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Learning in Partnership: Responding to the Restructuring of the European Steel and Metal Industry (LEARNPARTNER)

ABSTRACT

The LEARNPARTNER project was set against the backcloth of the restructuring of the European steel and metal sectors. Over the last thirty years, hundreds of thousands of workers have lost their jobs in these sectors and the process of rationalisation and restructuring is continuing apace, as organisations look to compete in more challenging environments. It is against this context of industrial restructuring and organisational change that the policy discourse sets out the case for the lifelong learning agenda and the need for workers to increase their employability. The need to enhance investments in such human capital and look to develop sustainable approaches to the anticipation and management of organisational change are key priorities for the European Employment Strategy. Given the complexity of the agenda, and the need to leverage resources and responsibility from multiple stakeholders, it is frequently asserted that new forms of partnership working are needed to realise such ambitions. 

The LEARNPARTNER project sought to assess how learning strategies and partnership-based approaches for learning can be utilised as a response to the on-going process of restructuring in the steel and metal sectors across Europe. The work involved a team of researchers from Germany, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, the UK and an associated network of trade unions. The close working relationships with trade unions and the focus of the research on the important contribution that trade unions can make to creating new forms of learning partnership, and forging more effective learning interventions was a novel aspect of the research. The research involved a series of mapping exercises followed by detailed case study research and a biographical study of workers made redundant from the steel and metal sector.

The research found that many forms of learning partnership are being developed at and beyond the workplace. These were found to be either responsive, to the extent that they took a more proactive approach to anticipating change, reactive, to the extent that they responded to specific large-scale collective lay offs, or were institutionally related to broader collective agreements or laws. The challenge with such partnerships lay in their effective implementation and the extent to which they could act proactively on an ongoing basis. This was found to underlay two significant problematics for those working at restructured workplaces and those displaced. At the workplace, much change takes place with little benefit for the ongoing learning and employability of workers. Likewise, when workers are made redundant, interventions tend to focus specifically at the moment of displacement and do not put the interests of such workers centre stage. The study argues that this is problematic because a narrow definition of employability is assumed that neglects how workers are able to develop a change competence throughout their working and personal lives that can assist them to overcome the major crisis of redundancy. The furtherance of this broader understanding of change competence requires a major debate around how workplace change can foster more participative, learning-centred, forms of work organisation, how new learning partnerships can be established that have an ongoing articulation between the workplace and community, and how trade unions can develop new capacities to contribute and support workers’ experiences of change.   
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1.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1.1 Background and Objectives of the project

· The restructuring of key manufacturing sectors across Europe is continuing apace, as firms seek to respond to intense market imperatives. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the steel and metal sector, where merger activity between companies and the closure of plants has increased. Thousands of workers have lost their jobs and those remaining face an increasingly uncertain future. Faced with this context, the employability of workers - in terms of retaining employment within existing companies or finding new employment - represents an important economic and social issue. Employability is a recognised component of the European Employment Strategy and a key aspect of the advancement of a European Area for Lifelong Learning. 

· The development of coherent strategies for employability and learning, in the context of corporate restructuring, is however a complex task. The European Commission’s Communication document, Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality (COM (2001), 678 final), identifies ‘partnership working across the spectrum’ (including employers, trade unions and other stakeholders) as a key ‘building block’ for the development and implementation of coherent and comprehensive lifelong learning strategies. Yet, currently there is an under developed understanding of the factors most likely to support and sustain such learning partnerships.
· Against this background, the project sought to assess how learning strategies and partnership-based approaches for learning can be utilised as a response to the on-going process of restructuring in the steel and metal sectors across Europe. 
· In investigating this, the project sought to explore three fundamental European questions and dilemmas:
· What is the relationship between new strategies for learning and processes of socio-economic restructuring?

· How can learning help individuals and organisations cope with the imperatives of restructuring and the need for employability and lifelong learning?

· What role do (and can) partnership-based approaches play in furthering and strengthening the learning agenda and aiding responses to restructuring?
· The LEARNPARTNER project team comprised researchers from eight institutions in seven countries (Germany, Finland, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and UK). This core team was supported by an associated network of trade unionists, broadly corresponding to a trade union partner in each country represented in the project. This network played a key role in assisting with research access and connecting the work of the project to developments in practice. The research involved a series of mapping exercises followed by a sustained period of primary data collection that involved qualitative workplace level case studies and in-depth life history biographies with redundant workers.

The project had six overarching objectives.

1. To map and describe the contours of restructuring within the European steel and metal sector, and examine the linkages between the trends of restructuring, technological change, the emergence of new human resource management practices and learning requirements, practices and opportunities.

2. To examine the learning realities of steel and metal workers in an environment of change (through action orientated cases studies and biographical research).

3. To identify the barriers to potential partnership approaches to learning. Best practice partnerships will be elucidated in terms of the management of change, equality of access, employability and equal opportunities. It was decided at an early stage in the project to replace the ‘best practice’ terminology with ‘good practice’; since the former tends to imply that a single solution can be identified when practice is actually far more complex. 

4. To address the complex concern of developing a European learning agenda and response. Different national approaches, policies and legacies to learning and vocational education and training will be mapped and subsequently scrutinised through industry case studies to aid understanding of the potential for a meaningful set of European frameworks and provisions for learning and training.

5. To contribute to the promotion of a European social dialogue with regard to new learning strategies through a set of policy recommendations for the furtherance of learning partnerships and the effective management of change across Europe.

6. To construct a set of comparative, theoretical and practical frameworks concerning partnership approaches and trade union strategies towards lifelong learning.

· The project produced a series of national and synthesis reports that explore these objectives in a systematic matter (see Annex Four for a list of project deliverables). In addition to this final report, the project also produced a short policy document (Trappmann and Stuart, 2005), published in German and English, for distribution to trade unions and employers in the steel and metal industry and policy makers more generally. In terms of broader dissemination, the project had an easy accessible web site (www.leeds.ac.uk/learning-in-partnership) and wide ranging portfolio of publications. In total, the researchers have published (or forthcoming) 16 articles in refereed journals and book chapters and over 35 conference papers and invited presentations. Beyond the life of the project, the team is working on a special issue of leading refereed journal and an edited collection of workers biographies.

1.2  
Methodology and key findings

1.2.1 
The challenges of building the lifelong learning agenda
· Although discussions concerning lifelong learning are well advanced, there are still widespread concerns over its definition and problems over methods of implementation.

· Governmental reviews or committees on lifelong learning have been established in most cases. These have resulted in a number of initiatives aimed at addressing the ‘key priorities’ outlined in the Commission’s Communication, such as: valuing informal learning; improving information, guidance and counselling; improving learning opportunities and increasing investments in learning.

· At the level of implementation, however, less progress has been made. Coherent national systems of lifelong learning, with clear linkages between education, training and learning throughout life still need to be fully established.

· Responsibility for developing lifelong learning strategies is often unclear. 

· Policy discussions concerning definitions of lifelong learning tend to emphasise the responsibility of the individual from an economic perspective. 

· It is not clear that increased individual demand for learning in itself, will stimulate high skill, knowledge intensive economies and societies.

· Lifelong learning systems planned and developed from “above” are less likely to be effective, since they are unlikely to connect with the realities of working life and the dynamics of the “new” economy. 

· However, “bottom-up” approaches aimed at implementing demand for learning amongst individuals can be particularly effective. Trade unions have an important role to play in facilitating bottom-up initiatives.

1.2.2 
Challenges in the European steel industry

· Our research has shown how the steel sector has been subjected to ongoing periods of restructuring over the last 30 years, due to the forces of increased competition and technological advancement. During this period, the numbers employed in the industry across Europe have declined significantly and capital has become more concentrated.

· The process of restructuring is likely to continue and further redundancies with take place. This is likely to be accentuated in terms of the New Members states, with implications for industries in those countries, and for those in other countries who companies look to relocate to the Member States (where wages are far lower).

· Despite increased merger activity in recent years, capital concentration in the industry remains fairly low. Accordingly, more mergers between companies are likely to occur with obvious implications in terms of restructuring.

· As the restructuring of the European steel and metal sectors is still continuing this has implications for the future shaping of the skills and learning requirements of employers and workers. This needs to be considered in the context of the interrelationship between learning strategies, broader production strategy and politics.

1.2.3 
Building Learning partnerships
· Our research identified three distinct types of learning partnership, which can contribute to alleviating the consequences of restructuring. In practice they can relate to, build upon and influence each other. The partnerships are often led by trade unions, in co-operation with employers and other relevant economic agencies: -

1. Institutional learning partnerships are based around strong traditions of national social dialogue and public policy consultation.

2. Responsive learning partnerships tend to evolve and be based around strong workplace mechanisms for social dialogue.
3. Reactive learning partnerships are multi-agency, ad-hoc arrangements typically geared towards rapid responses to crisis redundancy situations.

· Trade unions engaged within learning partnerships have proved to be highly effective in engaging learners from non-traditional backgrounds that have had little experience of learning since the completion of formal schooling. 

· However, such partnerships pose a series of challenges for trade unions, in terms of the skills capacities of local officials and their abilities to build-upon and sustain such initiatives.

· The best examples of partnership-based approaches to learning in the steel and metal sector can help to inform the social partner response to the dynamics of restructuring that are likely to take place in the steel and metal sectors of Eastern Europe following enlargement.

1.2.4 
Building Learning Organisations in the Context of Organisational Change

· Our research involved a series of detailed, longitudinal company case studies. Our key objective was to examine the role that ‘new’ learning strategies contributed, at the workplace level, to the management of organisational change and the enhancement of individual employability. A key problem of interest was the extent to which traditional and existing training practices enable organisations and employees to cope with the uncertainties of restructuring. Organisations need to develop skills that enhance flexibility to change and contribute to performance. Employees, on the other hand, require skills that will allow them to cope with organisational change and build future careers. The research sought to explore the extent to which learning strategies were being introduced and developed that addressed their dual interests (of the employer and employee), and if they were not to identify the factors that acted as ‘learning deficits’. 

· In each country, the case study research was undertaken over a two-year period between 2002-4. The research itself involved extensive and lengthy qualitative interviews with management representatives at all levels, trade unions representatives and shop floor employees. In total, around 400 qualitative interviews were conducted during this phase of the project. In most cases, the research also incorporated an interactive element, whereby the researchers fed-back their research findings to organisational participants through workshops and seminars or meetings with management. The conduct of the research and the subsequent analysis was guided by a conceptual schema that was concerned with locating the strategies and practices of learning within an appropriate organisational context. Thus, we sought to explore learning strategies in relation to broader concerns of work organisation (including the nature and quality of jobs, systems of managing work and team working) and the industrial relations environment (such as the extent to which learning and training and negotiated and informed by collective agreements, and the extent to which there are effective partnership arrangements).  

· In the report we detail five company level cases studies, the first two of which relate to initiatives to raise the demand for learning amongst low skilled workers (in the Netherlands and Germany); the next of which relates to the linkages between systems of learning, teamworking and sustainable change (drawing from Swedish cases) and the final two of which relate to sustaining partnership and potential new actors in the learning and employment relations context: The five cases investigated are:

1. The Practical Craftmanship Programme at Corus Netherlands.

2. The Esslinger regional model for learning among lower qualified employees in Badden Wurttemburg

3. Proactive and reactive approaches to change in Swedish steel and engineering companies.

4. Problems of sustaining partnerships in relation to competitive strategy in two Finnish companies

5. Trade union learning representatives in the UK.

· Across the steel and metal sectors we find that companies are introducing systems of teamworking to facilitate flexible and more efficient ways of working. Continuous learning is advocated as an important aspect of effective teamworking. Effective systems of teamworking are, however, difficult to implement. Extensive workforce reduction allows no ‘space’ for teams to act as ‘learning systems’ and innovation and flexibility is effectively ‘crowded out’.

·  Social pacts on learning established at the organisational level face implementation problems on the ground, and are often subject to the whims of individual line managers and specific business demands. This can happen even in those successful initiatives such as Corus Netherlands. It raises real issues because often the workers targeted need to be fully motivated to participate.

· There is little evidence of ‘integrated’ human resource development strategies, whereby strategies for learning and the enhancement of individual employability are aligned with the needs of the business and the organisation of work.

1.2.5 
Learning, partnership and the ‘displaced’ worker: Biographical findings.

· The biographical component of the learnpartner research sought to identify the, often complex, factors and influences upon the lives of steel and metal workers that can contribute to their employability following redundancy. Specifically, it sought to generate data to assist in an in-depth understanding of how redundant workers cope with change and uncertainty, and the extent to which support mechanisms can be accessed to enhance employability and assist in the transition from one social milieu to another. Given the need for external circumstances that will guarantee jobs, individual workers may react differently to changes in employment and, particularly, redundancy. An experience of redundancy could have, besides the obvious economic impact, severe social and psychological consequences. With this in mind, the research explored those factors most likely to hinder and promote individual employability within an individual’s working life, and examined the extant institutional support mechanisms and learning-partnerships that had been developed to support major programmes of redundancy. The research data was collected via extensive biographical interviews with redundant workers in Germany, Norway, Spain, Sweden and the UK. In total, 61 biographies were conducted. Based on the principle that it is important for the actual individual ‘voices’ and experiences of redundancies to be heard, the series of reports derived from this part of the project, present a selected number of verbatim biographies worker. Our key concern in our analysis was to extrapolate those factors most conducive to ‘successful’ transition post redundancy. 

· Workers had forged strong identities as a result of working in the steel and metal sector, and had developed a strong attachment to their regions. Many older workers faced difficulties in regaining employment post-displacement and the impact on regional communities are severe. Regional industrial plans implemented to deal with such consequences were not always viewed by workers as being of relevance to them.

· A number of key factors were identified as helping or hindering employability after a worker had been displaced: Training and learning; age; self-perception, self-esteem and self confidence; networks; flexibility and the experience of change.

· A number of learning partnerships were identified that acted to assist workers during a time of displacement. In the UK, this included attempts by the main trade union to establish a community based support organisation. In Spain there was an Employment Protection Fund, through which workers received a benefit payment while retraining or in preparation for retirement. Incentives were also provided to firms to train workers. In Sweden, there was an innovative initiative to train redundant steel workers as nurses. In Norway, the Lay Off Act provides scope for firms to lay off workers for up to 12 months, during which the workers get a high percentage of their wages paid for by the state and can undergo training. In Germany, regional transfer agencies existed which provided twelve-month support for workers post displacement.

· Drawing from our findings we sought to identify particular ‘fields’ during which ‘intervention’ could occur to assist in successful transitions following redundancy. The key contribution of this analysis was to argue that institutional support for those displaced during restructuring typically occurs at the moment of displacement, yet this is not necessarily the best period to prepare people for new careers. Preparation should occur far sooner and in a broader context. Accordingly, we identified five potential fields of intervention:

· FOI1: The period before ‘displacement’

· FOI2: The period directly following displacement

· FOI3: Everyday working life. 

· FOI4: Life context

· FOI5: Trade union life

· The identified on ‘trade union life’ as an important arena for intervention is considered novel. However, to the extent that trade unions can play and do play an important role in the design and application of support mechanisms and learning partnerships for redundant people, it is important to recognise that this can pose challenges for unions in terms of their capacity, but also in terms of how they look to forge new relationships with members. This is also important because of the broader aspect of fields of intervention pertaining to work life and the life context. During these fields it is important to put mechanisms in place that help individuals to get use to change and to develop a change competence.

· Thus, we highlight two findings in relation to our biographical research. The first relates to the linkage between a biography characterised by change and the abilities of individuals to cope with and move on from displacement. In this sense, we would argue, tentatively, that the concept of ‘change competence’ is worth developing, as a potential means to assist individuals in their ability to enhance their employability and successfully cope with redundancy. Secondly, we have, throughout our biographical research, identified a number of learning partnerships that have acted to support individuals in their passage from one career to another. Some arrangements proved more successful that other. However, the nature of such learning partnerships, we would argue, needs further development in light of biographical evidence. Typically, learning partnerships are established in response to ‘exceptional circumstances’, but a debate needs to take place on how such arrangements can prove more enduring and take on proactive and preventative forms. As we argue in this conclusion, this will need a new debate about social responsibilities in relation to sectoral restructuring and how learning partnerships should aim to connect with individuals, companies, trade unions and the broader local and regional communities.

1.3.1 Key conclusions and Policy recommendations

· An argument is made that any notion of developing instruments aimed at the anticipation and management of change should recognise restructuring as an ongoing processes, rather than something can be assessed in terms of whether it is complete or not.

· The concept of employability also needs to be conceptualised and analysed further to take into account the different interests of employers and individuals. Key to this is the question of ‘whose employability’?

· Comparative models of analysis around learning tend to see national systems as relatively static. However, sectoral analysis helps to show potentially similar forces for change in very different countries.

· Employers should take more responsibility for the consequences of restructuring and the furtherance (and funding) of more sustainable systems of change that result in the genuine development of worker employability. To the extent that employer responsibility is best harnessed through some sort of countervailing power, the involvement of trade unions, through social dialogue and partnerships, needs to be strengthened at all levels.
·  Support institutions do not typically place the individual centre stage in the process of responding to redundancy. Individuals are typically directed to opportunities determined by support agencies, rather than agencies tailoring their services to the employability needs and aspirations of individuals.

· Whilst training and education are important factors in enhancing employability and the ability to cope post redundancy, they are not necessarily determining factors.  Those most likely to cope successfully have a history of change both at and beyond work, suggesting a need to promote ‘competence of change’.

· The developing of the notion of  ‘change competence’ requires an alignment of interventionary spaces both at and beyond the workplace. To this end, it is argued that there needs to be a more articulated form of learning partnership that connects the workplace with the community. Such learning partnership will be equipped to deal with the moment of displacement, but their key contributions will be an ongoing arranging designed to foster preparation for change.  

Policy Recommendations

1. There is a need to strengthen the institutions and mechanisms of social dialogue over lifelong learning as it may be an important determinant in the implementation of coherent strategies for lifelong learning.

2. Resources should be directed towards developing bottom-up, partnership-based approaches in order to raise demand for learning. The UK experiences with trade union learning representatives may represent an initial model that could be piloted through projects in other countries.
3. Coherent support structures need to be developed and sustained for those workers made redundant from the steel and metal sectors. These support structures need to take account of the biographical experiences of redundant workers and, as a result, should put the individual at the centre of any policy formulation. They may be learning partnerships that look to connect the workplace to the community.
4. Given the strong correlation between experience of change and the individual’s ability to cope successfully with employment transition, ‘change competence’ and the ability to ‘learn how to learn’ should be promoted throughout working life within a context of ongoing economic restructuring. At a European level, this should be promoted as a key issue in sectoral social dialogue, and such competence development should be supported at workplace level and integrated into job rotation models that facilitate changing work routines.
5. More systematic systems for the accreditation of non-formal and informal learning need to be developed and, again, should be supported through the social dialogue process.
6. Adjustment funds should be available to help those displaced prepare for redundancy, and should be targeted at the immediate period before displacement so that individuals can enhance employability during their notice period.  (And could also to contribute to the promotion of change competence throughout working life). 
7. Trade unions have an important role to play in formulating learning partnerships, both at and beyond the workplace, that assist individuals to prepare for and cope with change and displacement. Trade union innovation funds should be available under the social funds for the development of new union models that help foster learning partnerships and the promotion of individual employability and new working biographies.
2.
Background and objectives of the project
The LEARNPARTNER project was set against the backdrop of the ongoing restructuring of key manufacturing sectors across Europe. Whilst the restructuring of manufacturing is hardly a new phenomenon, the process of deindustrialisation (Green, 1989) is far from complete. Indeed, the restructuring of key manufacturing sectors across Europe is continuing apace, as firms seek to respond to intense market imperatives. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the steel and metal industry. Such sectors have tended to be overlooked in recent European research, however, as attention has turned to scrutinising the needs and potential of developing (sunrise) industries to the putative Knowledge Economy. Yet, ironically, this may have been at the expense of understanding processes of change in the more traditional locations of employment.

It is recognised that, the steel and metal industries ‘provide the raw materials and means of production used by most other parts of manufacturing and, indeed, service industry’ (Hall et al, 2000). They can be thought of, therefore, as engines of economic activity and development. Nonetheless, both sectors have become increasingly exposed to the ‘forces of globalisation’, and have responded (albeit in different ways) through patterns of capital concentration, technological and industrial innovation, changing work organisation and labour force retrenchment. Since the start of the LEARNPARTNER project thousands of workers have lost their jobs and those remaining face an increasingly uncertain future. The recent process of European enlargement has only exacerbated this environment of uncertainty.  

Faced with this context, the ‘employability’ of such workers represents an important economic and social issue. What is meant by the concept of ‘employability’ has been widely debated, with different disciplinary perspectives offering different insights (see, for example, Ashton and Green, 1996; Brown et al, 2003; Heideman, 2000; Kruse, 2001; Keep and Rainbird, 1995). Much of the debate has focused on the way, in which the concept is defined primarily in economic, rather than broader social, terms and the extent to which responsibility (and risk) is borne by the individual. Nonetheless, in simple terms, we can identify two key points. First, that, as Hillage and Pollard (1998: 11) note, employability generally refers to the ‘capacity to move self-sufficiently within the labour market to realise potential through sustained employment’. Secondly, that any sophisticated understanding of how employability is to be generated leads into broader considerations around the availability of employment, the quality of employment and the working environment, and broader issues of labour market investment and participation, particularly in terms of learning and development. These concerns are eloquently outlined in the International Labour Office’s (ILO, 2002) statement that: 

Employability is, [however], not a function only of training - it requires a range of other instruments, which results in the existence of jobs, the enhancement of quality jobs, and sustainable employment. Workers' employability can only be sustained in an economic environment that promotes job growth and rewards individual and collective investments in human resources training and development. 

Despite the centrality of the concept of employability to recent policy debates in Europe, and its position as an original pillar of the European Employment Strategy, what it actually means in practice has been relatively unexplored. By looking at the specific restructuring processes of the steel and metal sector, the LEARNPARTNER project aimed, therefore, to evaluate the role that new lifelong learning strategies could play as a response to restructuring, specifically in terms of harnessing the employability of those affected by restructuring, displacement and organisational change. Restructuring activities throw open a whole host of challenges, not just for the employing organisation themselves and their need to achieve competitiveness, but also for those workers that retain their positions in firms undergoing restructuring and those workers that lose their jobs as a result of restructuring. To this end, the project aimed to address the rationale and objectives of the European Commission’s call under the Framework 5 Second Key Action for Socio-Economic Research to:

Improve our understanding of the structuring changes taking place in European society in order to identify ways of managing change and to involve European citizens more actively in shaping their own future. This will involve the analysis of …..the re-appraisal of participation mechanisms for collective action at all levels of governance and the elaboration of new development strategies fostering employment and economic and social cohesion.  

How employability could be furthered through participative mechanisms and collective action was of foremost consideration. This is because the development of coherent strategies for employability and learning, in the context of corporate restructuring is a complex task, laden with questions of responsibility and risk. How are individuals, for example, to improve their own employability to help them navigate potential corporate restructuring? What mechanisms exist and should exist to help them in this process? In this context, the European Commission’s Communication document, Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality (COM 2001, 678 final), identifies ‘partnership working across the spectrum’ (including employers, trade unions and other stakeholders) as a key ‘building block’ for the development and implementation of coherent and comprehensive lifelong learning strategies. Whilst our understanding of the factors most likely to support and sustain such learning partnerships is currently under developed, the construction of such partnership-approaches to the furtherance of the learning agenda is something that has increasingly exercised the trade union movement across Europe. Indeed, the initial impetus for the development of the LEARNPARTNER project came from a number of leading steel and metal union federations that were looking for ways to develop new innovations in the sphere of lifelong learning, in order to assist a membership base increasingly faced with ongoing organisational change and the threat of redundancy. A key concern of the project, therefore, was to explore the roles that trade unions were playing with regard to the advancement of learning opportunities, and ultimately the employability, of their members, and their abilities to integrate mechanisms for fostering learning activities within the sphere of (sectoral) social dialogue. This is an important research endeavour because as Edwards et al (1998: 54) note, ‘the legitimate role of trade unions, as organisations in supporting lifelong learning is an under-developed area of research’. During the course of the project this agenda became more integrated into the policy mainstream with the establishment of the Framework of Actions for the Lifelong Development of Competencies and Qualifications  (Stuart and Greenwood, 2005; Winterton and Haworth, 2004).

Against this backdrop, then, the project sought to explore three fundamental European questions/dilemmas:

1. What is the relationship between new strategies for learning and processes of socio-economic restructuring?

2. How can learning help individuals and organisations cope with the imperatives of restructuring and the need for employability and lifelong learning?

3. What role do (and can) partnership-based approaches play in furthering and strengthening the learning agenda and aiding responses to restructuring?

The LEARNPARTNER team comprised researchers from eight institutions in seven countries (Germany, Finland, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden and UK). This core team was supported by an associated network of trade unionists, broadly corresponding to a trade union partner in each country represented in the project. The exception was the Netherlands, which had no trade union partner. There was also a trade union partner from Denmark, who participated in many of the project’s workshops, although there was no formal research partner. This network played a key role in assisting with research access and connecting the work of the project to developments in practice. The research involved a series of mapping exercises followed by a sustained period of primary data collection that involved qualitative workplace level case studies and in-depth life history biographies with redundant workers. 

The project had six original objectives.

7. To map and describe the contours of restructuring within the European steel and metal sector, and examine the linkages between the trends of restructuring, technological change, the emergence of new human resource management practices and learning requirements, practices and opportunities.

8. To examine the learning realities of steel and metal workers in an environment of change (through action orientated cases studies and biographical research).

9. To identify the barriers to potential partnership approaches to learning. Best practice partnerships will be elucidated in terms of the management of change, equality of access, employability and equal opportunities. It was decided at an early stage in the project to replace the ‘best practice’ terminology with ‘good practice’; since the former tends to imply that a single solution can be identified when practice is actually far more complex. 

10. To address the complex concern of developing a European learning agenda and response. Different national approaches, policies and legacies to learning and vocational education and training will be mapped and subsequently scrutinised through industry case studies to aid understanding of the potential for a meaningful set of European frameworks and provisions for learning and training.

11. To contribute to the promotion of a European social dialogue with regard to new learning strategies through a set of policy recommendations for the furtherance of learning partnerships and the effective management of change across Europe.

12. To construct a set of comparative, theoretical and practical frameworks concerning partnership approaches and trade union strategies towards lifelong learning.

There was little deviation during the life of the project from these underpinning objectives and a series of national and synthesis reports were produced that explore these objectives in a systematic matter (see Annex Four for a list of project deliverables). In addition to this final report, the project also produced a short policy document (Trappmann and Stuart, 2005), published in German and English, for distribution to trade unions and employers in the steel and metal industry and policy makers more generally. 

3. 
Scientific description of the project results and methodology
3.1 Introduction

The contemporary significance of learning, we are led to believe, is unquestionable. In an increasingly global world, characterised by economic uncertainty, learning - or more typically lifelong learning - is often presented as a survival tool for individuals, companies and economies alike. This is certainly the case at the level of policy formation, where learning is articulated as a powerful response to industrial restructuring and social exclusion (see COM (2003)). Thus, support mechanisms and initiatives need to be put in place to ensure that workers displaced by processes of capital restructuring are equipped with an adequate and marketable stock of skills. This agenda of ‘employability’ is, however, complex and costly and is best furthered, so the argument runs, through multi-stakeholder partnerships, such as those between employers and trades unions and between educational institutions, industry and the state. 

It is uncontroversial to note that this line of reasoning represents something of a consensus, but as Coffield (1999:1: emphasis in original) argues, this ‘consensus is not a straw man’ because ‘it constitutes a central plank in the policy of many western governments in the field of education, training and employment’ (it is clearly present at the EU level). Yet, as he suggests, the central tenets of the consensus - such as the human capital imperatives of globalisation and competitiveness and the emphases on employers’ needs and individual responsibility – are not unproblematic. Certainly, the presumed linkages between patterns of economic restructuring, learning investment and the enhancement of individual employability are far from clear-cut. The policy consensus is also plagued with problems of definitional ambiguity around the often taken for granted ‘buzz words’ of globalisation, lifelong learning, employability and partnership.  

The development of a more systematic understanding of these issues and, in particular, the linkages between them was something that guided the research of the LEARNPARTNER project throughout. The key concern of the project, though, was to unpack the relevance of these connections in practice and, most specifically, their implications for the working and learning experiences of individuals. How are patterns of restructuring driving (if at all) learning needs, initiatives and experiences? What partnership mechanisms are being established to further, promote and embed systematic learning strategies and, where such partnerships emerge, what form do they take, whose interests do they serve and are they sustainable? 


The work of the project was, in simple terms, split into two broad phases. The first phase involved a series of conceptual and mapping exercises. At a conceptual level, a detailed state of the art review explored the linkages between restructuring, learning and partnership, documented the emerging EU agenda in relation to these themes and posed a series of challenges for empirical investigation (Greenwood and Stuart, 2002). The review was published as a short work through the University of Leeds and is down loadable from the project website. A series of mapping exercises then ‘unpacked’ the restructuring, learning and partnership triad and explored each systematically on their own terms. This included: a wide-ranging review of the restructuring trends in the European steel industry, and the potential challenges of enlargement; a series of reviews on how the lifelong learning agenda was being developed within each of the countries participating in the project, accompanied by a European review of the lifelong learning agenda; and a series of reviews on how partnerships around learning, and the role of unions in driving this, were developing in each country, again accompanied by a European synthesis report. 


Following this, the second phase of the project focused more intensively on fieldwork-based research and primary data collection techniques. This had two strands. The first strand involved a series of in-depth qualitative case studies in selected steel and metal companies in each of our countries. Each case involved a significant number of interviews with management and trade union representatives and shop floor employees. In all our cases the research involved multiple visits to the sites over a two-year period. In a number of countries the research also involved more interactive and action research approaches. In each country the research tended to emphasise an area of interest specific to that case, for example a learning programme for unskilled workers or the development of a work place learning centre, but this specificity was located within an analytical framework that sought to connect the development of learning strategies and investment at the workplace level with broader concerns around the nature of work organisation and industrial and employment relations.  

The second strand of our primary empirical research focused at the level of the individual. This involved detailed interviews with workers that had been made redundant from the steel and metal sector. The research aimed to identify the, often complex, factors and influences upon the lives of steelworkers that contributed to employability following redundancy. Specifically it sought to generate data to assist in the in-depth understanding of how individual steelworkers coped with change and uncertainty and the extent to which support mechanisms enhanced employability and assisted in the transition from one social situation and milieu to another (Chamberlayne et al, 2002). The conduct of the research was influenced by the recent interest in biographical research in the social sciences, and we sought to build ‘life histories’ for each redundant worker interviewed. Whilst biographical methods and the utilisation of ‘life histories’ as a research tool have a long history (see Taylor and Bogdan, 1984; and Giele and Elder, 1998), according to Chamberlayne et al (2000) there has been a more recent ‘turn’ to biographical methods. For Bryman (2001: 316), this is due to ‘a growth of interest in the role and significance of agency in social life’.  Thus, as Shaw (1966: 4) explains, one of the key strengths of this approach is that ‘In the life history is revealed as in no other way the inner life of the person, his mortal struggles, his successes and failures in securing his destiny in a world too often at variance with his hopes and ideas’. By looking at the life histories of our steel and metal workers we were able to distinguish a number of domains where resources (and competencies) could have been accrued that helped with moving beyond the redundancy experience. To the extent that these domains act as potential arenas where policy instruments could be developed to enhance the ability to cope with change, we labelled them ‘fields for intervention’. In keeping with the spirit of biographical research to let the ‘voices speak’, the national and synthesis reports derived from this research all contained lengthy individual biographies (see Trappmann and Kruse, 2005). 

In summary, then, LEARNPARTNER was a complex, multi-level project that sought to map out the nature of industrial restructuring and the broad policy terrain at national and EU level, followed by a systematic interrogation of our underpinning concerns at the level of the organisation and the individual. Following this, our presentation of the main project findings is split into five sections. We begin by outlining the key lessons from the large, but discrete, literatures on industrial restructuring, partnership and the learning agenda. Second, we briefly illustrate the key trends that characterise the contemporary restructuring of the European steel and metal sectors. Third, we consider how national policies for lifelong learning are developing and how this connects with the call for partnership-based approaches to learning. A number of cases of ‘partnership innovation’ are described and the potential challenges of such approaches for trade unions outlined. Fourth, we present the key findings of our case study based research and, fifth, we analyse our detailed biographies of redundant workers. Much of what follows draws heavily from the series of research reports produced during the course of the project.

3.2. Restructuring, partnership and the learning agenda: Themes and Issues in the Literature

Processes of restructuring, it seems, are a constant feature of contemporary capitalism. The extent, nature and consequences of such restructuring have been widely debated. In simple terms, it is asserted that since the end of the post-war boom, economic restructuring has become central to attaining and maintaining competitive advantage in increasingly competitive and global markets. The global nature of this process raises many challenges in terms of the changing nature of the social relations of production and employment relations, and the role of the national state and regulatory capacity (Purcell, 1993; Jessop, 1994; Harvey, 1990; Lash and Urry, 1987). In political terms, the imperatives for restructuring and the need for competitiveness have been supported by the tenets of neo-liberalism, which, for many, now exert a significant sway over macro-economic policy formation. This is epitomised by the call for free-market competition, the removal of economic rigidities and the promotion of ‘flexibility’. Such discourse is exemplified in European circles by the notion of ‘euro sclerosis’, which identifies those economies relatively unencumbered by regulation (be it through legal enactments of regulatory agents such as trade unions), such as the UK, as having outperformed in terms of jobs and economic growth, those with more highly regulated employment and welfare systems (such as German). At one level, this simple bifurcation can be seen to form a contest at the heart, and for the future, of Europe: most notably, over how the future of the European social model is to be defined.  


Such debate is predicated on the types of changes taking place (or that need to take place to remain competitive) at the level of production. It is often argued here that Fordist production methods have been transcended by post-Fordist approaches - although this position remains contentious. Nonetheless, it is relatively uncontroversial to argue that shortened product lifecycles, the rise of niche markets, ubiquitous technological innovation and an increasingly global market place have forced corporate and finance capital into a continuous state of restructuring and change. As the International Labour Organisation (1997) observes,

[T]he achievement of sustained and lasting improvements in

competitiveness [will] require not only change but a process of

continuous change.

In extreme cases, this has resulted in full-scale plant closure or extensive labour retrenchment. Within the European Union (EU), developments in the global economy have been further refracted by the dimensions of European Monetary Union (EMU) and measures aimed at the regulation of unemployment (and promotion of full employment) such as the European Employment Strategy (EES) entailing as it does support for the principles of employability, adaptability and lifelong learning (COM, 2003). A key concern in understanding such patterns of change, and how to respond to them, is how to reconcile (balance) the imperative for greater flexibility in labour markets and employment and the broader agenda of security and social inclusion. Exacting such a balance lies at the heart of instruments such as the European Employment Strategy. Progressing this agenda, we would argue, requires a complex understanding of the nature and consequences of industrial restructuring, and an exploration of how such processes connect with the changing nature of work and work organisation, the centrality of skills and learning to this, and the broader forces that exist to manage and respond to restructuring in a way that allows consideration of those most affected by such change.  

3.2.1 Globalisation and the nature of industrial restructuring 

In simple terms, restructuring typically refers to changes in the organisational structure of companies and industries and the technologies they use, whilst globalisation describes changes to the world economy manifested by increased levels of competition, technological development and mobility of international capital. For Ruigrok and van Tulder (1995), such processes are taking place in the context of the elevated incidence of acquisitions and strategic alliances. Nonetheless, they assert that, despite the extensive literature within this field, the concept of ‘restructuring’ is poorly defined. They argue that this specifically applies in relation to the notion of globalisation, which they regard as a ‘myth’. They prefer to understand the restructuring of the international economy as taking a number of forms, best understood in terms of the dynamic of triadisation, around the key trading blocks of the European Union, the United States and Japan. Developing their analysis, they argue that firms develop strategies for trade and growth based either around globalisation or glocalisation. The former involves worldwide outgrowth based upon intra-firm activity and homogenous management strategy and implies a growth of international trade; whilst the latter denotes a business strategy based upon the concentration of activity within the three world trading blocks and through inter-firm relationships and may thereby lead to a reduction of international trade. At a theoretical level, a wide-ranging debate has ensued between those that broadly subscribe to the globalisation (Chesnais 1996) thesis and those that are more sceptical (Humbert, 1996).  

At a more policy-focused level, the process of globalisation is taken as perhaps more self-evident. Thus, the OECD has defined globalisation as:

[T]he stage now reached and the forms taken today by international production […] in which an increasing fraction of value and wealth is produced and distributed world wide through a system of inter-linking private networks. Large multi-national firms operating within concentrated supply structures and capable off taking full advantage of financial globalisation are at the centre of this process. (quoted in Chesnais 1996: 12-13)

Whilst the extent to which the activities of multi-national companies (MNCs) should be seen as synonymous with the concept of globalisation has been challenged (Humber, 1996), the workings and practices of MNCs might offer much in terms of examining the detail of any globalisation effects. Certainly, debates concerning the nature of MNCs and the relationship between MNCs and the nation state are well developed (Ohmae, 1990; Hirst and Thompson, 1996; Edwards, 2000; Coller and Marginson 1998; Bartlett and Ghoshal 1989; Radice, 1997). Indeed, for Hyman (2001), the enhanced international activity of MNCs within the context of reduced national regulation is a key feature of globalisation, and it is through the activities of MNCs that for many citizens of the EU the effects of globalisation will be experienced (Hertz 2001; Edwards 2000). 

In addition to the large body of literature exploring the extent and nature of globalisation in the changing world economy, is another body of work that attempts to capture and explain the changes that have taken place in the production system itself and how this impact son the nature of work. Much of this literature and debate focuses on the notion of ‘post-Fordism’, which has been associated with analyses around the ‘New Competition’ (Best 1990), ‘flexible specialisation’ (Piore and Sabel 1984) and ‘lean production’ (Womack et al 1990) – to name just a few. Central to the development of such ‘new production paradigms’, is the idea that competition based upon Fordist production systems and mass markets is no tenable. Indeed, analyses of the changing world economy and the processes of globalisation and restructuring have their origins in debates around the crisis of Fordism. The demise of the Bretton Woods system for control of exchange rates and the oil shocks of 1974 and 1979, in conjunction with inflationary pressures and declining corporate profits produced a new economic discipline throughout the international economy. These developments at the level of the global economy have, it has been argued, accompanied or acted as a stimulus to change both in the organisation of industry and the economy. The rapid advance of new technology and information systems has occurred in parallel with an increasing fluidity of international finance capital. In the advanced economies, a move away from manufacturing to service industries and the proliferation of small firms has taken place in the context of a break up of mass markets for standardised products. Reductions in the size of manufacturing plants have occurred alongside a decline in the strength of trade unions and collective bargaining. This has been accompanied by an increased demand for flexibility, both in terms of the organisation of business and working methods (Lash and Urry 1987; Visser 2000; Brown and Crompton 1994; Block 1990; Hirschorn 1984; Waddington 2000).

A number of approaches have attempted to map the decline of Fordism and its transcendence by new, and more competitive, economic models. A good example would be the work of Piore and Sabel (1984). Crudely put, Piore and Sabel identify two historical conjunctures, or industrial divides, when the choice of technological development is up for grabs. The first industrial divide, witnessed the emergence and subsequent dominance of mass production, at the expense of craft traditions. The second industrial divide, arising out of the economic crisis of the 1970s, opened up the possibility for a re-emerge of craft production and multi-skilled labour based on the principles of flexible specialisation. Whilst this thesis celebrated small firm artisan production located in specialised industrial districts, its underlying ideals have broader generality and can be applied to activities of large multinational corporations (Hirst and Zeitlin 1989). For example, the concern with specialised production tailored to customer needs and the emphasis on high skilled work is central to Womack et al’s (1990) depiction of lean production. 

The tendency of advocates of post-Fordist models to project only one possible route (be it flexible specialisation or lean production etc) to long-term economic success is, however, problematic. Thus, there is a large body of critical literature that deconstructs the claims of those advocating the advantages of post-Fordist production models. Evidence suggests that the positive working conditions elaborated by such models are not typically apparent in practice. For example, the lean production approach and the high performance models that have evolved from this are typically castigated for the intensification of work routines than celebrated for more involving, high skilled systems of work organisation (see Richardson et al, 2005). 

Such criticisms are justified. Mono-causal explanations for change and projections for success are always likely to come apart under more detailed scrutiny. Yet to critique a putative model of change should not be to deny that change is taking place, or to make the case for alternatives. Within current EU discourse, debates around Fordism and post-Fordism and new forms of work and work organisation occupy a central place in the knowledge economy thesis that underlies the Lisbon declaration, and the myriad instruments that have been developed as the EU essentially aims to grapple with the challenges of internationalisation and the consequences of this for its workers and citizens. 

Yet, whilst the EU might well be engaged in an attempt to respond to the influence of the global economy in a coherent fashion, the consequences of rapid technological development, changing patterns of production and distribution and the practices of MNCs are producing considerable forces for change (Ferner and Quintanilla, 1998; Marginson, 2000; Edwards, 2000).  For Brown and Crompton (1994), one possible outcome of such pressures is the creation of a two tier European economy. One tier based upon high skill, high quality production (of the knowledge economy or post-Fordist variety), the other on a relatively low skill base and structured along Fordist lines. Other authors have discussed this in terms of the high or low road route to economic success. Within this field of controversy the notion of path dependency has been widely discussed. This key challenge here lies in the interplay of EU policy formation and national level systems and practice and vice versa; something that will become very more complex as the EU continues to expand.

At both a global and European level, forces for economic change are impacting on social institutions and society in a contested and dynamic fashion. In this context, Williams (1983) notes that the governments of Europe are demonstrating a common approach and lexicon to the perceived policy requirements of competitive advantage. Kennedy (1996) foresees that the power and speed of globalisation will create a devastating effect on the economies of developed nations. For him, increased competition from newly developing nations will lead to a downward wage spiral that will strain the institutions of co-determination and processes of social partnership and ultimately lead to political instability. The European Union (EU) has responded to intensified levels of economic competition and its critical impact upon employment levels in a number of ways. European Monetary Union (EMU) is the response at the level of the macro-economy. The European Employment Strategy (EES) is the response to changes in the labour market. The stated task of the EES is to “support member states and the social partners in their efforts to modernise” (The European Employment Strategy: Investing in People, 1999). The importance ascribed to the development of social dialogue, employability and lifelong learning is made clear in both the EES and in, for example, the European Commission (EC) Green Paper, “Partnership for a new Organisation of Work (1997) and “Towards a Europe of Knowledge” (DG XII 1997). It is to a consideration of the lifelong learning agenda that we now turn.

3.2.2 A Europe for lifelong learning
For both policy makers and the academic community, the discourse surrounding notions of lifelong learning is complex and interwoven with many other debates. Questions on the nature of learning, the learning society, the learning organisation, employability, skill formation, human resource management, adult and informal education, personal development and training are all posed. Naturally, there are extensive literatures covering all of these areas. The key tensions and debates that characterise such literatures were to some extent reflected in the recent process of policy development around lifelong learning in the EU. Most notably, in terms of the terminology and focus of lifelong learning in the EU Memorandum and Communication documents on lifelong learning.  

Within the literature the terms learning, training, education and skilling are often used interchangeably and are frequently conflated. Similarly, the term lifelong learning is frequently used as a synonym for lifelong education. The terms recurrent education and permanent education are also frequently utilised (Harris 1999; van der Zee (1991). It is clearly important, then, to try to differentiate what is meant by education, training and learning. For Harris (1999) this process of differentiation can be understood in the way that the meaning of lifelong learning shifted between the 1970s and the 1990s. During this period, he argues, a change in the rationale of lifelong learning occurred through a shift in emphasis from the social benefits of lifelong learning to the primacy of economic factors. As part of this process, the term learning replaced that of education, in recognition of the fact that learning in a very much wider setting (than formal education) is now a central feature of (working) life. 

More broadly, the literature on lifelong learning is wide-ranging and often undiscriminating. It is, however, typically linked to the concept of a learning society, and debates around the ‘learning organisation’ (see Argyris and Schon 1978; Senge 1990; Pedler and Aspinwall 1998). Coffield (1999) bemoans the fact that the sentiments and vision attached to both lifelong learning and the learning society by the Faure report (1972), with its emphasis on a democratic coalition between education and industry and the development of human potential, have, at the policy level, been seemingly subverted by the ‘master’ concept of flexibility. He thus argues that this concept aims to produce not a learning society but ‘a flexible society fit for globalisation’. In order to ensure that the learning agenda is not just reduced to the economic interests of business, he argues that the role of the social partners (business, trade unions, the state and education) is crucial in developing a more progressive discourse around lifelong learning and the learning society. He suggests that at the level of the firm, employers should develop learning agreements with trade unions, and that they should set out the rights and responsibilities of both parties. 

The development of a new social contract around the nature and furtherance of lifelong learning is particularly important given concerns that there is an increasing focus on individual responsibility. Thus, just as lifelong learning is increasingly conceptualised as a necessary response to changing economic conditions so the responsibility for learning is passed to individuals who are exhorted to regularly update their skills in order to retain their employability. This resonates with the notion of the ‘risk society’ and the tendency for the modern state to offload certain risks onto the individual (Beck 1992). In this context, policy makers increasingly see lifelong learning as an essential, prerequisite, for facing up to economic uncertainty. Building on this, commentators such as Tight (1998) and Darmon et al (1999) suggest that throughout Europe conceptions of lifelong learning and a learning society are being used as polemics for mechanisms of social control (see also Coffield, 1999). They argue that individuals are increasingly socially constrained to accept employer demands for increased flexibility with the promise of employability used as a cover for a political retreat from a commitment to full employment to a future based upon uncertainty and insecure employment. 

At the pan-European level, both actual and putative policy makers have commented widely on the concept of lifelong learning. Demeulemeester and Rochat (2001) offer a wide-ranging critique of developments in EU policy on education and training and the impact of policy in the area of lifelong learning. The European wide consultation exercise on lifelong learning, ‘A Memorandum on Lifelong Learning’ (2000), has acted as a focus for contemporary discussion on lifelong learning. The results of the consultation exercise appear in the Commission’s communication document ‘Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning (2001)’. These documents make it clear that lifelong learning is an EU priority theme within the Employment Guidelines that emanate from the Treaty of Amsterdam and the European Employment Strategy (EES). 

The Memorandum on Lifelong Learning advances the view that there are two equally important reasons why lifelong learning is a top priority for the EU (2000:5). Firstly Europe has moved towards a knowledge-based economy and society. The ability for European citizens to be able to function effectively within such a knowledge driven society is the key to ‘strengthening Europe’s competitiveness and improving the employability and adaptability of the workforce’. Secondly, in an ever more complex world, education in its broadest sense is pivotal to enabling citizens to plan their own lives and actively contribute to society. The Memorandum continues by emphasising two important aims for the process of lifelong learning. These are the promotion of active citizenship and employability.  In response to the consultation exercise, and specifically criticism that its original definition of lifelong learning was too influenced by labour market considerations, the Commission document ‘Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning’ (2001:3-4), notes that the concept of lifelong learning should be broadly defined and not limited to economics or adults education. Lifelong learning should extend from pre-school to post retirement and encompass formal, non-formal and informal learning. Furthermore the objectives and principles underpinning lifelong learning should include personal fulfilment, social inclusion, and the centrality of the learner and the importance of equal opportunities. 

The CEDEFOP review of the consultation exercise, ‘A Review of Member State and EEA Country Reports’ (2001:7) reveals that criticism of the Memorandum focused largely around three areas. The first of these criticisms suggests that the Memorandum gave insufficient explicit emphasis to social cohesion and equal opportunities between the sexes and to educationally and socially disadvantaged groups. Secondly, The Memorandum gave too little attention to the diverse learning needs of specific target groups. The Commission accepts that the Memorandum adopted a ‘mainstreaming’ approach that has been judged unsatisfactory. The Memorandum was also criticised for laying too much emphasis on individual responsibility and too little on social responsibility for the provision, access, participation and outcomes of learning. The Commission response to this specific criticism has been to state that ‘placing the individual at the centre of learning does not imply placing all responsibility for learning on the individual’s shoulders’ (ibid: 7). Here we find an important connection between the agenda for progressing the learning agenda and broader concerns about managing employment changing and the competitiveness agenda. Thus, following the consultation exercise, the response of the Commission seems to reflect (at the rhetorical level, at least) a move away from the purely labour market dimension of lifelong learning and emphasis on the individual. However, the basic thrust of the Memorandum and the response documents is remains focused around the role of lifelong learning as a mechanism for increased international economic competition. The question, then, is how to develop the learning agenda in a way that develops the employability of the individual in as broad a way as possible (ideally in both labour market and broader social terms) and ensure that the individual can draw on support to achieve this. 

In this context, the Commission notes that the building of comprehensive and coherent strategies for lifelong learning will need to be constructed with the aid of a number of building blocks. This regard, it advocates a ‘partnership approach’ as the first ‘building block’ within the EU strategy for lifelong learning (Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality 2001:4; CEDEFOP 2001:preface).  An important aspect of this is that the development of strategies and practices of lifelong learning should occur through processes of social partnership. This is manifest in the Green Paper, Partnership for a new Organisation of Work (1997), the evolution of the European Employment Strategy and the specific instruments around the Framework of Actions for the Lifelong Development of Competencies and Qualifications. It is around such concerns that the LEARNPARTNER project was situated. Of prime significance, how well developed are existing partnerships around learning, and is it possible to identify innovative examples that are being developed. How are partnerships to be sustained in the long term? Waterman et al (1996), for example, in a discussion around the notion of ‘lifetime employability’, suggest that if partnerships are to be formed they must be based on mutual trust and caring. But how is trust built and engendered over the long-term? If, then, partnership is a central component of the process of building coherent and comprehensive systems of lifelong learning, how is it to be understood?

3.2.3 Partnership: A process for change? 

Besides its significance at the level of employment, partnership is inextricably bound up within the process of ‘social Europe’ and social dialogue. At the institutional level of European policy determination, Gilman and Weber (1999) detect a trend of ‘increasing importance’ for the role of the partners and social dialogue. Indeed, they suggest that the process of social dialogue is now the main focus for the establishment of social policy within the EU. Jenson et al (1999), in their work on the development of a putative European system of industrial relations, take this observation a step further. They suggest that the social dimension now acts as a key regulator for pan-European policy in the realm of the labour market. They further propose that both the development of social dialogue and the political and institutional dynamics of the EU are now acting in a concerted manner that tentatively suggests the genesis of a European system of industrial relations. This model is based upon a number of elements and is evidenced by examples such as the Social Charter and employment related European Directives that in their view act to bind together key actors at both the national and European levels. Similarly, the increasing impact of European Works Councils and the expansion of Pan-European negotiations between the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), and the Union des Industries de la Communaute Europeenne (UNICE), are also seen as indicative of such developments. 

It is suggested that the Social Protocol provides a central dynamic for the process of social partnership (Jenson et al 1999). The Social Policy Protocol of the Maastricht Treaty became the Social Chapter of the Treaty of Amsterdam and, as Marginson (2000) notes, formalised much of the content of the Social Charter. The Protocol applies to all member states and provides for the social partners to directly negotiate transnational agreements. The 1995 agreement on Parental Leave was the first agreement generated by this process. A number of commentators have, however, challenged the assumption that social partnership is being made more relevant through a process of Europeanised industrial relations (Hyman, 2001; Roche, 2000). Hyman (2001), for example, supports the prognosis that a rapidly developing network of institutional arrangements is increasingly providing platforms on which social dialogue can occur, yet he argues that a ‘denationalisation’ of national level industrial relations is also unfolding. The national characteristics of systems of industrial relations, embedded as they are within the regulatory capacity of the nation state are, he argues, being undermined by the pressures of international competition, cross-national economic integration, the policy constraints of governments and the actions of MNCs. Such denationalisation does not point in the direction of a European system of industrial relations that could act to buttress partnership throughout the EU. It certainly poses major challenges for strengthening the role of sectoral-based social dialogue, and in some countries, for example Germany, such sectoral arrangements have come under increasing strain in recent years (Whittal, 2004). 

The mechanics and potential influence of the European Employment Strategy (EES), indicates a central role for social partnership. This is an explicit requirement within the original EES pillars of ‘employability’ with its emphasis on lifelong learning, and ‘adaptability’ with its focus on functional flexibility. The EC Decision of January 19, 2001 on ‘Guidelines for Member States employment policies for the year 2001’ is clear on the role of partnership in the implementation of the Employment Strategy. The Annex on ‘The Employment Guidelines for 2001, ‘Horizontal objectives’, paragraph C’ states, ‘Member States shall develop a comprehensive partnership with the social partners for the implementation, monitoring and follow up of the Employment Strategy’. A similar message is articulated in the EC Green Paper,  ‘Partnership for a New Organisation of Work’ (1997; Paragraph 40). Likewise, a commitment to the strong involvement of the social partners in implementation was re-articulated in the Commission’s review of the EES (COM, 2003). 

For Cutcher-Gershenfeld and Verma (1994:547), global economic pressures are changing industrial relations and human resource management practices on a worldwide basis. In response to such forces for change, the introduction of flexible working practices and new methods of work organisation appear to be propelling the development of partnership at the level of the organisation. The EU Green Paper on Partnership for a New Organisation of Work (1997) lends support to such claims. The Green Paper describes the demise of Fordist methods of mass production and develops the argument that what is now a precursor for competitive success is the flexible firm and a new organisation of work. New organisational forms require a more efficient use of technology in order to improve both productivity and quality. The social partners are exhorted to work together in order to achieve these aims. The EC document of 1998, ‘Modernising the Organisation of Work – a positive approach to Change’, attempts to develop the same theme. Similarly the Economic Guidelines of the EC portray labour market flexibility as central to (high levels of) employment. In addition, the EES calls for the social partners to modernise the organisation of work, ‘balance flexibility with security’ and develop training and lifelong learning through partnership. 

Developments in the global economy are impacting on employment relationships and partnership arrangements in a seemingly inexorable fashion. Moves towards the decentralisation of bargaining, the contraction of multi-employer bargaining, the growth of non-standard employment, a shift towards more flexible forms of work organisation, the role of MNCs and the progression of Anglo-Americanisation, have all been described as forces for change throughout the EU (Gilman, 1999; Traxler, 1998; Hyman, 2001; Ferner and Quantanilla, 1998; Streeck, 1987; Edwards, 2000). It remains to be seen how well the European pluralist model of partnership, with its emphasis on participation and employee voice, is able to withstand such forces for change. For Hyman (2001: 287), the power of international finance capital and Anglo-American shareholder value is providing an irresistible force for change on the European social model. ‘Rhineland capitalism’ along with employment relationships based on co-determination and partnership are, for Hyman (2001), in an increasingly precarious state, a view that is shared by Streeck (1997). 

Indeed, Hyman (2001) goes on to suggest that the concept of European social dialogue as currently understood, also needs to be replaced by a process of ‘internal’ social dialogue within the trade union movement, so that a common perspective for European labour can be developed. Such an internal process would involve engagement between European trade unions, individuals and groups of citizens who were committed to the development of a perspective and coalition of opposition towards the ‘dehumanising’ advance of market forces. Such a suggestion finds resonance in the view that the forces of internationalism require trade unions to involve themselves in social movements beyond the traditional boundaries of trade unionism (Waddington 2000). Developments in this sphere, then, suggest major challenges for trades unions. At the one level there is strong support from the European Commission for the strengthening of sectoral level social dialogue, around a range of issues including education, training and learning, at another level the basis for sectoral dialogue within member states is coming under increasing strain and decision-making is increasingly being decentralised to the level of the firm. Where sectoral agreements are constructed, implementation at the workplace level may increasingly require further and more innovative forms of negotiation, and may demand new innovative strategies by trade unionists in their support of members’ interests.  

3.2.4 Summary: learning, employability and research relevance
It is clear that the central elements underpinning the concerns of the LEARNPARTNER project are intertwined in complex, and at times contradictory ways, and relate to some of the key policy challenges facing the European Union. As processes of internationalization and the globalisation of production continue, economic uncertainty increases for both employers and employees. Trying to combat this economic uncertainty, and the concomitant dynamics of industrial restructuring, is a key priority of the EU. It is at this level that the agenda for lifelong learning and individual employability becomes so important. Investments in human capital are advocated as a central priority if the EU is to become the world’s most competitive trading bloc, built around its strength as a knowledge economy. Clearly, a host of challenges have to be faced become this vision can become a reality, not least in terms of generating a commitment amongst EU based firms to investment in their human capital. But the debate is broader than that. Whilst the ongoing debate around the meaning of lifelong learning stresses the importance of social and economic worth, it’s the link between learning and employability that has attained the most prominent position on the contemporary policy agenda. And at the heart of this is the generation of a new social compact between companies, communities and individuals around the furtherance of this agenda. Thus, it is apparent that the discourse of employability stresses the importance of individuals managing and tasking responsibility for their own employability; but that companies must also take some responsibility for providing the enabling conditions for individuals to build their own career. This normative position is now well established, but a number of key issues and questions remain relatively under-explored. First, little evidence exists on the way strategies for employability lead to beneficial outcomes for individuals, companies and communities. Second, how do individuals find out about learning opportunities and ‘make informed, and negotiated choices about which learning option to follow?’ (Edwards et al 1998:9). As Edwards et al (1998) note, the ‘voices of the learners themselves’ are often neglected in much of this debate (see also Kuhn and Sultana, 2005). Yet, what does employability actually mean for individuals and how does this change as they move from one job to the next or are faced with moments of personal crisis, such as redundancy? How and what resources are they able to draw on in these situations? It is questions such as these that underpinned the original objectives of the LEARNPARTNER project and that only seem to have become important during the course of our research. 

The conduct of our research also coincided with the launch of the Commission’s Communication document on ‘Making a European Area of Lifelong Learning a Reality’ (COM, 2001: 678 final). The Communication argued that a series of priorities needed to be set at European (around valuing learning, information and guidance, and investment) and national, regional and local level (around bringing together learners and learning opportunities, basic skills, and innovative pedagogy). These priorities are to be achieved through the development of a series of building blocks, which promote coherent (partnership working, learning cultures, excellence) and comprehensive (insights into demand for learning, adequate resourcing, access to learning opportunities) strategies for lifelong learning. Movement against these priorities and building blocks is monitored through the system of National Action Plans (and Joint Employment Reports) established under the Luxembourg process of the European Employment Strategy (see Stuart and Greenwood, 2005 for a review). This is a useful mapping exercise, but it is not able to interrogate the processes by which events unfold in practice at the local level. In this regard, our research was able to explore systematically some of the key aspects of the policy agenda around lifelong and, in particular, the building block around partnership working. Our research was thus able to dovetail with the call in the Communication document for research to understand the nature of learning partnerships and their sustainability, and to explore the broader challenges posed to the social partners in the advancement of such partnership arrangements.

3.3 Trends in industry restructuring

3.3.1 Challenges in the European steel industry
Collecting consistent data on restructuring trends across the European steel and metal sectors proved to be far from straightforward (a problem that is also reported by other recent attempts at such mapping – see for example, Fairbrother et al, 2004a). Whilst basic statistical indicators could be collated at the European level, disaggregating to country or sub-industry level was more difficult and the consistency of the data was less reliable. Given this, we chose to focus our analysis specifically on key trends in the steel industry (represented as the iron and steel industry), as this was the sector central to our study, and also one that has broader and more reliable data sets. We only used statistical indicators that could be disaggregated to country level and where year on year statistics were consistent. We explored recent trends in employment, trade and technological change in the EU15, and how this was situated within patterns of global trade and the context of EU enlargement. The changes in the steel industry and the challenges that this poses are summarised by Fairbrother et al (2004b: 4):

‘the European steel industry is on a cusp, moving from a largely nationally-based industry to one where the major companies are transforming into major steel multi-nationals, with a strong regional focus. Once implication of this development is that while the national governments that make up the EU still see steel as a major national industry, the reality is that the principal companies in Europe are no longer reliant on national economic policy and support. As these changes proceed then it is likely that the occupational skill profile of the European steel workforce will come to the fore, as will questions about labour mobility and employability….the industry is likely to remain at the centre stage of government policy concerned with economic restructuring.’

Our research shows how the steel sector has been subjected to ongoing periods of restructuring over the last 30 years, due to the forces of increased international competition and technological advancement. During this period, the numbers employed in the industry across Europe have declined significantly and capital has become more concentrated. The social costs of this industrial decline were, to an important extent, mitigated through the support packages offered by the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) treaty. It is estimated that some 1, 700, 000 benefited from the financial assistance of the ECSC treaty, which helped to stabilise the social situation in the regions most affected by the structural changes affecting the steel and coal industries. The ECSC treaty formally ended in 2002, yet it is clear that the restructuring processes within the steel industry are ongoing and the employment base in the industry is likely to decrease further in the coming years. The key forces shaping future patterns of restructuring in the Euro zone will include: further technological advances; increased merger activity between multinational organisations; and the process of European enlargement. 

3.3.2. Production and consumption in the steel industry
World steel production stagnated during 2000/01 following a period of growth from the mid 1990s. Estimated projections forecast growth from 2002 onwards. The contribution of European production to world trade is in decline, however, from over a quarter in 1970 to less than a fifth in 2001. The only European countries represented in the top ten steel producing countries are Germany and Italy. The main area of production growth during the last decade has been China, where production levels have more than doubled during this period. Between 1991 and 2001, China’s share of World trade production increased by over 80 percent, with the rest of Asia also experiencing an increase in its share of trade by over 73 percent. These trends are documented in Tables 3.1 and 3.2 below. 

Table 3.1 The geographic distribution of World steel production 1991-2001
	Geographic zone
	Production percentage in 1991
	 Production percentage in 2001
	Change in share (%)

	European Union
	20.2
	18.9
	-6.4

	 Ex – USSR
	18.0
	11.8
	-34.4

	 Rest of Europe
	6.7
	5.4
	-19.4

	NAFTA
	13.7
	14.0
	+2.2

	China
	9.6
	17.6
	+83.3

	Japan
	14.9
	12.1
	-35.6

	Rest of Asia
	9.0
	11.6
	+73.3

	Others
	7.9
	8.6
	+8.8


Source: International Iron and Steel Institute Reports (IISI) 

Table 3.2 The top 10 steel producing countries 2002 (millions of metric tons)

	Country
	2002
	2001
	2000
	1995

	China 
	181.5
	150.8
	127.2
	95

	Japan
	107.7
	102.9
	106.4
	102

	United States
	92.3
	90.1
	101.8
	95

	Russia
	58.5
	57.4
	59.1
	52

	South Korea
	45.3
	43.9
	43.1
	37

	Germany
	45.0
	44.8
	46.4
	42

	Ukraine
	34.4
	33.1
	31.8
	22

	Brazil
	29.6
	26.7
	27.9
	25

	India
	28.8
	27.3
	26.9
	22

	Italy
	25.9
	26.4
	26.8
	28

	Total 10 countries
	649
	603.4
	597.4
	520

	% WORLD PRODUCTION 
	71.7
	71.2
	70.4
	69.1


Source: International Iron and Steel Institute Reports (IISI)
The trends for steel consumption broadly mirror those of production. Steel consumption across the European Union 15 showed a slight increase (1.1 percent) between 1991 and 2001, but consumption across the eastern European bloc declined significantly (some 70 percent). During this period, consumption in China exploded, with an increase in the consumption of steel in China of over 140 percent clearly driving the huge increases in production. Much of this activity has been internal. China is not, as yet, a major importer or exporter, of steel. Its share of exports doubled between 1990 and 2001, but still accounted for only 2.4 percent of World exports. Likewise, whilst its share of imports trebled during this period, it still only amounted to 7.6 percent (or 10.75 billion dollars). In contrast, the European Union remains a major (net) exporter of steel.  Its share of World exports stood at 44.7 percent in 2001, down from 57 percent in 1990, although it is important that note that 86.3 percent of this represented trade within the Euro zone. Its share of World imports stood at 37.2 percent in 2001, down from 45.2 percent in 1990, but broadly comparable with 1980 levels (36.4 percent). Again, much of this relates to trade within the EU zone.

3.3.3 Trends in employment
During the last 30 years, the number employed in the iron and steel industry in Europe has declined by nearly three-quarters, from approximately 1 million employed in the industry in the early 1970s to just 270,000 in 2001. The decline of the industry has continued apace since the early 1990s. For example, 48,500 jobs have been lost in the industry in Germany alone since 1993, representing a 39 percent decline in employment levels. Similar reductions in employment have taken place in Spain (37 percent) and the United Kingdom (41 percent). Given the fact that production levels have not experienced a commensurate rate of decline, productivity levels have increased significantly.

Table 3.3: Employment in the European steel industry and main producing countries, 1993-2001 (thousand)

	
	1993
	2001
	Change (%)

	EU total
	385.0
	270.0
	-29.87

	Germany
	126.4
	77.9
	-39.37

	Italy
	51.0
	38.4
	-24.70

	France
	41.6
	37.9
	-8.90

	Benelux
	48.3
	35.5
	-26.50

	UK
	40.7
	24.1
	-40.79

	Spain
	35.0
	21.9
	-37.43


Source: adapted from Laso Ayuso (2003)
3.3.4 Patterns of corporate ownership
Patterns of ownership have changed significantly over the last decade, with a number of high profile mergers re-shaping the configuration of the European steel sector. In 1980, the five leading steel producing groups in Europe – Finsinder, Thyssen, Usinor, British Steel and Krupp Stahl – barely accounted for 30 percent of all steel production. 
By 2001, the new composition of the five leading producing groups – Arcelor, Corus, Thyssen Krupp, Riva and Voestalpine – accounted for 60 percent of all European production of raw steel. Some of this activity can be seen as a consequence of the privatisation process that took place during the 1980s and early 1990s, as private ownership prompted employers to consolidate market share and position. However, mergers and acquisitions have intensified in recent years and production activity has become more global in character. The most notable activity in recent years have been the merger of Usinor, Arbed and Arcelaria in 2001 to form Arcelor, and the merger of British steel and the Hoogovens in 1999 to form Corus. Since its formation, Arcelor has been the world’s largest steel producer, with an output of 46.9 million metric tons in 2004 (IISI, World Steel report, 2005). The Corus group was ranked eighth in the world in 2004, with an output of 19 million metric tons. Both groups, and other large Europe concerns such as Thyssen Krupp, are looking to develop an international presence outside of Europe, either through the purchase of foreign plants or strategic alliances with other international producers. This process of capital concentration is likely to increase in the coming years, because on a global level the concentration of the steel industry is relatively low. The ten largest iron and steel companies account for only 25 percent of world production, compared for example to 95 percent for the ten largest automobile manufacturers. Further concentration of the European steel industry will have obvious implications for employment levels.

3.3.5 European enlargement
The European enlargement process represents a further challenge to the sector. Latest data suggest that some 2.6 million workers are employed in the metal sector in the ten candidate countries. The three largest industries are located in Poland (with over 750,000 workers), Romania (629,000) and the Czech Republic (510,000). The enlargement process will have a dual impact on the sector: first, industrial restructuring will take place within the candidate countries as steel and metal concerns are faced with increasing competitive pressures; second, the dynamics of competition will impact on extant production capacity within existing EU concerns, as employers look to the East to take advantage of lower labour costs. On average, in 2000, labour costs in the East were 11.5 percent of the EU15 average. Clearly, this creates a strong incentive for the withdrawal of investment from the EU15 to these countries, with a drop in the level of job creation in the industries of the old EU. Given the numbers employed in the enlargement countries, the shake out of manufacturing in these countries is likely to lead to huge levels of labour retrenchment. In some cases, this retrenchment started some time ago. For example, employment in the iron and steel industry in Poland declined from 123,000 workers in 1993 to approximately 36,000 in 2001. It has been projected that a further 8,000 workers will be shed by 2006. Many of these workforce reductions, however, were achieved through transfers to subsidiary companies that are now also facing potential restructuring, and in some cases closure. Thus, as Towalski (2003) notes, ‘the industry has not reached the end of its road to restructuring, and further redundancies seem certain’. 

3.3.6 Restructuring and challenges
The challenges facing the sector have had profound consequences for management strategy and human resource management and working practices. Most companies have refined their priorities so that increased emphasis is placed upon customer needs, which has had a knock-on effect for human resource management strategies based on training and employee responsibility, as well as more general working conditions. In most companies, new forms of working have had to be introduced and the relationship with customers, suppliers and employees has changed. However, in many cases, particularly in the larger concerns, this process has been applied almost without any renewal of labour. Technological advancements have assisted in this process. There has been some move towards the downgrading of traditional blast furnace systems and an increased investment in electric arc furnaces, that require much less labour. Indeed, the number of blast furnaces in Europe has decreased from 341 to 82 in less than the last 25 years. How processes of technological development will unfold in the future and the likely impact on jobs is widely debated. The European Commission and major employers argue that job losses will not be as significant as in the previous quarter of a century. Given the huge reductions of numbers employment in the sector during the period, such absolute reductions may not be possible. However, employment in the industry is continuing to decline year-on-year and some project that there could be as few as 100,000 employed in the sector in Europe by the end of the decade. 

Those workers that have kept their jobs after harsh processes of restructuring have had to learn how to adapt to the characteristics of the new business environment. In practice this has meant employers looking to increase the flexibility and adaptability of employees through increased multi-skilling, as they look to get increased productivity out of fewer workers. But, the organisation of production around team-based forms of working has also represented an attempt by employers to take advantage of the latent and tacit skills of employees (a form of internal labour renewal). This has been accompanied by attempts to codify such knowledge through competency-based systems of assessment and accreditation. 

The age profile in the industry – with the majority of those employed over 45 – also raises a series of questions about the broader renewal of the workforce in the steel sector. Many companies are experiencing difficulty recruiting new entrants to the industry and entry to the industry is also changing with the significant decline in apprenticeships (most noticeable in Spain and the UK). In the future, work in the industry will be based less around traditional manual work and the workforce itself will become more feminised (all be it from a very low base). As the system of entry into the industry and the profile of the workforce changes so to is the likely career structure and development of employability within the sector. The most pressing issues of restructuring in the short term, however, are likely to remain two fold: developing responses for those displaced from the sector, without the traditional aid structures of the ECSC (which came to an end in 2002); and, upgrading the capacities and employability of those remaining in the restructured workplace.

3.4
The learning agenda and the nature of learning partnerships
3.4.1 Coherent and comprehensive strategies for lifelong learning?


In each of the countries taking part in the LEARNPARTNER project a wide-ranging policy level has taken place around lifelong learning, and at the level of discourse this is well developed. In most of our countries, there have either been governmental reviews of lifelong learning or the establishment of committees for the advancement of lifelong learning. This has resulted in a raft of initiatives aimed at addressing the key priorities outlined in the Commission’s Communication on lifelong learning, such as valuing informal learning, improving information, guidance and counselling, improving learning opportunities, partnership working and increasing investments in learning. There are examples of voluntary (and in the case of Spain statutory) training funds or rights to leave of absence in most countries, with the exception of the UK. Examples of learning accounts are again common, although in some cases, such as Sweden, they are encompassing; whilst in other cases, such as the UK, they proved to be more limited, experimental and short-term. In most of the countries, the social partners have either played, or are now playing, a key role in the reformulation of vocational, education and training policy and recent debates and initiatives around lifelong learning. For example, in Spain a series of Framework Agreements regulating further training have been concluded between the government and the peak social partner institutions. The only country where such macro institutional arrangements are weak or lacking is the UK.  


Some of the developments captured in our reviews of national development in lifelong learning are depicted in Table 3.4. This summary is far comprehensive and we limit our discussion of progress with regard to lifelong learning policies, due the continuous process of change in this sphere and the sheer volume of initiatives. In terms of a general assessment, progress is best judged against the European Commission’s own criteria for the development of comprehensive and coherent strategies for learning, as detailed in the Joint Employment Reports (see for example COM (2002) 621 Final). Judged against the 2002 JER (when our research was conducted) the countries appear to be developing well. None of them had progressed to an ‘insufficient’ degree, and in the cases of Finland and Sweden (and we would argue Norway, since they are not assessed through the OMC) have achieved an ‘adequate’ level of progress across all indicators. In Germany, Spain and the UK there was evidence that in some areas (such as a focus on disadvantaged groups, overall investment and system development) there was evidence of only partial development, and the Netherlands was also identified as need to improve in the area of disadvantaged groups. Yet, care must be taken in reading of concrete practice from the assessment of the Joint Employment Reports. As the JER for 2004/5 notes, there are limitations to what the process of National Action Plans can tell us. Tellingly, the JER for 2004/5 notes that, ‘[W]hile there is recognition that actors must share responsibility, no Member states demonstrate a truly comprehensive approach…It is important to move more rapidly ….to deliver lifelong learning opportunities for all’ (COM 2005: 10/11).    

Table 3.4: Summary of policy developments in participating countries (up to 2002)

	Country
	Developments and debates in lifelong learning

	Finland
	State planned system of education and training and clearly structured. Vocational training integrated into education system and wide alternatives for education, training and learning (eg Folk high schools);

Wide raging debate on lifelong learning;

1997 Finnish Lifelong Learning Committee (reform of 26 steering laws on education to 9 laws with more of an emphasis on learning).

	Germany
	Strong ‘dual’ system of education and vocation training and legislative base;

Wide ranging debate on the promotion of lifelong learning and the reform of vocational training;

2001 – action programme launched by BMBF to progress towards a learning society – includes sub programmes on learning regions and networks.

	Netherlands
	Restructuring of Vocational Education and Training System in early 1990s – led to 43 Regional Training Centres and Adult Vocational Education Act;

Complex market for VET, many private providers;

1996-1997 – Knowledge debate around lifelong learning and employability;

1998 National Action Plan for lifelong learning and employability published;

Investors in People system.

	Norway
	Major reform of all levels of education and training system during 1990s;

1994 – Reform 1994, focused at VET and strengthening of apprenticeship system;

1997 Buer Commission on national lifelong learning plan;

1999 – development and implementation (incomplete) of Competence Reform – model of lifelong learning.

	Spain
	Strong debate on qualification structures for labour market;

Emphasis on strengthening the legislative base;

Training quota on firms;

2001 – New Law for Vocational Training and Qualifications;

2001 – Third National Agreement on Further Training between the state and social partners, to regulate training between 2001-2004.

	Sweden
	Well developed system of alternative forms of education, VET and learning (eg study circles/Folk high schools);

Broad encompassing legislation (educational leave etc);

1996 introduction of Qualified Vocational Training Programme;

1997 – 5 year initiative to promote adult education, 100, 000 places targeted at unemployed (following government report, 1996).

	UK
	Complex system beyond compulsory education, with limited regulation of vocational training;

Wide ranging debate on lifelong learning (Skills Task Force; Workforce Development Initiative);

New Deal for young and long-term unemployed;

Emphasis on skills (Skill White Papers);

Union initiatives: Union Learning Fund, and statutory backing for Union Learning Representatives.


Leaving an overall assessment of progress to one side, it is important to identify a number of ongoing challenges and concerns with regard to the lifelong learning agenda. Despite all the debate and initiatives, we found real problems of implementation, and overall system coherence, in all the partner countries. The Norwegian case was relatively well advanced, with a clear national policy of reform for learning and competence development at all levels, but even here there have been problems implementing the reforms at the local and workplace level. Its progressive strategy for corporatist reform has also stalled in the context of disagreements over the financing of major initiatives such as the statutory right to paid educational leave. Similarly, whilst there is an established framework of sectorally negotiated agreements in the Netherlands, this does not mean that they are followed at the workplace level. Establishing a culture of learning in small firms is identified in all cases as being particularly problematic.

The findings also reveal the challenges facing nation states in developing coherent systems of lifelong learning. Again, the Norwegian case is well developed, but in most other cases the developing systems of lifelong learning are fragmented. The linkages between the economic, education and training systems are particularly underdeveloped. In the case of the UK, this is characterised by a wide range of small-scale project funded initiatives, which aim to tackle a wide range of issues but have little connection with each other. In the German case there is an overemphasis in the area of continuing vocational training. This is partly a problem of definition that appears to be replicated in many of the other cases. Thus, despite the broad ranging definition of lifelong learning articulated in the Commission’s Communication, it seems that the economic dimension of lifelong learning and the challenge of employability still appear to be most dominant. As the German report notes, ‘lifelong learning is not yet embedded in society as a joint social project’. At this level, the project felt that a consideration of how ‘employability’ is conceptualised is important, as its attachment to a purely ‘labour market’ definition is a cause of tension in most debates around the advancement of lifelong learning. This assumes, to some extent, that a definition is being imposed on the worth of an individual’s competences and whether they are employable or not (see for example, Coffield, (1998; 1999). The implication being that such a definition does not cover an individual’s full set of interests. Clearly, a distinction between the economic and social components of learning is important, but we felt it was also useful to distinguish between narrow and broad definitions of employability. A narrow definition would specifically be related to attempts to develop the competencies of an individual in a purely job, company or sectoral specific way, so that any learning received would have little relevance outside of the internal context of the firm or sector. A broader definition, whilst still related to the labour market, would have applicability outside the settings of a single job, company and firm, and would imply learning that is more transferability, external and of wider value to an individual. 

Building on this, the development of ‘lifelong learning’ from above is also considered to be problematic, particularly within a discourse that puts most emphasis and responsibility on the individual. Thus, the Swedish researchers note that a system developed from above ‘as part of a planning strategy’ is not well ‘adapted to the realities of real life and the dynamic of the new economy’. Whilst for the German researchers, raising the demand for learning amongst individuals within institutional learning settings is unlikely to succeed, as individuals learn ‘in informal ways, in informal institutions’.

Despite the significant barriers to implementation of lifelong learning in all partner countries, the reports show that trade unions can play an important role in developing ‘partnerships for learning’ – one of the building blocks for lifelong learning identified in the Commission’s Communication. The development of statutory union learning representatives in the UK indicates that trade unions can play an important role in helping individuals navigate the complex learning choices open to them and encouraging and motivating, through a bottom up approach, those individuals that may not have well developed histories of learning. Trade unions can also play an important role at the workplace, working in partnership with employers, in building cultures for learning. A strengthening of the institutions and mechanisms of social dialogue over lifelong learning may, therefore, be an important determinant in the implementation of lifelong learning, although this is likely to be a key point of contestation in years to come. It is to such considerations that we now turn.
3.4.2 Partnerships for learning: elements of ‘good practice’ and existing challenges
 
The EU policy agenda stresses the centrality of partnership working and social dialogue for the furtherance of coherent strategies around lifelong learning. For example, the Communication document on lifelong learning presented the following call to the social partners:

‘The social partners are invited to negotiate and implement agreements at all appropriate levels to modernise the organisation of work, with a view to increasing investment in lifelong learning and to proving more time for learning…they should work towards the recognition of all learning activities, including non-formal and informal learning, and integrate this into all aspects of human resource policies and practices at the enterprise level’ (COM, 2001: 20)

This agenda seems to have been advanced at a number of levels. At the European level, discussions between the lead employer (UNICE) and trade union (ETUC) confederations around the advancement of social dialogue on education, training and learning proved problematic for much of the 1990s. This is exemplified in their respective responses to the Memorandum for Lifelong Learning. First, whilst the ETUC rejected the employment-related view of lifelong learning, UNICE stressed the centrality of lifelong learning to the promotion of competitiveness and employability, since ‘only if training offers correspond to companies’ needs will employability and competitiveness be enhanced’ (UNICE, 2001: 1). Secondly, whilst the ETUC advocated that lifelong learning should be an individual right, UNICE rejected this categorically. These standpoints were indicative of longstanding differences between the social partners over how the vocational education and training (VET) agenda was advancing across Europe, most notably in terms of access to VET opportunities. In this regard, the landmark joint declaration on 28 February 2002 by the ETUC, UNICE and CEEO on the ‘framework of actions for the lifelong development of competencies and qualifications’ may mark a major step forward. The declaration represents a general statement on advancing competence development and qualifications through the working life of an employee. This is deemed dependent on the implementation of four key priorities: the ‘identification and anticipation of competencies and qualifications; recognition and validation of competencies and qualification; information, support and guidance; and resources’. The social partners committed themselves to advancing the declaration through promoting the framework at a national level, with an annual assessment of national actions against the four priorities. To some extent, developments in these areas are already visible in many countries advancement of the broader agenda of lifelong learning, but, ultimately, just how successful this framework is likely to be in terms of developing national practice is an empirical question, to be explored at the national level and in relation to specific social partner strategies and actions. 

 At the national level, trade union bodies have been looking to develop the agenda around learning related issues for some time. This has typically been situated within discussions around new strategic directions for trade unions, where innovation can be pursued around more integrative, production concerns and occupational interests (Sandberg et al, 1992; Leisink, 1993), rather than more contentious, distributive issues (such as pay and terms and conditions). Such initiatives have been forged on the basis that learning-related issues offer benefits to all parties in the employment relationship and thus afford trade unions the opportunity to engage in more co-operative relations and partnerships with employers (and other related stakeholders). There is evidence to suggest, however, that in practice this may not be quite so clear-cut, and that learning itself, particularly in terms of whose interests it concerns, can also be a contentious issue (Stuart, 1996). Again, to the extent that the partnership relations around learning are increasingly being extolled by policy markers and sought by trade unions this is an empirical question.


Against this backdrop, our research sought to gather up-to-date information on trade union strategies and practices with regard to lifelong learning and employability and identify whether any innovative partnership around learning, what we refer to as learning partnerships, were emerging. Thus, in each country, we conducted interviews with lead trade union officials, steel and metal employers’ federations and industry related training organisations to map out the nature of emerging learning partnerships, analyse the constituents elements of any ‘good-practice’ examples and to assess the challenges of learning partnerships for trade unions. Extrapolating from this national level research, we are able to identify three general forms of partnership-based approaches: institutional, responsive and reactive. Each type of ‘learning partnership’ has different characteristics, different goals and results in different learning outcomes; which are shaped and conditioned by the national legacies of industrial relations and education and training systems, as well as the more locally specific exigencies of organisational restructuring.   

3.4.2.1 Institutional learning partnerships beyond the workplace

Institutional learning partnerships are the most encompassing and wide-ranging type of partnership. Such partnerships are essentially extensions of existing social partnership arrangements and policy concertation that reflect specific national legal and institutional frameworks governing both industrial relations, and education and training (Berger and Compston, 2002). Learning has increasingly become a specific dimension to these types or arrangements, or they have developed arrangements specifically related to learning as a subsidiary dimension of broader agreements or pacts on employment relations change (Stuart and Martinez Lucio, 2005). They are present to some degree in all the countries participating in our study, with the exception of the UK. Such partnerships tend to be formal bi-partite (employer-union) or tri-partite (employer-union-state) arrangements, and can take two forms.  Firstly, they can be evident in the form of negotiations between trade union and employer federations at national and sector level that consider issues relating to training and learning.  Secondly, they can be manifest within national education systems through tri-partite representation on government committees and advisory bodies.  Institutional type partnerships result in the formulation of new legislation, and collective agreements specifically in relation to learning and training, but the focus of such partnerships is primarily on the development of sector or firm specific skills and on the provision of training for those in work.  Examples of such arrangements in the countries under investigation include: the Swedish Competence Development Agreement, the Spanish Third National Agreement on Continuous Training, The Finnish Study Leave Act, and Education Insurance System, and the Norwegian Basic Agreement and Work Environment Act. 

 
The major strength of institutional type partnerships is that they result in the formulation of new legislation and/or national, regional and sector collective agreements in relation to learning.  They typically aim to set the parameters for the development of the learning agenda at the workplace level, in terms of individual rights of access to learning, time off for learning and, increasingly, the development of systems of accreditation for prior knowledge, in order to increase individual transferability in the labour market. In some cases, however, the key objective is more constrained to the development of sectoral and firm specific skills, with less of an emphasis on the broader employability of individuals. The key problem with such agreements is the degree of articulation between the different levels of the system, most significantly between the development of macro/meso level policy and the implementation of practice at the micro/workplace level. There is also evidence in some countries, such as Germany and the Netherlands, where some employers have actively sought to bypass collective agreements in relation to learning developed by such partnerships.  To this end, both the formation and effectiveness of such arrangements are dependent on the presence of an established culture of social partnership (see Berger and Compston, 2002), which to some extent explains the lack of such arrangements in the UK. 

3.4.2.2 Responsive partnerships
Responsive type partnerships, which are evident in Germany, Spain and Norway, share many of the characteristics of institutional type partnerships, but differ in that they emerge independently of existing social partnership arrangements.  Such partnerships are located at corporate or plant level, and are formal bi-partite or less commonly, multi-agency arrangements.  They develop within companies and plants where downsizing is not an immediate threat, and the objective of the measures developed by such arrangements is often to facilitate workforce up-skilling. The primary focus of such arrangements is the development of sector and firm specific skills, typically geared to the improvement of organisational efficiency and competitiveness. In Norway, some responsive partnerships have also been established, however, in order to operationalise at local level agreements formulated by institutional partnerships.

The major strength of such partnerships is their flexibility, and their ability to facilitate learning opportunities tailored to meet the specific needs of particular companies and plants in relation to skill formation.  They are, however, primarily concerned with the development of sector and firm specific skills, and have a strong focus upon improving business performance, rather than the broader labour market employability of individuals.  Nevertheless, in some instances, the issue of employability has been indirectly addressed through the measures introduced.    

3.4.2.3 Reactive partnerships

Reactive type partnerships, which have developed in Norway, Sweden, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, are located at plant or community level, and are multi-agency arrangements that involve a wide range of public, private and voluntary sector organisations in addition to the social partners.  Reactive partnerships are ad hoc arrangements that develop independently of existing social partnership arrangements. They are typically established in closure situations, or when large-scale redundancies are announced.  They have the (immediate and often short-term) objective of providing new opportunities for displaced workers, or those under immediate threat of redundancy to gain transferable skills in order to increase their employability in the labour market.  The major strength of such partnerships is that they aim to facilitate the development of transferable, rather than sector or firm specific skills. They take a more inclusive approach to learning because they aim to facilitate learning opportunities with a view to increasing worker employability in the wider sense. Responsive partnerships therefore focus learning opportunities on those in danger of marginalisation within the labour market, rather than on those whose position is relatively secure. There is evidence to suggest that reactive type partnerships have been extremely successful both in promoting learning, and in facilitating learning opportunities for displaced workers.  Such arrangements have also been successful in providing displaced workers with the transferable skills that have enabled them to return to the labour market following redundancy. The major criticism stems from the fact that they are reactive rather than pro-active, and therefore develop primarily in crisis situations.  

3.4.2.4 Examples of innovative learning partnerships

Partnership-based approaches to learning have developed within a variety of different contexts, and for a number of differing purposes, against a backdrop of tension between national and sectoral institutional arrangements and local circumstances and needs. The possibility has to be considered, therefore, that it is not possible to develop a single model of good practice with respect to learning partnerships that will be applicable throughout Europe.  Nonetheless, it is possible to identify those characteristics that comprise the constituent elements of good practice with respect to learning partnerships. Three examples of innovative learning partnerships are considered below (many more are outlined in the various project reports under Workpackage 2). 

Kaco GmbH (German-responsive learning partnership aimed at workforce qualification)

 
The impulse for the establishment of a responsive type learning partnership within this German company came from increased competition combined with increased pressure from customers for more competitive prices and higher quality.  Management and the Works Council within the company identified the lack of automation, and highly Taylorised working practices as barriers to reducing prices whilst maintaining quality, and the low level of skill and qualifications amongst the workforce as an obstacle to the introduction of changes within the labour process.  For this reason it was jointly decided to link the restructuring of the labour process with a qualification process within the workforce. This partnership is particularly innovative because Kaco GmbH employees were able to gain qualifications that accredited their new competences, enabling them to increase their employability by demonstrating their ability to learn.  Four features of good practice are worth noting. Firstly, the social partners were prepared to adopt a pragmatic approach in order to achieve their objectives.  This is demonstrated by the Works Council conceding a clause in the collective agreement that allowed workers gaining qualifications to be re-graded to a higher wage level, even if the qualifications they obtained were not relevant for the particular job they were undertaking.  Management, for its part, was prepared to enter into wage agreement with the Works Council with respect to teamwork, which did not differentiate between individual workers in terms of performance. Secondly, there is a shared commitment to learning from the social partners, the employees of the company, and the other agencies involved within the partnership, including the local chamber of industry and commerce. Thirdly, members of the workforce were given a stake within the restructuring process, not just through the acquisition of qualifications, but also through the introduction of flexible working arrangements that gave them more control over their working day. Finally, improvements in business performance and employability appear to have been regarded by this partnership as co-terminus rather than mutually exclusive concepts.

The Aker Verdal partnership: a Norwegian learning partnership for competitiveness 

This responsive type Norwegian project was established in order to deliver a large-scale programme of training to prevent job loss in response to the restructuring of the Aker Verdal offshore fabrication yard. The company had introduced many changes to working practices during the last decade designed to improve productivity, such as multi-skilling, but through co-operation with the trade unions still had to make 300 people redundant in 1999. Due to a slack order book, plans were made to make a further 400 people redundant in 2000. The company was, however, a key employer within the small Norwegian community in which it is based, so these plans were communicated to the local labour market authorities and government ministers and a funding package was requested to prevent further job loss. Consequently, 40 million NOK (approximately £4 million) was granted to fund a large-scale training programme, with the company providing a further 50 million NOK.

Meetings were held between management and the workforce to discuss the redundancy process and a ‘project organisation was set up to have the overall responsibility for the training programme’ (Skule, 2002: 42), along with a steering group comprising a broad constituency of stakeholders (management, unions, local authorities, local colleges etc). The first point of departure was to set-up an on-site job centre to assist the dismissed workers. The local college then assessed the skills of these workers (using instruments designed to validate the acquisition of non-formal learning) and tailor-made training courses were put in place. As Skule (2002: 42) notes, ‘[T]he content of the training courses was based on the future skills needs outlined in the strategy plan, which was based on the skills required to introduce new forms of work organisation’. This included skills training for multi-skilling, ICT and specialist skills in ‘strategically important areas’. An exercise in skills planning and matching was also undertaken, with management identifying and listing their skills needs on a database whilst workers had their existing skills mapped. The training courses were typically geared towards company specific and production related skills, but also included provision geared towards broader labour market application. Much of the training took place at the yard itself. In total, 2569 courses were provided, amounting to approximately 2 months of training per employee. Take-up was high, with 87 percent of the workforce participating during the period November 1999 to June 2001. The employability of employees was enhanced by virtue of the fact that many of the courses led to formally recognised competences. 

The high take-up of the courses was indicative of the enthusiasm for the training amongst many of the dismissed employees. As Skule (2002: 43) explains, ‘[T]his was because the training programme had received a large amount of public attention, but was also linked to a perception that training could save the company from closure [in the future]. The shop stewards were also instrumental in motivating employees’. Assessed against its main objectives, the project proved successful. Just nine employees eventually left the company, whilst the company was able to strengthen the skills profile of its workforce against its broader strategic goals and adopt as a direct result more flexible working practices. Partly as a result of this project the company has now attained a more competitive and secure position within the market place.

Steel Partnership Training (SPT): A UK reactive partnership for displaced workers

 This network of reactive type partnerships developed within the United Kingdom in order to deliver opportunities for displaced workers and those under threat of redundancy. It has two particularly innovative features. Firstly, the organisation comprises a network of partnership-based approaches to learning that exist at a number of different levels. Each separate partnership, moreover, is a multi-agency arrangement embracing a different set of stakeholders that reflect local circumstances and priorities.  Secondly, and perhaps more remarkably, given the national context in which the organisation has developed, SPT is trade union led body. This is perhaps a manifestation of one of the features of SPT that represents good practice: all the stakeholders within the partnership network are committed to learning, and are prepared to act pragmatically in order to achieve their goals. To this end, stakeholders such as employers, local authorities and educational institutes have been prepared to take an auxiliary rather than a leading role within the partnerships, in recognition of the ability of the union both with respect to engaging steel and metal sector workers, and of accessing funding sources made available both by the UK government and the European Union (typically the Structural Funds) to provide learning opportunities for displaced workers.  

Another characteristic of SPT that represents good practice is that all the learning opportunities developed by the partnership network are responsive to, and have been tailored to address, the particular needs of adult learners.  This is significant given that the majority of workers exiting the steel and metal sector have not been involved in learning activities since the end of full-time schooling (Fuller and Unwin, 1999). Indeed, because of this approach, SPT has been able to engage large numbers of non-traditional learners. The partnership arrangements developed by SPT have proved to be highly successful, and in some cases they have been able to place 79 percent of displaced participants back into the labour market. 
3.4.2.5 Learning partnerships: constituent elements of good practice 

The cases explored in our research allow us to draw out certain features and characteristics of learning partnerships. Some of these features relate to how organisations operate within partnership arrangements, whilst others are concerned with how partnership-based approaches engage with the learning agenda. An inclusive approach to partnership, in which all the appropriate stakeholders are involved, is important to the effectiveness of such partnerships, although this may serve to dilute the influence of individual stakeholders in some circumstances. It is also important that learning partnerships deliver benefits for all the stakeholders, since this will serve to maintain and legitimate their engagement, making it more likely that objectives are achieved. A pragmatic approach to working in partnership was also a significant feature of the partnerships that were considered, as were clear, well defined, shared objectives. It is also important that all stakeholders have a shared commitment to learning, yet it is also important that all the (differing) perspectives on learning held by the various stakeholders are taken into account.  For this reason it is necessary for all stakeholders to appreciate that learning designed to improve business performance, and learning which has the objective of increasing wider individual employability are not necessarily mutually exclusive.   

Given that learners drawn from the steel and metal sector are primarily non-traditional learners, who in many cases have few qualifications, and have had little engagement with learning since the end of formal schooling, it is essential that learning partnerships facilitate learning opportunities that are both learner-centred, and responsive to the particular needs of non-traditional learners. Similarly, it is important for the learners to be aware of the necessity of developing new skills, and the benefits that can be gained from this.

Some of the most innovative partnership-based approaches to learning uncovered by our research are reactive-type partnerships, and it is noteworthy that reactive-type partnerships are often highly successful in achieving their objectives. This raises important questions of how, and indeed whether, reactive type partnerships, which essentially represent responses to crises, can develop into arrangements that are more pro-active, and sustainable, or whether this model could be adapted for implementation in non-crisis situations. It is difficult to identify any prerequisite conditions that enable reactive partnerships to develop into more pro-active arrangements, not least because many of them clearly do not have this objective. Furthermore, those partnership-based arrangements that have sought to adopt a more pro-active approach to learning have utilised different strategies for this purpose.  Thus, Steel Partnership Training has to some extent refocused its position with respect to the learning agenda, by endeavouring to place more emphasis on promoting lifelong learning as a concept, rather than by facilitating an instrumental, goal focused approach to learning. There is evidence to suggest, however, that learning partnerships such as SPT can be sustained. 

3.4.2.6 Trade unions and partnership-based approaches to learning: challenges and   opportunities

Our research suggests a number of issues and challenges confronting the success of learning partnerships and, in particular, the role of trade unions in their development. 

The locus of partnership: Our research suggests that existing national and sectoral based institutional arrangements for training and learning are, in some instances, too rigid to respond to the rapidly changing skills needs engendered by the restructuring processes that continue to effect the steel and metal sector, and which imply the need for continuous learning.  Similarly, the substantive elements within national and sector level collective agreements negotiated by institutional-type partnerships are not always fully operationalised at local level.  A challenge for trade unions is how best to promote (and ensure) the operationalisation of such agreements. Given that local partnerships appear to have greater flexibility with which to address the implications for skills and learning of sectoral restructuring, trade unions also need to consider whether more emphasis should be placed on developing partnership-based approaches to learning at local, and especially plant level, than is currently the case (a point we consider further in the next chapter).

Skills for participating in learning partnerships: Developing and participating within partnership-based approaches to learning requires particular skills that some trade union representatives, especially those working at plant level, do not necessarily have. Our research has found that many trade unionists are ill prepared either to identify emergent skills needs or to develop training solutions and strategies that address such issues. Capacity building activities will be particularly important therefore if trade unions are to equip their representatives, especially those operating at plant level, with the appropriate skills to make a meaningful contribution to partnership-based approaches to learning.

Skills for wide-ranging employability: In some of the countries in our project, social partnership arrangements have resulted in particularly close relationships between employers and trade unions.  In some cases this has resulted in trade unions adopting very similar definitions of, and perspectives in relation to, competency as the employers. This has resulted in more emphasis being placed upon learning activity that promotes the acquisition of firm or sector specific skills, than on activity that enables workers to gain transferable skills that will increase their wider employability. This appears to be the particularly the case for institutional and responsive-type partnerships, where downsizing is not an immediate issue. It could argued, therefore, that trade unions need to develop ways of promoting learning opportunities that enable workers not under immediate threat of redundancy to gain transferable skills, especially given that restructuring within the sector is likely to be on-going. 

Engaging ‘reluctant’ learners: The inability of the trade unions especially at local level, to engage reluctant learners within their membership has been identified in some of our cases as a barrier to the success of partnership-based approaches, whilst others cases demonstrate that trade unions have been highly successful, particularly within reactive type partnerships, in engaging non-traditional learners. In some countries this raises the issue of how trade unions can both promote lifelong learning as a concept, and best promote learning activity to their members.  In others, this raises the question of how trade unions can highlight their success in relation to engaging reluctant and non-traditional learners, with a view to continuing and expanding their involvement within partnership-based approaches to learning.  These considerations need to be seen, however, within the framework of the on-going debate in relation to the balance of responsibility between employers and trade unions with respect to facilitating and promoting learning opportunities for employees.

Informal learning and tacit skill: Some learning partnerships are concerned with informal learning and tacit skill. However, the evidence suggests that such partnerships are often seeking to utilise untapped human capital primarily to boost business performance.  The challenge for trade unions is how to utilise partnership-based approaches to learning in order to enable workers to utilise tacit skills developed through informal or experiential learning to increase their wider employability, rather than simply to improve business performance.  In order to achieve this objective, trade unions may wish to consider how to utilise learning partnerships in order to encourage employers to support the accreditation and credentialisation of informal learning, not least because qualifications are used as proxy measure of skill by employers (Fuller and Unwin, 1999), thus adding to workers’ employability. Such considerations are of particular relevance where informal learning has resulted in the development of transferable skills and knowledge that are not specific to the steel and metal sector. The accreditation and credentialisation of informal and experiential learning would, furthermore, also enable workers to formally demonstrate their ability to learn – an important transferable skill in itself.       

From reaction to prevention: Evidence from the majority of countries involved in our research suggests that reactive-type partnerships address the trade union learning agenda, with respect to the development of transferable skills that increase wider employability most directly and successfully, yet such partnerships appear only to arise in ‘crisis’ situations when workers are under immediate threat of redundancy.  How trade unions can develop and utilise such reactive partnerships in a more pro-active way is thus an important issue for consideration (and further research).  

3.5 Learning, partnership and the management of change: organisational case studies

3.5.1 Background and research design
Our general reviews on the state of lifelong learning and partnerships for learning, revealed two simple points. First, that whilst there was a wide-ranging debate on progressing the lifelong learning agenda, there was a very real question mark over the implementation of such an agenda ‘on the ground’. Second, despite concerns over implementation, there were nonetheless many attempts being undertaken to forge partnership arrangements whereby learning acted as some sort of counterpoint to processes of restructuring. Again, such partnerships present a host of challenges. We sought to explore such concerns through more in-depth and longitudinal organisational case studies. Our key objective was to examine the role that ‘new’ learning strategies contributed, at the workplace level, to the management of organisational change and the enhancement of individual employability. A key problem of interest was the extent to which traditional and existing training practices enable organisations and employees to cope with the uncertainties of restructuring. Organisations need to develop skills that enhance flexibility to change and contribute to performance. Employees, on the other hand, require skills that will allow them to cope with organisational change and build future careers. The research sought to explore the extent to which learning strategies were being introduced and developed that addressed their dual interests (of the employer and employee), and if they were not to identify the factors that acted as ‘learning deficits’. The cases identified for exploration were drawn from the high-profile cases outlined in the previous chapter. These were typically presented as best practice, but the time-frame and depth of our case study research allowed us to unpack more systematically the extent to which such learning partnerships were acting as emollients of organisational change and responses to restructuring in effective and sustainable ways. 

The cases examined by each partner are detailed in Table 3.5. In each country, the case study research was undertaken over a two-year period between 2002-4. The research itself involved extensive and lengthy qualitative interviews with management representatives at all levels, trade unions representatives and shop floor employees. In total, around 400 qualitative interviews were conducted during this phase of the project. In most cases, the research also incorporated an interactive element, whereby the researchers fed-back their research findings to organisational participants through workshops and seminars or meetings with management. The conduct of the research and the subsequent analysis was guided by a conceptual schema that was concerned with locating the strategies and practices of learning within an appropriate organisational context. Thus, we sought to explore learning strategies in relation to broader concerns of work organisation (including the nature and quality of jobs, systems of managing work and team working) and the industrial relations environment (such as the extent to which learning and training and negotiated and informed by collective agreements, and the extent to which there are effective partnership arrangements).  

Table 3.5: Organisational background and data collection strategies across the project
	Country
	Organisational details
	Research approach and total participants
	Research themes and issues

	Germany
	- Regional training organisation;

- Shipyard
	Interviews with trade unions, employees, management, regional representatives (22 in total);

Group meetings
	-Regional initiative for training low skilled workers;

- teamworking and learning practices.

	Finland
	- Steel company

- Metal company
	Employees, trade unions and management (46 in total);

Group meetings;

Company seminars
	Proactive strategies for learning, labour market segmentation and sustainability of partnership

	Sweden
	- Steel company A;

- Steel company B.
	Employees, trade unions and management, regional development officials and national union officials (84 in total);

Observation;

Group meetings;

Numerous workshops
	Sustainability of change programmes;

Work organisation and participative forms of teamworking;

Nature of learning and its relationships to teams.

	Norway
	- UMV

- Rolls Royce

- Aker Kvaerner

(all shipyards)
	Employees, trade unions and management (59);

Groups meetings;

Seminars;

Employee surveys.
	Internationalisation, management strategy, high skill approaches and project management

	Netherlands
	Corus steel plant (department A, B and C)
	Employees, trade unions, management and trainers (38);

Observation of training sessions;

Group interviews
	Practical Craftsmanship Programme – for low skill workers

	UK
	3 Corus Steel Plants (Shotton, Scunthorpe and Port Talbot);

Avesta Polarit
	Employees, trade unions, management (117);

Observation;

Group interviews
	General strategy and practice of learning; flexibility and 

Teamworking;

Union learning representatives and learning centres

	Spain 
	3 Arcelor Plants, emphasis on SIDMED SA
	Employees, trade unions, management, Works Council (19);

National union officials
	New Entrant training programme. Functional Working Structure Agreement


Whilst this may seem an obvious approach, it is important to recognise that this type of framework is relatively rare with regard to research on learning at the workplace. Nonetheless the research was underpinned by the assumption that the type of work organisation employed at the workplace would have some bearing on the way in which learning investments were made. Participative systems of work organisation, based around teams with high levels of discretion, would require a different set of skills than team-based systems that were more constrained. Similarly, where trade unions were able to engage with management over the learning agenda, the nature of implementation of any learning initiative would be different to where there was no partnership and, essentially, management-led the agenda. With this schema in mind, we were interested in uncovering the extent to which restructuring processes were laying the basis for more sustainable forms of change (Docherty, 2002), whereby learning was ongoing and developmental (Ellestrom, 2002) and work organisation highly participative, or whether restructuring actually made such sustainability less likely. Similarly, whilst the ability of trade unions to influence the direction of change was taken as important, it was also important to uncover the specific challenges they faced in this regard and how they sought to overcome such challenges.

Our reports of this research present detailed accounts of the various cases in each country (see Deliverable 32). Whilst the research team followed a similar research procedure and overarching conceptual scheme, the specific focus of the cases was determined by the ‘good practice’ examples chosen to investigate. Such examples were chosen because it was considered more fruitful to explore cases where there had been major organisational change programmes, than where there had not been – case study research is ideally suited for such forms of investigation. In what follows, we chose selectively from this broader programme of research, to present case study analyses around: initiatives to raise the demand for learning amongst low skilled employees; around team-based systems of work organisation; and around the making and breaking of partnership relations.   

3.5.2 Initiatives to raise the demand for learning amongst low skilled workers
3.5.2.1 The Practical Craftsmanship Programme: Corus Netherlands
In 1999, trade unions and management at Corus Netherlands concluded an Employment Pact, part of which included a training initiative (PCP) targeted at low-skilled workers. The company believes that the future adaptability of workers to technological and organisation change will demand a minimum of Level 2 vocational training, so the training programme was designed to improve the employability and organisational flexibility of existing workers without Level 2 qualifications. The training programme was designed to accommodate the specific learning needs of low-skilled workers, which includes many older workers (the average age at the site was 46), and those with a negative school biography and poor levels of literacy. The education approach adopted was based on ‘learning by doing’, with workers trained in small groups of up to nine workers (at the workplace training centre) geared towards solving a practical problem. Extra training was provided for those with basic skills deficiencies in reading, writing and arithmetic. The overall idea behind the programme is that workers have a lot of practical experience, typically non-job related, and this should be systematised and assessed at the appropriate qualification level. Whilst the qualification level is primarily valued in terms of the job, the PCP approach is also believed to have value to workers’ social lives, as any training undertaken (for example, in terms of reading for the illiterate) can impact on life outside the workplace. If admitted to the programme (which is based on an initial assessment of competences), workers first undertake an 8 week programme ‘learning to learn’, followed by 48 weeks of training at either Level 1 or 2 (depending on their age). Training takes place one day per week in the company’s training centre, with each group of nine workers having a dedicated trainer. On the job coaching also takes place at the workplace. 

Of the 75 who started, 21 dropped out for various reasons. Whilst there is some concern about this 30 percent drop out rate, and also the fact that applications for participation were not as numerous and spontaneous as expected (given the size of the cohort targeted – potentially 1500+ workers), the programme is generally viewed, but both workers and trainers, as positive. The learning environment established by the programme and the role of the trainers and coaches are particularly favourably regarded.  However, some workers are critical of the extent to which the training is transferable to the job: they feel it is too theoretical. Also, there are some criticisms over the conditions of participation, in that attendance on the programme is compensated for by time in lieu. 

In understanding the relative success of the programme and the nature of the training outcomes it is important to analyse, the characteristics of managers and employees, the organisation of the training itself and the wider workplace industrial relations institutions. The implementation of the agreement is left almost entirely to the discretion of individual managers, who have an influential say over levels of investment in training in their business units and hence the degree of support afforded PCP. Different views of managers, therefore, can impact on the implementation of the programme. Two viewpoints were discernable. The business unit manager of the coke factories was a strong advocate of training, yet many of his workers had no formal qualifications. He therefore set a series of targets depending on age to overcome this – for example, he wanted all workers under 40 to have a Level 2 qualification by 2005. His reasoning for this was that training is central to the attitudinal change needed to improve safe working practices. He recognised that workers learn best when supporting each other, and therefore backed the principle of the PCP programme of participation of teams of workers. In contrast, whilst the managers of the other two business units investigated did not obstruct participation in PCP, they did not actively promote it either. Essentially, they did not think it necessary for incumbent workers to have to train to Level 2. Thus, they left it to individuals to make their own decisions. It is important to recognise that antipathy towards encouragement was not influenced by budgetary constraints, as participation in PCP was paid out of central, rather than unit budgets. 


In terms of the characteristics of workers, two stages are important: the stage prior to participation in the programme; and, the actual participation in the programme. The age of workers and experiences of schooling condition the decision to participate in the programme. Those over 50 are not obliged to participate in the programme, and, whilst it is not mandatory for those under 50 either, workers are strongly advised to do so as their future employment prospects will be dependent upon having a recognised level 2 qualification (ie. voluntary compulsion). As a consequence, some feel pressured to participate in the scheme and are unmotivated by it, which trainers find difficult to cope with. Similarly those who left school early, but not because they disliked it (rather to get a job and earn money – see Willis, 1977), are more favourably disposed to the PCP programme than those who had a negative experience of formal schooling. Thus, the former tend to participate in PCP as a means to earn promotion or higher pay, whilst the latter feel compelled to participate in order to keep their jobs. The extent of peer support and broader enabling supports also shape pre-participatory decisions. In terms of the latter, the financial system of compensation has not proved an incentive for those working shifts or who have young families, as they would prefer to participate on a time-for-time basis. 

Factors of importance during the actual participation in PCP are of a different nature and are partly influenced by the characteristics of PCP and the organisation of training. Workers are positive about their trainers because they motivate and adapt to the needs of the individual. Most workers are also positive about the concept of learning-by-doing. However, there are a number of potential concerns. First, the programme is considered to be too theoretical. Second, the practical problems to be solved on the programme often have little resonance with day-to-day work routines and problems. What they learn, therefore, is often perceived to be of little use in their work and the reinforcement of learning (what is often termed ‘training transfer’) does not take place. Of particular interest, participation in the course is driven by an intrinsic interest in the training programme, with few workers motivated by the threat of employment insecurity – many simply do not believe that the factory will close.


In terms of the broader institutions of workplace industrial relations, whilst there is strong support for the PCP programme and the lifelong learning agenda from trade unionists at the corporate level and Works Council representatives at the business unit level, there is no union organisation at the shop floor level. In this regard, there seems to be a lack of articulation between management and worker representatives at the different levels of policy formation and implementation. This is why management has considerable prerogative over the implementation of the PCP programme. In summary, then, the Dutch researchers concluded that whilst union strength and a long tradition of partnership have helped to conclude the Employment Pact as a company-wide agreement, when it comes to implementation at factory level, the absence of workplace institutions can prove disempowering. There is no union organization at shopfloor level and whilst the Works Council has legal rights it is unable to force central management to control the activities of decentralised management. More broadly, it is also important to recognise the effect of the broader economic climate of the organisation on workers’ propensity to train. PCP represents an exemplary example of a proactive, responsive partnership, designed to improve the ‘redundant capacities’ of workers (Streeck, 1987) for needs and workplace change as for yet unforeseen. Essentially, the aim is to prepare the workforce for the future closure of specific business units, specifically the coke factories. Yet, against a history of such disclosures, that have yet to materialise, many workers are not convinced of the need for further training.  

3.5.2.2 A regional strategy for learning amongst lower qualified employees: the case of Badden-Wurttemburg

The German research details an interesting regional project on learning, the so-called ‘Esslinger Model’ (ESMO). ESMO is one of the outcomes of the new tariff agreement on training introduced in Baden-Württemberg in 2001, which states that companies have to offer training to their employees. Against this backdrop, ESMO is a training program for lower qualified workers, lasting for one year that offers both theoretical and practical components. Managers of medium-sized companies, the representatives of the employers’ association and a local training institute initiated the model. The rationale behind the initiative was a projected fifty percent decline in jobs for unskilled workers by 2010, due to technical change, improved productivity and restructuring within local companies. Given the fact that less skilled jobs would be transferred to other countries, training was regarded as an instrument to improve the chances of lower qualified workers in the labour market, and to enhance their employability. Participating companies funded the initiative, with support from the European Social Fund and Baden Württemberg Lander. Since its inception, 213 lower skilled workers have passed through the programme, and a high number of them have received a ‘skilled status’ qualification.  
In recognition of the perceived difficulty of organising training for workers that had not previously had access to training opportunities and that were often reluctant to engage in training, the ESMO programme focused on: offering regional support for training in small and medium sized enterprises; addressing the situation of a lack of skilled workers; offering special guidance to lower-paid workers – to make their learning successful, to motivate them, and to get them back into the learning process. The overall aim of the project was to train lower-qualified employees to fulfil increasing demands at the workplace. The model was based on a learning network approach. In total, six companies participate, with each identifying three to eight employees. In addition, to the management and trainers inside the companies, and the trainees, a contact person (the ‘godfather’), typically a personnel manger or training officer, is identified to supervise the learning process and mentor the trainees. The ‘godfathers’ come together in the network, so that an exchange and dialogue between the companies takes place. In total, participants in the programme received 385 hours theoretical training and 1,155 hours of practical training, based on 35 hours of training per week, and included a mixture of instruction at the workplace and a local training institution. 
The programme appears to have generated positive outcomes for both trainees and their companies. Many workers claimed that their self-confidence and workplace abilities had improved as a result of the programme. Nonetheless, it was perceived as challenging and many stated that they had to ‘re-learn how to learn’. Once through the programme participants’ enthusiasm for learning was enriched and many were keen to undertake further learning. At one level, the involvement of companies was somewhat instrumental: they were aware that they had to comply with the Tariff Agreement. But, most reported that their organisational learning process had improved as a result of participating in the programme, that workers’ awareness of production and quality issues had improved and participants’ levels of organisational commitment had increased. The main problems with the initiative related to the extent to which the training was certified. This was not initially built into the programme, and participants had to undergo further theoretical training in their own time to pass the certification exams. Due to demand for such certification, however, this has now been built into future cohorts, whereby the training will be more explicitly related to examination (funded by the state). A further concern related to the practical nature of the training. Many participants complained that they did not get the opportunity to practise their new knowledge back at their company, where they tended to remain on their usual workstations. Conversely, where new workstations were offered, the body of practical training was considered too limited. 

Looking to the future the ESMO model appears to be successful, and it has been copied in a number of other regions around Germany. It functions as an instrument for demand-led learning, where learning is organised in flexible ways, to suit individual aspirations and needs, matched to those of the company. Challenges remain however over the link and balance between theoretical and practical knowledge and the long-term commitment of companies once public funding is removed. It is also possible that unions and Works Councils could play a more important role the ESMO type model (at present they do not), on a regional and local level. They could act in a proactive, flexible and supportive way at the level of implementation of these kinds of programs by defending participants’ interests in the programme.
3.5.3 Learning, partnership and strategies for work organisation 

3.5.3.1 Insights into proactive and reactive approaches to the management of change: teams, learning and partnership in two Swedish cases.  

The Swedish research presents two cases. Company A is a steel plant, whilst Company B is an engineering shop. Company A has recently become part of larger corporate group, partly owned by the Finnish state. It did employ some 1,400 people, but, a process of restructuring introduced by the new Finnish owner has seen the workforce cut to just 440. The company manufactures special steel bars in the medium range to a highly specialised and price sensitive market. Its workflow system is based on a continuous manufacturing process, much of which has become automated. There has been a long tradition of team working and participative systems of work organisation at the site, as well as an historic focus on developing multi-skilled workers. In a practical sense this implied high levels of workplace training and an aspiration to link and develop job descriptions in the steel works to the notion of craftsmanship. There was also a history of partnership working between the management and unions at the plant over organisational change and the developmental nature of work. Yet, the research revealed that these traditions of partnership, work organisation and learning have become re-fashioned as the new owners have sought to cuts costs and increase labour flexibility. 

In order to be able to cut costs at the plant, the owners of Company A, decided to downsize the company. This was described as a process that would lead to a transfer to a more flexible work organisation, constructed around the development of work tasks and increased investment in more organised learning. The experience of workers, however, seems to suggest that both the nature of team working and workplace learning have been depreciated. Before the change process, the work teams decided between themselves who was best suited to carry out certain tasks, and people who were not properly trained had a tutor who helped them to carry out their duties. Following the restructuring, the composition of the teams has been slimmed down and this has impacted on the decision-making process and the system of learning.  Whilst the teams are still able to plan the operations for each day and to cover for each other – especially in a situation of downsized organisation and when many people are on sick leave (often one person out of six) - they are not free to choose which duties they are to carry out. If workers have to carry out unfamiliar tasks, or look to cover other workers (which they are happy to do), they well have to undertake tasks for which they have not been fully trained to manage. Essentially, the situation at the plant allows no surplus time for the work teams to train each other as the work organisation is too slimmed; all the workers are needed in the workflow. No organised schedules exist for training multi-skilled workers. One consequence of this is that the healthy and safety of workers, not just in terms of work intensification but the actual performance of tasks, has become more of an issue. 


The relationship between the trade union and the management has changed since the change of ownership. The new owners have a different management culture, which entails that the trade union ‘is told’, instead of being part of the change process. The main concern has been to cut costs and focus on market demands, with the plant manager taking responsibility for the execution of decisions. The trade union describe how the difference in management culture has had practical implications for industrial relations at plant level. Previously, the trade unions played an active part in the decision making process in relation to the future of the plant, but it now plays a more passive role in the change process. The trade union is finding itself in the situation of having to renegotiate its role at the plant, especially when it comes to participating in change processes. The idea of working in partnership is not working because the company is managed from overseas, and the local management only executes top management decisions made higher up in the company hierarchy. Significantly, the trade union has no interest in pursuing the internal learning agenda, as it will lead to its members getting even more ‘overworked’. Even if learning were organised during working hours it would mean that fewer people would be left to carry out the duties in the work teams. However, the union has played a leading role in organising learning opportunities for workers that have lost their jobs as a result of the restructuring process, and has set up an advisory centre at the workplace for this purpose (supported by the company, with funding from the local job office). 


Company B, which is owned by a large Norwegian conglomerate, manufactures highly specialised steel and plate products to the paper process industry for the entire world. It employs 235 people. Whilst the company does not face a current situation of downsizing, redundancies have been made during the last ten years, as the company has sought to restructuring its manufacturing process. The process is now organised to produce unique, itemised, products tailored to specific customer requirements. As a result of this, the workforce has to develop and maintain their skills to be able to produce what the customer orders. Not only do workers have to adapt to changes, the entire shop floor needs to make changes to the workflow for each new order. The pieces manufactured are sometimes quite large and extremely heavy, which means that the workflow within the production process needs to be very well organised and planned in every detail. This task is managed together in the work teams. 

Each work team makes its own estimate of how long the process will take; the workflow is then calculated to ensure that workers make the best use of their resources. Sometimes the company manufactures items so large that they have to finish the manufacturing process at customer sites. To finalise the manufacturing process at customer sites requires that the employees have many different skills. Many of the items have their own workflow, and therefore the work teams can customise it during manufacturing because they learn to know the product alongside the process. Learning is regarded as a key success factor for managing change processes. In order to be able to adapt to changes and master new workflows, each worker needs update their skills on an ongoing basis. Job rotation is seen as vital in the process of learning more about workflow, but also about each other’s jobs in order to work out their dependencies between different workstations. The ability to master high skills is valued as important in the work teams and little leniency is afforded to those workers who fail to learn new skills. Thus, peer pressure to learn in teams is high, and opportunities are provided for workers to learn how to carry out new work tasks. The work teams take on a joint responsibility to train newcomers in the art of mastering the skills required for each specific workstation. It is also up to the work team to assess when the newcomer can work without supervision. Most training is workplace-based and the company has a dedicated training centre to support this. The management and trade union have reached an agreement on making special investments in further training for assembly workers, as they often work at customer sites. 

The trade unions have a long tradition of working in partnership with management at this particular plant and they have a strong position at the plant. This ‘culture’ has lasted despite a number of changes in the ownership of the company. The new owners from Norway have a vision to lead the company by committed and well-motivated workers. These ideas are supported from the trade union, as they have been invited to participate in a change process. In recognition of this, the trade union is about to sign a competency agreement with the company. The agreement states that learning is to be organised and planned based both on individual and company needs and prerequisites. It also contains how skills enhancement is to be reflected in wages and the system for pay. Traditionally, learning has been organised in work teams, by providing slack in the time schedule or by supplying more resources to a particular work team. Further training has also been supported by providing employees with opportunities to participate in training programmes supplied by education providers at the workplace or other vicinities. The competence agreement looks to formalise these arrangements.   


The two cases provide insights into how organisational responses to restructuring, and the way that learning is related to changing work organisation and embedded in union-management partnership can differ between companies. At one level, we see that the trade unions were involved in both plants, but they have had very different roles in the process. However, how the company managers have involved the trade unions and the employees in the management of change is a basic difference between the two plants. At company A, the trade unions have been engaged in the process in the sense they have been told about the solutions after they have been decided. They have then taken specific initiatives to deal with the consequences of any redundancies. Partnership at this level is commensurate with the reactive approach described earlier. More broadly, there has been a dislocation between the degree of employee involvement in workplace decisions and the linkages between working patterns and tasks and learning. The situation at Company B is different, where the change process has been managed along the lines of a more responsive and proactive, partnership-based solution between management and the trade union. A key aspect of this, has been to set the conditions for the regeneration and growth of human resources, where learning is more developmentally oriented as employees learn how to try out new methods in new situations, where tasks and results are not always given (Ellström 2002:2).

3.5.4 Building partnership approaches to learning: challenges and possibilities 

3.5.4.1 Problems of proactive strategy for learning, change and partnership: two cases from Finland.

The presentation below is based on two case studies – one from a big steel factory (company A) and one from a medium-sized engineering factory (Company B). Company A is a huge and growing plant with modern equipped factories and units. It employs over 1,500 employees, and is an integral part of a Finnish group of companies, which employ more than 15,000 people. The structure of Company B is very different. It employs 4 400 people and has a presence in more than 40 countries and service branch offices in more than 270 locations worldwide. It employs 1,600 employees at its Finnish site, organised into 15 units. At the end of 2003, the largest unit had about 330 employees. The company is one of the largest companies within its market segment in the world – yet its share of the global market is no more than approximately 10 percent. 

At both companies management representatives are keen to present a change management approach based around recognised management concepts. Thus, at Company A, management stressed that all new workers were expected to have a history of vocational training, and that, one employed, workers would have the opportunity to access further training and education and forge a career within the company. Work organisation is based around participative systems of teamwork and industrial relations are generally claimed to be confidential and open, although it was more adversarial in the past. At Company B, it is claimed that on-the-job learning is a continuous feature of working life, both for those employed in the internal labour and the surrounding network of contracting firms. Again teamworking is emphasised, and learning systems are organised around collaborative processes of problem solving. Whilst the company has a history of adversarial industrial relations, in recent years this has improved as a more confidential and open partnership-based approach has been developed. The organisational change and growth strategy is based around network and outsourcing, but commitments were made to core employees around employment (if not task/job) security. 


The learning strategy at Company A is dependent on globalisation, and is based on a strategy of technological investment and maintaining high-wage, high skilled employment at its Finnish plant, rather than relocating blue-collar jobs to low wage countries. Its training strategy is traditional, organised from above with support from the broader national model of VET. Participation levels are determined by management-union consultations and employee representatives have a role in implementing training plans. Management has stated that every new employee has to hold a qualification for their job, there is a strong apprenticeship programme (financially supported by the state) and support exists for employees to pursue additional learning in their own time. In terms of broader lifelong learning, the view is again traditional. The goal of learning is understood to be about the practical needs of the company and improving its competitiveness. This is assisted through strong links with local educational providers, which are able to provide tailor made courses for the plant. Whilst the unions are able to participate in formal and formal discussion around annual educational plans, as per national legislation, in practice this is something of a formality: management designs the plan and implements it. 

 
The engineering factory represents a more modern stream in structural change policies. It has sought to retain only its ‘core competencies’ within the company, with peripheral and low-skilled tasks outsourced to low wage subcontractors (in parts of Finland, Estonia or China). Recruitment is based on labour turnover only, and it is not reliant on broader support form national training programmes. The company’s internal training is based around a ‘learning chain’, which starts from the demand of the customer and follows through the various production processes often mediated by a maintenance worker. In this way skills and knowledge are continuously updated in line with the changing production process of the company. The learning process is based around imparting practical knowledge and is informally organised around the principle of ‘learning by doing’. The system was highly reliant on the trust of the core workers, who played an important role in guiding and training the workers in the subsidiary and subcontracting firms in the network. Indeed, it was important for management to ensure that the workers within subcontracting companies did learn the production process as thoroughly as possible. Yet, the research found this trust to be fragile and partnership relations at the company have eroded as management has sought to outsource some of the tasks previously considered to be core. These labour reductions took place without any real negotiations with the unions. The impact of this on labour-management relations is obvious. But such a strategy also threatens the broader learning process within the company, if the company realises its plan to outsource all manufacturing tasks from the core company, it takes the risk of losing the tacit skills of experienced blue-collar workers and jeopardise the model for informal learning between the different units in the company.


The two companies offer interesting insights into how different learning strategies can develop in relation to the competitive strategies of companies, and the way in which this links to the broader sustainability of change. Both companies sought to some extent to locate their learning practices to broader changes in the climate of employment relations, and shift from more adversarial to cooperative relations. In this regard, both companies had involved trade union representatives in organisational change processes, following the regulations of the Finnish Co-operation law and its associated enactments. However, there were clear problems in implementation. Most notably, in both cases, whilst union representatives were informed about training and learning, and to some extent in Company A were involved in the individual training planning process, the initiative, planning, and control of the change and learning process in both the plants were in the hands of management, which expressed their aims to increase flexibility and efficiency and to develop higher-value added products. In the case of Company A, the partnership approach proved relatively robust, because the organisation was growing and there was a clear commitment to a rather traditional, although high road, approach to vocational education and training. Yet, in Company B, the learning process was more innovative and flexible, based on sustaining its network production system. Yet, as the foundations of its employment system changed, and the core workers were threatened, so to was the basis for its learning system and the cooperative partnership with the trade unions that it had developed in recent years.  

3.5.4.2 New institutions in the sphere of workplace learning: union learning representatives at a UK steel plant

The Corus Scunthorpe plant is a large steel mill, employing over 4500 workers, in the north of England. Like other plants in the UK steel industry, the organisation of work via teams was introduced in the late 1990s. Through team working, seniority was ended, formal multi-skilling and task flexibility established, control structures flattened and pay rates between craft and production workers harmonised. Its introduction was accompanied by a redundancy programme and also created tensions between those remaining, as historical pay differentials between craft and production workers were affected. A sustained programme of training accompanied the introduction of team working, but in practice it has not led to the levels of labour flexibility expected by management. To some extent this is due to the operation of team working itself, but management is also looking to establish a broader programme of cultural change (Investment in Excellence) to build upon and system the team mode of working, and ensure that workers are open to wider organisation change.   

This process of change has been almost entirely management-led. The trade unions had little input into the introduction of team working and, historically, have had no role in the sphere of worker training and learning. Indeed, management is clear that unions should not have a role in managing the consequences of restructuring or training strategy. As one manager explained: ‘… [management] must make sure they [unions] don’t take over our agenda’. Nonetheless, the unions on site have started to engage with the learning agenda in a formal way, and are opening up learning as a new arena for dialogue with management. In response to an initiative from the craft union, a number of Union Learning Representatives (ULRs) have been trained, and, from this, an on-site learning centre has been established, overseen by a joint-union management steering committee (the Learning Partnership Committee). Following this, a joint learning agreement was signed. The learning centre and learning agreement relate to craft employees in an engineering unit that employs around 600 craft workers. Significantly, the union that represents production workers, the biggest union on site, has been deliberately excluded from this initiative. The support of a senior HR manager provided influential in allying initial management scepticism, and, as a result, the company has provided some limited funds to support the initiatives (in addition to funding from other external sources). 

The learning agreement and the constitution of the learning centre between them specify a number of objectives for workplace training and learning. These include: the promotion of lifelong learning for steelworkers and their families; a partnership between unions, management and the national Trade Union Congress, for the furtherance of education and training; identification of learning needs and learning plans; training initiatives to consider the needs of the individual; development of individual development plans; and, management support for the work of ULRs. Through the learning agreement, the Learning Partnership Committee (LPC) is responsible, ‘…for introducing, implementing and monitoring learning initiatives’. The learning agreement also declares that, ‘…any learning needs analysis ….will be solely for learning and educational purposes. The analysis will not be used in relation to other issues such as pay, performance appraisal, redundancy, disciplinary procedures, etc’. 

A number of issues are raised by these developments. First, although the aim of the learning centre is to initially provide training in language, IT and computing skills, its precise long has yet to be fully defined. Union learning representatives have the ambition to see the centre providing training for their members that is ‘aspirational’ not merely related to the job. Management has a different outlook. It is interested in improving basic, job related and IT skills and also understanding and codifying ‘informal’ skills described by one manager as, ‘the black arts’. Thus, management see the ULRs and the LPC as having the potential to map basic skill deficiencies and support basic skill training. This, management believe, will be difficult for management to conduct, as employees would be suspicious of its aims. This route is also perceived to have the added bonus that, ‘…it won’t cost anything’. The company is keen to roll out a programme of basic skill assessments and the use of the centre as a focal point for this activity is being discussed with union representatives. ULRs accept that the centre will ultimately be used for types of job-based training. This is not a concern for them as long as, ‘… we have the ability to veto courses we are not happy with’. Second, these developments have been overshadowed by inter-union differences relating to the learning agenda. As stated, the initiative was initially focused on craft workers, as the production union had, through its training arm Steel Partnership Training, already established a set of learning activities focused outside the workplace. Management has made it clear that it would eventually like to see the facilities offered by the learning centre rolled out to all employees, both craft and production. This aspiration is associated with plans for basic training. This eventuality, the craft unions seem to have accepted but are determined that the production union will only be represented on the LPC, by a shop floor representative, not one from its training division (SPT). 

Thirdly, and more broadly, although there is a realisation that the work of the ULRs is (up to a point) framed by legislation, the company is clear that the ULRs should not impinge on its ability to set independently the learning agenda. However, management is aware that the ULRs, who are also experienced shop stewards, see the learning centre as leading to ‘… [having] a say in how the company training budget is managed’ and hence collective bargaining. Budgetary influence will be resisted and a training manager has declared ‘…hands off that’s mine’. Management also see the learning agenda as one that has the potential to lead union representatives into a non-conflictual avenue of activities. As a senior manager put it, ‘…better channel union reps into this [workplace learning] than them causing problems’. In sum, then, this case shows how the establishment of the learning centre and agreement, supported by a network of ULRs, has created the basis for new, joint institutions around the learning agenda. However, how this is played out in the future will be shaped by the fact that management and each union seem have their own agendas for workplace learning. 
3.6 
Learning, partnership and the ‘displaced’ worker: Biographical findings
 

3.6.1 Background and research design 

The biographical component of the learnpartner research sought to identify the, often complex, factors and influences upon the lives of steel and metal workers that can contribute to their employability following redundancy. Specifically, it sought to generate data to assist in an in-depth understanding of how redundant workers cope with change and uncertainty, and the extent to which support mechanisms can be accessed to enhance employability and assist in the transition from one social milieu to another. Given the need for external circumstances that will guarantee jobs, individual workers may react differently to changes in employment and, particularly, redundancy. An experience of redundancy could have, besides the obvious economic impact, severe social and psychological consequences. With this in mind, the research explored those factors most likely to hinder and promote individual employability within an individual’s working life, and examined the extant institutional support mechanisms and learning-partnerships that had been developed to support major programmes of redundancy. The research data was collected via extensive biographical interviews with redundant workers in Germany, Norway, Spain, Sweden and the UK. Based on the principle that it is important for the actual individual ‘voices’ and experiences of redundancies to be heard, the series of reports derived from this part of the project, present a selected number of verbatim biographies worker. Our key concern in our analysis was to extrapolate those factors most conducive to ‘successful’ transition post redundancy. 


The process of accessing our sample of redundant workers followed a similar procedure in each country. Accessing such workers is a far from straightforward process. In the Netherlands, for example, the research partner was unable to get the details of a sample of redundant workers due to issues of confidentiality. In this case, there had been no recent redundancies from the research case under investigation (ie. Corus Netherlands) in recent years, rather displacement had largely taken place through long term ‘sickness’. Initially, we attempted to construct a sample of such workers, but this proved impossible. In the five countries that eventually participated in this part of the research, redundant workers were accessed either through trade unions, trade union-related bodies or local employment agencies (such as transfer agencies in Norway).


Table 3.3 outlines the context and scope of our biographical research. In total, we conducted 61 biographies across our five countries (including two biographies of partners). In the UK case, this included two sets of lengthy interviews with 15 redundant workers. In all cases, additional interviews were conducted with local ‘agents’ (be they trade unionists, employers, local labour agencies etc) to situate the ‘episode’ of redundancy within a broader social context. The interview protocol was carefully constructed. Pilot biographies were undertaken in each country and then analysed during project workshops to hone the interview schedule. The actual biographies themselves involved interviews that lasted between two and four interviews. All were tape-recorded and subsequently transcribed. 

Table 3.6 Research context and scope of biographical research (by country)     


	Country
	Biographies/ additional interviews
	Site and context of redundancy
	Example of a supporting Learning Partnerships or other Interventions

	Germany
	10 biographies

Additional interviews with representatives of transfer agencies and trade unions
	Dortmund (Ruhr region)

Redundancies made in 2002-3 from Rasselstein Hoesch AG 
	Local Transfer Agencies/ and the multi-agency ‘Dortmund’ project

	Norway
	16 biographies

Local union, employer and labour office representatives (9)
	Fjordbukt Yard (County of Møre and Romsdal), redundancies as result of 1999 recession in shipbuilding industry
	Basic union-management agreement/ local labour market authorities/ Lay Off Act

	Spain
	7 biographies

Union officials
	Sagunto (Valencia region) – Altos Hornos del Mediterranea, redundancies of 1984

Vizcaya (Gran Bilbao) -  Altos Hornos del Vizcaya, redundancies of 1996


	Employment Promotion Fund

	Sweden
	9 biographies

Union officials/local learning centres
	Smededjebacken; Solleftea; Degerfors

Redundancies 2001-3
	Union administered Unemployment Funds

MALM project (training steelworkers to nurses)

	UK
	19 biographies (this included two partners, plus 15 workers were interviewed twice

Local union, labour market intermediaries (10)
	Five Corus sites (Ebbw Vale, Llanwern, Shotton, Scunthorpe, Rotherham)

Allied Steel and Wire (Cardiff)

Redundancies related to period 2001-03
	Steel Partnership Training (Community union training company)





In simple terms, the biographical interviews were organised along the lines of a ‘structured narrative interview’ (see Trapmann, 2004). We explained to our sample that we wanted to learn about their experiences of displacement and structural change and wished them to share their life stories. The interview was directed around a number of ‘guiding’ questions (see Annex 3), but was kept generally open, because, as Breckner and Rupp, (2002: 294), explain: 

…too direct and too concrete a question, addressing a specific researcher defined problem, might focus the narration too much, and consequently foreclose the generation of a more complex account in which the meaning of a topic (such as unemployment) emerges in more implicit terms. 

In each country, three of the transcribed interviews were translated into English. This assisted with the process of refining our analytical approach (which was discussed in relation to the translated biographies at a number of project workshops), and aided the analysis and presentation of our comparative report. More systematically, all the national biographies were structured as a ‘life histories’ and every single transcript was then coded and analysed following a grounded theory protocol.  Our analysis allowed us to develop several categories that shaped or constrained the development of an individual’s employability, and from this we were able to construct more abstract ‘fields’ where support structures could be developed to assist individuals in their transitions beyond redundancy. Our overarching concern was to develop a realist analytical account (rather than a narrative approach), whereby our biographies acted as a means of collecting factual empirical material (see Miller, 2000; and Bertaux (1996) on why this approach is empirically justified).  


In our biographical analysis we aim to go beyond traditional approaches that use biography as a way of documenting the consequences of social change (ie. the biography of an affected worker), and attempt to draw from our biographies to present examples of people who have reacted to an externally induced change in their working biography in a ‘successful’ way; and, as a consequence, have even created a new biography (career). Through our biographical analysis we argue for social research (and policy) in Europe that takes into account the complexity of individuals’ experiences of change, and the need for politics and institutions that are sensitive to this. 

3.6.2 Experiencing structural change: the local labour market 
Our displaced workers exhibited many common characteristics, shaped by their local labour market and employment experiences. They had all developed attitudes at work shaped by the principles of ‘seniority’, the pride of being steel or metal workers (see MacKenzie et al, 2006, for a discussion of the enduring nature of this identity) and the male ‘breadwinner’ model, and faced tight labour markets, with few alternative jobs for an ageing population. In contrast to available jobs in the local labour market, jobs in the steel and metal industry were well paid and employers tended to be the main employer in the locality. It was common for whole generation of families to have worked at such employers. Indeed, parents often took it for granted their children would train and develop careers at these companies. 

‘I didn't choose my profession [office clerk]. It was my parents. My father told me to apply at Hoesch. He was working there, my mother …my grandmother, my grandfather. The motto was, there you'll have a secure job for your whole life. Through connections, I got my apprenticeship place.’ (Constanze, Germany)
Following redundancy, jobs search tended to be restricted to the local labour market, and the mobility of workers tended to be low. In Sweden and the UK this was influenced by a precipitous decline in the value of local owner occupied homes. There was also a deep attachment amongst many workers to their region: 

‘I cannot sell my house. I will have to give it a way. The houses are not worth anything here, now. I could not buy another house [elsewhere] for the money. I am not interested in commuting. I would like to find a job nearer.’ (Mary, Sweden)

‘There is no doubt that leaving the province at the age of 40 plus was fairly traumatic, because people already had adolescent children and some were already working. Having to decide to leave the area, when this had been a region known for just the opposite, for attracting people from other regions, was very hard.’ (Spanish worker)


Whilst strong regional regeneration initiatives had been introduced in Germay and Spain, this was not always recognised by workers or handy discernible benefits for them. Others recognised such initiatives, but did not regard them as adequate compensation: 

‘Now they want to create 70 000 new jobs, but I mean destroying 70 000 jobs and creating 70 000 new ones. It is not really a fair compensation. And in our case, they also didn’t keep their promise. Thyssen promised to create substitute employment for everybody, no matter what site was closing. I don’t want to know how many people are still at the transfer agency searching for a new job’. (Dieter, Germany)

Similarly, in Spain, many workers were critical of such initiatives, and suggested that companies received subsidies for employing workers without necessary public control: 

‘It would have worked out even better if a lot of the companies that came to Sagunto had really come to settle and not just to take the millions on offer from the government to new companies. Just by presenting a project they would obtain the subsidy without even having set up the company. This had a very negative effect, especially at the beginning’.

In the UK, there was a concern to attract more new companies and skilled jobs into the localities were steel mills had closed (such as Ebbw Vale). Without this, it was suggested that a ‘skills drain’ would occur and while communities would become moribund. For those workers who remain, the future would be one of ‘dequalification’, as they would be forced to take low paid and low skilled employment. For many, unable or unwilling to leave the locality anyway, this was the only option. The situation was not too dissimilar in our other countries. For older workers (those over 45) the situation was particularly acute, and being able to ‘move on’ appeared to be predicated on reducing expectation and accepting career downgrading. Indeed, one of our German workers argued this was essential to give some ‘advantage’ over younger workers. The younger workers in our sample (under 40) applied to many and varied new professions: bus drivers, forklift operators, or nursing etc. Yet, few realised positions in these fields away from their locality. Most received retraining that led to job and career opportunities in their locality. Some simply waited until new posts came back up at their original steel or metal employers. However, it was clear that the readiness to take up alternative paths contributed to the overall enhancement of their employability.
3.6.3 Factors that hinder or promote employability and the ability to cope with displacement
3.6.3.1 Training and learning

It is self evident that training and education can have a positive effect on employability and better prepare individuals for changing employment following redundancy. They key point is that such investment can take place at any stage of life and can take a number of forms. 

School and vocational training: For many of our displaced workers, their initial experiences at compulsory schooling were not all that favourable, but it is clear that positive experiences at this stage endure. For our UK sample, the contribution of a positive formal school experience seemed to be more highly rated that initial vocational training. This partly reflects the lack of a strong dual system of education and training. Also, many workers chose to gain employment rather than undertake an apprenticeship if offered, as a permanent job paid more money. In hindsight, a few regretted this. As Carter explained: ‘When I was younger I didn't bother [doing an apprenticeship] and when we were made redundant I realised it was probably the worst move that I made in not doing it’. The Spanish situation appeared similar with immediate employment prioritised and education sidelined. This was, however, based on an expectation of plentiful jobs and employment security. The system in Germany is much different, with a vocational route that is much stronger and well respected. Thus, Dieter explained that his apprenticeship at Hoesch held him in good stead for the development of his career: 

‘I started vocational training at Hoesch Stahl AG to become a process mechanic. The training was very, very good. I can’t imagine that a small or medium sized company could offer that good vocational training. It was comprehensive, and in all areas you got support, even in the field of recreational activities. They took care of younger people. We had practical technical classes and vocational school. It was without pressure or enforcement’. 

Workplace training: 
Workplace training plays a different role in each of our countries, and makes a key contribution to the broader employability of workers. The situation in Norway is interesting. There appears to be a strong support for training driven by internal demand for new skills, caused by technological and organisational change. Yet, since such changes can also impact on the labour needed by firms, there are strong supports from the local labour market authorities for workers ‘displaced’. Key here is the Lay Off Act. This allows companies to lay off workers for 42 weeks (it was 52), with the local labour market authorities paying 62 percent of their wages. During these periods, workers are encouraged to undertake labour market courses. Partly because of the Lay Off Act, the company never has to displace workers during this period, and uses periods with lack of orders and layoffs to upskill workers. 

In the UK case, workers have had less scope to broaden their range of competencies during their working lives. Much training received at the workplace is highly job specific. Indeed, even skills that had been acquired which should have had transferability, such as folk lift, crane and truck driving, were of little use as the qualifications/licenses acquired were only valid when used at that specific site. Individuals therefore had to be retrained following their redundancy in skills they may have acquired many years earlier. As Carter explained: 

‘They said that the truck driving, and licenses for the forklift trucks, they were [nationally] recognised, but when we were made redundant they weren't … All the in-house sort of stuff was not nationally recognised … you would have to retrain and get your national licence.’

Many workers were also antipathetical to training as they associated it with no financial rewards. Other individuals stressed that they would only undertake training deemed to be compulsory by the employer as opposed to seeking training that might improve employability outside of the steel industry. The primary reasons for this included time, commitments and cost. This did not mean that they were not interested in training and learning per se. In this regard, one of our workers made a clear distinction between work-life, and work related training and gaining additional education and skills for his own personal accomplishment or gratification. He claimed that adult training courses outside working life made him feel like he was more than just a ‘steelworker’ and he could accomplish things on his own. In this particular case, a history of studying languages at night school, gave him the confidence to train to be a school teacher following his redundancy. 


The extent to which cost limits the uptake of training has been discussed widely in Germany, and there is an ongoing debate over the creation of a workers’ education fund. Through this, each worker would have a certain amount to spend on training and education during their working lives. Similar debates and initiatives have taken place in our other countries (although, as in the case of UK individual learning accounts not without problems). In Germany, intial steps have been made in Baden Württemberg where the regional tariff agreement on qualification estabslished an individual right for training. Workplace training in Germany has also contributed more broadly to individual employability through qualified training that is transferable, through an emphasis on informal learning and a strong integration of learning and training with work organisation and working life.  
Further education and re-training: Following redundancy, a number of workers undertook formal training and education. In Germany, workers made redundant from the Dortmund site of Rasselstein were also to sign on and access (for up to two years) the opportunities provided by a local transfer agency. The most common re-training was for system administration in information technology. All workers that underwent re-training through this route were under 40 years old; older workers rejected such an option, as they felt they would not get an ‘offer’ of retraining or employment afterwards.

In the UK, workers tended to engage in learning through their own initiative or with the help of a trade union organisation (SPT). Most of these individuals undertook short vocational courses relating to semi-skilled manual work or courses designed to improve computer literacy. However, a small number undertook non-vocational courses at college or university, however daunting this seemed. Indeed, many had doubts over their ability, or whether they were too old, or likely to fail. Thus, Norman, who had been out of education for 25 years, recalled that:

I was very afraid. It was a big factor. I’ll never forget what the most traumatic experience for me was. I knocked on the door, I opened the door and I see all these faces half my age, looking at me and I thought to myself, Oh my God, what am I doing here? And I almost turned around, that’s what I felt. I thought, oh, they’re all bound to be better than me, the young whiz kids.

Such fears were typically unfounded and overcome. Participants were often invigorated by the experience and their self-esteem was increased. Not surprisingly, workers who took up this option were keen to champion others to go back into training and learning, and felt that efforts should be undertaken to address the stigma, fear and embarrassment endured by many (older) adults when returning to education.

 
In Norway, only two of our respondents were looking to engage in further education and learning. Most felt confident with their existing ‘skills base’ and reputation, and felt assured this would be sufficient to get re-employment. Indeed, documented experience of work and good references were important in many job changes. A strong emphasis on formal skills for re-employment is difficult to recognize. In the local setting, it is more the reputation of a person that counts. In this case, most workers seemed to make use of what the ILO (2002:12) labels ‘labour market navigation skills’ or ‘core works skills ’ .

3.6.3.2 Age

The age of employees at the time of redundancy had a considerable bearing on their ability to cope with redundancy. It shapes both their learning and employment opportunities in the labour market, expectations about the future and the degree of personal self-confidence and belief. The lack of social and employment protections in the UK can make the redundancy situation even more acute. The workers in our sample from ASW lost not only their jobs: but their pensions and any redundancy payments. This meant they did not have the ‘space’ to think through alternative learning and employment opportunities. 


Whilst many preferred not to admit it, age represented a significant barrier to further employment, at least on terms similar to those experienced by many working in the steel and metal industry. The older workers in our German sample had made strategic decisions to ‘downgrade’ their expectations around potential careers and the quality of work. It was also noted from respondents from a number of countries that employers often associated age with a reluctance to change. Age played also a role in terms of job search strategies. Both in Norway and in Germany, employees with long-standing work experience tended to rely more on their networks than the younger employees who seemed to be more focused on training as a route to re-employment.
3.6.3.3 Self perception, self-esteem and self confidence 

Individual employability is strongly linked to personal attitudes. The way workers looked at their jobs, their lives and at their learning biographies all influenced their choices and their competence. A belief in oneself seems to give strength for future decisions. The more that workers have positive experiences in their past regarding learning, support by foremen and mastering challenges the better they felt prepared for the next step in their careers. A positive success in learning and the acknowledgement of efforts works as a stimulus throughout life. More highly trained workers were and the more discretion they had in the jobs the higher their self-esteem appeared to be. All of which left them better prepared to face future challenges: 

‘What you need is self-esteem. You must feel by yourself, yes you can do it. With the feeling of ‘no, never ever I can manage it’, you won’t manage it. You need to say to yourself: yes, I can do it.’ (German worker) 

‘Successful decisions breeds confidence. The more you do it, the more convinced you become that you are capable of doing it. And when I left I didn’t have any doubts … but having made the decision I never really felt that I would do anything other than make a go of it.’ (UK worker)
3.6.3.4 Networks 

The support of networks was vital in providing support for our workers to be able to cope with redundancy. Many interviewees commented that after spending most of their working lives within the steel and metal industry, having never claimed benefits or sought alternative employment or additional training they were ‘scared’, ‘directionless’ and unsure as to what they were entitled to, what they should be doing or where they should go to obtain support. In such cases, the immediate support of family and friends provided an important platform from which to move on. This was exemplified by one of our Swedish workers, Mary, who described how her family had helped her to get started on a CNC -training programme:

‘My family tries to cheer me up. I talk a lot to my sister. I also asked my daughter in law, do you think I shall be able to manage the programme and she said, “of course you will”. They are there for me.’  


More broadly, work colleagues also constituted useful networks in the post-redundancy environment. In some cases, such as the German, it was suggested that the experience of working in teams had equipped workers with the strength to face unexpected situations like redundancy. In other cases, such as in the UK, there was more of a tendency to refer to the camaraderie of the workplace, which many missed after being displaced, but which often became relocated into monthly ‘clubs’ that met to share stories about the past and potential leads for new jobs (MacKenzie et al, 2006).   
3.6.3.5 Flexibility: experiencing change

The experience of change has a positive effect on broader employability and the ability of individuals to cope with uncertainty. This is evidenced in our biographies in a number of respects, but here were identify two broad patterns. First, those who, after the initial ‘shock’ of being made redundant, sought to take advantage of the experience to do something ‘different’ with their lives. Second, those that, when looking to move on from their redundancy, drew on accrued experiences of change throughout their working and personal lives. 

First, although all our biographies depict the dismay, distress and shock of the redundancy experience, in a number of cases some saw the redundancy as a ‘blessing in disguise’ or as a second chance to do something different. This was exemplified by those that sought to pursue a ‘dream’ or a new career, rather than looking to reintegrate into the labour market in ‘just another job’ to get by on. In the UK, our biography of Norman, who trained to become a language teacher, is a good example. As Norman explained, the redundancy provided him with an opportunity and he took it: 

‘This chapter in your life is closed now, this is a door opening … Something at the back of my mind, perhaps subconsciously, is saying this is the chance try it, this is your chance now, Norman. You might not get another one, this is your chance.’

Similarly, when Andrea from Germany was made redundant from Hoesch she sought to look for something that was of interest to her than her previous profession, so she trained to become a computer specialist. In Sweden, Michael, supported by his Father, saw his redundancy as an opportunity to start training to become a production planer.

‘This time when I received my notice, my dad told me to use it as an opportunity to change my life. He said I should move away from here. This place has nothing to offer me.’

The second pattern that we identified was the positive effect the experience of change prior to displacement had for coping with redundancy. This experience of change could be wide ranging – it could include, previous redundancy, changes in employment, and life changing personal experiences. The key point is that such change prompts a different individual outlook or orientation that acts as a support for future moments of change and crisis. For example, in the UK, Thomas had been made redundant from numerous roles and areas during the 23 years that he had been employed at the local steelworks. He claimed to have spent just 12 to 14 months in each role before he was transferred again. As a result of witnessing manpower reductions for many years, the uncertainty in which he worked and the number of times he had faced redundancy and job change, Thomas claimed that:

‘Change is no longer a difficult thing for me ... I’ve always found change fairly easy to enter into … I’d always expected that this day would come, after so many changes it doesn’t seem to be such a big deal … I’ve tried to prepare by gaining experience and training.’

Lorenzo from Spain also explained how his broad experience of change, and multi-functional working and extensive training, within his job prepared him for a different job outside the company:

‘But as for taking me on in respect of other workmates on the FPE, I imagine that it would be because of work experience, for having rotated around almost all of the jobs especially the plate mill.’
3.6.4 Learning partnerships and arrangements for support

In most of our countries institutional support was offered through some sort of learning partnership. We have described the workings of such partnerships in detail in the various national reports, and have touched on a number throughout the report. Here we just briefly identify where they existed and how they sought to contribute to assisting displaced workers.

Community unionism: In the UK, the union-led organisation Steel Partnership Training (SPT) played a central role in assisting with those made redundant from the steel sector. In response to redundancy, SPT would set up a ‘one-stop shop’ as soon as possible, (usually within days of a redundancy announcement) in a familiar local setting (such as a working men’s pub), that brought together a variety of local labour market agencies and intermediaries that would guide and advise redundant workers on how to sign on for benefits, search for jobs and learning opportunities and obtain financial advice etc. Workers would also register with SPT, whose local offices, staffed themselves by ex-steel workers, would act as a drop in centre for displaced workers to come and talk about learning opportunities (or just to talk). Through the structural funds, SPT was able to fund workers and their partners to engage in any sort of learning activity that they wanted. All of our respondents were highly positive about this service, but it should be noted that it is only available after workers have been formally separated from their employers. 

Employment Protection Fund: Our Spanish biographies were able to take advantage of the Fondo de Promocion de Empleo following redundancy. This involved an agency set up in regions highly affected by restructuring that was designed to train groups of workers and assist them in seeking new employment. Incentives were provided to ‘new’ firms to train and employ displaced workers. Workers were paid a benefit payment whilst retraining or, if of a certain age, were able to take the benefit prior to retiring (at aged 52).

Scheme for Middle Aged Unemployed Men: Our Swedish research found an innovative example where traditional manufacturing workers are being trained for employment in a radically new career, nursing. In a pilot project in the region of Solleftea between 2001 and 2003, over 100 former unemployed steel workers were trained for positions in health care. All participants were aged between 40 and 55. The programme was directed at matching those available in the labour market – Solleftea has high levels of unemployment and a declining population – with the area of greatest labour need in the locality. After some initial resistance, the programme proved to be highly successful.

Lay Off Act: In Norway there was no learning partnership arrangements to provide institutional support for redundant workers. But, as explained, the strong provision of the Lay Off Act act as a support for workers, although exists largely to allow employers to lay workers off for periods when they do not need them.

Transfer Agencies: In Germany, transfer agencies are set up to support ‘displaced’ workers. They are established by the companies ‘laying off’ workers, in partnership with the trade unions and local labour office. Thus, those made redundant at Hoesch Dortmund all registered at a transfer agency, which had originally been set up to assist those displaced following the restructuring of the local Thyssen Krupp plant. Employees signed an employment contract with the transfer agency for two years (this is now only possible for one year). During this period, they earn 90 percent of their former income, partly financed by the job office and partly by the company. This provides workers with a safety net during which they are able to search for retraining and labour opportunities, new jobs or study for new qualifications. In they don’t find employment within the two-year period they are entitled to a severance payment. The key practical offered by the transfer agency focused on applications for training and the placing of people in jobs. Statistically, the transfer agency is successful, with 164 workers still looking for new employment out of a total of 865. 

However, in practice many of our workers appeared a little disenchanted with the transfer agency, primarily due to their lack of understand about its main role and what it can do to help them. For example, some workers were under the impression that the transfer agency was obliged to find them new jobs. Whilst they recognised that financially it provided a safety net, they were frustrated by the support structures offered, and expected more in terms of direct and individual support: 

‘I always had the security of getting 90 per cent of my salary. That was reassuring. It took the anxiety away. I didn’t have the feeling that my personal ambitions and aims were recognized. Regarding re-training, I would have loved too, maybe I didn’t inquire enough. I was told, ‘yes I will look’, but then in the end…’ (Constanze) 

What was most important to the workers was the financial security offered through the transfer agency. It was the financial safety net that made the existence of the agency attractive, it was the income that made the workers feel re-assured enough to have two years for re-orientation and job search. However, the employees we talked to, all realized that the success of finding a new job ultimately depended on their own initiative. They felt disappointed by the concrete support mechanisms. To make these institutionalised support systems work more effectively, it would be reasonable to be more precise about the actual offers that can be made and to organize the offers in a way that coping and change competence is promoted instead of just presenting a safety net for the ‘affected’ employees. As Andreas explains:

‘They told us that we won't have any problems to get a new job within the corporate group. We shouldn't worry. We wouldn't need to write many applications. I know of some people who had previously been through the e transfer agency who had not had a good experience. They told me if you go into the transfer agency, they won't care about you, you have to do everything yourself. I mean I didn't wait until the  transfer agency, I started doing something by myself before, because I knew the day when the site would be closed, was approaching. So I started to gather some information, to write some applications, already half a year before. Because in the end, it depends on you.’ 

3.6.5 Fields of interventions, trade unions and learning partnerships  

3.6.5.1 Conceptualising fields of intervention

Our key concern throughout the biographical research was to find out how the affected worker dealt with the personal crisis of redundancy, and, in particular, if and how they were able to handle the crisis in a positive way, and find a new job. Part of the interview strategy, therefore, was to ask our respondents to consider if they had dealt successfully with the situation, what had helped them, or if they had been unsuccessful, what in their opinion were the decisive reasons for this. This allowed us to build a profile of the ‘helpful’ and ‘hindering’ factors that shaped the successful handling of the crisis of ‘losing one’s job’.  In our reports, we develop a schema that locates success in terms of objective (finding comparable employment, or retraining) and subjective (the person’s own assessment) criteria, and we present three biographies from each country that are differentiated along this schema. Whilst our analysis draws out the important contribution of individual capacity, we do not subscribe to perspectives that regard the development of employability as the sole responsibility of the individual. Thus, we sought to distinguish at what place, at what time, in what context and with what aim support was rendered, or which circumstances had a supporting effect that contributed to successfully handling the crisis situation of ‘job loss’. Here, then, our primary interest was not with regard to the spontaneous action of individuals, but in the specific structures or arrangements that had a supporting effect, or indeed whose faults were painfully felt (see for example, the German transfer agency case). In this way, we arrived at what we termed our fields of intervention (FOI).


The term FOI is used to describe particular fields within the work biography that are important for developing the ability to deal with the crisis situation of ‘job loss’. If these fields are important in this way, then it follows that support could be directed there deliberately and specifically – in other words, it would be possible, useful and rational to intervene in these biographically determined fields to encourage the better development of the ability to handle the biographical crisis situation of ‘job loss’. The empirical material provides many indicators of the type of encouraging action that would need to be taken and the desired effects of this, although we recognise the complexity of this process and are careful not to make overly normative or prescriptive judgements. Whilst these considerations place the individual closer to the centre of analysis, we do not regard subjective attitudes and strategies in themselves as field of intervention. Rather, personal attitudes and strategies can be influenced, or ‘touched’, in the FOI, so that positive attitudes towards coping can be reinforced and negative experiences tackled, and potentially transcended, by new, positive experiences. We are thus careful not to ascribe the responsibility for handling the crisis of job loss to the individual alone, as if success or failure was simply predicated on subjective capabilities and attitudes. This would be to individualise broader structural problems (and conditions). Our notion of FOI distances itself from such a line of analysis, and any understanding of making the individual responsible for structural problems in employment and the job market. This is not to deny, however, the importance of subjective abilities and individual resources to nurturing and exploiting opportunities. Our conceptualisation of FOI is thus based on a double relationship, focused on encouraging individuals to deal with job loss and improving the structural conditions for developing a new career. Thus, as Randle and Heimann (2005: 30) explain, in the Swedish report, ‘our understanding is that the ambition for creating support structures should be to increase people’s opportunities to reach a stronger position on the labour market and to experience a growing view of the self’.
3.6.5.2 Levels and forms of FOI


In looking at the levels at which FOI could be implemented, we sought to differentiate between potential, micro, meso and macro interventions. The biographies themselves did not do this, as they tended to focus more on their immediate experiences and environment – thus micro concerns around the individual, family and workplace were emphasised, along with meso factors, at the level of the locale, community and sector. Broader macro factors were discussed most typically in terms of a lack of, or need for, government and legislative support (over, for example, the safeguarding of pensions), and it is from this that we sought to explore specific types of policy recommendation. Naturally, it was the point of displacement – day X -  that formed the central point of reference for our biographies.  Around this point, it is possible to discern two potential FOI, which relate to the period between the announcement of displacement and the actual separation and, following this, the period from the actual displacement to finding new employment, training or retirement. Again, the biographies focus heavily at these two levels, because it is typically within these fields that we find most evidence of interventions and support structures. This is not surprising. In most cases, our studies look at the situation related to large-scale redundancies that had generated widespread debate between the social partners, communities, and often the state, about how to respond to the situation, and numerous types of support arrangements had been generated as a result of this. However, our analysis of the biographies show that, whilst these stages are important, the capability and willingness of an individual to engage actively with their redundancy situation, and to move forward in a positive manner, is shaped by deeper and prior aspects of the person’s biography, including: their experiences of work itself; their life experiences and outlook; the extent to which they are embedded in different types of social networks etc. Given this, we chose to expand our analysis of potential FOI to five areas:

· FOI1: The period of (before) direct displacement;

· FOI2: The period following direct displacement;

· FOI3: Everyday working life

· FOI4: Life Context;

· FOI5: Inner Trade Union Life.

3.6.5.3 FOI 1: The period before ‘displacement’
This period is defined as the time from the announcement of the redundancy to the actual loss of employment. It represents an employee’s last opportunity to improve their employability or to seek support, or engage in learning activities, prior to redundancy. Three broad themes are worth highlighting at this stage, including, the nature and use of information, social networks and the extent of workplace support. First, all our respondents had access to a wide range of information, advice and guidance about how to access new learning opportunities or how to find a job. Such activities are also frequently advocated by policy makers as a way of improving the take-up of learning opportunities. Yet, the availability of support did not mean that it worked particularly effectively. Many of our biographies expressed disenchantment with their ability to access information that they saw as of value to their own specific interests and needs. The transfer agencies established in the German situation are a good example of this. For it is not swift and comprehensive information per se that is important, but rather the quality of this information and how it is orientated to the specific situation facing the affected individual. Thus, many workers felt they were not well supported by the transfer agencies, and information that led to misunderstanding or was given too late could potentially influence workers’ choices and strategies in a negative manner. The English research shows that workers also need to be educated to use any available information to their own advantage and need to incorporate this into a broader strategy of planning, which is more successful the earlier it is enacted. The Swedish research also argues that this should be seen, and supported, as a learning process related to the search for new information and knowledge about (un)employment, education and learning, life changes and how to take personal responsibility.

Both the Swedish and German research argue that any support structures established at this stage should look to develop a ‘new’ social community for workers, as they look to move from their current employment situation to the next. What is advocated here is some sort of social forum, community meeting place or meeting structure (the German researcher suggest this could be compulsory), where those displaced could talk with each other and their families to share concerns and useful information, and potentially meet up with relevant local economic agencies or companies (maybe along the lines of the ‘one stop shop’ approach outlined in the UK case). This could be useful also in improving the quality of information about what is available and most in demand in different labour markets.

Finally, the workplace environment also needs to be supportive at this stage. This perhaps was most acute in the UK case, where workers were often refused time from work to look for new opportunities or to access even basic information. In some cases, companies put on job fairs to help workers, but such practice was variable. In the German case, workers had the option of registering at the transfer agency, but many chose to do so at the final moment of redundancy, thereby forgoing early preparation time. This problem was less acute in the Swedish case, where workers were space and time was provided to aide the displacement process. 

3.6.5.4 FOI 2: The period directly following ‘displacement’
Activity in FOI1 can have a major impact on the position faced by a person in FOI2. At this stage a key priority is either reorientation into the labour market or a new learning or training opportunity. The longer this stage draws on for, that is that the person is unemployed, the harder the situation is likely to become. Thus, in effect, interventions that focus on extending FOI1 into the sphere of FOI2 can be particularly helpful. Our research identified a number of options, including the regional industrial policy in Spain and the Lay Off Act in Norway. But, the transfer agency in Germany was the best example. Whilst there were criticisms with the activities of such agencies, they are able to offer a financial safety net for a period of currently one year during which an individual can search out new opportunities. Where such options do not exist, such as in the UK, the availability of free financial advice would also seem to be essential. The need to keep individuals active during this period is also recognised by organisations such as Steel Partnership Training in the UK. Recognising that many workers may feel rather uncertain about how to structure their time following redundancy, they seek to ensure that redundant workers have their days structured in the few months following redundancy, be it visiting a career’s officer, attending a range of basic training courses (such as introductory computer classes) or searching for jobs within a supportive environment. Schemes such as those in Sweden that look to retrain groups of redundant workers into those jobs most in need in the labour market, such as nurses, are also novel attempts to deal with the likely community impact of redundancy. There certainly seems to be evidence that support mechanisms directed at maintaining a sense of collective identity and locality are important here, and are likely to become more so as welfare reforms in Europe look to emphasise ever more (and support less) the role of the active labour market individual.
3.6.5.5 FOI3: Everyday working life
This field covers the positive and negative influences upon employability generated through the course of an individual’s employment or within the workplace environment. Our biographies show that the extent to which workers were able to develop ‘change competencies’ during their working lives contributed to their ability to cope following a major personal crisis, such as a redundancy. In this regard, we were convinced by the previous research outlined by the Swedish research team that those that have experienced a participative work environment, such as working in autonomous work teams, are more able to handle changes in their surroundings (see Randle and Heinemann, 2004: 54). Thus, one way to prepare people to cope with change is to develop workplaces where people have the authority to influence both the content and conditions of work. People can learn what it means to be in charge of everyday situations if they know what it means to have the authority to control their work. This means that when discussing how to create support structures it is necessary to also think in preventive terms. This puts responsibility back on the organisational level and managers, trade unions and human resource people, to develop ‘good’ work places where people can learn to control their working life. 

A good working environment, as the German national report argues, requires more than employee participation per se. The marketability of skills acquired during working life and the balance between working life and life outside of work are also significant factors. This was made clear in the UK biographies where displaced workers found that skills they had used for decades at work (such as fork lift driving) had no relevance on the broader labour market, as they were not certified. It is recognition of this need for transferability of skills acquired during working life, which are often skills acquired informally, that is driving attempts at improving systems of certification and transferability in a number of our countries (for example, Spain and Norway).
3.6.5.6 FOI 4: Life context
This is a potentially very broad field that could encompass all activities undertaken outside of the workplace, as well as more personal influences such as relationships, family and personal attributes. It is certainly the case that those that were able to deal most positively with losing their job shared a common set of personal attributes that were often forged and supported through their broader life context. This should not be conflated with a purely subjective psychological analysis, since attitudes and outlook (and consciousness) are shaped by the objective realities of life (and not the other way around). What we can do is identify those life circumstances that are important to this FOI. First, whilst it may be self-evident, positive educational experiences and an enthusiasm for learning throughout life are important, as our biography of Norman the schoolteacher in the UK demonstrated. Interest in extra-curricular activities (such as coaching the local football team), and the broader social capital that can accrue and be offered from such activity, also plays a role in enhancing personal confidence and self- esteem. It is no surprise, therefore, that all our research emphasised the importance of social networks, in whatever form, in this FOI. 


The German research team, who note how networks of colleagues, friends and families represent an importance resources for workers faced with redundancy, develops this point further. It is with the help of these networks that new job applications are written, that job opportunities can be secured and a belief in the ability to manage redundacy is sustained. The Swedish researchers also consider how the social community can prove vital for creating support structures. But, as they recognise, it might be a troublesome task to start the creation of new social communities if they do not connect to any natural context for the people about to lose their jobs. Therefore the task at this level is to connect to ordinary working life. For example, companies or trade unions could initiate social activities for those about to be displaced. Thus, meeting places designed to minimise the risk of people finding themselves in a situation where they do not have any social contact with people could become a support structure. Yet, as the German research ponders, it is an interesting question whether this FOI falls under influence of policy makers, regional actors or trade unions. How is it possible to empower ‘positive factors’ in the life context? They argue that life context can become a FOI in the preventive sense, even though it appears to be so private and individualised. At this level, their research suggests that debates around work-life balance, working quality and the quality of work, to the extent that they can provide sustenance for an individual’s sense of self worth and esteem, can contribute. 

3.6.5.7 FOI 5: Trade union life

It may seem a little unusual to identify trade union life as a potential FOI. However, in the context of our biographies of redundant steel and metal workers it emerged as an important aspect, over and beyond any role trade unions could play in negotiating the terms of any severance arrangement, or in mobilising resistance to a plant closure. First, the UK research explored the impact that displacement had on ‘inner trade union life’. Our biographies at this level are of experienced union activists, who, through redundancy, not only lost their job, but also a wider set of activities, political interests and comradely networks. Questions are therefore posed about how such industrial and political activity can be (and has been) sustained by such individuals. But, this requires further research. Second, and more significantly, interviews with trade union officials and activists revealed that developing support structures for redundant workers might also demand new skills and competencies within trade unions themselves. In other words, supporting workers to develop a broader competence to deal with change may question and challenge the structures of trade unions themselves. At this level, the support systems developed could vary depending on the particular local situation. One particular support system the trade unions could provide for their members and other employees is to organise for coaching and social networks. These would provide information about what it means to become unemployed and provide information about alternatives to their members. They could also, through arranging meeting places, act as the link between the person and their old social networks (see Randle and Heinemann 2004: 52).
3.6.6.  Summary: Displacement and the challenge of ‘new’ learning partnerships
Our biographical research has provided in-depth insight into the experiences of displaced workers, of the challenges that they faced and the potential new paths that they embarked upon. In simple terms, we have chosen to highlight two key findings. The first relates to the linkage between a biography characterised by change and the abilities of individuals to cope with and move on from displacement. In this sense, we would argue, tentatively, that the concept of ‘change competence’ is worth developing, as a potential means to assist individuals in their ability to enhance their employability and successfully cope with redundancy. Secondly, we have, throughout our biographical research, identified a number of learning partnerships that have acted to support individuals in their passage from one career to another. Some arrangements proved more successful that other. However, the nature of such learning partnerships, we would argue, needs further development in light of biographical evidence. Typically, learning partnerships are established in response to ‘exceptional circumstances’, but a debate needs to take place on how such arrangements can prove more enduring and take on proactive and preventative forms. As we argue in this conclusion, this will need a new debate about social responsibilities in relation to sectoral restructuring and how learning partnerships should aim to connect with individuals, companies, trade unions and the broader local and regional communities.

4: 
CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

In this report we have presented some of the key findings of the LEARNPARTNER project. This represents only a fraction of the detailed empirical evidence that has been systematically analysed in our numerous project reports. It has not, for example, been possible to include any of the lengthy individual biographies that were included in our reports on ‘displacement’. This material will be included in a planned book. However, we would direct interested readers to the project deliverables listed in Annex 4. In this conclusion, we look to tease out the key contributions made by our research, how our findings relate to the current knowledge in the field and what our findings offer and suggest for future policy directions.

4.1 Restructuring, learning and partnership: ‘Restating’ problems and the policy of relevance and the relevance of policy

The ‘challenges’ of industrial restructuring are now taken for granted. In the contemporary global market place, intensified competition has created increasing ‘uncertainty’ and ‘risk’ for Europe’s employers, employees and citizens. Constraining such a trajectory is largely off limits, as the quest for ‘opening’ and ‘freeing’ markets moves forward. Within the context of EU policy formation this is understood by some as the key imperative of an underlying neo-Liberal agenda of macro-economic development and reform, and its attendant emphasis on labour market flexibility and the utilisation of (and investment in) human capital. Yet, it is recognition that the consequences of such an agenda carry ‘new social risks’ (Taylor-Gooby, 2005) and costs that has exercised recent policy debate: is it, for example, possible to balance employment flexibility with employment security, or economic competition with social inclusion?  It is in response to these challenges that recent debates around ‘making a European area for lifelong learning a reality’ (COM, 2001) and ‘enhancing the contribution of European Social Dialogue’ (COM, 2004) have taken place. In simple terms, the furtherance of the lifelong learning agenda is seem as imperative for improving the quality of human capital in economic terms, but also in terms of improving an individual’s opportunities in employment and life. Further, given the complexity of the agenda and the myriad responsibilities and interests of various stakeholders, the need to embed this within new social compacts is seen as increasingly important. 

It is against this backdrop that the research of the LEARNPARTNER project should be located and the relevance of its findings considered. Our research was conducted at the national, organisational and individual level and connects to key policy debates in a clear way. First, we are able to offer insights into the management of change at the restructured workplace, and the implications of this for investments in human capital and the employability of workers. Second, we have much to offer in terms of a developing understanding of social dialogue and partnership in relation to sectoral restructuring and the learning agenda. Specifically, we have been able to identify different forms of emerging learning partnerships and can offer a framework for how these may be developed to offer assistance at the broadest level. Such an approach could be applied to other industrial sectors.

Key to all our findings has been the importance of putting the individual, be it within or ‘displaced’ from the restructured workplace, at the centre of analysis. By definition, policy formation typically takes a macro, top-down view, but this often leads to a technocratic perspective on implementation as well. Throughout our research we argue for more ‘bottom-up’ support and solutions. This was exemplified in our review of national developments with regard to lifelong learning. We argued that lifelong learning systems planned and developed from ‘above’ are less likely to be effective, since they are unlikely to connect with the realities of working life and the dynamics of change in the modern economy. In contrast, ‘bottom-up’ approaches aimed at implementing demand for learning amongst individuals can be more effective. Such an approach underpins recent developments in the UK around the establishment of a network of trade union learning representatives. A concern with the effectiveness of the implementation of initiatives was a more general finding of our research, and related specifically to the many, often highly innovative, examples of learning partnerships that we examined both within and beyond the workplace. How to improve the effective implementation of such initiatives is a clear challenge for the future, and will be central to their sustainability. In what follows we look to offer potential pointers for how such learning partnerships should be developed and consider more generally the points of articulation between restructuring at the workplace and the communities within with such activity is inserted.


Reflecting on our research, we wish to note three of the more abstract and conceptual concerns that need further elaboration in terms of state of the art understanding. First, relates to how we understand the nature of industrial restructuring. In our conceptual review we noted how the extent to which restructuring could be understood in terms of broader processes of globalisation and internationalisation has been widely debated. Whilst at the level of trade flows and production networks the full extent of globalisation may often be debatable (for example, much trade takes place within the three main trading blocs), the extent to which companies are looking to move production, restructure plants and change working practices is not, and all of this has clear implications for those working in such organisations. Our review of the trends of restructuring in the steel and metal sector show that this process has been extensive, is ongoing and is likely to be accentuated with the accession of the new Member States – as restructuring takes place within the industries of the new Members States and in terms of the transfer from old states to new states, in order to take advantage of cheaper labour costs. The need to anticipate and manage such restructuring is noted as a point of concern in the most recent Joint Employment Report (COM, 2005: 8, emphasis added), which states that: ‘The need for a positive management of restructuring, especially for collective lay-offs, is highlighted in many NAPs, but much more needs to be done’. Our research would support such an assertion and also the recommendation of the Joint Employment Report for more coordinated responses. At this level, a full appreciation of how specific forms of learning partnership can contribute to such a coordinated response is essential – and this is an area that needs much further research. However, the limitations of the NAP process must also be recognised, and a more qualitative appreciation of restructuring developed. Attempting to map the extent to which processes of restructuring are ‘positively managed’ against indicators such as ‘complete’ or ‘in progress’, is deeply problematic. It may have relevance as part of the policy mapping process, but tells us little about the qualitative ‘processes by which events unfold’ (Kitay and Callus: 1998: 104) or any real appreciation of the experiences of those affected. More fundamentally, restructuring, as a process of industrial and economic change, should be considered both conceptually and methodologically as an ongoing process. To attempt to frame processes of restructuring as ‘complete’ is to offer a static analysis, thereby denuding the operation of the capitalist system (and by implication industrial restructuring) of its dynamic nature. 


Second, what is meant by the concept of ‘employability’ also requires further elaboration at a conceptual, as well as at an empirical level. Our review of recent debates in relation to the promotion of systems of lifelong learning highlighted the tensions over the economic and more social and civic dimensions of learning. Many critics of the contemporary policy discourse on lifelong learning argue that there is tendency to privilege the economic and labour market worth of any learning and hence the ‘employability’ of individuals. Related to this, is an increased emphasis on the responsibility of individuals to accrue such employability and to forge their own employment and career biographies. Our reviews of national level developments in the sphere of lifelong learning support such concerns, and also reveal a significant gulf between the policy rhetoric of lifelong learning and practice on the ground. 

However, it is also clear that the concept of employability can itself be unpacked. Brown et al (2003: 110) have recently argued that it is important to understand the duality of employability, in terms of the aggregate relationship between the nature of available jobs and the skills needed for those jobs, and also at a relative level between the demand for specific skills in the labour market and the supply of such skills. In other words, there is a positional element attached to employability that can see many workers with equivalent credentials applying for a limited number of suitable jobs: it is possible, therefore, to be employable, but unemployed. What this means for those displaced through processes of restructuring is clearly complex, but suggests that there is more to enhancing the employability of such workers than sending them on standardised and basic training courses. At one level, the key challenge for emerging learning partnerships in this area is to build a closer correspondence between those made available to the labour market with specific areas of need in the local labour market. This has to be about more than a simple recycling of labour, but the renewing of labour. The negative responses of some of our German biographies to their experiences with local transfer agencies highlight some of the challenges to be faced. Whilst, our Swedish biographies of steel workers training to become nurses represent an example of what may be possible. However, the renewal of labour is not just something that should be addressed as a reactive act following redundancy. Our research has outlined how the employability of workers post-displacement can be hampered by their learning experiences at work. Thus, many of our UK workers found that skills acquired over many years working experience, and also certified through workplace training, were worth nothing on the external labour market following redundancy. They had to retrain to become certified in what they already knew. This is reflective of a potential tension between what is perceived to be necessary for employability internal to a company and externally on the labour market, and the different interests of employers and employees in relation to this. 


Third, it is worth noting the contribution of our research to comparative frameworks. A wide literature now exists comparing the relative characteristics and perceived performance of different national systems of skill formation and vocational education and training. Such approaches typically differentiate systems between levels of regulation within the national complex of government legislation, education and training and the degree of social partner engagement in the sphere of skill formation. Within the European Union such ‘national difference’ is clearly present and influences the nature of any regulatory change or any response to processes of industrial restructuring. Nonetheless, care must be taken in reading off general outcomes from national systems, or in assuming that such systems are statically path dependent. Our research has highlighted some of the weaknesses of comparative models that characterise ‘systems’ of skill formation and training and development from particular national institutional configurations. To be sure, such institutional frameworks play an influential role in shaping developments in the learning agenda, but they are not in themselves determinant. To fully understand practice it is important to examine contextual developments at the sectoral and workplace level, and the complex interplay between industrial relations, the nature of work organisation and strategies for learning. In this sense, we can identify many similarities in the developments and forces for change being enacted at the workplace level, be it in Finland, Sweden, Norway or the UK, and also similar challenges facing the responses to such developments. 

4.2 Building learning organisations in the context of restructuring and change


If we accept that corporate restructuring is an ongoing process, then the challenge of anticipating and managing change comes to the fore and so does the question over the extent to which such change can be sustainable. The Swedish research discussed what is meant by sustainable change in some detail. As our research on trends in the steel and metal sector more generally indicated, the prime concern in any programme of restructuring is typically to cut levels of labour. Little thought is often given, again, to the issue of the renewal of labour. Yet it is not uncommon for companies to lay-off workers and then some time in the future face skill shortages as they are unable to recruit new labour or face challenges in workplace innovation due the displacement of workers’ informal and latent skills. It is in this context that we can understand the concept of sustainable organisational change.  It suggests that workplace change can take place, but in a way that does not degrade the skills of existing labour capacity. Indeed, systems of work organisation can be developed that are based on the constant upgrading of workers’ skills and where the furtherance of informal and developmental learning would be central to the organisation of work. Our research has shown possible examples where organisation are attempting to do this, and also many cases where organisations are taking what is often referred to as the ‘low road’ approach to change. 


The ‘low road’ approach to organisational change was clearly present in the case of the restructuring of the UK steel industry, and the problem was exemplified in the move towards team-based systems of working. As is common, team working was introduced in order to increase labour flexibility and adaptability, and significant investments in employee training and learning accompanied its introduction. In reality, however, this did not lead to improvements in the quality of workers’ lives or their ability to develop their own competencies, skills and wider employability. It clearly reveals that the introduction of such systems of work organisation does not in itself guarantee worker security, because in this particular case team working did not improve organisational flexibility or performance. The main reason for this is that team working is often introduced as a means to reduce labour, rather than improve its adaptability. In this regard, extensive workforce reduction allows no ‘space’ for teams to act as ‘learning systems’ and flexibility is effectively crowded out. 

Extant frameworks of comparative analysis would situate such outcomes within the poorly regulated business context of the UK, where corporate decisions on restructuring are relatively free from the interventions of either trade unions or the state (at whatever level). And there is a strong argument for this. Yet, we found a similar scenario in one of our Swedish companies, where team working was found to be commensurate with high levels of work intensification and potential breaches of health and safety as workers were often performing tasks that they were not trained for. Again, high levels of labour utilisation at the workplace limited the scope for internal training and development, and provided no space for informal learning. In contrast, the second Swedish case exemplified a scenario where informal learning and the constant updating of workers skills were more pervasive within a system of participative work organisation. To some extent, this appears to be explained by the nature of the product itself, in this case the company produced unique products tailored for specific customers. The difference between each job for the customer demanded that workers acquire new knowledge. Yet, it is also the case, that the company took a strategic approach to the integration of the needs of the business with the organisation of work and its human resource development strategies, and plenty of space was provided in the way that work was organised to facilitate on-the-job training and informal learning. This may seem like an obvious point, but even where companies are successfully competing on the basis of well developed ‘core competencies’ they do not always seem to anticipate and manage change in a sustainable way.  As the example of our Finnish engineering company demonstrated, the outsourcing of labour to cheaper alternatives can have significant consequences for the organisation’s core competencies and its ability to sustain internal systems of informal learning. 

In contrast, our Dutch and Norwegian research showcased examples where there were more strategic and integrated attempts to anticipate and manage the process of organisational change. The Employment Plan negotiated and introduced at Corus Netherlands stood in marked contrast to developments at Corus UK sites. At the Netherlands plant an innovative Practical Craftsmanship Programme has been introduced to raise the skill level of employees to a Level 2 qualification threshold. The key rationale for this is that such competencies will be needed sometime in the future, and, whilst job security cannot be guaranteed, workers will be more adapted to the likely needs of the company in the future if they have acquired such qualifications. This programme was targeted at those workers most susceptible to restructuring, namely older workers and those with basic skills deficiencies, and the aim was to organise the training, which was an extensive year long programme, in a format appropriate to the learning needs of such workers – ie. more of an emphasis on practical rather than theoretical training.      

If the initiative at Corus Netherlands represents an innovative attempt to anticipate change, the Norwegian Lay Off Act can be seen as an instrument to manage change. The benefits of this regulation for a cyclical industry such as shipbuilding were apparent. Rather than laying-off workers during a down turn and then face problems in recruiting worker when order books improve, the Act allows firms to suspend employment contracts for up to a year. During this time, the state contributes to wage costs and workers are able to receive training and update their skills through local training centres. It is an important mechanism for sustaining the fabric of communities often dominated by a single industry or a few large plants, as workers are not forced out of the region in search of employment. 


Both these cases can be seen to be a product of their respective systems of industrial relations, based around negotiated agreements between the social partners at the sectoral level and works councils at the company level in the Netherlands and national tri-partite concertation in Norway. Nonetheless, these instruments are not without their problems. In the Corus Netherlands case, the lack of a trade union presence at the shop floor level meant that there was no mechanism for enforcing the implementation of the initiative, and the responsibility for implementation was thus left to local level management prerogative. As a consequence, the extent to which workers were encouraged to follow the programme was variable, and, given the fact that there was some degree of reluctance amongst workers to embark on the programme, this impacted on its overall impact at the company. In the Norwegian case, the provisions of the Lay Off appear to primarily serve the interests of employers, rather than the broader, long-term employability of workers. Broader questions are also raised about its transferability more generally, within a context of the paring down of national welfare supports.


 Overall, our research reveals two dimensions relating to the anticipation and management of organisational change that need strengthening. First, employers should take more responsibility for the consequences of restructuring and the furtherance (and funding) of more sustainable systems of change that result in the genuine development of worker employability. Second, to the extent that employer responsibility is best harnessed through some sort of countervailing power, the involvement of trade unions, through social dialogue and partnerships, needs to be strengthened at all levels. 

4.3 Displacement and new career biographies: developing employability in terms of ‘change competence’.

Our biographical research sought to develop a systematic analysis of the process of redundancy and by definition sought to situate the experiences and interests of displaced workers to the centre stage in the anticipation and management of restructuring. A number of key conclusions can be drawn from this aspect of our research. The first relates to how institutional support for those displaced through restructuring should be drawn. Typically, such supports, and the learning partnerships that characterise such support, are situated at the moment of displacement and attempt to deal with the aftermath of restructuring. Yet, we would argue that preparation should occur far sooner. We have explored this through the idea of specific ‘fields of interventions’, where this preparation can take place, and argued that, in addition to the ‘fields’ immediately prior to and after displacement, attention needs to be directed in relation to an individual’s wider life context and also working life. It terms of practical policy conclusions, this may appear a little nebulous. However, we have already detailed some of the ways in which working life can limit an individual’s employability and career opportunities post redundancy. To this end, then, this line of argument reinforces our assertion that companies themselves should take more responsibility for not only anticipating and managing change but with supporting the consequences of restructuring in terms of collective lay-offs. This does require more attention to and investment in the period leading up to and following displacement, and we have seen model examples of how companies support transfer agencies in the German context, but it also needs more attention to the way in which working life contributes to the nourishment of an individual’s employability. The most obvious contribution would be in terms of the development of recognised and transferable systems for the accreditation of competencies and learning accrued during working life. But, we understand preparation in a broader sense than that: workers, we have argued, need to attain, through supportive and participative systems, an experience of change. Such experiences of change help to equip individuals to deal with major life crisis, such as redundancy, in a more considered manner.  


Following from this, our second key argument, is to propose a shift away from the temporary, quick fix solution of simply assisting or compensating ‘the redundant’ (although we see that as a given), towards improving employability and preparing individuals, on an ongoing basis, for the prospect of redundancy. In this regard, a broader understanding of employability is needed, which includes the competence of an individual to prepare oneself to change and to master change. This competence is not gathered during time of crisis or redundancy, but is a competence that is gathered throughout life, both in private life and in professional working life that can realise itself in time of crisis. This competence we refer to as change competence. 


The concept of change competence has been widely investigated in the Swedish context, but deserves a wider platform. Aronsson et al (1995), for example, understand change competence in terms of individuals knowing how to see opportunities in each new situation, having a curious mind, daring to try out new ideas and aiming at solving problems. People who have change competence know how to take their own initiative and they are courageous and actively pursue change processes. In this regard, an individual’s self perception and outlook on life is at least as important as a good qualification in order to cope with redundancy and to find a new job. Individual change competence can also mean having a certain level of motivation and the capacity to act in accordance with specific situations. At one level, this can be forged through social learning processes, and at another level can be linked to the formation of an individual’s personality. More specifically, this can be understood in terms of how an individual reacts when faced with a difficult situation, such as redundancy, and the extent to which personal attitudes can act as an obstacle or promoting factor for dealing with the new situation. Similarly, how an individual views their options and alternatives post redundancy, be they narrow or broad, can to some extent be grounded in previous cognitive experiences of handling new situations. We are not implying here that subjective, personal factors override the many material factors that can shape and foster employability, but our biographies have paid testament to the importance of building changing competence. We would argue that this is something that should be borne in mind when designing support structures to aid the displacement process. This is because an individual’s level of self-esteem, and their desire to try new ideas and to see new opportunities will initially shape their participation in any activities designed to cope with displacement. For example, whilst the UK research bemoaned the lack of systematic retraining, re-investment and social plans as instruments for dealing with displacement, it also highlighted the important role played by a community union-based learning partnership for encouraging redundant steelworkers to deal with and accept change. Likewise, whilst the German analysis was able to detail extensive retraining instruments and social plans as vital for coping with displacement, these were not identified as enough in themselves for the formation of new career biographies. Indeed, the fact that the services offered by the transfer agencies were, in some cases, largely seen as a safety net acted to hinder an individual’s enthusiasm to develop their employability. Thus, the German researchers argue that whilst training is important, it is self-esteem and self-respect, together with qualifications, that form any necessary change competence (Trappmann, 2004). 

4.4 Learning partnerships as articulated mechanisms for responding to restructuring; and the trade union role


Our research identified a range of innovative examples of learning partnerships that have been developed at the company level or beyond. The focus of such learning partnerships tended to vary depending on the context, be it specific plans for in-company training measures to boost the qualifications of workers or arrangements beyond the workplace directed at assisting redundant workers back into employment or learning. We argued that such learning partnerships could be differentiated in terms of the extent to which they are institutional, responsive or reactive. Whilst there were evident examples of good practice and innovative reactive learning partnerships, such as Steel Partnership Training in the UK, questions were nonetheless raised about the sustainability of such arrangements and whether they could become more proactive. It was also clear that many of the learning partnership identified either involved or were led by trade union activity. But this often posed fundamental challenges for the trade unions involved in terms of ensuring the effective implementation of such partnerships and in terms of their own internal capacity to work effectively in such partnership arrangements. 


Against this backdrop, a major challenge facing the development of learning partnerships is the degree of articulation between workplace arrangements and instruments that take place beyond the workplace. Thus, we would argue that there is a need for learning partnerships that operate more fully as mechanisms for the ongoing anticipation and management of change. At this level, ‘classical’ learning partnerships, which relate to structural change within companies or are designed selectively for the promotion of re-employment need to evolve into more preventive and proactive learning partnerships that permanently take into account the interrelations between the company and the region. This could happen in two respects. First, learning partnerships in companies could cover the promotion of local and regional job alternatives not just as a crisis-driven intervention (ie at specific moments of displacement), but as a normal field of action. Secondly, learning partnerships could be based locally or regionally. In other words, they could include multiple companies from a region with the associated local trade unions and educational institutions. They could act via jointly agreed education plans. This would give employees the chance to learn in other contexts than their own firm and it would create the bases for local and regional (renewed) labour pools. 

The significance that the local context holds in the broader life context for work biographies, suggests that company-based learning partnerships need to be embedded and committed to the local context. This could involve a wide range of activities, including, systematic cooperation with schools and educational institutions, involvement in educational advisory councils and commissions, running award schemes and competitions, holding learning fairs etc. This could include the promotion of local learning centres, which could also act as sites for the organisation of support networks for displaced workers, as recommended in the Swedish and German research. Furthermore, the provision of learning internships in companies could also act to reinforce the exchange relationships between companies and the region. The active shaping of interrelations between the company and the region would at the same time create an extended learning field for the further education of employees in the company. The biographical interviews have clearly shown that limiting training to company adjustment qualification does not effectively reduce the individual risk when an employment crisis occurs. The personal experience of being able to learn, work, orientate oneself and cope well in contexts other than the habitual ones clearly forms a better basis for employability. 

Learning for change would then de facto mean promoting experiences of change. This challenge means that workplace change, relating to the nature of work organisation or specific tasks, need to be located within a more learning centred context. Our research has considered this in terms of sustainable systems of work organisation and teamwork, but it would also imply a debate around more systematic forms of job rotation, whereby workers could switch between various local companies, as part of an alternative learning arrangement to displacement. Such a scenario would help to acquaint workers with change and would be a more effective preparation for the trauma of job loss. There is also a need for any learning that takes place in work, to have much broader relevance that the specific workplace itself. All of this, of course, put new demands on the role of employers and the responsibilities that they should accept for the anticipation, preparation and management of change. 

Finally, our understanding of the factors promoting individual employability also means looking beyond the objectification of specific work circumstances if we are to gain a full understanding of how change competence can defined. It is at this level that we connect back to debates that situate learning and personal development within a broader context of civic participation. For, our biographical research highlights that those that get involved in extra-curricular activities beyond their work often prove to be more capable of action in crisis situations of displacement. It may well be then that the development of more sustainable learning partnerships would look to promote not learning, but also such non-work related activities. Our central argument here, is that any attempt to develop more permanent forms of learning partnership will need to connect companies with their local contexts, and will need to develop instruments and activities related not solely to specific collective lay offs and attending to post-displacement activities (indeed, displacement would be understood as one of the standard challenges to with learning partnerships must respond), but the ongoing preparation for change and new careers. In this sense, learning partnerships when they are the agreed organisation of learning arrangements between social partners and other local actors, offer the opportunity to try out transformation and change under safe conditions – in the interests of everyone. To this end, this would require a broader partnership than just the social partners, but local educators, careers advisors and economic advisors. 


Within this context, trade unions are and remain – as our research has demonstrated – central actors in connection with the social and personal crisis of ‘job loss’. Our analysis has shown the central role that they play in forging learning partnerships of all kinds and at all levels. But such activity also poses fundamental challenges for trade unions as they look to engage more actively in more preventative forms of learning partnership directed at the ongoing response to restructuring and the anticipation of change. First and foremost, because whilst it is important for trade unions to play this role, their membership will also be looking for them to campaign against restructuring and large-scale programmes of redundancy in more traditional ways, grounded in the mobilisation of collective solidarity. Engaging more fully in the promotion of workplace change, in partnership with employers, is something that is common for many unions across Europe, and such social partner cooperation is increasingly encouraged. Yet, it carries obvious risks in terms of their position as agents of representation. Our Finnish research has shown the fragile basis on which trade unions forge partnership with employers around workplace change, even in those countries where there is a strong support for trade union activity. How trade unions look to support the promotion of their members’ change competence and broader employability will therefore be challenging work and may require new skills and capacities from trade union representatives themselves. Whilst their ability to work in partnership at the workplace will be important, so will levels of membership participation, internal union dialogue and the ability of unions to be able to engage in partnerships for managing change, but at the same time remaining clearly independent. It raises deep questions about how unions engage their membership in a broader dialogue about change and how they connect with the broader life context of their members: can they help members learn that change does not need to be traumatic? Can they support workers to learn skills for dealing with displacement actively and in a forward-looking way? Do people experience the joint, shared development of solutions instead of isolation? It is obvious that the question of what – preventive – role the trade unions can play in future in respect of the crisis of ‘job loss’ – both in the individual and in the social respect – is highly dependent on their ability to develop new working biography models, and get them to be effective. These models would be built on the assumption that changes of workplace, company and activity are a reality – a reality that is capable of being shaped, taken control of and organised. 

4.5
Policy Recommendations

1. There is a need to strengthen the institutions and mechanisms of social dialogue over lifelong learning as it may be an important determinant in the implementation of coherent strategies for lifelong learning.
2. Resources should be directed towards developing bottom-up, partnership-based approaches in order to raise demand for learning. The UK experiences with trade union learning representatives may represent an initial model that could be piloted through projects in other countries.
3. Coherent support structures need to be developed and sustained for those workers made redundant from the steel and metal sectors. These support structures need to take account of the biographical experiences of redundant workers and, as a result, should put the individual at the centre of any policy formulation. They may be learning partnerships that look to connect the workplace to the community.
4. Given the strong correlation between experience of change and the individual’s ability to cope successfully with employment transition, ‘change competence’ and the ability to ‘learn how to learn’ should be promoted throughout working life within a context of ongoing economic restructuring. At a European level, this should be promoted as a key issue in sectoral social dialogue, and such competence development should be supported at workplace level and integrated into job rotation models that facilitate changing work routines.
5. More systematic systems for the accreditation of non-formal and informal learning need to be developed and, again, should be supported through the social dialogue process.
6. Adjustment funds should be available to help those displaced prepare for redundancy, and should be targeted at the immediate period before displacement so that individuals can enhance employability during their notice period.  (And could also to contribute to the promotion of change competence throughout working life). 
7. Trade unions have an important role to play in formulating learning partnerships, both at and beyond the workplace, that assist individuals to prepare for and cope with change and displacement. Trade union innovation funds should be available under the social funds for the development of new union models that help foster learning partnerships and the promotion of individual employability and new working biographies. 
5. 
Dissemination strategy and activities
The project aimed to disseminate its findings to as wide an audience as possible. A key concern was to go beyond the more traditional scholarly dissemination activities to ensure that the work of the project engaged with key European policy issues, and strengthened linkages between industry players and research institutions. To this end, most of the scientific partners in the project had an associated national trade union contact for the project, so that the findings of the project could be disseminated on an ongoing basis and the researchers alerted to any practitioner conferences of interest. At the national level, therefore, all partners were able to undertake some activities to promote the project and disseminate findings to practitioners at the national and local level. The project was able to share its work and findings more broadly through a project steering group that included an MEP, trade union and employer representatives and a representative of a European regions policy organisation. The project was also able to disseminate its work through European level bodies for the industry, such as the European Metal Workers’ Federation. 

At a more detailed level, the project’s dissemination activities focused on the following three levels.

5.1
Project website and virtual dissemination   

A website was established within the first six months of the life of the project: www.leeds.ac.uk/learning-in-partnership. It is available in English, Spanish and German. 

The website details the project’s objectives, participants and research plan and publishes its research reports and papers. It was designed to be more than a simple descriptive of the project, as it was intended to act as a key aspect of the project’s dissemination strategy and a research tool in its own right. Thus, the site includes an extensive set of links to sites of related interest along with recent news stories pertaining to developments in the steel and metal sector. It has proved itself to be a valuable resource and has attracted a significant amount of traffic to the site. In total, the website received 45, 547 ‘hits’ between April 2002 and the end of January 2005. The website remains active and continues to receive around 1,800 hits per month. 

In addition to the specific project website, the Spanish partner (CEISI) downloaded copies of their biographical research onto its trade union partner (CC.OO-Metal) website. Again, these biographies proved very popular and attracted hits from around the world. 

5.2
Scientific dissemination

The Learnpartner group of researchers has actively participated in leading scientific conferences around Europe and delivered a steady stream of invited papers during the lifetime of the project. A number of conferences were specifically targeted for the submission of multiple papers from the project’s research team, including the Third Researching Work and Learning Conference in 2003 (Tampere, Finland) and the First and Second International Conferences on Training, Employability and Employment (the first of which was held in London in 2002, the second of which is to be held in Prato, Italy, in September 2005). A reasonable number of articles for refereed journals and chapters in edited collections have already been published or accepted for publication. Project findings were also disseminated via co-operation with two other FP5 projects, both of which were directed by Dr Michael Kuhn at Bremen University: EURONE&T and the E&T cluster ‘Living, Learning and Working in the Learning Society’. This cooperation resulted in the delivery of papers at workshops organised by these projects in Bremen and Oslo and a forthcoming chapter in an edited collection edited by Kuhn and Sultana.

Our publications beyond the life of the project will include a Special Issue of the European Journal of Industrial Relations (ISI listed) showcasing the work of the project, and a monograph focusing on our biographical research findings. 

A full list of project outputs is detailed in Annex 1. 

5.3
Practitioner and policy dissemination

Engagement with the interests of ‘end users’ underpinned much of the project’s activities. For example, a formula was established at all meetings of the project team (see Annex 2 for a list of project meetings) whereby the first day included an ‘open’ session from invited speakers (representing the national social partners) followed by findings from the Learnpartner project, whilst the second day focused more explicitly on project business and methodological issues (and hence was closed).

More broadly, project partners met with and discussed the project with ‘end users’ on a regular basis and the project’s research findings were presented at numerous ‘invited’ practitioner and policy-related workshops. 

Key highlights included: 

· Trade union network meeting (November, 2001, Dortmund): The objectives and plan of the project was presented to a network of trade unionists (from UK, Germany, Spain, Finland, Norway, Denmark and Sweden) and their views and advice on how to progress the project sought. 

· Seminar on learning in working life (January, 2002): Organised by the Swedish partner (National Institute for Working Life), the project was disseminated to an audience including representatives from trade unions, employers’ organisations, education suppliers and research and development centres from across Sweden (around 40 delegates attended).

· UK National Union conferences: The project was promoted at the Iron and Steel Trades Confederation Biennual Conference (July 2002, Ireland) and Executive Committee Seminar with IG Metall (October, 2002, Dusseldorf).
· European Metalworkers’ Federation Special Conference on Lifelong Learning (September, 2002, Madrid): Project partners were invited to contribute to this special conference entitled ‘Lifelong Learning a Continuous Challenge on the Social Dialogue for the European Metal Industry’, which was attended by around 150 delegates from western and eastern Europe. Project members delivered papers at a plenary session on the project and contributed to a panel discussion. 
· European Parliament project dinner: A dinner was hosted for the project by the MEP David Bowe, with leading national union officials and selected policy bodies invited.
· European Metalworkers’ Federation Steel Committee Special Seminar on Lifelong Learning (February 2003, Luxembourg): At the EMF’s Madrid conference project partners made the case that lifelong learning matters should not be the preserve of the Federation’s educational committee, but should be considered across its sectoral committees as well. Accordingly, a special seminar on lifelong learning was convened by the EMF, in conjunction with a meeting of its steel committee, based specifically upon the activities and findings of the Learnpartner project.
· Conference on Responsible Restructuring in Europe (June, 2003, Dublin): Invited presentation at conference organised by the Centre d’Etudes de L’Emploi/ European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions. 
· Project policy conference (November, 2003, Stockholm): A major dissemination event was organised to coincide with a project meeting. Delegates included trade union representatives from UK, Finland, Denmark, Germany and Sweden and management and trade union officers from a number of local Swedish steel and metal companies. A Russian delegate from the Centre for Independent Social Research (St. Petersberg) also attended.
· Stahlwerke Bremen policy workshop (January, 2005, Bremen). A workshop was held in conjunction with a major steel concern in Bremen, which is owned by Europe’s largest steel conglomerate Arcelor. The company is currently going through a major restructuring exercise and the workshop was designed to share the findings of the Learnpartnerproject and reflect upon the recent initiatives introduced at Stahlwerke Bremen. The discussion focused on how to develop an ‘integrated human resource policy’. Around 25 delegates attended, including an invited representative from the Australian Workers’ Union. Dr Wilfried Kruse and the head of the Works Council delivered a press release.
· Lifelong learning in the European steel and metal industry: Results and good practice examples from the LEARNPARTNER project. A glossy policy document in English and German was produced for distribution to practitioners and policy makers.
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Annex 2: Project Meetings

1. October 2001 

– Leeds

2. November 2001

- Dortmund (for the trade union network)
3. March 2002

- Dortmund
4. September 2002

- Oslo
5. March 2003

- Madrid
6. July 2003

- Tampere
7. November 2003

- Stockholm*
8. April 2004

- Brussels
9. June 2004

- Leeds
10. January 2005

- Bremen* 
11. May 2005

- Leeds
* Major conference/dissemination events (in addition to project meeting).

Annex 3: Guiding questions for biographical interviews

The biographical interviews were organized around the following themes: 

· What are you doing currently? 

· How did the redundancy occur?

· Cover the period from the job loss to today.

· Explain your working life history 

· What do you remember (learn from) childhood, youth, school?

· ‘Working is not everything in life!’

· Feeling at home.

· Looking at life as a learning process: what job-related chances for learning did you experience (especially: learning chances at the working place itself) 

· During the time immediately prior to losing your job: What were the main fears? Your main points of security? On whom could one rely most (trade union, government, community, enterprise, family, oneself)? 

· Between the moment of job loss and today: Was there an alternative? Would one have enjoyed alternatives?

· Assessment of achievements: looking for pre-conditions, looking from support structures, looking from own efforts. 

· Look at your own biography: What was good, what was not so good, what has been the most important, what is the most important today? 

· Looking at life as a learning process: What could one have done better, what should one have learnt more? 

· Towards the future…..

 Project Deliverables

	NO
	Deliverable title and description
	Status

	1
	Restructuring, Partnership and the Learning Agenda: A Review. Literature review of relevant issues and disciplinary perspectives
	Completed

	2
	 www.leeds.ac.uk/learning-in-partnership
	Completed

	3-9
	Contextualising the learning agenda: historical legacies, contemporary policies: national reports for WP1
	Completed

	10
	The European learning agenda: historical legacies, contemporary policies: summary report for WP1
	Completed

	11-17
	Trade unions, partnership and the learning agenda: national reports for WP2
	Completed

	18
	A comparative analysis of trade unions, partnership and the learning agenda: themes and issues in the development of a European model. Summary report for WP2
	Completed

	19 
	Mapping the contours of restructuring across the European steel and metal sector:WP3 
	Completed

	20-26. 
	Towards the learning organisation: case studies on workplace partnerships and the management of organisational change: WP4 national reports
	Completed

	27-31
	‘Learning to learn’: Displaced worker biographical analysis. WP5 national reports
	Completed

	32
	A comparative analysis of the emerging learning organisation, the management of change and workplace partnerships: WP4 Comparative report
	Completed

	33
	Transnational report on displaced worker study: WP 5 comparative report
	Completed

	34
	FINAL REPORT
	Completed

	35
	POLICY DOCUMENT
	Completed


� This section draws heavily on Greenwood and Stuart (2002).


� This section draws from the report delivered by Laso Ayuso (2003).


� This section draws heavily from Wallis (2002) and Wallis and Stuart (2004). 


� Steel Partnership Training has since changed its name to Knowledge Skills Partnership.


� This section draws heavily from Randle et al (2004 – Deliverable 32)


� This section draws heavily from Trappmann and Kruse (2005).
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