-term return on capital employed, results in inadequate investment in technology which is matched by under-investment in human resources.  The inadequacy of arrangements for skill formation in Britain are attributed to management short-termism and a tendency to compete on price rather than quality, which would require sustained training in place of poaching skilled workers.  Management training is equally inadequate, with an emphasis on practical experience and generalists rather than qualifications and specialists.  The UK apprenticeship system was in long-term decline until the recent Modern Apprenticeships initiative.  A very low proportion of  the UK workforce is qualified to intermediate level (under 40% reach the equivalent of NVQ level 3 or higher), in contrast with Germany and the Netherlands, where widespread VET produces a high level of skill formation and high productivity (Mason and van Ark, 1994). The UK appears to support Snower’s (1995) conclusion that training market failure can cause economies to get stuck in low-skill equilibriums, and even high-wage differentials may prevent significant supply responses because skilled vacancies are scarce.

In an effort to remedy these deficiencies, the system of VET in the UK was radically overhauled during the 1980s.  Training organisations at sector level were de-regulated and a nation-wide unified system of work-based qualifications was developed.  The statutory Industry Training Boards (ITBs) which had been established under the Industrial Training Act 1964, have (in all but two cases) been replaced by employer-led Industry Training Organisations (ITOs).  The National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ), and the Scottish Vocational Education Council (ScotVEC) were established to accredit National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs) and Scottish Vocational Qualifications (SVQs) relating to occupational standards.  The standards are developed by employer-led Industry Lead Bodies (ILBs), whether the same organisation as the ITO for that sector or a separate entity.  (There are plans for the ITOs and ILBs to be merged as National Training Organisations).  Accredited qualifications are certificated by Awarding Bodies such as the City and Guilds of London Institute, the Royal Society of Arts and the Business and Technician Education Council, which had been the traditional qualifying bodies for VET before the introduction of NVQs/SVQs.    

Social partner involvement is crucial in the establishment of occupational standards, and even in the employer-led ITOs, trade union representatives play a major part in this process.  Despite the marginalisation of the institutions of collective bargaining since the early 1980s, the trade unions have demonstrated commitment to establishing new collaborative arrangements to promote lifetime learning (TUC, 1994; 1995a; 1995b).  Social dialogue over VET takes place at sector, enterprise and workplace levels, and the most important level is determined by the structure of collective bargaining.  At sector level, discussion is rarely through a negotiating forum, and mostly concerns union representation on a sector training body (ITOs and the two ITBs).
The FORCE study of union involvement in sector training bodies found that union influence had not diminished in proportion to representation in the two remaining ITBs (Winterton and Winterton, 1994a).  In the case of the construction industry, the unions’ role is undiminished despite the collapse of union membership through sub-contracting.  Similarly, the change in status of the engineering and chemicals sector training bodies from ITBs to ITOs appeared to have made little difference to the degree of involvement of the unions.  Social dialogue, which is not seen to involve any negotiation, is an intrinsic part of  training body practice for all sectors which are unionised.  

Paradoxically, the removal of statutory union involvement in the sector bodies appears to have increased union involvement in VET, by stimulating greater union interest in  training at workplace level (Rainbird, 1990: 4).  Since collective bargaining is voluntary, informal and very decentralised in private sector industries in the UK, social dialogue is most developed at workplace level.  The TUC  proposed a statutory basis for worker consultation through the formation of Workplace Training Committees (WTCs), formulated along the same lines as health and safety committees (TUC, 1989: 11) and with a statutory responsibility to develop a Training Plan for the enterprise.  In the absence of statutory support, the TUC Guidance Note Joint Action over Training argued that union negotiators should put training on the bargaining agenda and develop a joint approach with employers.  Although statutory underpinning of the training system was seen as necessary to give individuals a right to training (TUC, 1992: 31), individuals’ access to training could be promoted through local negotiation (TUC, 1996).

It is difficult to assess the extent to which unions have generally succeeded in engaging employers on training because the scope of collective bargaining has generally contracted  since 1980, but there have been model examples of successful Training Agreements (Winterton and Winterton, 1994b: 361).  The analogous New Technology Agreements strategy, adopted by the TUC in the early 1980s, enjoyed little success in practice as workplace negotiators were unable to make inroads into technology as a sacrosanct area of managerial prerogative (Winterton and Winterton, 1985).  In a study of multiskilling, the cases which exhibited the most significant negotiation over VET were those where extensive work restructuring and highly developed local trade union organisation required management to engage in meaningful social dialogue (Winterton, 1994), suggesting a contingency approach to social partnership in the UK.

Conclusions
The diversity in arrangements for VET in member states, including the extent of social dialogue, reflect differences in Industrial Order, traditions and institutions, since training systems are ‘embedded in broader systems of social relations with which they interact’ (Rainbird, 1993: 185).  In seeking to summarise and explain these differences, none of the models considered is entirely adequate.  The essential differences between the contexts of VET in the four countries are summarised in Table 1 below.  In terms of its locus, VET is mostly centred on the workplace in the UK and Germany, whereas training is education-led and centred on school in Italy and France.  Whereas VET is regulated by the state in Germany and France, in the UK and Italy arrangements are market-led, with responsibility for training largely devolved to employers.

Table 1  Locus and regulation of VET in four member states 
locus/regulation
market
state

workplace
UK
Germany

school
Italy
France

These different contexts of VET, coupled with other aspects of Industrial Order, result in different degrees of social dialogue over training.  In Germany, in a context of  state regulation and the dual system, the focus of VET is long-term, resulting in the most highly-developed social partnership approach of the countries considered.  France has state regulation and a long-term focus in common with Germany, but VET has an educational rather than workplace locus, and the dirigiste managerial tradition limits the development of social dialogue.  In Italy, the system of VET is market-led and school-based, with a short-term focus on remedial education, and social dialogue is as ineffective as the training system.  The UK system of VET, almost as market-led as Italy and with a short-term focus, is located in a work context, resulting in a contingency approach, where social dialogue is in some cases highly developed.

In France, Germany and Italy, there is a tradition of statutory regulation of the labour market, but also political support for involving the social partners.  In the UK, the voluntarist approach allows the social partners to enter into agreements but the state plays a minimal role and the labour market is deregulated in comparison with other member states.  In France and Italy, despite statutory support, trade unions have made little progress in translating the rhetoric of sector agreements on training into tangible success at enterprise level, because of the weakness of workplace organisation.  The German trade unions have had extensive success in influencing enterprise and workplace arrangements for vocational training because trade union membership is higher and the unions have influence through both bargaining and works councils.  While the deregulated, voluntarist UK context is least conducive to trade union involvement in vocational training, even in the absence of statutory support, there is evidence of significant social partnership involvement in arrangements for vocational training.

From these patterns, it appears that state regulation and a long-term focus on VET are necessary for effective social dialogue, but not sufficient since the French system shares these characteristics with Germany.  The school-led system in France, where the trade unions are divided and weakly organised at local level, militates against meaningful dialogue, as it does  also in Italy, where the situation is exacerbated by a market-led system with little effective state regulation.  The UK system of VET, despite also being market-led and of short-term focus, is grounded in the workplace, making it conducive to social dialogue where there is sufficient strength of trade union organisation.  These factors influencing social dialogue are summarised in Table 2 below.

Table 2  Social dialogue over VET in four member states
dimension/state
Germany 
France
Italy
UK

regulation
state
state
market
market

locus
workplace (dual)
school
school
workplace

focus
long-term
long-term
remedial
short-term

trade unions
sector, effective
divided, weak
divided, weak
decentralised

dialogue
social partnership
dirigiste
ineffective
contingency

It is possible that the diversity of forms of social dialogue over VET across the European Union not only reflects the factors identified above, but also different motives for establishing social partnership.  The Northern European approach appears to be driven by a consensus that social partnership will result in the most effective and efficient arrangements, thereby raising competitiveness and improving job security through enhancing skills.  The Mediterranean approach, however, represents a political commitment that the partnership approach to enskilling will increase value added, thereby maintaining both profits and wages, although union organisation is insufficient to translate this into meaningful dialogue.  In the UK, social dialogue is viewed more as a contingency approach, adopted out of necessity where work organisation must be restructured to ensure competitiveness.

In all member states there are limits to reaching agreement over VET through social dialogue because the  interests of the different parties are not entirely congruent, despite training being regarded as an area of consensus between the social partners.  Employers and employers’ associations, along with employees and trade unions, are all ‘in favour of’ training, but their motives invariably encompass more than an attachment to a highly-educated workforce for its own sake.  For employers, the major issue is having a workforce with the competences to perform in accordance with business objectives.  For employees, training represents a means of raising and crediting skills and competences, which should provide a route to higher earnings, improved job satisfaction and security, and increased labour market mobility.  The representative bodies, employers’ associations and trade unions, support these two parties’ objectives, but may each have a wider agenda.  The employers’ associations may take a strategic view of training as a mechanism to support job restructuring via multi-skilling and functional flexibility.  The trade unions may see training as a route to increasing employee autonomy, as well as maintaining pay rates.

It remains to consider, in the light of these potential sources of conflict, the extent to which further convergence is likely to occur between the member states in social dialogue over VET.  Since the election of a Labour Government in the UK, and the signature of the Social Chapter there is now a very real prospect of a robust European social dimension.  The Amsterdam Inter-Governmental Conference has reiterated that education and training are key priorities in European policy to promote competitiveness in the global economy and to create employment.  To the extent that a common framework for this policy is created under the Social Chapter, this will necessitate in Italy, and to a lesser extent the UK, increased state regulation of VET. Further convergence may arise as a result of generalising European best practice, which would lead in Italy and France to re-focusing VET from school to work as well as to the development of more effective structures for local social dialogue.  Despite recent debate over the demise of the German model, the dual system has considerable potential for adoption elsewhere in the European Union as a means of reconciling the interests of school and work and of the social partners.

This paper has been prepared as part of the background research for the Leonardo da Vinci project EURODIAS, coordinated by the European Trade Union College, which is designed to improve the effectiveness of social partner involvement in vocational training and promote best practice examples of social dialogue.  
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