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Abstract 

Labour-management partnership is a topic that has long been of interest to employment 

relations and industrial relations scholars. We know from the literature on labour-management 

partnership that it is often fragile and prone to failing. However, despite such acknowledgement 

of partnership's precariousness, there is scant research on how actors understand failure and 

how that might shape future labour-management collaborative endeavours. The study was 

conducted on a labour-management partnership initiative in a New Zealand public sector 

organisation. Taking a qualitative, interpretive approach underpinned by a social 

constructionist epistemology, it examined failure in a labour-management partnership as a 

social phenomenon, constructed by the participants and groups of participants through social 

interactions and relationality. The research took the form of a longitudinal ethnographic single 

case study design. Data were collected through observations of partnership meetings (N = 86 

hours) and semi-structured interviews with the partnership actors (N = 17).   

My thesis adds to scholarly conversations on labour-management partnership and failure 

therein. Research findings demonstrate that failings that happen in micro-moments in, around 

and between pivotal events can be detrimental to trust relations. They also show that union 

actor learnings from failings reveal the construction of an 'ideal' union actor in future 

partnership relations; the same capacity for learning from failure was not reflected in 

management learnings. In this way, asymmetries of power relations in partnership were 

reflected in asymmetries of learning from failings. Finally, they highlight how the lack of 

sedimentation of partnership capabilities in union and management actors is indicative of a 

lack of union and management organisational learning from partnership failure. 
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Chapter One   Introduction 

  

The word failure is imperfect. Once we begin to transform it, it ceases 

to be that any longer. The term is always slipping off the edges of our 

vision, not simply because it’s hard to see without wincing, but 

because once we are ready to talk about it, we often call the event 

something else –  a learning experience, a trial, a reinvention –  no 

longer the static concept of failure (Lewis, 2014,  p. 18). 

Failure works. Which is to say that although ostensibly it signals the 

breakdown of an aspiration or an agreed demand, breakdown indexes 

an alternative route or way of doing or making (Bailes, 2011, p. 2, 

emphasis in original). 

 

I have chosen to begin this thesis with two quotes that I think beautifully capture 

both the slipperiness of the notion of failure and its generative nature. Stories of 

failure are part and parcel of partnership. Still, there has been very little research 

that opens the black box and looks into the dynamics of how actors experience the 

process of failing and how such experiences might inform their ideas and attitudes 

towards future partnership endeavours. By exploring how participants in a labour-

management partnership initiative make sense of failings and failure, we can see 

how failure ‘works’ to produce alternative ways of doing partnership relations.    

In the field of employment relations, labour-management partnership is a 

concept that is well-known and has produced a wealth of empirical studies (e.g., 

Kochan et al., 2008; Kochan, Eaton, McKersie, & Adler, 2009; Kochan & 

Osterman, 1994; Guest & Peccei, 2001) giving us much insight into such 

collaborative efforts. Broadly, labour-management partnership consists of trade 

union involvement with management in some form of cooperative efforts 

(Harrisson, Roy & Haines, 2011). Such endeavours consist of a range of practices 
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and processes geared towards consultation and, at times, some measure of 

participation in management decision-making underpinned by a philosophy of 

mutuality and reciprocity (Johnstone, 2015).  

We know from the literature on partnership that it is often fragile and prone 

to failing (Casey & Delaney, 2019; Danford & Richardson, 2016; Delaney & 

Haworth, 2016; Dundon & Dobbins, 2015; Geary & Trif, 2011).  Success or indeed, 

failure in partnership is not predetermined; it is a relational, political and practice-

based effort and thus shaped by a multitude of different factors. It is commonly 

noted that in partnership relations there are multiple interests (Bray, Budd, & 

MacNeil, 2015; Valizade, Ogbonnaya, Tregaskis, & Forde, 2016; Wilkinson, 

Dundon, Donaghey, & Townsend, 2014) and contested purposes (Rittau & Dundon, 

2010; Dobbins & Dundon, 2017; Kelly, 2004) at play, meaning that partnership can 

be “a distinctly precarious accomplishment” (Kochan et al., 2009, p. 62). As such, 

partnerships are highly complex collaborative endeavours whose inherent fragilities 

mean that failings and failure are not unexpected (Dobbins, 2010; Eaton, 

Rubinstein, & McKersie, 2004; Roche & Geary, 2006; Roche, 2009). It is in this 

seeming inevitability of failure (Hyman, 1987) that my interest lies.  

Despite the precariousness of partnership (Kochan et al., 2008), there has 

been scant research on how failure is understood by actors and how that might shape 

future efforts in labour-management collaborative endeavours.  The lack of prior 

research is surprising on several counts. Firstly, labour-management partnership 

has been shown to have a positive effect on the quality of employee voice (e.g., 

Johnstone, 2015) and therefore examining how those involved in partnership 

understand failure and how that might shape their thinking on how to ‘do’ 

collaboration in the future would be beneficial for further enriching such employee 
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voice initiatives. Secondly, with particular reference to partnership in the public 

sector, union involvement in guiding organisational change has been shown to 

benefit workers in tangible ways (Eaton, Cutcher-Gershenfeld, & Rubenstein, 

2016), which again underlines the importance of examining failure in a public 

sector partnership. And thirdly, despite generally failing, there is an enduring 

persistence to engage in cooperative endeavours in New Zealand (Casey & 

Delaney, 2019; Delaney & Haworth, 2016). Meaning there is a compelling need to 

explore how participants in a labour-management partnership make sense of failure 

and how such understandings might shape future efforts. 

The partnership literature offers an extensive exploration of the various 

tensions, challenges and obstacles experienced in such collaborations and, in doing 

so, provides a wealth of insights that help to illuminate the field. As such, the 

literature on partnership has reached a level of sophistication that now demands 

textured, nuanced discussion and analysis. To do so, I draw on conceptualisations 

of failure from across a diverse range of scholarship as a way to think more broadly 

about labour-management partnership. 

What I will argue in this thesis is that, by exploring how the generative 

qualities of failure manifest in learnings for union and management that inform 

ideas and attitudes towards future partnership efforts, fresh understandings can be 

brought to bear. Failure is commonly conceptualised as both generative and a spur 

to creativity, as an invitation and perhaps a sense of permission to experiment and 

maybe even an opportunity to flirt with risk. However, there is no guarantee that 

what is produced by failure will necessarily be good or an improvement. It may 

produce worse outcomes.  What differentiates this research from earlier literature 

is that it seeks to examine not only how labour-management partnership is enacted 
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but also aims to explore how participants make sense of failure and how that 

informs their attitudes and ideas towards future labour-management partnership 

endeavours. It does so by exploring labour-management partnership from the 

perspectives of those who are interpreting and experiencing the practices and 

processes that constitute such collaborative efforts. 

Research questions 

The objective of the thesis is to explore how the generative qualities of failure 

inform participant’s ideas and attitudes towards future partnership efforts. To 

achieve this aim, the following questions guide the research:  

 

1. How do the participants make sense of the manifold 

motivations and objectives of partnership? 

2. How do the participants make sense of the challenges, tensions 

and obstacles in the partnership that bring about failure? 

3. How does that inform their ideas and attitudes towards future 

labour-management partnership endeavours? 

 

In order to answer these questions and in light of my desire to look at the 

experiences of the individuals involved in partnership, I conducted qualitative 

research in the interpretive tradition. This took the form of a longitudinal 

ethnographic single case study design in which data was collected through 

observations of partnership meetings (N = 86 hours) and semi-structured interviews 

with the partnership actors (N = 17).  Utilising an interpretive approach underpinned 

by a social constructionist epistemology, this research examines failure in a labour-

management partnership as a social phenomenon, constructed by the participants 

and groups of participants through social interactions and relationality (Burr, 2015; 

Cunliffe, 2008; Gergen, 2009; Hosking, 2011).  
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My interest in the topic 

The choice of research site for my study is driven by my interest in how public 

sector trade unions and management might work together. Before embarking on my 

doctoral studies, I worked as a health professional at a New Zealand district health 

board (DHB). My experiences there had a profound effect on how I perceived 

employee voice. Those were taxing times on the ward with low staff numbers, low 

morale and little chance to influence managerial decision making. During one 

particularly memorable meeting, the department manager offered us a choice, “You 

choose, do you want clean linen or more staff?” Her offer was, of course, insincere, 

a rhetorical device designed to quiet the complaining herd.  

What struck me most from that time was the lack of union intervention. 

While I did not want my union to barrel in threatening strikes, I did want them to 

sit down with management and hammer out some solutions. However, that did not 

happen. I left the job not long after, and when I left, I took with me a seed of interest 

around worker participation in decision-making on things that matter to them. From 

there, it was merely a short hop to researching how unions and management might 

work together.   

Significance of the research 

This thesis seeks to contribute to the scholarly conversation on the nascent topic of 

the generative qualities of failure in labour-management partnership. While the 

literature on partnership offers an extensive exploration of the many fragilities that 

can lead to failings/failure in partnership, previous work has not yet explicitly 

addressed how the experience of failure informs management and union actors’ 

ideas and attitudes towards future collaborative efforts. Further, there are only a 

handful of academic studies on partnership in the contemporary New Zealand 
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context, none of which examine how participants make sense of failure and how 

that informs their attitudes and ideas towards future labour-management partnership 

endeavours. 

As well as contributing to scholarship, the study will have practical 

implications. There has, of late, been evidence of some green shoots of partnership. 

The New Zealand Prime Minister, Jacinda Ardern, in a speech given to the Trans-

Tasman Business Circle (21st November 2019), highlighted her government’s 

tripartite Future of Work Forum: a partnership between the Government, Business 

New Zealand and the Council of Trade Unions. It is a forum that, according to the 

New Zealand Treasury -the government department that oversees the forum- was 

formed with the aim of “support[ing] New Zealand businesses and workers to meet 

the challenges and take the opportunities presented in a rapidly changing world of 

work” by providing “a place for these three social partners to discuss issues and 

work together to identify and implement solutions” (New Zealand Treasury, n.d.).  

Remarking on her government’s ongoing commitment to promoting and 

facilitating various forms of collaboration in the public sector, Ardern spoke of 

“endors[ing] a ‘High Performance, High Engagement’ approach to workplace 

relations. This is based on the concept that organisations that involve workers in 

change processes and decisions see better productivity and more harmonious 

workplace relations” (Ardern, 2019). In line with the stated intentions of the Future 

of Work Forum, there have been some recent reports in the New Zealand media 

(e.g., Bradley, 2015, 2017; Cowlishaw, 2018; Rotherham, 2015) that detail some 

on-going cases of labour-management partnership in the state-owned enterprise 

sector. In one report, the former Minister for Workplace Relations, Iain Lees-

Galloway, is quoted as saying, 
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 It’s a way of working that requires quite a bit of investment from the 

employer and it requires a different way of thinking from unions as 

well. It is a much more collaborative and engaged approach to 

industrial relations than perhaps the combat and conflict of the past 

but in my view, this is the future of industrial relations. (Minister for 

Workplace Relations Iain Lees-Galloway quoted in Cowlishaw, 

2018).  

Minister Lees-Galloway’s words in the above quote are striking. His vision 

of future industrial relations as a landscape in which collaboration between unions 

and management and a step away from adversarial behaviours hints that the 

government's support in nurturing partnership may be forthcoming. While such 

reports are welcome, there is something of a caveat in that there needs to be an 

acknowledgement that significant depth of partnership capabilities is required for 

both union and management actors to engage meaningfully in this “different way 

of thinking meaningfully” (Cowlishaw, 2018).   It is within that spirit of ‘thinking 

differently’ about partnership and, in doing so, highlighting what is needed to 

maximise the potential of partnership that I think my research sits. 

Thesis chapter outline 

The structure of this thesis is arranged into ten chapters. Chapter One introduces 

the literature on labour-management partnerships and failure.  It outlines the main 

research questions and introduces the topic's significance for contemporary 

employment relations in New Zealand. Chapter Two provides a review of the 

labour-management partnership literature that focuses in on the known fragilities 

and failures in partnerships. Chapter Three presents a conceptual framework drawn 

from literature on the phenomenon of failure from across a broad range of 

disciplines. The resulting framework provides a foundation upon which to form 

questions about failure and partnership. It is informed by theory that takes a 

different perspective than that generally found in the employment relations 
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literature: the slippery nature of failure; the seeming inevitability of failure; and, its 

generative qualities.  Chapter Four gives an overview of the research context. It 

does so by providing a brief overview of key points from the international literature 

on public sector partnership, followed by public sector partnership in New Zealand. 

Chapter Five discusses the research methodology and clearly shows how this 

research was conducted. Chapters Six, Seven and Eight present the analysis of my 

findings. Each of the chapters are broadly organised around themes following the 

chronology of the partnership initiative: genesis of the partnership space; gradual 

unravelling of the partnership; and, learning for partnership: the ‘work’ of failure. 

Chapter Nine provides a discussion of key findings. Finally, Chapter Ten provides 

the conclusion to the research. Beginning with a summary of the theoretical and 

methodological contributions of this study, discussion then follows on possibilities 

to move the research conversation forward by outlining suggestions for future 

research and implications for practice.  
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Chapter Two   Labour-management 

partnership: meanings, contestations and 

outcomes 

Labour-management partnership is a topic that has proved of perennial interest 

among both scholars and practitioners. Academic research reveals a complicated 

subject matter within which sit a myriad of different interests, drivers and 

constraints, shaped by the weight of established practice. It is doubtless a reflection 

of the influence of such complexities that labour-management partnerships are 

noted for their fragility (Casey & Delaney, 2019; Danford & Richardson, 2016; 

Dobbins & Dundon, 2015; Geary & Trif, 2011; Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017; 

Kochan et al., 2009). My intention in this review of the partnership literature is to 

unpack what it is the research tells us about those fragilities and, by doing so, 

develop some understanding of how those involved in the 'doing' of partnership 

might make sense of failure and what that might mean for future such efforts. 

This chapter provides a review of relevant academic literature on labour-

management partnership. The chapter has three main parts, with the first exploring 

the key contours of partnership, including its meanings, practices and processes. 

The second examines the fragility of partnership, the multiple interests ascribed 

those seeking partnership, its contested purposes, and the centrality of trust. In the 

final section, particular attention is paid to how literature conceives of 

failing/failure and partnership. The chapter finishes with a summary of the key 

points that will be carried forward to analysis. 

There is no one established way of doing labour-management partnership; 

each iteration is unique, shaped by contextual contingencies, including national, 
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sectoral and organisational factors.  This sense of ambiguity is compounded by the 

concept being open to interpretation based on ideological assumptions that are not 

always explicitly revealed in the literature (Budd & Bhave, 2019). Consequently, it 

is essential to unpack just what is meant when scholars refer to labour-management 

partnership and what salient practices and processes are involved. The following 

section explores these themes.  

Key contours of labour-management partnership 

Multiplicity of meanings 

There is a voluminous scholarly literature dedicated to researching the various ways 

that managers, employees, employee representatives, and employers approach 

work and employment relations (for overviews, see e.g., Heery, 2016; Wilkinson, 

Gollan, Marchington, & Lewin, 2010). Within this, labour-management 

cooperation represents an umbrella term encompassing a broad landscape of ways 

the groups can work together cooperatively (Bray et al., 2015; Wilkinson et al., 

2010). In the employment relations tradition and overlapping industrial relations 

literature, labour-management partnership consists of trade union involvement with 

management in some form of cooperative efforts (e.g., Guest & Peccei, 2001; Geary 

& Trif, 2011; Harrisson et al., 2011). Although there has been a shift in recent years 

as interest in non-union employee representation (NER) has increased (e.g., Butler, 

2005; Cathcart, 2013; Donaghey, Cullinane, Dundon & Dobbins, 2012), pluralist 

and radical perspectives that examine union involvement with management in 

cooperative efforts have tended to dominate the literature (Ackers, 2014). It is this 

literature that I predominantly draw upon for this review.   
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Labour-management partnership is an ambiguous and highly debated 

construct for which a variety of definitions are found in the literature. In an oft-cited 

quote, Guest and Peccei (2001) described partnership as "an idea with which almost 

anyone can agree without having a clear idea what they are agreeing about" (p. 

207). Here, the authors refer to the fuzzy nature of the concept, a point that 

continues to be reflected in the literature. The academic literature presents a diffuse 

field of study that eludes easy categorisation, which mirrors the lack of a universally 

accepted definition for the concept of partnership (Ackers et al., 2005: Ackers & 

Payne, 1998; Dietz, 2004; Eaton et al., 2016; Guest & Peccei, 2001; Johnstone et 

al., 2009; Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2016; Martinez Lucio & Stuart, 2005 ). Drawing 

on another well-cited addition to the literature, Ackers and Payne (1998) 

characterise partnership as “a moveable feast susceptible to redefinitions” (p. 546). 

A further source of complexity in the literature comes from the research being 

approached from a range of different disciplinary perspectives and is often 

discussed along ideological divides (Dobbins & Dundon, 2015; Johnstone et al., 

2009; Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017). Meaning the underpinning ideological 

positioning of each strand of literature will make for perhaps markedly different 

ideas of what partnership is.  

Heery (2016), while acknowledging the many and varied iterations of 

partnership in practice, provides the following definition: "labour-management 

partnership is a form of recognition agreement between a trade union and a single 

employer, which seeks to establish or re-establish company and workplace 

industrial relations on a collaborative footing" (p. 112). This definition outlines the 

foundation (i.e. recognition agreement and collaborative footing) within which a 

variety of practices and processes take place.    
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In lieu of a definition, Johnstone et al. (2009) put forward a description that 

characterises partnership in general terms as unions and management shifting away 

from adversarial employment relations towards a more cooperative approach. Such 

a broad-based description is echoed throughout much of the literature. It is built 

upon with the addition of distinct themes that centre on notions many scholars 

consider key components of partnership. For example, cooperation for mutual gain 

(Ackers & Payne, 1998; Geary & Trif, 2011; Guest & Peccei, 2001; Guest, Peccei 

& Coupar, 1998; Kochan & Osterman, 1994); trust and openness (Dietz, 2004; 

Kochan et al., 2009); and reciprocity (Martinez Lucio & Stuart, 2002). However, 

other perspectives in the literature would label such notions as unitarist in outlook, 

providing a veneer for HRM practices (Dobbins & Gunnigle, 2009; Kelly, 2004; 

Taylor & Ramsey, 1998; Teague & Hann, 2010) and therefore challenging their 

potential to bring about legitimate partnership in the workplace (Claydon, 1998; 

Gall, 2017; Hyman, 2005; Upchurch, 2009). 

Features of labour-management partnership 

Various overlapping sets of characteristics, processes and practices have been 

identified as salient features of labour-management partnership (Butler & 

Tregaskis, 2018). According to Johnstone (2015), in real and practical terms, 

labour-management partnership generally consists of various features commonly 

associated with HRM systems such as employee voice, workplace flexibility and 

commitments to job security, all underpinned by a philosophy of mutuality and 

reciprocity. However, such a broad description does not give us a tangible sense of 

what 'doing' partnership consists. Although, as was mentioned above, each iteration 

of partnership will be unique, and as such, no one set of practices and processes can 

be identified and proscribed.    
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Most commonly featured in the literature are those practices and processes 

of mutual recognition of roles and interests (e.g., Kochan et al., 2008); 

representative involvement in decision-making processes (e.g., Roche & Geary, 

2006); commitment to develop and sustain trust (e.g., Dietz, 2004; Casey & 

Delaney, 2019;); a commitment to mutual gains (e.g., Johnstone & Wilkinson, 

2017; Kochan & Osterman, 1994); universal commitment to organisational success 

(e.g., Ackers & Payne, 1998); information sharing and transparency (e.g., Brewster, 

Brookes, Johnson, & Wood, 2014; Oxenbridge & Brown, 2002); and consensual 

labour-management relations (e.g., Johnstone et al., 2009; Johnstone, 2014). Such 

processes and practices can be understood as placing an emphasis on enactment 

through social interactions.  

What is important to note here is the salience of each of these practices and 

processes in the case study partnership (known as the Working Group) that forms 

the current research focus. In many ways, the Working Group echoes the fuzzy 

nature of the labour-management partnership literature. It is an illustration of 

complex cooperation that defies neat categorisation: it is more than a management-

union consultation that takes the form of communication between the parties (e.g., 

Bartram & Cregan, 2003). But it is also less than a union co-management 

arrangement (e.g., Rubinstein, 2001) in which unions participate in "consensus 

decision-making from the shop floor to the strategic level of the enterprise" (Eaton 

et al., 2004, p. 143).  

While it does, in some respects, resemble a joint consultation committee in 

which decision making ultimately rests with management (e.g., Holland, Pyman, 

Cooper, & Teicher, 2009), there are also partnership principles (e.g., Guest & 

Peccei, 2001) in play as the language of cooperation and dialogue peppers the 
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written agreements that underpin the Working Group initiative (see Chapter 5, 

section). In this way, the initiative certainly fits with Bacon and Samuel's (2009) 

definition of partnership as "formal collective agreements to enhance cooperation 

between employers and independent trade unions and staff associations" (p. 232). 

However, the agreement was for a finite time on a particular piece of work and so 

does not fit into traditional conceptions of partnership as an ongoing concern (Casey 

& Delaney, 2019; Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017). As such, there is no one definition 

from the relevant academic literature that precisely encapsulates just what the 

Working Group is. This highlights some of the difficulties that attend 

conceptualisations of complex collaborations; there is no "one size fits all 

approach" (Wilkinson, Dundon, Donaghey & Townsend, 2014, p. 744) that can 

precisely capture the intricacies and idiosyncrasies of such labour-management 

endeavours. This underlines the need for studies, such as the current research, that 

examine the enactment of labour-management partnership from the perspectives of 

those interpreting and experiencing the practices and processes that constitute such 

collaborations. 

The following section will provide an overview of contemporary debates 

that surface many of the tensions, constraints and contestations that highlight, and 

give some explanation for, the seeming fragility of partnership efforts. 

Labour-management partnership: Inherent fragilities 

Success or failure in partnership is not predetermined; it is a relational, political and 

practice-based effort and thus shaped by a multitude of different factors. As such, 

it is vulnerable to particular sets of fragilities. There is a sense in the literature that 

labour-management partnerships are fraught terrains; this is illustrated by the use 
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of language to describe them such as "fragile and volatile" (Godard, 2004, as cited 

in Roche, 2009, p. 12). Directly echoing such sentiments on the fragility of labour-

management cooperation, Dobbins and Dundon (2015) argue that "sustained 

partnership is a chimera: that is an illusion and figment of aspirational theoretical 

imagination" (p. 2). When some stability in labour-management partnership has 

been achieved, as has been the case at the long-running partnership at Kaiser 

Permanent, Kochan et al. (2008) issue the caveat of it remaining "a distinctly 

precarious accomplishment" (p. 62). This section explores three particular threads 

of literature that help illuminate the perceived fragility of partnership and allow us 

to build an understanding of the texture of failings and why failures occur. The 

salient threads are the multiple interests ascribed to the different parties, the 

contested purposes of partnership, and the centrality and ambiguity of trust.  

Multiple interests. 

The interests, motivations and purported benefits of labour-management 

partnership for the different parties form a network of interlinked themes in the 

literature. Each stakeholder group will have their own overarching set of interests 

that underpin motivations for taking part (Johnstone, 2014). The highly complex 

nature of labour-management partnership is, in some ways, reflected in the varying 

levels of success and failure of the parties to balance a plurality of interests 

(Wilkinson et al., 2014). Therefore, considering this study's focus on the generative 

qualities of failure in a partnership initiative, to better appreciate how failings can 

and do occur, it is necessary to understand the underlying reasoning for why unions 

and management might want to engage in cooperative efforts.  

Motivations for union involvement in partnership are often characterised in 

terms of labour seeking to redress the continuing decline in collective bargaining 
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and union density experienced across most liberal market economies such as the 

UK, Australia and New Zealand (Kelly, 2015; Waddington, 2015). Brown (2000) 

asserts that "more cooperative and less confrontational relationship between 

employers and unions is […] a symptom of a weakened trade union movement" (p. 

307). Which is echoed by Ackers (2002) who suggests that union involvement in 

partnership agreements represents a pragmatic long-term solution to the continuing 

diminution of the trade union movement. This point is supported by several 

commentators who opine the decline in union membership and the attendant 

reduction in the scope of union influence (Hyman, 2015; Martinez Lucio, 2016) for 

which labour-management cooperative efforts are seen as one union renewal 

strategy (Heery, 2016; Johnstone, 2016).  

Considered a classic addition to literature in the pluralist tradition, Ackers 

and Payne’s (1998) conceptual analysis characterised partnership as a channel 

through which unions can seek to regain some measure of "institutional centrality" 

(p. 546). This represents a common theme found in the literature which constructs 

union desire for involvement in partnership in aspirational terms such as seeking to 

increase influence, legitimacy, levels of involvement in decision-making and 

attracting higher levels of union membership (e.g., Casey & Delaney, 2019; Guest 

& Peccei, 2001; Kochan & Osterman, 1994; Haynes & Allen, 2001; Johnstone et 

al., 2009; Oxenbridge & Brown, 2004; Samuel, 2014). The achievement of any of 

which, as was argued by Simms (2015), being influenced by the attitude of 

employers to cooperative efforts. 

There are several motivations ascribed to employers and managers for 

engaging in partnership. Of those, two are considered most salient, the first being 

the desire to facilitate organisational change (e.g., Butler, Glover, & Tregaskis, 
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2011; Evans, Harvey, & Turnbull, 2012; Johnstone, 2016; Shah, Xu, Gollan, & 

Wilkinson, 2016).   In a recent study of partnership and organisational change in a 

heavy engineering organisation, Butler and Tregaskis (2018) found management 

willing to make trade-offs with the union as a means of navigating worker cynicism 

around change. The other salient thread in the literature being management’s desire 

to take the heat out of union-management relations via conflict reduction (e.g., 

Geary, 2008; Glover et al., 2014; Guest & Peccei, 2001; Terry, 2003; Valizade, 

Ogbonnaya, Tregaskis, & Forde, 2016). Other drivers such as expectations of 

increased productivity and more committed employees (e.g., Johnstone et al., 2009; 

Glover et al., 2014; Roche, 2009) are also considered to be motivating factors for 

employer involvement in partnership.  

Among recent studies, a few have stood out as examining labour-

management cooperation from a different perspective (Casey & Delaney, 2019; 

Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017). There are perhaps signs of a shift away from 

polarised positioning wherein, for example, supporters of such approaches speak of 

union revitalisation and greater influence for workers (e.g., Kochan & Osterman, 

1994). Conversely, critics fear depoliticisation by integrating management concerns 

into union concerns (e.g., Kelly, 2004). Such polarised and contestable perspectives 

are reflected in much of the academic literature focused on labour-management 

partnership. In a recent conceptual article by Bray et al. (2015), the role of ideas in 

analyses of the failure or success of cooperative endeavours is examined. The 

authors (Bray et al., 2015) conclude that the notions of collaborative pluralism - in 

which the parties work together to advance common interests - and consultative 

unitarism - in which there is some consultation although management prerogative 

remains privileged - provide two viable approaches to genuine cooperation. 
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Johnstone and Wilkinson (2017) and Casey and Delaney (2019) are two recent 

empirical papers that have built on Bray et al.'s. (2015) theory of collaborative 

pluralism. Both studies concluded that it was possible to reconcile a plurality of 

interests in cooperative efforts; however, it was effortful, difficult work often 

rendered fragile by various tensions inherent in labour-management relations 

(Casey & Delaney, 2019; Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017).   

As we have seen, there is a plurality of interests intertwined throughout 

cooperative efforts, reconciling these conceivably countervailing interests and 

motivations presents significant challenges for parties attempting to nurture labour-

management collaboration. The likely challenges and difficulties revealed in the 

fragility are described in the tensions, constraints and contestations explored in the 

following section. 

Contested purposes. 

In the more critically oriented approach to the study of partnership, contestation 

over the purposes of partnership and the difficulties -some would argue 

impossibility- of achieving a measure of mutual gains for all stakeholders is 

addressed. As was highlighted by Rittau and Dundon (2010), "the 'advocates v 

critics' debate is more refined and nuanced than straightforward wins and losses" 

(p. 10). Assumptions that labour-management cooperation brings mutual gains and 

win-win outcomes are challenged by some scholars who argue that such views are 

underpinned by a unitarist ideological position that tends to paper over the 

possibility of conflict and contestation (e.g., Bacon & Blyton, 2007; Dobbins & 

Dundon, 2011; Kelly, 2004). Tensions are revealed by, for example, scholars who 

are sceptical of what they characterise as the overly upbeat estimate of collaboration 

that pervades the mutual gains perspective particularly (Johnstone & Wilkinson, 
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2009). Research evidence has shown that, rather than various forms of collaboration 

automatically leading to a share of gains that benefited workers, there have been 

found to be at best mixed results (Geary & Trif, 2011; Suff & Williams, 2004) and 

at worst forms of work intensification (e.g., Danford, Richardson, Stewart, Tailby 

& Upchurch, 2009).   

Suff and Williams (2004) found mixed results when considering the notion 

of "genuine mutuality" (p. 4) as part of their case study of Borg Warner. Their 

findings showed that, while union representatives and management generally 

described the partnership as being successful, employees on balance did not 

consider that they had significant influence over decision making, nor did they feel 

that their jobs were any more secure as a result of the partnership (Suff & Williams, 

2004). The authors (2004) concluded that "the partnership concept is better viewed 

as a management device to secure enhanced organisational performance than an 

attempt to build genuine mutuality" (p. 4).  

Scholars critiquing partnership initiatives have questioned the voluntarist 

nature of such arrangements in Anglophone countries for example, by arguing that 

they produce conditions of unequal power that inhibit the ability to sustain 

cooperative union-management relations (e.g., Dobbins & Gunnigle, 2009; Kelly, 

2004; Terry, 2003). Similarly, critical commentators query the potential benefits of 

partnership for employees as such models are reliant on assumptions of 

reciprocity and cohesiveness throughout multiple levels within the firm (Simms, 

2015; Thompson, 2003). Such assumptions may be misplaced as some 

commentators argue that the nature of contemporary capitalism leads to an 

instrumental approach to employment relations, thus creating instability for 

employees that is at odds with the spirit of genuine partnership (Thomson, 2003). 
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In the face of mounting economic and political pressures, the complex set of 

tensions inherent in the employment relationship continues to grow with possible 

profound ramifications for partnership.  

In a recent study, Dobbins and Dundon (2015) found that the impact of factors such 

as the global financial crisis and the incremental shift of the burden of risk onto 

employees via increasingly precarious employment conditions means that the 

likelihood of successful labour-management partnership looks bleak. Likewise, 

Delaney and Haworth (2016) paint a similar picture of the prospects for partnership 

in which they predict a failure to thrive due in part to the influence of neoliberal 

market forces and continuing regimes of industrial relations voluntarism. 

I now turn to explore how the concept of trust is addressed in the literature. 

Centrality of trust 

The three cornerstones of labour-management cooperation are, according to 

Johnstone et al. (2004), "trust, mutual commitment and good communication" (p. 

373; see also Townsend et al., 2013). Of the three, the notion of trust is the one that 

is perhaps the most complex, emotive and, potentially, the most esoteric. The notion 

of trust is commonly cited in the literature as being "so essential' (Butler, Glover, 

& Tregaskis, 2011, p. 667), although what that trust looks like, and how it is built 

and sustained is seldom explained and often under-examined. While there is no 

single, universally accepted definition of trust (Siebert, Martin, Bozic, & Docherty, 

2015), for the purposes of this research, trust is understood to mean willingness to 

accept vulnerability (Mayer, Davis & Schoorman, 1995) and positive expectations 

about the motives, intentions or behaviour of others (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & 

Camerer, 1998). Those two components are considered to represent key themes 
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across literature that examines intra-organisational trust (Siebert, Martin, Bozic, & 

Docherty, 2015). In the context of partnership relations, Heckscher defined trust as 

"confidence that other people will act, in the future, in ways we think are right" (p. 

6), 

In broad terms, trust plays a fundamental role in all labour-management 

relations (Mather, 2018) and is an essential feature of collaborative ways of working 

between those two groups (Fox, 1974). As such, there is a wealth of literature that 

touches on the construct of trust in employment relations in general (e.g., Elgoibar, 

Euwema, & Munduate, 2016; Guest, Brown, Peccei, & Huxley, 2008; Holland et 

al, 2012) and forms of partnership in particular. Its significance is such that, for 

example, Johnstone and Wilkinson (2016) state that labour-management 

cooperation "requires high-trust relationships to be effective" (p. 7). Purcell (1981) 

argued that such collaborations could occur in both formal and informal contexts, 

however, in either, trust between the actors was a prerequisite. This is echoed by 

Guest and Peccei (2001) who observed that "trust and the basis for trust" is "a key 

issue" (p. 212). Similarly, Shah, Xu, Gollan and Wilkinson (2016) describe "the 

critical dimension of mutual trust" (p. 301), such that the presence of trust is 

considered a pivotal factor in the likelihood of partnership achieving some measure 

of sustainability (Casey & Delaney, 2019; Dietz, 2004). Further, some 

commentators have gone so far as to characterise the concept of trust as the central 

factor that influences whether collaboration will be a success or a failure: "the 

defining characteristic of successful partnerships is trust" (Cave & Coats, 1999, p. 

23). However, there is no consensus in the partnership literature on what constitutes 

trust.  
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Dietz (2004) acknowledged that the onus is not only on management to 

prove themselves worthy of trust, reciprocal trust between labour and management 

is considered a crucial element of successful labour-management cooperation 

(Guest, Brown, Peccei, & Huxley, 2008). As was described by Fox (1974), "the 

essential character of all trust relations is their reciprocal nature. Trust tends to 

evoke trust, distrust to evoke distrust…. As trust shrinks, distrust takes over… 

differing degrees of trust are perceived as being embodied in the rules, roles and 

relations which some men impose on, or seek to get accepted by, others" (p. 67-68). 

Reed (2001) observes that Fox highlights here the importance of trust relations as 

they relate to their socially regulative function. The 'reciprocal nature' is exhibited 

in negotiated trade-offs, for example, suffused as they are with expectations and 

promises (Reed, 2001).  

Many commentators agree that building trust relations is difficult (Dietz, 

2004; Guest & Peccei, 2001; Martinez Lucio & Stuart, 2005). In a relatively rare 

example of the notion of trust in labour-management cooperation being explicated, 

Heckscher (2015) observed how it was possible to build trust, based on 

collaborative purpose. In a longitudinal study of labour-management cooperation 

in a US school district, Heckscher described how trust was built between the parties. 

This was achieved by the articulation of "a mindset of interdependence, in contrast 

to long habits of separation and conflict" (Heckscher, 2015, p. 146, emphasis in 

original) and shared purpose. They did so by developing "behavioural principles" 

consisting of statements such as "we won't let each other fail" (p. 146) and "we will 

seek clarification until we understand" (p. 147). Principles which were, according 

to Heckscher (2015), indicative of the development of trust. To sustain the 

collaboration, the parties formed "a complex social infrastructure" (Heckscher, 
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2015, p. 147) that consisted of regular meetings involving management at all levels 

and union officials at both the school level and the district level, with a shared focus 

on improving student achievement. Thus, in Heckscher's (2015) example we can 

recognise labour-management partnerships' three cornerstones of "trust, mutual 

commitment and good communication" (Johnstone et al., 2004, p. 373; Townsend 

et al., 2013). 

Broadly, there is a paradoxical nature to the way trust is conceptualised in 

the labour-management partnership literature: when there are strong unions 

(Samuel, 2014) featured in robust partnerships (Oxenbridge & Brown, 2002, 2004) 

that have significantly ambitious goals (Samuel & Bacon, 2010) this facilitates the 

emergence of "high-trust relationships" (Glover et al., 2014, p. 911). However, in 

order to achieve robust partnerships that pursue ambitious goals, high-trust/mutual-

trust relations are considered a prerequisite (Dietz, 2004; Purcell, 1981; Shah et al., 

2016). Fox's (1974) theorising helps to illustrate a spiral of trust that highlights the 

relationship between trust and failure. As we have seen, across the literature, trust 

is commonly held to be integral to the outcomes of partnership: with continued 

high-trust and mutual trust, success is more likely. However, if trust spirals 

downwards, the prospect of failure tracks upwards.  

So far, this chapter has examined meanings of partnership, its practices and 

processes and its inherent fragilities. The focus now turns to explore the literature 

on the outcomes of partnership. 
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Outcomes of labour-management partnership 

Success 

As has been asserted by Wilkinson et al. (2014), much of the scholarly literature on 

labour-management partnership focuses on the assessment of outcomes as the "holy 

grail" (p. 737). When considering the notion of success in collaborations, the 

involvement of various stakeholder groups begs the question: who decides what 

success looks like? The "mutual gains" (Kochan  &  Osterman, 1994, p. 4) 

perspective effectively side-steps the question by promoting the construction of 

success in terms of varying forms of benefit accrued to each party (Ackers, 2002; 

Ackers & Payne, 1998; Guest &  Peccei, 2001; Kochan  et al., 2009; Rubenstein & 

 Kochan, 2001). However, this is contested by critics of partnership who, in light of 

the fundamentally different values and goals of labour and capital, would 

characterise success as understood by management as doubtless evidence of some 

form of failure for unions and their members (see Geary & Trif's, 2011 'pessimistic 

thesis' p. 46; see also Kelly, 1999, 2004; Martinez Lucio & Stuart, 2004).  

There is an overwhelming sense from the literature that each iteration of 

cooperation requires a particular constellation of factors to be successful (e.g., 

Johnstone, 2015). Guest et al. (2008) observed that, in order for partnership to 

become "sustained and diffused" (p. 128), in other words successful, there needed 

to be "positive attitudes towards, and enthusiasm for the principles and practices 

associated with partnership among a wider section of management and the 

workforce" (p. 128). However, 'positive attitudes' and 'enthusiasm' are ambiguous 

concepts that obscure or leave underexamined the potentially conflictual nature of 

the various goals ascribed to each group. More concretely, Johnstone (2015) 
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observed that, if we are to understand one form of success in partnerships as 

represented by their robustness, the factors typically in play include "strong trade 

unions and HR departments, the commitment and competence of all actors, and 

integration within a wider suite of supportive HR practices" (p. 169). Also included 

is the presence of a "high involvement culture, and the ability to take a longer-term 

perspective" (Johnstone, 2015, p. 169).  

Such factors, to greater and lesser degrees, feature in partnership at Kaiser 

Permanente, which Kochan (2016) describes the "the most successful […] in 

American history" (p. 250). However, Kochan (2016) is keen to observe that the 

success of the partnership "did not eliminate all conflicts or create some idyllic 

world of pure cooperation" (p. 253). It is the enduring nature of the Kaiser 

Permanente partnership that Kochan (2016) and his fellow cohort of researchers 

most emphasise as the marker of its success (e.g., Eaton & Kochan, 2014; Kochan 

et al., 2008). In their examination of labour-management partnership in the dairy 

sector, Delaney and Haworth (2016) note the relative rarity of "sustained and 

successful" (p. 305) partnerships as a facet of workplace reform. By the authors' 

(2016) coupling of 'sustained' and 'successful', the implication is that longevity or 

embeddedness of partnership is inextricably linked to evidence of success which 

also, conversely, points to the often short-lived nature of many collaborative efforts 

(Cooke, 1990). As was so succinctly summed up by Hoskin and colleagues (2016), 

partnership efforts may be both "fragile and fleeting" (p. 2016). 

Failure 

The literature that addresses the failure of labour-management partnership 

illustrates how, for collaboration to fail, there will have been particular failings or 
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sets of failings along the way. As discussed above, partnerships are highly complex 

endeavours between labour and management, each iteration replete with unique sets 

of practices and processes, motivations, tensions and levels of trust. This section 

provides an overview of the factors commonly attributed to the notion of failure in 

labour-management cooperative efforts.  

Eaton et al., (2004) have between them accumulated significant experience 

and knowledge on more than 50 partnerships over several decades. Studying 

collaboration in various industries has produced influential studies such as those 

focusing on Saturn Corporation, Kaiser Permanente and the coalition of Kaiser 

Permanente unions, and the US steel industry (Eaton et al., 2004). They note that 

over the course of their research, "[w]e have seen many partnerships thrive for some 

period of time, then plateau and either fail or become much less active (less joint)" 

(Eaton et al., 2004, p. 151). While acknowledging that some failures were 

predominantly related to industry problems, others were the result of problems 

directly attributable to the partnership itself (Eaton et al., 2004). The authors 

identify a set of five common characteristics tied to failure: 

1) Failing to engage shop stewards and middle management in 

the partnership; with shop stewards likely to find partnership 

problematic due to being 'trained in "confrontational" mode' and/or 

lacking skills and confidence to engage in collaboration, and middle 

management lack interest as disturbs established hierarchy. Also, 

either/both parties may be unwilling to disrupt the status quo (see also, 

e.g., Hyman & Mason, 1995; Munro, 2002). 

2) Challenges to union leaders by members who express 

frustration at what they see as abandonment of the unions traditional 

'individual representation' role in exchange for involvement in 

'running the business' issues via a seat at management meetings 

(Geary & Roche's (2003) 'displaced activist' thesis; see also, e.g., 

Kelly, 1996, 1999; Oxenbridge & Brown, 2004; Parker & Slaughter, 

1988;  Samuel, 2005) 
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3) Lack of sufficient capacity within either/both unions or 

management to carry out sophisticated cooperation work required at 

the level of the workplace, in strategic matters, and collective 

bargaining (see also e.g., Stuart, Martinez-Lucio, & Robinson, 2011; 

Terry, 2003) 

4) Failure to navigate 'pivotal events': when precipitous 

restructuring, leadership changes, or other political pressures take a 

partnership by surprise, the parties can find themselves returning to an 

adversarial relationship. (see also, e.g., Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 1988; 

Dundon & Dobbins, 2015; Kochan, 2016). 

5) Tension between representative democracy and 

confidentiality arises as union participants with access to strategic 

information can see themselves in a double bind: fear of blame if 

decisions made are against the interests of members, and an obligation 

to communicate openly with the membership who elected them (see 

also e.g., Roche & Geary, 2006). (Eaton et al., 2004, p. 151-152). 

Other commentators add to points such as those raised by Eaton et al. (2004), 

by querying whether voluntary cooperation between labour and management is 

even realistic in the long term (e.g., Dobbins, 2010; Terry, 2003). One such thread 

in the debates around failure in partnership is the lack of robust institutional 

supports. Using an institutional lens, Streeck (1995) argues that the inherent 

instability of voluntary cooperation arrangements hinges on several factors such as 

strategic withdrawal by employers, pressures resulting from short-term exigencies, 

and the oscillation of the balance of power. In a study of two cases, one featuring 

the breakdown of labour-management cooperation, Dobbin (2010) picks up on 

Streeck's term 'beneficial constraints' defined as being "state-sponsored institutional 

and regulatory measures promoting workplace consensus" (Streeck, 1997 as cited 

in Dobbins, 2010, p. 498). Dobbins argues that, by introducing proactive policy 

interventions, the state can reinstitutionalise workplace pluralism. Failure to do so 

would, according to Dobbins, mean that the "contextual conditions promoting 

cooperation are weaker than the conditions hindering it" (p. 498). Thus, employers 
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lack sufficient stimulus to build robust, long-term labour-management 

collaborations (Dobbins, 2010). 

The notion of failure is rarely, if ever, presented in labour-management 

partnership literature in the form of dramatic scenes filled with acrimony, the swift 

collapse of cooperation followed by industrial action. Rather, it may be written of 

in ways that describe an "unravelling" (Roche & Geary, 2006, p. 18) of the 

collaboration. In the literature, failure can take many forms. Partnerships generally 

start with labour and management voicing specific aims and concrete goals for the 

collaboration (Guest & Peccei, 2001). The inability to achieve those aims and goals 

may not necessarily be referenced using the term 'failure'. Indeed, in the literature 

that contests' win-win' scenarios (e.g., Kelly, 2004; Taylor & Ramsay, 1998; 

Upchurch et al., 2008), what is viewed as a success by management may be 

construed as a failure by workers and their union representatives.  Similarly, 

Johnstone (2014) makes a valid point when he observes that the conceptual and 

theoretical debates put forward by advocates and critics of partnership alike 

"influence the way in which we interpret the empirical evidence on partnership and 

in particular the extent to which such analyses focus upon interpreting the evidence 

as "'partial success' or 'partial failure'" (p. 323).  

As Johnstone (2014) goes on to note, what constitutes success (which must, 

in turn, include the notion of failure) is highly problematic as was observed by 

Geary and Trif (2011), while, on balance, their findings indicated that the 

partnership was a success as gains outweighed costs for each of the stakeholders,  

[t]here were also disadvantages, costs and failings. For the company, 

partnership was an expensive and time consuming affair that slowed 

decision making. Employees' effort levels increased, as they were 

expected to achieve demanding performance targets. Senior and junior 

managers worked long hours and were under significant strain. The 
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union was criticised, together with management, for having failed to 

diffuse partnership across the company. (p. s65). 

Geary and Trif's (2011) underscoring of the variety of perceptions the 

stakeholders held, particularly of the many failings, serves to highlight some of the 

complexities of partnership; they often do not lend themselves to definitive labels 

of success or failure but, depending on perspective, are usually a blend of the two 

(Johnstone, 2014). The authors (Geary & Trif, 2011) also found that there were 

differences in perceptions of outcomes not only between parties but also amongst 

participants within the parties. Such nuanced findings emphasise the subjective 

nature of labour-management cooperative efforts. 

While the label of 'failure' is rarely attributed to such collaborations in the 

literature, it is often reflected in the language used. Terms such as "ineffective" 

(Danford, Richardson, Tailby & Upchurch, 2009, p. 77), "illusory" (Jenkins, 2007, 

p. 649, 2008), or "counterfeit" (Wray, 2005, p. 105), for example, describe 

partnerships that fail to fulfil their initial promise. Or the use of phrases such as 

"forces undermining partnership became stronger than those sustaining it" (Dobbins 

& Gunnigle, 2009, p. 568) are simply another way of expressing failure. Such 

examples tend to emphasise how such 'initial promise' - in other words, anticipated 

gains and benefits - is likely to be disproportionately unfulfilled for unions.  

In the UK, in a traditional manufacturing context, Jenkins' (2007, 2008) 

multiple case study research on partnership reveals nuanced findings that address 

what the author labels as the 'illusory' promise of partnership from the perspective 

of the unions involved. Jenkins' (2007, 2008) analyses revealed that the balance of 

gains fell to management as a series of market forces and management decision 

making conspired to diminish the chance of reciprocal concessions promised by the 
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employer in return for labour cooperation. Thus, failure was constituted as an 

"employer-dominant" form of partnership (Kelly, 2004, p. 271), which threatened 

union legitimacy and compromised worker representation (Jenkins, 2007, 2008).  

Of particular salience for this thesis is the evidence that labour-management 

collaborative efforts can be destined for failure due to so-called "pivotal events" 

(Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 1988, p. 8). Pivotal events are particular actions, problems 

or issues that may intentionally or unintentionally arise in the course of partnerships 

(Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 1988; Eaton et al., 2004).  If such events are not recognised, 

acknowledged and responded to appropriately, they will potentially jeopardise the 

continuity of the collaboration (Kochan et al., 2008), perhaps even "destabilising 

partnership arrangements" (Roche & Geary, 2006, p. 18). In the case study of Xerox 

and the Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union initiating innovative 

labour-management partnership efforts, Cutcher-Gershenfeld describes the ability 

of the parties involved to "develop an adaptive learning capacity" by treating pivotal 

events as "opportunities for reflection and choice" (p. 22). In line with this 

description, Eaton et al. (2004) posit that a significant factor in the sustainability of 

collaborations "seems to be confronting and overcoming key 'pivotal events' or 

'turning points' where the relationship hinges on a successful resolution of some 

pending disruption" (p. 149).   

Roche and Geary's (2006) case study of Aer Rianta examined the 

breakdown of partnership, the failure of which the authors attributed to a series of 

"'pivotal events' which appear to influence decisively the trajectory of partnership 

arrangements once they come into being, either spurring the institutionalisation of 

the partnership or hastening the unravelling of cooperation" (p. 18). Among the 

pivotal moments that led to eventual 'unravelling' and failure were increasing 
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tensions between critics and supporters of the partnership, a lack of 

institutionalisation and vertical alignment of the partnership, and the retirement of 

key management and union advocates causing a succession crisis. Another example 

of the emergence and subsequent impact of pivotal events and the subsequent 

failure of partnership is described by Dobbins and Gunnigle (2009, p. 558) in their 

case study research in two organisations in Ireland's manufacturing sector. In one 

of the case study organisations, Waterford Crystal, Dobbins and Gunnigle observed 

pivotal events that closely echo those described by Roche and Geary (2006). The 

loss to the partnership of key advocates and a lack of support from top management 

reflected in the lack of institutional embeddedness was instrumental in the 

partnership's eventual failure (Dobbins & Gunnigle, 2009). 

 

Summary 

In summary, overall, the literature paints a picture of labour-management 

partnership as a highly complex, fluid and dynamic endeavour contingent on 

multiple factors within each iteration. While there is a lack of a universally accepted 

definition of partnership, there are a set of commonly identified practices and 

processes that place emphasis on enactment through social interactions. 

Partnerships are generally held to consist of some form of a formal or informal 

agreement between union and employer that puts the parties on a collaborative 

footing, thus, signalling a shift away from adversarial relations. 

Success or indeed, failure in partnership is not predetermined; it is a 

relational, political and practice-based effort and thus shaped by a multitude of 

different factors. Three salient threads were identified in the literature as 



32 

 

representing significant sources of partnership’s inherent fragilities. The first thread 

featured how multiple interests commonly ascribed to the stakeholder groups reveal 

a picture of, on the one hand, unions engaging in partnership as a way of regaining 

legitimacy and influence, and on the other hand by management as a way of 

soothing or avoiding potential conflict. The second thread featured contestations 

found in critiques of the purposes ascribed to partnership, such as the assumption 

of mutual gains, with studies showing at best mixed results and at worst, work 

intensification. Another significant point of critique centred on the voluntarist 

nature of many partnership arrangements coupled with the contemporary work's 

inherent precarity. The third thread centred on trust and its centrality in partnership. 

It highlighted the difficulties in creating and maintaining it and the spiral towards 

failure when trust is lost. 

For successful partnership, a particular constellation of factors is required, 

among which strong unions, actor competence and a suite of supportive HR 

practices are considered key. Of the literature on failures, five common 

characteristics were revealed. These took the form of lack of partnership 

capabilities, union member dissatisfaction, lack of capacity, failure to navigate 

pivotal events, and tensions created for union representatives around confidentiality 

and blame for decisions against member interests.   

Various fragilities and failings in labour-management partnership efforts 

form common threads in the literature. However, previous work has not yet 

explicitly addressed how the experience of failure informs management and union 

actors’ ideas and attitudes towards future collaborative endeavours. On the whole, 

the studies that do focus on various failings do not examine what happens in the 

aftermath. This presents a significant gap in the literature which this thesis aims to 
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address by raising key questions around what might be learned from failure and 

how that might influence the possibilities for future efforts. 

The prior literature reveals that labour-management partnership is an area 

in which a plurality of interests plays out. There are markedly different stances 

taken in the literature on this matter. On the one hand, advocates of partnership 

seem to engage in relatively little interrogation of whether those discrete interests 

are reconciled or not. And on the other hand, the critics of workplace partnership 

are ardent in their dismissal of the notion that there could ever be a reconciling of 

the different interests of management, unions and workers. Such a polarised view 

of collaboration is intriguing; it begs the questions, is it the case that there are such 

contrary perspectives held by the participants in a labour-management partnership 

effort? Is the prospect of failing there from the outset? In what ways do the 

participants understand failure? Does it acknowledge the difficulties of reconciling 

tensions brought about by a plurality of interests? If not, how do they reconcile 

failure? If so, what then might an enduring iteration of labour-management 

partnership look like for participants? 

In the following chapter, I turn to present a review of failure literature to 

bring alternative ways of thinking about failure to bear on failure and partnership.  
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Chapter Three   Conceptualising failure 

The previous chapter offered a review of the labour-management partnership 

literature that paid particular attention to how its fragilities and failure are 

constructed. In this chapter, I draw on a range of relevant academic literature from 

outside of the labour-management partnership field. I explore how the notion of 

failure is conceptualised and suggest how we might fruitfully use such alternative 

conceptualisations to explore possibilities for future labour-management 

cooperative efforts. The academic literature on labour-management partnership has 

offered us a wealth of conceptual and empirical studies that provide a mature palette 

of knowledge on which to draw. It has reached a level of sophistication that would 

benefit from broadening our thinking on partnership by bringing to bear alternative 

approaches. As mentioned, stories of failure are part and parcel of partnership. Still, 

there has been very little research that opens the black box and looks into the 

dynamics of how actors experience the process of failing and how such experiences 

might inform their ideas and attitudes towards future partnership endeavours. 

  At this point, it is perhaps necessary to pause and ask the question: why 

choose to focus on failure and labour-management partnership? There is a threefold 

answer to that question. Firstly, the ubiquity of failure - be it the threat of failure, 

the avoidance of failure, or the consequences of failure - is an integral part of labour-

management relations. It also infuses cooperative efforts. Secondly, I would argue 

that more in-depth insights into labour-management partnership can be gained from 

examining what has been learned from the nubs of failure; such knowledge may 

prove useful in the planning of future partnerships. Thirdly, the failure of 

partnership directly affects both the quality and quantity of employee voice and 
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opportunities for involvement in decision making on matters that affect the quality 

of working life. In light of the ever increasing precarity of work, I would strongly 

argue that, as such, we need to strengthen such avenues of influence in the 

workplace.  

This chapter is organised as follows. I will first explore the notion of failure 

and how its meanings shift dependent on perspective. Following, I examine the 

seeming inevitability of failure and labour-management efforts. Then the generative 

qualities of failure and how they work to produce alternative approaches are 

explored. Finally, the chapter ends with a summary of the key points and a 

justification for how alternative conceptualisations of failure can be used to extend 

our understandings of labour-management partnership endeavours.  

 Failure: Its slipperiness  

Failure is undoubtedly a complex and multi-faceted phenomenon. Across a broad 

sweep of disciplines, part of that complexity manifests itself in the very definition 

of failure and lack of agreement on just what constitutes a failure.  The 

consideration of failure - what it is; who gets to name it as such; how to avoid it; 

and how one might learn from it - can be found in a multitude of different academic 

disciplines as well as in an ever-growing body of practitioner publications (e.g., 

Edsel, 2016; Harford, 2012; Kluth, 2012). Examination of the notion of failure can 

be found across a diverse range of scholarship, including education (e.g., Bauer, 

2007), law (e.g., Bishop, 2017), queer studies (e.g., Halberstam, 2011) and 

geography (e.g., Harrowell, Davies & Disney, 2018) to name but a few. However, 

while failure may be a notion that is currently considered a “hot topic” (Olaison & 

Sørensen, 2014, p. 193), such as is the case in the academic entrepreneurship 
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literature, it is also a term for which there is no universally agreed-upon definition 

(Wilson & Howcroft, 2002). The lack of a precise definition is, according to 

Feltham (2013), unsurprising given that the notion of failure is complex, multi-

faceted and endlessly open to interpretation. 

Lewis (2014) offers a way of thinking about failure that reveals the slippage 

she suggests accompanies any investigation of the notion, noting that,  

The word failure is imperfect. Once we begin to transform it, it ceases 

to be that any longer. The term is always slipping off the edges of our 

vision, not simply because it’s hard to see without wincing, but 

because once we are ready to talk about it, we often call the event 

something else –  a learning experience, a trial, a reinvention –  no 

longer the static concept of failure (p. 18). 

In a similar vein, the ‘slippery’ nature of failure described by Lewis (2014) is 

echoed by O’Gorman and Werry (2012). They speak to the contested, flexible and 

mutable nature of failure, which “shapes our lives and refracts the seeming givens 

of our reality” (O’Gorman & Werry, 2012, p. 8). The term ‘refracts the seeming 

givens’ captures both the potentially disruptive and destabilising nature of failure 

and hints at the potential therein.  Potential that, for O’Gorman and Werry (2012), 

is found in a link between failure and creativity as they suggest failure has the 

“capacity to unravel the certainties of knowledge, competence, representation, 

normativity, and authority” (p. 1), thus opening up space for alternative forms of 

actions, behaviours and being. In such a way, the slippery nature of failure can 

prove both disruptive and productive.   

Acknowledging the inherent mutability of the notion of failure in the way 

Lewis (2014) and O’Gorman and Werry (2012) have done invites questioning 

around failure's subjective nature. For example, Desai, Maslach and Madsen (2017) 

underline the difficulty of pinning down a concrete and generalisable definition of 
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failure in organisations. The authors observe that “organisational events that are 

interpreted as problems in some cases might be perceived as innocuous or even 

beneficial in other situations” they go on to note that “one party’s windfall often 

comes at another party’s expense, suggesting the relevance of audience 

interpretations to a conceptual definition of organisational failure” (Desai et al., 

2017, p. 4).  While Desai et al. (2017) are explicitly commenting on organisational 

failure, the sentiment of their observation is equally applicable to other contexts and 

uses. 

Similarly, commentating on the difficulty of conceptualising failure, Wilson 

and Howcroft (2002) highlight a critical omission: the lack of recognition of the 

“existence of differing interests and perspectives” (p. 236). That there can be no 

unilaterally agreed-upon definition of failure, no single perspective that offers the 

‘truth’ of failure chimes with the social constructionist lens adopted in this thesis. 

In a similar vein, Vaara (2002) observed that there had been a tendency in the 

literature to characterise cases of organisational change in binary terms as either 

failures or successes. In doing so, there is a condemnation of what the author 

perceives as being the domination of “success rhetoric” (Vaara, 2002, p. 214) 

whereby managerialist perspectives prevail and “other possible perspectives or the 

ambiguity inherent in these complex social processes” (p. 214) go unrecognised.  

Writing about entrepreneurial failure, McGrath (1999) provides some 

interesting ways to think about failure. Similar to Cannon and Edmondson’s (2001) 

definition, which emphasises the failure to achieve expectations, McGrath’s (1999) 

characterisation introduces the notion of there being a ‘critical threshold’ below 

which the result is failure: “an innovation or initiative can be said to have failed 

when it is terminated as a consequence of actual or anticipated performance below 
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a critical threshold” (p. 14).  While McGrath does not link the failure to reach a 

‘critical threshold’ specifically to failure as a social construction, she does go on to 

acknowledge the “idiosyncratic judgement of what constitutes failure” (p. 14) and 

the subjective nature of such evaluations as essential considerations.  

Shepherd, Patzelt and Wolfe (2011) offer a definition of failure that extends 

on McGrath’s (1999) by identifying one notion of success: “project failure refers to 

the termination of an initiative to create organisational value that has fallen short of 

its goals” (p. 1229). Therein, Shepherd et al. (2011) pinpoint the creation of 

organisational value as producing a successful outcome. However, as is the case in 

this thesis, when examining an initiative that includes the involvement of several 

organisations, it would be nigh on impossible to isolate one definition of failure as 

organisational value for one group may look very different to that of another. In 

turn, one definition of success would also be unattainable.  Such examples 

underscore the subjectivity of the term ‘failure’ and render it a notion that cannot 

be pinned down to a universally accepted definition; therefore, offering a single 

definition of failure is not appropriate for this study. Such a position is in line with 

the interpretive approach influenced by a social constructionist epistemology that 

underpins this research (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe & Jackson, 2008).   

While acknowledging that a failure to define failure may, in itself, prove 

problematic, it is, however, useful to describe what it is not to help guide the reader 

and the research (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  It is not the failure of organisations (e.g., 

Habersang, Kuberling-Jost, Reihlen & Seckler, 2019; Kibler, Mandl, Farny, & 

Salmivaara, 2020) but failure within organisations that is of particular interest in 

this research. In the field of organisational failure, the notion may be conceptualised 

in terms of organisational death, bankruptcy and exit from a market (see, e.g., 
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Mellahi & Wilkinson, 2004) - in other words, a “macro-failure” (Meier & Bohte, 

2003, p. 104) - while others define failure in organisations in terms of it being a 

“micro-failure” (ibid) in which the difference between desired performance and 

what happens creates the perception of failure (Cannon & Edmondson, 2005).  

This research is concerned with the breakdown, and ultimate failure of a 

labour-management partnership initiative and so fits into the micro-failure 

category. Therefore, a conceptualisation from a ‘micro’ perspective, such as failure 

being “the termination of an initiative to create value that has fallen short of its 

goals” (McGrath, 1999, p. 14), may be useful. In a similar vein, organisational 

failure is defined by Carmeli and Gittell (2009) as “disruption that prevents the 

completion of an organisational task or achieving a desired organisational end” (p. 

711). A correspondingly broad definition of failure that can provide a loose 

boundary for this study is: “the deviation from expected and desired results” 

(Cannon & Edmondson, 2001, p. 162). Particularly pertinent to this research, 

Cannon and Edmondson go on to elaborate that the notion of failure “includes both 

avoidable errors and unavoidable negative outcomes of experiments and risk taking. 

It also includes interpersonal failures such as misunderstanding and conflict” (p. 

162). Such a definition allows space for questions such as: What are the expected 

results? What does deviation look like, and how do participants understand that? 

And, by whom and why are the expected results desired? Besides, why might they 

not be desired?  

As discussed above, there are myriad definitions of failure. Perceptions of 

failings and failure are dependent on interpretations, the slippery nature of which 

may lead to particular outcomes being considered a failure by some but may be 

viewed as a success by others; this is reflective of the myriad definitions of failure. 



40 

 

Correspondingly, there is a broad stream of literature that couches the notion of 

failure as an inevitable feature of human endeavour. This review now turns to 

explore ideas of the seeming inevitability of failure.  

Failure: Its seeming inevitability 

The seeming inevitability of failure is a theme found across a range of scholarly 

disciplines. In the field of higher education, for example, Werry and O’Gorman 

(2012) observed that “[f]ailure is a natural condition of collaboration and 

relationality, and the contingency that these imply. In any collective project, some 

level of failure is inevitable. We can regulate that level of failure, but we can never 

eliminate it” (Werry & O’Gorman, 2012, p. 110). The point that failure, whether 

big or small, is an intrinsic part of humans working together is a notion not often 

given adequate space in either scholarly or practitioner literature. Writing from a 

sociological perspective, Malpas and Wickham (1995) expressed “severe doubts 

about [the] concentration on success and the more significant downplaying of 

failure that goes with it” (p. 38). The authors opined that failure, far from being “an 

aberration, a temporary breakdown within the system” (p. 38), is, in fact, central to 

social life, equally as deeply embedded in social structures as the notion of success. 

In keeping with such a call for greater acceptance of the centrality of failure and 

attention to its effects, Edmonson (2011) makes an argument for a new paradigm 

“that recognises the inevitability of failure in today’s complex work environment 

in which mistakes multiply” (p. 55). 

The construction of failure as a positive has proliferated of late. As was 

noted by O’Gorman and Werry (2012), in their cultural analysis of failure, “failure 

is all of a sudden quite trendy. Glossy feature articles everywhere from the New 
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York Times to the Harvard Business Review instruct us that we must fail in order 

to succeed” (p. 1). An example of which is Samuel Beckett’s now epigrammatic 

line: “Fail again. Fail better” (Beckett, 2009, [1983] p. 81), adopted by a Silicon 

Valley start-up tech culture deeply enamoured of the phrase (Triebel, Schikora, 

Graske & Sopper, 2018) which has become a part rallying cry, part soothing mantra. 

As Malpas (2018) notes, in such a reading, “the emphasis is on failure as a pathway 

to eventual success” (p. 64).  However, if one takes the time to read further, it 

becomes clear that Beckett may not have intended to soothe the upset emotions of 

those who had experienced failure, promising a brighter future if only one keeps 

trying (Seaver, 1976). Instead, Beckett writes, “Try again. Fail again. Better again. 

Or better worse. Fail worse again. Still worse again. Till sick for good” (Beckett, 

2009, [1983] p. 81). Here, one could interpret Beckett’s intent as a warning that the 

experience of failure may, in some contexts, subtract rather than add value. A 

further interpretation could lead one to conclude that Beckett’s intent may have 

been the opposite of the boosterism that is evident in the popular culture of self-

improvement (e.g., Hardin, 2012) and instead points to the seeming inevitability of 

failure (Seaver, 1976). I would suggest that a parallel can be drawn between such 

an interpretation of failure and how failure is conceptualised by commentators such 

as Hyman (1987). 

In the ER/IR literature, Hyman (1987), in his classic paper, theorised that 

any strategies implemented by management were sure “routes to partial failure” (p. 

30). Hyman (1987) argued that ‘partial failure’ is an inevitability due to the inherent 

contradictions and tensions within the capitalist mode of production producing 

factors that are both external and internal to the organisation and the employment 

relationship, meaning that any management strategy will never completely succeed. 
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Here, the dichotomy of failure/success is extrapolated by Hyman from an either/or 

proposition to one that conceptualises notions of failure and success as 

synchronous. Townsend, Wilkinson and Burgess (2013) take an inverse approach 

to Hyman’s theory, focusing instead on how the efforts of managers in collaborative 

approaches to employment relations, including partnerships, can result in “partial 

success” (p. 916). Such an approach is framed by the authors as being “more 

optimistic” (Townsend et al., 2013, p. 916), which would, by turn, imply that 

Hyman’s view is, therefore, pessimistic. Such an attitude serves once more to 

highlight the negative connotations that are generally attached to the notion of 

failure (Cannon & Edmondson, 2005).     

While Sitkin (1992) observed that “failure typically represents an exception 

that does not conform to expectations” (p. 237), it is the case in labour-management 

collaborations that failure is, while not necessarily an expectation, certainly not the 

exception. As was highlighted in Chapter 2, case studies of collaboration in some 

liberal market economies show that some level of failure is inevitable given the 

context (e.g., Danford, Richardson, Tailby & Upchurch, 2009; Dobbins & Dundon, 

2015; Jenkins, 2007, 2008). McBride and Martinez-Lucio (2018) suggest that the 

lack of unions' involvement in collective dialogue and participation, both forms of 

labour-management collaboration, in changes made in health sector workplaces 

mirrors the fundamental contradictions underlined by Hyman (1987). The inclusion 

- in the coordination of complex workplace changes - and exclusion - via disruption 

of labour power - of public sector professional associations and trade unions has 

been characterised as inevitably leading to “partial failure” (McBride & Martinez-

Lucio, 2018, p. 156).  
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Similarly, Danford et al. (2009) invoke Hyman’s (1987) aphorism ‘routes 

to partial failure’ (p. 30) to describe what they view as British unions’ trajectory of 

decline. This is, according to Danford et al. (2009), despite the TUC’s ‘New 

Unionism’ project, which included encouragement of the adoption of various forms 

of labour-management collaborative efforts, including partnership, as well as more 

aggressive forms of organising. Danford et al. (2009) argue that “the pattern of 

union trajectory in the ten years since the birth of ‘New Unionism’ seems akin to a 

position of ‘alternative routes to partial failure’” (p. 60). The authors go on to 

suggest that, unless and until there is a “renewal of democratic processes and 

solidarity links beyond the confines of the single workplace” (Danford et al., 2009, 

p. 81-82), no matter the strategies unions use to achieve their desired ends, they 

will, at least partially, fail. Such arguments may, therefore, be interpreted as ‘partial 

failure’ being the default outcome (see also, Johnstone, 2014), an inevitable 

consequence of contemporary workplace relations. Not only is the theme of the 

inevitability of failure a concern in employment relations literature, but it also 

features in a broader swathe of scholarship. Such is the taken-for-granted ubiquity 

of failure in organisations that there is an ever-growing field of scholarship on 

organisational learning from failure.  

Shifting back to organisational and management studies literature, another 

way of thinking about failure is that it provides valuable learning opportunities. 

Learning from failures, taking the lessons of a failed experience and transferring 

them to a future experience (Argote & Todorova, 2007), is a fundamental aspect of 

all our lives, perhaps especially in the workplace. The significance of learning from 

failure is reflected by the sizeable volume of literature in various disciplines 

dedicated to examining it, including entrepreneurship (e.g., Cope, 2011; Shepherd, 
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2003; Shepherd et al., 2011), organisational psychology (e.g., Carmeli & Gitel, 

2009; Edmondson, 1999; Ellis, Mendel & Nir, 2006) and organisational studies 

(e.g., Desai, 2015; Tjosvold, Yu & Hui, 2004; Vogus & Sutcliffe, 2007). The 

construct of failure attracts descriptions that highlight the importance given to 

learning from failure, such as describing failure as the “potential engine for 

learning” (Miner, Kim, Holzinger & Haunschild, 1996, p. 239), helping to “fuel a 

Lewinian ‘unfreezing’ process” (Sitkin, 1992, p. 238) or as providing a “key 

learning opportunity” (Shepherd & Cardon, 2009, p. 942). In the field of 

behavioural psychology, Ellis et al. (2006) characterise failure as the “fuel that 

intensifies cognitive processes” (p. 670). Therefore, there is knowledge and interest 

in the generative properties of failing and failure for organisational learning that 

can be brought to bear on ER in general and labour-management partnership in 

particular.  

As we can see, the issue of failure has special salience in management and 

organisational theory. While organisational learning can occur based on both 

successes and failures, there is an on-going debate over the relative importance of 

one versus the other (Madsen & Desai, 2010; Sitkin, 1992). Many authors argue 

that, for organisational learning to occur, failures must be examined with the same 

energy as a success (e.g., Desai, 2015; Edmondson, 2011; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 

1995; Sheppard & Chowdhury, 2005; Sitkin, 1992). Though, according to 

Edmondson (2011), “[t]he wisdom of learning from failure is incontrovertible. Yet 

organisations that do it well are extraordinarily rare” (p. 48).  

Failure is a phenomenon that organisations and the people who work in 

them can experience on both a large and small scale. Cannon and Edmondson 

(2001) emphasise the need for organisations to learn from failure by citing high 
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profile organisational failures such as the Fukushima nuclear catastrophe, the 

Challenger and Columbia Shuttle tragedies, and the Enron scandal as justification. 

However, there is also a great deal to be learned from failures on a smaller scale. 

Sitkin (1992) posits that such failures are more useful for organisations and 

individuals than successes due to small failures fostering organisational learning 

processes, problem-solving capability, risk tolerance, facilitating adaptation and 

adjustment. All of which compound to secure mid and long-term organisational 

survival (Sitkin, 1992).  

However, some scholars take a different view. For example, Baumard and 

Starbuck (2005) and Desai (2010) noted that minor organisational failures, if even 

acknowledged, often receive too little consideration, quickly fading from the 

collective memory. The inherent fragility of labour-management partnerships 

(Danford & Richardson, 2016; Geary & Trif, 2011; Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017), 

the relative frequency of failure and each parties’ shifting priorities and pressures 

highlighted in Chapter 2 may point to the failure of such initiatives being considered 

a ‘small failure’ by the parties involved, particularly if the breakdown in union-

management relations does not lead to disruptive acrimony and industrial action. If 

this proves not to be the case, then what are the mechanisms by which learning from 

failure could take place? 

In a Harvard Business Review special issue on failure, McGrath (2011) 

concluded that in the existing uncertain world, “avoiding failure is not an option. If 

you accept this premise, the choice before you is simple: continue to use practices 

that limit what you can gain from failures – or embrace the concept of intelligent 

failure, in which learning can create substantial value” (p. 83). In such a way, 

McGrath (2011) and other commentators (e.g., Cope, 2011) theorise leveraging the 



46 

 

ubiquity of failure to form new knowledge gained from having failed, reflected on 

the causes, then using that knowledge to shape future efforts. Similarly, Sitkin 

(1992) asserted that “[f]ailure is not an inherently desirable outcome. Rather, failure 

is a more effective means of pursuing learning than is success” (p. 240). 

Assumptions, such as Sitkin’s, that failure provides opportunities for learning in 

organisations is one that has some sway in the literature (Edmondson, 2004; 

McGrath, 1999).  

Some research focuses on the ability of organisations to experience deeper, 

more valuable learning from failure than from success (Cannon & Edmondson, 

2001; McGrath, 2011; Sitkin, 1992). Madsen and Desai (2010), in a comparison 

between organisational learning from failure and success, found that organisations 

are more likely to learn from prior failure than from prior success, which, they 

assert, results in a decrease in the probability of organisational failure in the 

future. However, on reviewing the literature on learning from failure, Cannon and 

Edmondson (2005) found that the psychological and organisational processes that 

affix negative meanings to failure mean that learning from failure is far from 

automatic. The authors challenge such a taken-for-granted assumption when they 

argue that “[t]he idea that people and organisations in which they work should learn 

from failure has considerable popular support – even seems obvious – yet 

organisations that systematically learn from failure are rare” (Cannon & 

Edmondson, 2005, p.299).  

Indeed, some commentators question whether it is even possible for 

organisations to learn. For instance, Weick and Westley (1996) highlighted what 

they conceived as the oxymoronic nature of the term ‘organisational learning’ due 

to what they conceive of as the antithetical processes of organising (to forget and 
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reduce variety) and learning (to disorganise and increase variety) (p. 190). 

Similarly, Baumard and Starbuck (2005) noted that it was often the case that little 

in the way of learning occurred after a failure. Further, they assert that the “learning 

that should follow failure often does not occur, and when it does occur, it often 

teaches the wrong lessons” (Baumard & Starbuck, 2005, p. 295). Which point 

brings back to the notion of the slipperiness of failure. 

This review now turns from examining conceptions of the inevitability of 

some measure of failure in collective efforts to exploring ideas around the 

generative nature of failure.  

Failure: Its generative qualities 

Once more, shifting the focus to how failure is theorised outside of organisational 

studies and employment relations literature, the academic fields of the arts, higher 

education and pedagogy have much to offer.  Bringing such conceptualisations of 

failing from other literatures gives greater insight into how scholars can study 

failing in labour-management partnerships.  For instance, according to Bailes 

(2011), “Failure works. Which is to say that although ostensibly it signals the 

breakdown of an aspiration or an agreed demand, breakdown indexes an alternative 

route or way of doing or making” (p. 2, emphasis in original). In examining the 

notion of failure in performance, Bailes (2011) centres the usefulness of failure, 

suggesting that failure “can be understood as generative, prolific even; failure 

produces” (p. 3, emphasis in original). Thus, failure does not signal an end, but 

rather it can invite the exploration of alternatives (Halberstam, 2011). Building on 

this theme, the following section examines the ways in which failure is theorised as 

possessing generative qualities. 
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As was observed by Power (2010), when arguing that failure constitutes a 

foundational aspect of creativity, “one of the obvious difficulties in theorising 

failure as a positive concept is that it is almost always used in negative contexts” 

(p. 126). However, rather than conceptualising failure as constituting a “negative 

closure” (Hay, 2016, p. 76), some scholars suggest that failure can instead be seen 

as a “productive opening out” (Hay, 2016, p. 76), allowing for an imagining of 

future actions and behaviours that may perhaps lead to more positive outcomes. 

Similarly, in bringing our attention to the potentially generative nature of failure, 

Lewis (2014) states that “It is the creative process - what drives invention, 

discovery, and culture - that reminds us of how to nimbly convert so-called failure 

into an irreplaceable advantage” (p. 13). The conceptualisation of failure as both 

generative and a spur to creativity, as an invitation and perhaps a sense of 

permission being granted to experiment and maybe even an opportunity to flirt with 

risk. However, there is no guarantee that what is produced by failure will 

necessarily be good or an improvement. It may produce worse outcomes.  

The discipline of education is one that also has a stream of literature 

focusing on failure. For instance, there is a stream that examines the construct of 

“productive failure” (e.g., Kapur, 2008, p. 379). Kapur coined the term ‘productive 

failure’ to describe how students’ experience of failure in the subject of 

mathematics can be generative. Kapur theorises that failure - in the form of 

mathematical problem solving that is suboptimal or incorrect - enables students to 

develop a level of knowledge that enhances subsequent problem-solving attempts. 

Thus, the generative process of creating solutions leads to the fostering of 

knowledge derived from experiencing difficulties; such knowledge then bolsters 

future attempts.  
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Smith (2015) makes a similar link between failure, creativity and 

persistence in the face of challenge. The construct of creativity is defined by Smith 

(2015) as the “ability to engage in practices or generate ideas that are perceived by 

the self or another individual as being novel (i.e. original, interesting), effective (i.e. 

useful, understandable), and whole (i.e. complete, well-crafted)” (p. 330). 

Accordingly, it is how failure is perceived, the subjective understandings tied to the 

notion of failure, that influences and shapes subsequent creativity (Smith, 2015). In 

other words, such a perspective views failure not as a negative outcome but rather 

as a form of catalyst. In such a perspective, failure can provide the stimulant for 

exploration in the form of iterative problem-solving processes. It is thus through the 

actions of “continuously prototyping” (Smith, 2015, p. 345) that creates a way of 

edging closer to success, thus accentuating the iterative, generative nature of failure. 

This is, I would suggest, a notion that is equally applicable to failure in labour-

management cooperation: as the catalyst for a creative turn.  

In a conceptual study on the notion of epistemic failure in higher education, 

Malpas (2018) also notes the inevitability of failure in any “artefacts of human 

activity and design” (p. 73). Several of the points Malpas makes in his discussion, 

which includes the link between failure and limits in higher education, are, I would 

argue, helpful in conceptualising failure in partnership efforts. By drawing on 

Martin Heidegger’s conceptualisation of the limit of something not being “that at 

which something stops but… that from which something begins its presencing” 

(Heidegger, 1971 as cited in Malpas, 2018, p. 65), Malpas argues that the limit is 

not merely restrictive but is constitutive. To put it differently, the walls of a room 

not only bring the room into reality, but they also serve to delimit it (Malpas, 2018). 

Thus, following Malpas (2018), in as much as the limit can be understood as that 
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which allows labour-management cooperation, for example, to appear, in reality, it 

also delimits it. Therefore, when failure occurs in our projects and enterprises, it 

reveals and brings into reality limits that might otherwise remain obscured.  

While Malpas’s (2018) argument is about epistemic failure and wisdom as 

an understanding of limit that “recognises its productivity” (Malpas, 2018, p. 65), 

there is I would suggest a clear parallel to be made between his points and 

understandings of labour-management failure that recognise its productivity: failure 

as constitutive not restrictive. Malpas (2018) suggests that tapping into its 

productive aspects is possible if failure is not “obscured, hidden, denied” (Malpas, 

2018, p, 64) by our tendency to “constantly readjust our measures of success 

according to the realities of our failures. Failure is thus avoided by the redefinition 

of success” (Ibid). As such, the mutability of failure described by Malpas (2018) 

distinctly echoes Lewis’s (2014) point about the slipperiness of the notion of 

failure; that the names we use transform it, thus rendering failure “no longer the 

static concept” (p. 18) but one that is mutable and so might be shaped to fit different 

agendas. This is visible in the ways in which failure in organisations, for instance, 

can trigger behaviours such as blame attribution (Argyris, 1982; Pal, Medway & 

Byrom, 2011), responsibility avoidance (Jordan & Audia, 2012), and redefining the 

standard for success (Levitt & March, 1988).  
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Table 1: Conceptualisations of failure 

Conceptualisations 

of failure 
Attributions of failure Indicative authors 

The slippery 

nature of failure 

Non-static, slippery, subjective, 

mutable, flexible, transforms, 

open to a multiplicity of 

interpretations, open to 

manipulation 

Desai et al. (2017); 

Lewis (2014); 

Malpas (2018); 

O’Gorman & Werry 

(2012); Vaara 

(2002); Wilson & 

Howcroft (2002) 

The seeming 

inevitability of 

failure  

 

Inescapable in any human 

endeavour, inevitable as a result 

of organisational complexities, 

inevitable as a result of systemic 

complexities, any management 

strategies routes to partial failure, 

inevitable result of inherent 

contradictions and tensions 

Danford et al. (2009); 

Edmondson (2011); 

Hyman (1987); 

Malpas & Wickham 

(1995); McBride & 

Martinez Lucio 

(2018); Werry & 

O’Gorman (2012) 

 

The generative 

qualities of failure 

Catalyst, fuel, drives invention, 

forces creativity, opportunity to 

learn, engine for learning, fuel 

that intensifies cognitive 

processes, produces alternatives, 

stimulates thinking differently, 

stimulates doing differently, 

warrant for experimentation, 

disruptive, destructive, 

destabilising 

Bailes (2011); 

Cannon & 

Edmondson (2001); 

Edmondson (2004); 

Cope (2011); Ellis et 

al. (2006); Hay 

(2014); Kapur 

(2008); Malpas 

(2018); McGrath 

(1999, 2011); Miner 

et al. (1996); 

Shepherd & Cardon 

(2009); Power 

(2010); Sitkin 

(1992); Smith (2015) 

 

Summary 

In summary, this chapter provided a review of the notion of failure. In it, I 

introduced three ways in which failure is conceptualised across a range of literature. 

The point about failure that forms a thread throughout this thesis is that it ‘does 

something’. To draw on the words of Bailes (2011) once more, “Failure works. 

Which is to say that although ostensibly it signals the breakdown of an aspiration 
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or an agreed demand, breakdown indexes an alternative route or way of doing or 

making” (p. 2, emphasis in original). Therefore, if we take seriously the idea that 

failure “works”, we can use that notion as a foundation on which to build a different 

way of thinking about failure and partnership.  

In this chapter, I drew from a range of academic disciplines in order to 

explore a number of ways in which failure can be understood. I began by 

highlighting its inherent mutability: the slipperiness of failure. Perceptions of 

particular events, actions or outcomes that are considered evidence of failure by 

some might be understood differently by others. The uses of failure were 

highlighted in ways that emphasised how people can take failures and shape them 

into something else that does ‘work’, such as how ‘success rhetoric’ (Vaara, 2002) 

can be a tool for crowding out other perspectives or for denying the inherent 

ambiguity in social processes. In this way, claims of success or indeed failure in 

partnership can be seen as providing just such a tool for pushing down other, 

perhaps less easy or palatable alternatives.   

I then explored how failure is an intrinsic aspect of any human endeavours. 

As noted by Hyman (1987), the inevitability of failure haunts any management 

strategy and partnership is arguably no different; the inevitability of some measure 

of failure is influenced by the tensions and contradictions inherent in labour-

management relations. It was then shown how the inevitability of failure in 

organisations had produced a sizeable literature on learning from failure that places 

significant importance on the need to learn from failure. Although, organisational 

learning from failure is not guaranteed, the negative associations that come with 

failure lead to its avoidance and thus, the learning opportunity is lost. 
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Finally, I highlighted the ways in which failure ‘works’, acting as a catalyst, 

generating alternative ways of doing. I am by no means arguing that the generative 

qualities of failure should be understood as producing positive outcomes in the form 

of learning to ‘do’ partnership better. As we have seen, contrary to the recent fetish 

for misreading Beckett’s (2009 [1983]) “Fail again. Fail better” (p. 81) as 

representative of a recipe for success, failure is not necessarily a catalyst for the 

creation of better ways of doing. It can also be a catalyst for rejection, disruption or 

destruction. In the case of labour-management partnership, failure’s generative 

qualities may manifest not in the seeking out of better ways to go about partnership 

in the future. Instead, it may for management produce alternative ways of engaging 

with workers that do not include unions. And for unions, perhaps the rejection of 

cooperative relations and the pursuit of more muscular alternatives.  

This literature review on failure raised some key questions around failure 

and partnership that I will take forward to analysis. Such as: What are the 

mechanisms by which learning from failure could take place? How might ‘small 

failures’ that are inevitable in labour-management partnership be recognised and 

learned from? If we understand failure as “includes both avoidable errors and 

unavoidable negative outcomes of experiments and risk taking. It also includes 

interpersonal failures such as misunderstanding and conflict” (Canon & 

Edmondson, 2001, p. 162). Such a definition allows space for questions such as: 

What are the expected results? What does deviation look like, and how do 

participants understand that? And, by whom and why are the expected results 

desired? Besides, why might they not be desired? 

The driver for stepping through these different conceptualisations of the 

notion of failure has provided a foundation upon which to form questions about 



54 

 

failure and partnership informed by theory that takes a different perspective than 

that generally found in the employment relations literature. The current study is 

positioned in the interpretive, constructionist tradition. It focuses on capturing the 

nuance and texture that can be found by paying attention to the interactions, 

movements, language, the agency and dynamics of power that come from observing 

the social accomplishment of labour-management partnership. This perspective of 

failure has not been yet brought to bear to understand failing in partnership. 

In the following chapter, I now turn to give an overview of the literature on 

public sector partnership in general and public sector partnership in New Zealand 

in particular.  
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Chapter Four   Research Context 

The trade union movement in New Zealand has a long and rich history. While the 

movement as a whole has experienced significant challenges over recent times, 

some unions in the public sector have maintained a strong presence (Delaney & 

Haworth, 2016). Public sector unions have been at the forefront of various iterations 

of labour-management partnership in the New Zealand context. However, the 

appetite for such endeavours has waxed and waned over the years (MacNeil, 

Haworth & Rasmussen, 2011). However, while some such cooperative efforts have 

proven fruitful, still others have failed. In this chapter, the research on labour-

management partnership in New Zealand with a particular focus on such efforts in 

the public sector will be examined, concentrating on its failing and enduring nature.  

Beginning with a brief overview of the public sector context in general 

before narrowing in on the New Zealand public sector context, how they influence 

the likelihood and shape of labour-management partnership efforts are explored in 

order to contextualise the case. This chapter aims not to exhaustively list all the 

political, economic and legislative changes that have influenced public sector 

partnerships in New Zealand. Instead, the intention is to place the case in the 

research context while giving an overview of the broad shifts that have shaped the 

ability and willingness of unions, managers and employers to engage in cooperative 

efforts.  

To better understand the research context, the following section explores 

labour-management partnership in the New Zealand public sector context, 

beginning with a brief sketch partnership in the public sector from an international 

perspective.  
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Public sector context and labour management 

partnership 

As was highlighted in Chapter 2, partnership can be understood as a social 

phenomenon. As such, it is shaped in part by distinct social, historical and political 

influences. In the broad public sector context, fluctuating trade union strength and 

the incidence of cooperation are shown as being intimately linked. As has been 

discussed by several commentators (e.g., Kelly, 2004; Martinez Lucio, 2007; 

Wilkinson et al., 2013), partnership efforts can be neither adequately understood 

nor analysed without reference to the institutional context in which they take place. 

As Bach and Bordogna (2013) observe, “it is customary, since Clegg’s classic 

analysis (1976), to stress that union density in the public sector is systematically 

higher than in the private” (p. 290). They go on to note that, despite unions being 

in a deep state of decline in many countries, public sector unions still dominate 

national trade union movements (Bach & Bordogna, 2013), and this is undoubtedly 

the case in New Zealand.  

Similarly, other commentators note the staying power of public sector 

unions and the continuing salience of forms of labour-management partnership in 

the public sector (Bacon & Samuel, 2009; Bach & Kessler, 2012; Martinez Lucio, 

2010). While partnership agreements were originally a phenomenon associated 

with the private sector (Heery, 2016), there has been a proliferation of such 

agreements across the public sector, which has in turn seen a rich seam of literature 

develop (e.g., Bacon & Samuel, 2016; Beale, 2005; Martin, 2010; Munro & 

Rainbird, 2004). Heery (2002) and Deakin et al. (2004) both noted that a distinct 

tension in many instances of partnership was the need for managers to be cognisant 

of delivering shareholder value; that concern is not a feature of researching 
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cooperation in the public service domain. There are, however, other tensions and 

drivers that shape partnership within a public sector context. 

Some of the tensions and obstacles experienced in labour-management 

partnership are shaped by exogenous influences, such as the effects of the economic 

privations currently being experienced in many countries (Dobbins & Dundon, 

2015). Dobbins and Dundon (2015) argue that such influences inhibit managers' 

ability to engage in genuine collaborative efforts with unions. Such constraints on 

managerial activities are not confined to the private sector (Bacon & Samuel, 2009). 

Longstanding processes of public sector reform have continually been introduced. 

These have been summed up as modernisation agendas, designed to contain public 

expenditure and increase the quality of services via such methods as performance 

targets and rising marketisation (Bach & Kessler, 2012; Martinez Lucio, 2010).  

Indeed, it is also posited that there may be even more significant constraints 

affecting public sector labour-management partnership due to factors such as the 

fluctuating political environment contingent on electoral outcomes, policy 

variations and party politics (Bacon & Samuel, 2009; Kinge, 2014). All of which 

lead to cascading effects on labour-management relations. The traditional notion of 

the public sector as a ‘model employer’ (Bach & Kessler, 2007; Bach & Bordogna, 

2011) in which workers are “granted better procedural and substantive rights than 

those prevailing in the private sector, such as high levels of job security and 

generous pension provision. Collective bargaining is established and employee 

voice is encouraged by systems of employee participation” (Bach & Bordogna, 

2011, p. 2285) no longer holds sway to the same extent (Bach & Kessler, 2010; 

Martinez Lucio, 2010; Upchurch, Danford, Tailby & Richardson, 2008).  

Constraints are also shaped to a significant extent by contemporary discourses of 
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austerity (Pownall, 2013), a reality from which the New Zealand public sector has 

not been immune (Parker & Alakavuklar, 2018). The following section narrows in 

to examine the academic literature on labour-management partnership in the New 

Zealand public sector.   

Persistence of partnership in the New Zealand public 

sector 

From the 1980s onwards, many legislative and governmental reforms compounded 

to shift the tone and quality of labour-management relations dramatically, and in 

turn, labour-management partnership in New Zealand. It is beyond this study's 

scope to give a detailed examination of such changes (for an overview, see e.g., 

Anderson, Geare, Rasmussen, & Wilson, 2017; Rasmussen, 2009). However, a 

brief sketch will be provided to give some background to illustrate some of the 

factors that likely led to the fragile though persistent nature of cooperative efforts 

in the New Zealand public sector.  

New Zealand is a developed society commonly bracketed within the 

category of liberal market economies (LME) (Hall & Soskice, 2001). As was 

experienced to differing degrees in many LMEs, New Zealand underwent 

significant shifts inspired by philosophies of neoliberalism (Bray & Rasmussen, 

2018; McLaughlin & Wright, 2018), the consequences of which are well 

documented  (there are several in-depth accounts and analyses of this influential 

period in New Zealand’s history [e.g., Carlyon & Morrow, 2013; Goldfinch, 2000; 

Menz, 2005]).  While public sector restructuring has been a feature of many 

countries, New Zealand is often considered to have been at the forefront of such 

changes (Plimmer et al., 2017). As has been discussed in a significant stream of 
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literature (e.g., Hood, 1991), since the mid-1980s, a key feature of New Zealand’s 

public sector has been a layering of successive government programmes of 

legislative reform and restructuring, which have compounded to significantly shape 

the workplace for public sector workers and their unions (Walsh, Oxenbridge & 

Wetzel, 2007).  

According to Kelsey (1997), while the changes brought about by the Labour 

Government’s determination in the 1980s to introduce labour market deregulation 

had the effect of diminishing the power of unions across the board, public sector 

unions were particularly hard hit by the State Sector Act 1988. The act played a 

significant role in breaking the grip of the dominant public service unions leading 

to deteriorating state employment conditions (Kelsey, 1997). The legislation 

changes were concomitant with the introduction of new public management (NPM) 

(Hood, 2001). The impact of NPM principles on employee participation in the 

public sector has been striking (Bach & Bordogna, 2011; Bach & Kessler, 2007). 

For instance, it has led to an increased focus on accountability and greater 

decentralisation of structures, a focus on performance, and increased managerial 

discretion, all of which have had a marked influence on the reality of forums of 

employee participation in the public sector, including labour-management 

partnership (Bach & Bordogna, 2011; Shaw, 2005; Walsh et al., 2007).  

Such changes were further compounded by the introduction by a National 

Government (1990-1999) of the Employment Contracts Act 1991 (ECA), which 

introduced market-driven deregulated bargaining, proven to be the apotheosis of 

the neoliberal agenda that was begun by the 1984 Labour Government (Kelsey, 

1997). The ECA was widely considered the promulgation of sweeping reform 

across the employment relations landscape in New Zealand, effectively producing 
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“the most radical withdrawal of state from labour market regulation in the 

developed world” (Bray & Neilson, 1996, p. 82). For many commentators (e.g., 

Deeks & Rasmussen, 2002; Haworth, 2011, 2013), the ECA promoted the 

marginalisation of unions concomitant with a decline in collectivism spurred by the 

erosion of collective rights and a palpable rise in individualism with human 

resource (HR) actors playing an ever-increasing role in ER.  As was highlighted in 

Chapter 2, a significant factor underpinning the achievement of labour-management 

cooperation is the involvement of strong unions (Johnstone, 2015). The shifts and 

changes described above, while not fatal, have proved challenging for unions across 

the board, as the political, economic and legislative climate influenced the waxing 

and waning of union power in New Zealand and the likelihood, depth and quality 

of iterations of partnership (Delaney & Haworth, 2016).   

As was observed by Delaney and Haworth (2016), notwithstanding the 

changing complexion of ER in New Zealand, some public sector unions especially 

have retained a strong foothold and have continued to be at the forefront of labour-

management cooperative efforts in New Zealand. The New Zealand public sector 

consists of the state sector and local government organisations. The most recent 

figures available show that, of New Zealand’s total workforce of 2,284,000, the 

public sector employs around 414,000 people (SSC, 2019), the majority (88%) of 

whom work in the state sector (364,000) and 12% in local government (50,000). 

Typical of many LMEs, New Zealand’s public sector unions overwhelmingly make 

up the highest percentage of union membership numbers (Bach & Kessler, 2012). 

As noted by Casey and Delaney (2019), while collective bargaining is the form of 

industrial participation typically preferred by unions, interest in labour-

management partnership has been consistently shown by some public sector unions.  
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Recent iterations of public sector partnership 

The scholarly literature on public sector labour-management partnership efforts in 

New Zealand is relatively sparse. What has been written primarily features 

examples of voluntary partnership endeavours that were conducted mainly under 

the auspices of government-backed initiatives. The lack of ‘hard’ institutional laws 

to encourage and facilitate labour-management partnership is a point raised in the 

literature (e.g., Casey & Delaney, 2019; Delaney & Haworth, 2016; Haynes & 

Allen, 2001; Marchington & Dundon, 2017; MacNeil et al., 2011; Rasmussen & 

Tedestedt, 2017). In New Zealand, a so-called “‘soft’ intervention” strategy was 

aimed at encouraging changed behaviours and a shift towards a “high-road” 

approach rather than legislating to force change (MacNeil et al., 2011, p.3813). 

According to MacNeil et al. (2011), one such method was promoting the 

Partnership Resource Centre (PRC), a government-funded initiative aimed at 

increasing productivity and improving representative participation by providing 

specialist coaching and support for partnership efforts.  

The PRC was a tripartite outfit run under the Department of Labour's 

auspices (Haworth, 2010; McAndrew, 2006; Marchington, 2015). Its mandate was 

to provide concrete support partnership arrangements in both public and private 

sector organisations, such as access to a cadre of consultants experienced in labour-

management cooperation (Haworth, 2010). In an example of one of the few 

empirical studies tracing the prevalence of partnership in New Zealand, McAndrew 

(2006) found that successful partnership was more likely to transpire when an 

employer had adequate time to build up a mutually trusting relationship with 

credible union officials from a single union that represented a significant percentage 

of employees. However, according to Ballard and McAndrew (2006), in a 2006 



62 

 

report for the Partnership Resource Centre that gave a “stocktake” of partnership, 

there were only a few examples of “pure” (p. 2) workplace partnerships in evidence 

in New Zealand at that time. 

As part of the extensive work carried out by the PRC on facilitating and 

encouraging partnership, they also commissioned and published several reports 

(Delaney & Haworth, 2016; MacNeil et al., 2011). Although not strictly scholarly 

works (albeit some of the authors were academics), they provide an interesting set 

of case studies giving a snapshot of partnership in practice in New Zealand (e.g., 

Ballard & McAndrew, 2006; McIlhone, 2005; McGinn, 2008; Nunns, Rooda, & 

Wilde, 2011). In one case study of a partnership involving a leading public sector 

union, McGinn (2008) noted that “there’s no magic bullet to reveal” (p. 2). Instead, 

the study described typical challenges and efforts toward building a productive 

relationship.  

McIlhone (2005) authored another such case study focusing on a partnership 

between a public sector union and the state-owned enterprise in control of meat 

inspection that had been on-going for around five years. Overall, the partnership 

approach was deemed a success, with mutual gains reported in terms of service 

quality and a concomitant strengthening of the union (McIlhone, 2005). It was 

found that partnership functioned well, particularly at senior levels where there was 

continuity of actors. At lower levels of management, however, failings included 

misunderstandings attributed to the graduate programme, which meant that some 

managers were appointed who had no previous experience of partnership. Also, 

some employees expressed frustration at a perceived lack of enough involvement 

in decision making. Such failings echo some of those highlighted in the 

international literature on labour-management cooperation. Waning institutional 
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interest in partnership led to the decision to close the PRC in 2011, thus signalling 

the National Government’s shift from promoting and supporting cooperative efforts 

to facilitating more unitarist focused initiatives such as lean management (Delaney 

& Haworth, 2016; Haworth, 2011). 

Another stream of literature focusing on labour-management partnership in 

the public sector describes the efforts by the Public Service Association (PSA), one 

of New Zealand’s largest public sector unions, to pursue labour-management 

partnership (Haworth & Pilott, 2014; Haynes, Marchington & Boxall, 2006; 

O’Connor, 2013;  O’Donnell, O’Brien, & Junor; Roness, 2011; Shaw, 2005; Walsh 

et al., 2007). The Partnership for Quality (PfQ) agreement was one such attempt 

devised by the PSA as a direct response to the sweeping changes that successive 

governments had wreaked in the name of seeking public sector efficiencies, 

accountability and productivity (Roness, 2011).  A series of three formal 

agreements were entered into between the PSA and successive Labour governments 

running from 2000 to 2008 (Haworth & Pilott, 2014). The PfQs, although signed 

up to by the Labour Governments, were not compulsory, though the government of 

the day urged public sector Chief Executives to adopt the agreements (Shaw, 2005; 

Walsh et al., 2007). While some measure of success was achieved in the form of 

representative participation in consultation and decision making, failings were also 

apparent (O’Donnell et al., 2011).  

The various failings revealed by Shaw (2005) largely mirror those 

highlighted in the international labour-management partnership literature described 

in Chapter 2: modest union presence in departments translated to weak partnership 

practices; unsupportive managers hampering implementation; lack of union 

representative capability; insufficient involvement in decision making due to 
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shoddy implementation of partnership practices; and lack of departmental support 

in terms of funding and training for partnership competencies (Shaw, 2005).   The 

National Government, elected in 2008, declined to renew the PfQ agreement, thus 

ending that iteration of partnership in the public sector (Haworth, 2011).  As with 

the PRC above, the political climate of the day impacted the viability of the PfQ 

effort in the public sector, with changes in government to a centre-right party 

signalling a swing away from shades of collectivism back towards individualism.  

In the two iterations of public sector labour-management partnership that 

make up the bulk of the literature, the various failings noted have unsupportive 

management as one of the commonalities. Therefore, consideration of managers 

and employers' attitudes towards unions' involvement in organisational decision-

making is an essential aspect of the research context. A recent study by Geare et al. 

(2014) empirically examined the ideological stances underpinning beliefs and 

values in the workplace. The authors concluded that New Zealand employees are 

more likely to have slightly more pluralist rather than unitarist orientation, and New 

Zealand managers are more unitarist in orientation (Geare et al., 2014). These 

findings build upon previous studies that showed rising rates of unitarist ideological 

beliefs across both managers and employees, with the managers exhibiting a 

fourfold likelihood of seeing their workplace along unitary lines (Foster, 

Rasmussen, & Coetzee, 2013; Geare et al., 2006, 2009). Foster, Murrie and Laird 

(2009) reported comparable findings, describing the continued preference of 

managers for an “individualistic unitary approach to industrial relations” (p. 510) 

as indicative of the desire of managers to maintain long-established managerial 

prerogative. They further noted that employers’ attitudes towards collective 

bargaining were predominately negative; findings they view as unsurprising when 
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considering the staunchly unitarist orientation of the majority of managers (Foster 

et al., 2009). All of this goes some way to explaining why there has been limited 

progress in increasing employee participation in managerial decision making in the 

form of labour-management cooperation in New Zealand (Delaney & Haworth, 

2016; Rasmussen & Tedestedt, 2017). 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter has been to contextualise the study within the public 

sector generally and New Zealand’s public sector landscape particularly, with a 

focus on past labour-management partnership efforts. In doing so, the chapter also 

highlighted how the institutional environment in the form of legislative and social 

changes has shifted over time resulting in variations in the quality and likelihood of 

cooperative union-management relations. Public sector unions and the workers they 

represent have endured significant programmes of reform and restructuring that 

remain ongoing. Such a turbulent public sector environment coupled with a broad 

tendency of management towards privileging managerial prerogative has doubtless 

influenced partnership efforts. These points create questions that will be carried 

forward for analysis of the case: How does an environment of organisational 

restructuring impact the partnership effort? What influence, if any, does managerial 

prerogative have on the quality of the partnership? What level of experience do 

participants have of working in a partnership collaboration, and how does that shape 

the initiative?  

The following chapter describes the methodological choices made in this 

thesis with an explanation and discussion of its underpinning philosophy, research 

design, methods and analysis.   
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Chapter Five   Research methodology 

In this chapter, I explain the philosophical perspective within which the research 

was conducted and the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of that 

paradigm. Following, I describe the research design, which is a qualitative 

longitudinal single case study using an ethnographic approach. I then outline the 

data collection methods, data analysis and ethical considerations. Finally, some 

limitations of the research methodology are discussed. 

Research philosophy 

Social constructionism  

In this section, I make explicit the philosophical assumptions underpinning this 

research and, in doing so, address the question of how a social constructionist 

approach might be applied to exploring failing in labour-management partnership.   

This study presents an interpretive inquiry's findings (Deetz, 2001) whose 

theoretical underpinning is social constructionism. Social constructionism 

highlights how meaning and reality, as we perceive them, are constructed and co-

constructed through social interaction and relationality (Cunliffe, 2008). Social 

constructionist perspectives have been used for some time in organisation studies 

and leadership studies (e.g., Carroll & Simpson, 2012; Crevani, Lindgren, & 

Packendorff, 2010; Fairhurst & Grant, 2010); however, it has yet to gain traction in 

employment relations. On the whole, researchers using this perspective pay 

attention to discourse and culture. However, in this study, the particular version of 

social constructionism that centres on interactions, relationality as well as power 

forms the underpinning philosophical perspective. 



67 

 

My interpretation of social constructionism sits within the field of 

interpretive research (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008). Social constructionism can be 

understood as a theory of knowledge that proposes that social interactions and 

language conventions create understandings, meanings and social realities (Burr, 

2015; Gergen, 2009; Hacking, 1999). Holstein and Gubrium (2008) attest that the 

constructionist impulse is not to attempt to get “inside social reality” to question 

“what is going on?” (p. 375, emphasis in the original). Instead, it is to step back and 

“describe how it is socially brought into being” (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008, p. 375, 

emphasis in the original). While there is undoubted interest from the researcher 

about what is going on, Holstein and Gubrium emphasise that from a constructionist 

perspective, the impulse is to question how social realities might be constructed and 

sustained. Therefore, the “analytic focus is not so much on the dynamics within 

social realties as it is on the construction of social realities in the first place” 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 2008, p. 375). This fits with the research aim of deepening 

our understanding of how participants construct the social reality of failing in 

labour-management partnership and how that informs the construction of future 

partnership possibilities.  

Before going on, it must be noted that there is no single or unified 

understanding of social constructionism. Instead, it is described by some scholars 

as an orientation, a theory, a movement, or a position (Burr, 2015; Crotty, 1998; 

Cunliffe, 2008; Gergen, 2009; Grandy, 2018; Weinberg, 2014). However, social 

constructionism, while being a widely used perspective in the social sciences, is 

both a contested (Weinberg, 2014) and not a well-defined school of theory (Burr, 

2015). Indeed, some commentators point out the inherent contradiction in 

attempting to provide a precise definition of social constructionism as doing so 
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would be a realist rather than a social constructionist approach (Potter, 1996). There 

are, however, commonalities in all such approaches. They share similar ideas of the 

nature of knowledge and that social processes, particularly language, social 

interaction and relations, are fundamental to how we experience everyday life and 

reality (Burr, 2015), within which, ideas, objects and “higher level” concepts such 

as “facts, trust, reality and knowledge” (Hacking, 1999, p. 21-23), are all included 

in the realm of things that are socially constructed.  

The roots of social constructionism are found in various traditions and 

streams of research, in particular, sociology (e.g., Berger & Luckmann, 1966; 

Mead, 1934) and the field of psychology (Gergen, 2009). Among the various 

approaches, the work of Berger and Luckman (1966) stands out as an early 

milestone with their publication on the sociology of knowledge, The Social 

Construction of Reality, recognised as a foundational text for this epistemological 

and theoretical perspective (Crotty, 1998; Cunliffe, 2008). According to Cunliffe 

(2008), these authors’ concepts provided a starting point for contemporary scholars 

in many disciplines to develop further the notion that “social reality, identities and 

knowledge, are culturally, socially, historically and linguistically influenced” 

(p.125).  However, as the development of these ideas has proliferated, different 

orientations and interpretations of the ontological and epistemological implications 

of social constructionism have emerged (Cunliffe, 2008). Therefore, it is necessary 

to delineate my understanding of social constructionism and how that is applied in 

this thesis. 
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Assumptions about reality and how we might come to know it. 

Assumptions about reality sit at the very heart of social constructionist thought. It 

is necessary to raise the issues of ontology (the study of being and existence) and 

epistemology  (the researcher’s view of the nature of knowledge), and the 

approaches taken to explore and analyse it (Burr, 2015).  Some scholars argue that, 

in their understanding of social constructionism, ontology and epistemology are 

inseparable (Hosking, 2011). Indeed, Berger and Luckmann (1966) make no 

ontological claims, confining themselves to making epistemological claims only. 

However, my understanding of social constructionism includes the following 

explications of epistemological and ontological stances taken in this thesis.    

At the ontological level, rather than seeing the world in positivistic terms as 

something static and knowable, reality as a phenomenon ‘out there’ ready to be 

discovered through objective observation, verification and measurement (Gergen, 

2009), there is instead a belief that a multiplicity of realities exist as local and 

specific shared social constructions (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008). The point to be 

made here is not that there is no such thing as reality or that all understandings are 

accorded equal weight. While some scholars may adhere to such beliefs - the so-

called ‘strong’ forms of constructionism - my understanding is that there is such a 

thing as a reality outside of ourselves. However, I also firmly adhere to the notion 

that words ‘do’ something and, as such, people shape reality (Burr, 2015). 

Drawing from organisation studies, a relational ontology (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 

2011; Hosking & Bouwen, 2000; Hosking, 2011) understands the nature of reality 

as occurring in and through people’s interactions. In Hosking and Bouwen’s (2000) 

view, “constructionism assumes a relational ontology, in other words, all social 
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realities are viewed as inter-dependent or co-dependent constructions existing and 

known only in relation” (p. 129). Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) emphasise the 

intersubjectivity inherent in such a view of reality when they observe how, 

“[w]e work through a lens of relational ontology to emphasize 

relationships as living embedded and between people rather than 

between objects/ mechanisms […] a relational ontology causes us to 

radically rethink our notions of reality and who I am in the world, 

because it suggests the origin of our experience is intersubjective 

rather than individual and cognitive” (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011, p, 

1431). 

Therefore, assumptions about social reality are underpinned by the 

understanding that individuals and reality are inextricably interwoven; it is through 

social interactions that social reality and individuals are shaped. Cunliffe (2008) 

argues that “our sense of our social world emerges continually as we interact with 

others” (p. 128). This highlights the fluidity and dynamism of social reality rather 

than privileging the notion that individuals and phenomena are stable units 

(Hosking, 2011). Instead, there is an understanding of reality's construction as being 

“continuously created and changed” (Hosking & Bouwen, 2000, p. 130). This 

ontological position directly influences the understanding of what knowledge about 

failing in partnership means and how such knowledge is produced; in other words, 

epistemology.  

This research was guided by a constructionist epistemological position that is 

complementary to relational ontology. A well-cited definition by Crotty describes 

constructionism as “the view that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful 

reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of 

interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and transmitted 

within an essentially social context” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). In other words, the social 

is not a given but made. It is also fluid and contextual, with different views of reality 
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shaped by social interaction and relationality (Cunliffe, 2008). Such a view is in 

direct contrast to the assumptions that underpin the positivist empiricist 

epistemological position that takes for granted the researcher’s ability to use the 

scientific method in which knowledge comes from observable, measurable data 

inputs from which one could draw conclusions and make specific knowledge claims 

(Giddens, 1995). Thus, positivistic understandings of reality and knowledge are 

such that ‘facts’ and ‘truth’ are givens that can be discovered by scientific 

examination undergirded as they are by assumptions of objectivity, neutrality and 

the static nature of reality (Burr, 2015).  

My research focuses on individuals within a partnership initiative and how 

they construct meaning about and make sense of failing in labour-management 

partnership. I want to understand how the participants experienced failing in 

collaborations; moreover, how these experiences inform the construction of future 

collaborative possibilities. By gaining an understanding of the multiple meanings 

and ‘truths’ described by the participants, I, as the researcher, will gain insights into 

the multiple ways to understand how partnership might look. A constructionist 

epistemology that considers individuals as creating and reproducing meaning and 

knowledge through social practice, interaction and relationality is adopted (Burr, 

2015; Hosking, 2011). Therefore, knowledge about failing in partnerships is 

knowledge about how individuals and collectives perceive, construe, produce and 

re-produce cooperative action in society (Lindgren & Packendorf, 2009).   

Assumptions on the centrality of language. 

Across the various streams of social constructionism, there are some shared 

assumptions around language. Central to constructionist thought is that it positions 
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social phenomena as social constructions constituted through language. The social 

origins of knowledge are in language and language use. People use language to 

construct personal and collective versions of reality: “language does not mirror 

reality, it constitutes it” (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010, p. 174). This is in contrast to 

Rorty (1979) for example, who assumed that language represented, or ‘mirrored’ 

reality. However, while language is often portrayed as the key means for the social 

construction of reality, it is not in the form of stable units of observations or accurate 

maps (Gergen, 2009). It is through relationships, their use in speech and action that 

words acquire their meaning and emerge as shared meanings. Meaning-making, 

therefore, is fluid and contextualised, with Gergen suggesting that “for any state of 

affairs, a potentially unlimited number of descriptions and explanations should be 

possible” (2015, p. 5).  

The constructionist understanding that reality is culturally, socially and 

historically, as well as linguistically influenced (Burr, 2015; Cunliffe, 2008) means 

that language meaning shifts over time. Accordingly, it is also shaped by the groups 

and cultures to which we belong. This emphasises the interactional and collective 

dimensions of meaning-making. Therefore, to put it simply, particular language will 

have different meanings for different people and different groups. Therefore, what 

we take to be our reality and how we might choose to describe, explain or justify 

particular social interactions and relations will, in part, depend on the social 

relationships of which we are a part (Burr, 2015; Cunliffe, 2008; Gergen, 2015).  

Another key assumption is around the generative nature of language. Gergen argues 

that language is not only shaped by the past and in the moment but that it can also 

“fashion the future” (Gergen, 2015, p. 10). Of social constructionist scholars, Burr 

(2015) observes that, in challenging existing traditions of understanding, there is 
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“generative potential” (Burr, 2015, p. 165) as they offer new possibilities for 

thinking and writing, thus generating new ways of meaning. By adopting a social 

constructionist lens, the hope is that this research can bring such ‘generative 

potential’ into reality.  

I end this section by reiterating the question posed at the beginning: how 

might a social constructionist approach be applied to exploring failing in labour-

management partnership? The above discussion emphasises how the social 

constructionist lens furnishes interpretive inquiry with a rich paradigm in which to 

explore the social interactions and relational aspects of such collaborations. 

Cutcher-Gershenfeld (2014), an academic who has written extensively on labour-

management cooperation over several decades, argued for the utility of taking a 

social constructionist approach to interest-based labour-management negotiations, 

noting that “while the social constructionist approach can be unsettling, it also 

brings great transformational potential since new perspectives are generated” 

(Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 2014, p. 163). Understanding organisations and what goes 

on within them as socially constructed opens up different possibilities for 

understanding and making sense of failing in labour-management partnerships. 

Therefore, by adopting a social constructionist lens, there is the potential for 

richness to be gained from studying social interactions and relationality. I would 

argue that labour-management partnership and failing therein emerges dynamically 

in social interaction between people. As such, a longitudinal single case study using 

an ethnographic approach is a suitable way to go about addressing the research 

questions and aim. 

In the following section, my attention now turns to the research design.   
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 Research design  

Situating the research within the qualitative tradition enables exploration of the 

phenomenon in a way that captures a rich and nuanced account of the point of view 

of participants (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Yanow, 2012). Key assumptions 

underpinning this thesis are that labour-management cooperation, as well as the 

concept of failure, are not fixed entities but are instead social phenomena, 

continuously negotiated and brought into reality by the participants. 

Methodologically, this foregrounds the importance of paying attention to the 

multiplicity of understandings participants have with an emphasis on observing the 

fluid and contextual nature of social interaction and relationality through which 

failing in labour-management partnership is brought into reality. To do so, I have 

adopted a longitudinal ethnographic single case study approach. I will discuss how 

this approach demonstrates theoretical coherence with the research’s social 

constructionist lens. 

Case study using an ethnographic approach. 

This qualitative study follows a longitudinal ethnographic case study approach. 

While ethnography is traditionally seen as having its roots in anthropology (Van 

Maanen, 2011), the use of the ethnographic approach has been growing in 

organisation studies (Cunliffe, 2010; Yanow, 2012) and has been a consistent 

feature in the employment relations field (e.g., Perrett, 2007).  

According to Geertz (1973), a key aim of interpretive research is “[…] to 

aid us in gaining access to the conceptual world in which our subjects live so that 

we can, in some extended sense of the term, converse with them” (Geertz, 1973, p. 

24). However, Holstein and Gubrium (2008) take a slightly different perspective. 
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The authors (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008) note that ethnographic observations are 

particularly well suited to social constructionist studies as they allow the researcher 

to focus intently on social interactions by not only watching but especially listening 

in order to discern how realties are constructed and sustained in every-day life.  The 

idea of the social constructionist researcher entering the field as a kind of tabula 

rasa does not hold. Rather, data, co-constructed between researcher and participants 

(Yanow, 2012), will be shaped in part by what renowned anthropologist and 

ethnographer Malinowski termed as “foreshadowed problems” (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2019, p. 22), which, as is the case in this research, provide a starting point 

for an exploratory orientation. On reviewing the literature on labour-management 

collaborations before entering the field, I had some idea of ‘foreshadowed 

problems’ and so was sensitised to note interactions that construct tensions and 

challenges that commonly beset collaborative efforts such as issues of trust, 

transparency and actor influence. That is not to say, however, that the study is 

deductive; rather, it is inductive with a sensitivity to reading done before engaging 

in data collection.  

An advantage of the ethnographic approach is that it is considered highly 

suitable for studies in organisational settings, allowing the researcher to get “as 

‘close to the action’ as possible” (Watson, 2011, p. 216) in anticipation of exploring 

the realities of “how things work” (p. 202) thus making it a suitable method for 

exploring the construction of partnership and how it is brought into reality (Holstein 

& Gubrium, 2008). Watson (2011) goes on to contend that a longitudinal 

perspective is important and relevant when following an ethnographic approach 

“before we can convincingly claim to know what we are talking about” (p. 204). I 
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attended 15 meetings, spending a total of 86 hours observing the Working Group 

(for a broad overview of observations, see Appendix B). 

Ethnographic approaches are, by definition, longitudinal in nature, as the 

researcher spends an extended time in the field (Van Maanen, 2011), providing not 

a “snapshot-like view of behaviour and action” (Rosen, 1991, p. 12), but instead an 

interpretation of how interactions and relationships unfold over time (Yanow, 

2012). The findings chapters are set out in such a way as to follow the arc of events. 

The longitudinal nature of the approach helped me gain familiarity with the 

language used by the participants, also helping form a sense of comfort and 

familiarity between the participants and myself over time.  

As was observed by Brewer (2000), “while not all cases are qualitative, all 

ethnographic research involves case study” (p. 77). A case study approach was 

determined to be the best means by which to explore and gain an in-depth 

understanding of complex issues; this is something advocates maintain is a 

significant benefit of the approach (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Merriam, 2009; Morris 

& Wood, 1991; Simons, 2009; Stake, 1995, 2005). Case study research is intended 

to capture the complexity of the object of study; this is done through investigation 

and analysis of a single or collective case (Stake, 1995). Stake (1995) described 

qualitative case study research as allowing the researcher the ability to draw 

together various “naturalistic, holistic, ethnographic, phenomenological, and 

biographic research methods” to form an idiosyncratic “palette of methods” (pp. xi-

xii) from which the researcher can best address ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (2005). 

Underpining Stake’s (1995) approach is his contention that “there are multiple 

perspectives or views of the case that need to be represented, but there is no way to 

establish, beyond contention, the best view” (p. 108). Thus, such an approach has 
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been described as constructionist (Yazan, 2015). The approach advocated by Yin 

(2002), although also suited to addressing ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, is more 

oriented in the positivistic tradition (Yazan, 2015). Thus, in line with the social 

constructionist philosophical orientation of this research, I followed Stake’s (1995, 

2005) case study approach.   

As was noted in Chapter 2, there is a solid history of case study research on 

the various forms of labour-management partnership. Such studies have been 

conducted across various sectors, types of organisations.  Notable case studies on 

partnership, for example, include Kochan et al.’s (2009) study of partnership at the 

US healthcare provider, Kaiser Permanente; Rubinstein and Kochan’s (2001) study 

of Saturn, the US auto manufacturer; Geary and Trif’s (2011) study of an Irish 

financial services company; Dobbins and Gunnigle’s (2009) study of Waterford 

Crystal; and Roche and Geary’s (2006) study of Aer Rianta, the Irish Airports’ 

Authority. Delaney and Haworth’s (2016a) study of Fonterra, a co-operative dairy 

company, and Casey and Delaney’s (2019) study are examples from the New 

Zealand context. The relatively prolific use of a qualitative case study approach is, 

according to Perrett (2007), due to their “exploratory nature [which] means that 

such methods open up new topics and have the capacity to identify hidden features 

of the employment relationship and allow us to identify, track and interpret the 

processes that connect phenomena” (p. 622). 

Research case 

The case is a labour-management partnership initiative that took place in a 

public sector organisation, which I refer to throughout as GovServe. At the time the 

research was conducted, there were three unions representing workers in GovServe; 
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together, the unions represented approximately 70% of the workforce (GovServe 

document). However, one union represented only a handful of workers and was not 

involved in the Working Group. The two other public sector unions, which I refer 

to as Magnus and Novus, were involved in the case study partnership. Magnus, the 

larger of the two, draws its membership from across various government 

departments and self-identifies as a campaigning union that bargains (Magnus 

document). Novus, on the other hand, is a smaller union with a membership limited 

to GovServe employees and self-identifies as an apolitical bargaining union (Novus 

document). Both unions, while of appreciably different sizes and with different 

stated philosophies underpinning their approaches to employment relations with 

GovServe, were involved in a Multi-Union Collective Agreement (MUCA) at the 

commencement of the Working Group in 2014. (for a timeline of the Working 

Group, see Appendix A). 

The partnership was underpinned by provisions for consultation and 

participation in decision making that was a bargained outcome of the 2013 Multi 

Union Collective Agreement (MUCA). A formal document of collaboration - a 

Charter of Engagement - was subsequently drawn up prior to the commencement 

of the Working Group in 2015. The 2013 settlement document noted that GovServe 

and the unions “will engage in a working party to develop a new remuneration 

system” (GovServe actor, Personal communication, October 13, 2017). The 

collaboration also featured direct employee involvement for union and non-union 

workers via a series of two surveys and one tranche of focus groups/workshops.  

As can be noted in the Charter of Engagement agreement that underpins the 

Working Group, the theme of mutual gains (Kochan & Osterman, 1994) - a concept 

that features heavily in the partnership literature - is in play: “This charter reflects 
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a commitment to the parties working constructively to advance their common 

interests and achieve mutual gains.” (GovServe document). In August 2015, the 

parties agreed to the Charter, which GovServe characterised as reflecting “our 

shared commitment to work together to achieve mutual interests” (GovServe 

document). While the Working Group was not predicated on a formal labour-

management partnership agreement, it did exhibit many of the principles, practices 

and aims found in partnership arrangements described in the scholarly literature 

(see, e.g., Dietz, 2004; Guest & Peccei, 1998). Much of the content of the Charter 

for Engagement that underpinned the Working Group bears strong similarities to 

the principles and practices of partnership working that were proffered by both the 

Trade Union Congress (TUC) and the Involvement and Participation Association 

(IPA).   

The structure, functions and practices that make up the reality of the 

Working Group are in many aspects found in the influential definitions of what 

constitutes a genuine partnership put forward by the TUC, and the IPA. Both the 

IPA and TUC are British institutions that have played a significant role in 

determining how partnership looks in UK organisations and how it is discussed in 

much of the academic literature. Another influential definition of the principles and 

practices of partnership suggested by Guest and Peccei (1998). When compared and 

contrasted with the TUC, IPA, and Guest and Peccei’s (1998) definitions, the 

agreements underpinning the Working Group give a clear illustration of partnership 

processes in play. 
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Table 2: Partnership processes in play 

Partnership Principles & Practices TUC IPA 
Guest & 

Peccei 

Charter of 

Engagement 

Affirmation of joint commitment to 

the success of the organisation 
    

Reciprocal recognition of legitimate 

interests/roles of management, trade 

unions (where applicable: IPA) and 

employees 

    

Building trust 

X  X  

Openness/transparency/information 

sharing 
    

Quality of working life/interesting 

and rewarding jobs 
 X   

Employment security/flexibility 

   X 

Provision for representation of 

employee voice/interests X    

Consulting staff in work 

issues/policy X    

Sources: Working Group Charter of Engagement; Guest & Peccei (1998); IPA (1997); 

TUC (2001) 

The lack of any mention of employment security/flexibility in the Charter 

is perhaps due to GovServe’s significant organisational change programme already 

being in motion as the department-wide transformation was well underway during 

the period in which the Working Group was running. The work of overhauling 

GovServe was planned as a four-stage, multi-year project. The programme aimed 

to facilitate greater ease of use for department customers, in part through greater 

adoption of digital technology. The programme was projected to cost upwards of 

$1 billion with a plan to shed a significant number of full-time jobs. The planned 
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loss of jobs would, therefore, necessarily exclude mention of employment security. 

As has been noted in the academic literature, partnership agreements as a way of 

securing union cooperation with change initiatives have been a significant feature 

of public sector reform in the UK (e.g., Bach & Kessler, 2012; Bacon & Samuel, 

2009). 

Working Group oversight 

GovServe’s Chief Executive was a member of what was known as the Strategic 

Engagement Forum, a long-term labour-management relations mechanism that 

included the Magnus and Novus union leaders. Discussions at this level were 

instrumental in driving the creation of the partnership initiative, known as the 

Working Group, which was to involve management and union teams in the co-

design of a new remuneration system. A group was set up to oversee the running of 

the Working Group, described as the Oversight/Engagement Group consisting of 

senior figures of the GovServe, Magnus and Novus teams. The intention was that 

the individuals involved in this group could flag potential problems and discuss 

possible solutions in order to facilitate the smooth running of the Working Group.  

Another form of oversight would ultimately be the State Services 

Commission (SSC), a government body that oversees all State sector agencies. As 

such, all agency chief executives, while having a significant measure of autonomy 

over budget management and organisational goals, are answerable to the SSC and 

relevant government ministers (Shaw, 2015). For instance, the SSC implements 

government policy regarding employment relations as outlined in Government 

expectations for pay and employment conditions in the state sector (SSC, 2018). 

An aspect of that policy particularly pertinent to the Working Group on co-

designing GovServe’s remuneration, recognition and performance systems is, for 
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example, it stipulates that “[a]gencies must consider the potential cross-agency 

impacts from changes to employment agreements […]” (SSC, 2018, p. 2). This 

illustrates, in a broad sense, the level of autonomy the Chief Executives of each 

state sector department have around the crafting remuneration systems.  Therefore, 

outcomes regarding the co-design of a new remuneration system at GovServe 

would have to satisfy the SSC that changes were in alignment with Government 

policy. 

Working Group participants 

The core membership of the Working Group consisted of 18 participants drawn 

from the three parties. Of those, only the Magnus organisers, the Novus consultant 

and an independent remuneration consultant were not in GovServe’s employ. There 

were five Magnus organisers involved in some capacity over the life of the joint 

working group. Two of those organisers were involved in the very early days of the 

working group before shifting to roles elsewhere. The replacement organiser came 

on board in February 2016 and remained in place until the end of the Working 

Group. That organiser was involved in several sub-groups and the main group while 

being concurrently engaged in similar partnership initiatives in other public sector 

departments.  A fourth Magnus organiser was brought in on secondment from mid-

2016 until September 2017. When that organiser left, the fifth Magnus organiser 

joined the group.  

Novus, a smaller union than Magnus, had three representatives on the 

working group, two of whom were members of the union’s executive team. Due to 

its relatively small size, Novus typically engaged the expertise of an employment 

relations advocate. This was the case for the period covered by the Working Group; 

sadly, this ended with his sudden and untimely demise in late 2017. 
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Table 3: Core membership of Working Group 

Organisation Position 

GovServe 

Employment relations performance and remuneration manager 

Senior adviser employment relations policy and remunerations team 

Senior adviser organisational development team 

Senior adviser employment relations policy and remunerations team 

Senior HR adviser 

Senior HR business partner (exited June 2017) 

Independent 

contractor 
Remuneration consultant 

Magnus 

Organiser (joined in early 2016) 

Organiser (on secondment mid-2016- August 2017) 

Organiser (joined August 2017) 

Delegates x 4 (one delegate exiting August 2017) 

Novus 

Chairman 

Vice-chair 

Representative 

ER consultant as a union advocate 

 

There was also a facilitator, an independent consultant, who mostly 

facilitated whole-of-Working Group meetings, and latterly some remuneration 

sub-group meetings. 

Case study access 

As with any time-sensitive project, there came the point when I had to widen the 

scope of possible venues for research. Via one of my PhD supervisors, I was 

introduced to one of New Zealand’s public sector unions, which I refer to as 

Magnus. The union has an impressive track record in encouraging and facilitating 

employee participation in various forms and was well suited to my research focus. 

I met with the co-National Secretaries, who were positive and encouraging. I was 

given their go-ahead to research Magnus’s current crop of what they termed ‘high 

engagement’ initiatives. Several initiatives were suggested as potential sites for 

research. The collaborative initiative at GovServe appeared to be the most 

promising avenue for scholarly research. It comprised a significant commitment by 

the parties to work in partnership on a substantial piece of work that was finite.   
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At the beginning of April 2017, I attended a meeting at GovServe’s head 

office in Wellington with one of my supervisors and the head of GovServe’s People 

& Culture team, the sponsor of the Working Group was also in attendance. There 

was a sense of enthusiasm in general around what was an innovative approach to 

labour-management relations for GovServe, with the head, People & Culture, 

describing it as a material effort on their behalf to engage with the unions. I was 

then permitted to observe the Working Group meetings and given the contact details 

of a member of their team with whom I was to liaise regarding the timing and 

location of sessions I was to observe and to set up times to interview the GovServe 

Working Group members. 

Data collection 

By utilising a research design that included a longitudinal case study using an 

ethnographic approach, a palette of data collection methods was provided (Stake, 

2005). In the following section, I describe how I conducted observations and semi-

structured interviews. I also describe the supplementary data I accessed that took 

the form of a range of documents. 

 The benefits of doing observations and semi-structured interviews allow 

for richer analysis. For example, the different ways people choose to talk about 

events that I have observed can reveal interesting points of analysis (Czarniawska, 

2007).   
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Table 4: Summary of data collected 

Summary of data collected 

Observations 

15 meetings 

& pre/post-

meeting 

observations 

App. 86 

hours 

Field notes 

App. 180 pages of Word Doc 

Semi-

structured 

interviews 

17 

interviews 

30-70 

minutes for 

each 

interviewee 

App. 780 mins in total, 289 pages 

of transcript 

 

Observations 

Part of my ethnographic approach took the form of non-participant observations, 

meaning I observed but did not take an active role in the work (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2019). However, as Czarniawska (2007) notes, the term ‘non-participant’ 

is simply a way of categorising the approach as all observation is participatory; 

“one’s mere physical presence and human decency requires participation” (p. 55). 

I heartily agree with Czarniawska’s sentiments. My role as a researcher in a non-

participant observation capacity simply refers to my level of involvement within 

the context of the meetings; I observed and did not play an active role in the work 

of the Working Group (Gold, 1958).  

Table 5: Non-participant observations  

Non-participant observations 

Formal meetings 

Full Working Group 4 meetings 21 hours 

Remuneration sub-group 8 meetings 41 hours 

Performance sub-group 3 meetings 8 hours 

Informal meetings 

Unions pre & post-

Working Group meetings 
 16 hours 

Total 15 

meetings 
86 hours 
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What I have labelled ‘Working Group meetings’ involved all participants, 

the sub-group membership involved small groupings of specific participants. My 

decision on which sub-group meetings to attend was influenced by scheduling and 

advice from participants. The remuneration sub-group was held at the same time as 

the recognition sub-group meetings, and I had been informed by several of the 

participants, from both Govserve and union parties, that the recognition sub-group 

was ‘treading water’ and therefore observing the remuneration sub-group would be 

a more valuable experience. Also, in the initial meeting to discuss gaining access, 

it had been suggested by the head of HR that the remuneration work was potentially 

the most exciting piece of the partnership initiative as it formed the ‘backbone’ of 

the collaborative work. Attendance at the meetings allowed me to gain some 

familiarity with the language used (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019).  

In total, I observed 15 meetings held over eight months. Meetings took place 

at GovServe’s head office in Wellington. Their offices were situated across multiple 

floors of an imposing building located in the CBD. The décor on the floors occupied 

by GovServe is modern and comfortable, featuring images and patterns depicting 

native New Zealand flora and fauna. The Working Group meetings took place in a 

variety of meeting rooms, dependent on availability. Due to its large size, the full 

Working Group meetings were generally held in a large room on the fifth floor, 

adjacent to the main lunch area provided for GovServe staff. The room had several 

movable tables that were pushed together on meeting days to form a large, open 

rectangle. On one wall, there was a large screen that served as a monitor for the 

computer. This was at times used to illustrate to the group the configuration and 

content of GovServe intranet pages dedicated to the partnership initiative.  
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The field work started with an observation of the full Working Group. I was 

met in the lobby and escorted to the room by one of the GovServe team members. 

In the meeting, the content of the discussions somewhat passed me by. I found it 

rather overwhelming as there was a lot to process. With 18 people in the room, it 

took some time to take note of people’s names and get an idea of which party they 

belonged to. On that first occasion particularly, I was aware of feeling more 

‘watched’ than ‘watcher’. By stating this, I hope I do not come across as intimating 

that I thought I had a privileged position as a researcher, i.e. the ‘watcher’. Curiosity 

being shown by those one is observing is, of course, a natural reaction. As was 

noted by Hammersley and Atkinson (2019), in ethnographic encounters, 

participants will continuously be trying to verify the researcher’s trustworthiness or 

the extent to which they can be manipulated or even exploited.  

In the second observation session, which was another full Working Group 

meeting, I felt better able to capture some dynamics between participants as they 

were interacting. I had attempted to sit along the edge of the room away from the 

table. However, the Group consensus was that I must join them at the table rather 

than “sitting in the naughty chair!”. After trying to demure, it became clear that I 

must join them at the table, so I did, at that meeting and for all others after that. 

However, I would try to set myself away from the participants whenever possible, 

all the better to take notes discreetly. As I continued my observations, I found that 

I could better follow the content of the conversations as I had gained some sense of 

familiarity with the specialist language that was a feature of most of the meetings.  

When observing the sub-group meetings unsurprisingly, I found that the 

smaller number of participants enabled me to gain a more granular view of 

interactions. As noted above, the full Working Group meetings had, on average, 18 
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people attending. However, on occasion, there were other GovServe or union 

people invited to join a session to share their knowledge on a particular topic. Most 

of the big meetings had a GovServe person take the role of chair. However, for the 

smaller meetings, the groups often appeared to take turns steering the work. When 

observing the meetings, I would remain silent and go about the complex task of 

noting down everything I thought might be interesting, as well as things I thought 

were not interesting at the time but was afraid of missing some vital ‘clue’ and so 

would capture as much as possible. I found the fear of missing out on some 

revelatory nugget a keen driver for my note-taking and a way to try and assuage the 

nagging doubt that I would ever glean anything novel from my time in the field.  

My strategy was to observe anything I came across when in the field. Doing 

so meant taking notes not only in meetings but also in the spaces before and after. 

There were multiple opportunities for informal conversations while waiting for 

meetings to start, as well as in the tea breaks and lunchtimes. By a stroke of 

serendipity, I came across several union participants in the airport lounge on several 

occasions, and I spent some hours chatting casually with them. During those 

occasions, talk about the Working Group inevitably came up, and I made sure to jot 

down points of interest when possible. I was aware of not falling prey to what 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2019) term ‘over-rapport’ in which bias colours one’s 

observations and analysis. I was also able to observe several informal union 

meetings enabling me to observe how the unions’ discussed management and the 

collaboration in a closed forum, thus allowing for another layer of richness to the 

observation data. On one occasion, I attended dinner with a group of union 

participants one evening at their invitation, during which the topic of the Working 

Group frequently came up in conversation.    
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While observing the Working Group meetings, I drafted field notes in a 

series of A5 notebooks, capturing slices of verbatim conversations that took place 

before, during and after meetings. Notetaking also included my impressions of, for 

instance, the emotions in the room and any curious or unusual things I observed. I 

also took note of the rituals, such as the management team bringing in the lunches, 

pre-ordered from various local food businesses, which the team would lay out on 

the table with care. In generating the field notes, I was engaging in analysis.  I was, 

at times, struck by the sense of elasticity in what it meant to work cooperatively. 

Sometimes the room seemed to sparkle as creativity would bubble up and over, with 

whoever was tasked with writing up on the whiteboard dashing down words trying 

to keep up, my notetaking mirroring their rush. While at other times, something of 

a flat, leaden feeling seeped into the work, as though people were trudging through 

the hours. On those days the whiteboard scribe had a leisurely time of it and my 

notes were not written so hurriedly.    

As was highlighted by Emerson, Fretz and Shaw (2001), it is essential to 

recognise that writing field notes are inevitably a selective endeavour. There is an 

ongoing tension between what seems significant and, by turn, what seems 

insignificant in deciding what to write down and what to leave out: “descriptive 

writing is fundamentally a process of representation and construction” (Emerson et 

al., 2001, p. 358). Whether noting what I perceived at the time as the unremarkable 

back and forth of discussion or “personal reactions, what people in the setting treat 

as especially important, and any unusual happenings” (Emerson et al., 2001, p. 

358), there is a selectiveness in what is recorded; thus, analysis was already taking 

place.  



90 

 

The fieldnotes were typed up by me as soon as was practicable. Doing so 

meant that I could add to the original observations with some reflection on what I 

had seen and heard that day (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). It also meant that the 

meaning of my rapid jottings would not become lost or that my notes would become 

indecipherable, as would doubtless be the case the longer I put off typing them up 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). At the end of the observations, I had eight A5 

notebooks, which translated to around 180 pages of typed Word documents. 

Semi-structured interviews 

Qualitative interviewing has become one of the key methods of gathering data in 

many fields of scholarship (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2012). Semi-structured 

interviews are considered a particularly valuable research tool for gathering rich 

and nuanced accounts of the phenomenon being researched (Kvale, 2008; Rubin & 

Rubin, 2012). As such, they are associated with interpretive sociological tradition 

including social constructionism (Alvesson, 2003), being both powerful and 

responsive enough to “capture the voices and the ways people make meaning of 

their experiences” (Rabionet, 2011, p. 563). The social constructionist 

epistemological lens means that interviews are treated as co-constructed by the 

interviewer and interviewees (Alvesson, 2003).  They are interactional events in 

and through which meaning-making processes produce “ways of knowing” 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1997, p. 125). Similarly, according to Rubin and Rubin 

(2012), interviews offer researchers the opportunity to “explore in detail the 

experiences, motives, and opinions of others and learn to see the world from 

perspectives other than their own” (p. 3). As such, semi-structured interviews are a 

method that is likely to prove fruitful in drawing out the ways an interviewee makes 

sense of failure in cooperation and imagine better ways of cooperating in the future. 
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I conducted a set of interviews with some of the GovServe team in April of 

2017. While negotiating a suitable time and place to interview some union actors, 

events in the Working Group took a puzzling turn that made me think the initiative 

was likely headed for trouble. As I result, I decided to hold off on conducting the 

remaining interviews until I could get a feel for what was happening. As has often 

been noted in the various literature that touches on the notion of failure (e.g., 

Edmondson, 2011; Sitkin, 1992), it can, for many reasons, prove a difficult topic to 

research.   I did not set out to study failure. Indeed, my initial intention was to 

examine the potential for workers to have the right to meaningful input into 

decision-making that matters to them and the organisation. This interest stemmed 

from my frustration at experiencing the inability to have opportunities for such 

meaningful input in the workplace.  

During my initial readings of the partnership literature, I noted a deficit of 

knowledge of how successful partnership is conducted and nurtured. I wanted to 

move beyond the conventional polarised perspectives that, on the one hand, focuses 

on the antagonistic features inherent in capital and labour relationships, and on the 

other hand, assumes the dominance of managerial agendas. I felt that contemporary 

research needed to look towards exploring the realities of models of workplace 

cooperation that endure, examining how and why it works. However, after 

observing several meetings of the partnership initiative, it became clear that 

something had shifted; what had initially been considered an example of a 

successful partnership by the parties was unfolding in an altogether different 

direction. As noted by Alvesson & Sandberg (2013), empirical data being produced 

in the research process can also function as a central source for research questions. 

A particular feature of doing observations longitudinally was that I was there to 
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observe failure and failings in the partnership unfold, this informed the amending 

of my focus towards failure. 

The longitudinal nature of my inquiry enabled me to capture the moment 

once the unravelling had taken place. Thus, I was able to conduct interviews that 

allowed me to build a picture of the generative nature of failure. As part of their 

roles, two senior GovServe participants were heavily involved in planning future 

employee voice efforts and as such their perspectives provide a rich seam of data 

for contemplating future partnership efforts. All of the union participants were 

interviewed following the end of the partnership initiative. I chose not to seek to re-

interview the first set of GovServe participants, some had been absorbed into other 

projects, while others had moved on to other organisations and I was reticent to 

attempt to track them down.  
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Table 6: Interview participants 

Semi-structured interviews 

Magnus- Delegate December 

2017 
Face to face 

Magnus- Organiser November 

2017 
Face to face 

Magnus- Organiser  November 

2017 
Face to face 

Magnus- Organiser November 

2017 
Face to face 

Magnus- Delegate November 

2017 
Telephone 

Magnus- Delegate November 

2017 
Telephone 

Magnus- Delegate November 

2017 
Face to face 

Novus- Chairman  November 

2017 
Face to face 

Novus- Vice-chair November 

2017 
Telephone 

Novus- Representative November 

2017 
Face to face 

GovServe- Senior adviser 

ER policy and 

remunerations team 

November 

2017 
Face to face 

GovServe- ER performance 

and remuneration manager 

November 

2017 
Face to face 

GovServe- Senior adviser 

organisational development 

team 

April 

2017 
Face to face 

GovServe- Senior adviser 

ER policy and 

remunerations team 

April 

2017 
Face to face 

GovServe- Senior HR 

adviser 

April 

2017 
Telephone 

GovServe- Senior HR 

business partner 

April 

2017 
Face to face 

Remuneration consultant April 

2017 
Face to face 

 

Of the 17 interviews that were conducted, 13 were face to face and one on 

one and took place in a setting of the interviewee’s choosing. The interviews were 

conducted over a range of 30-70 minutes. Some participants seemed keen to talk 

for over an hour about their experiences in the Working Group, while others kept 
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their answers shorter, whether due to time constraints caused by their work 

schedules or for other reasons I can only surmise. All interviewees, including the 

four interviews conducted via telephone, gave their consent to be audio-

recorded. Semi-structured face to face and telephone interviews were conducted 

with all participants in the cooperative labour-management initiative except for the 

union ER consultant who sadly met an untimely death just before the end of the 

initiative. In total, 17 interviews were conducted. The interviews produced 

approximately 13 hours of recordings which equated to 289 pages of transcript.  

Before commencing the interviews, I prepared a semi-structured interview 

protocol (Rabionet, 2011) that was used to stimulate discussion germane to 

addressing the research question. As events unfolded, I continued to develop the 

interview protocol thus garnering input from participants in what was a layering 

that added depth of understanding thus forming a reiterative process (Cunliffe & 

Karunanayake, 2013). However, while I would refer to the interview guide at times 

during interviews, I also followed the participants’ lead as they shaped the 

discussion, following their interests (Brinkman, 2013). As the open-ended nature 

of the questioning allowed participants to take the conversation in directions I had 

not anticipated, there was added depth to the data that may not have otherwise have 

transpired (Cunliffe & Karunanayake, 2013).  

Examples of semi-structured interview questions: 

Why is it important for [applicable organisation] to get involved in the initiative? 

Can you tell me about a time when it was working well? 

How did [applicable organisation] try to influence the work of the group? 

How do you think this kind of engagement could become embedded at [GovServe] 

What was surprising to you about this initiative? 

How do you think you might behave differently in the future in that kind of work? 
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What have you learned through being involved in this initiative? 

 

Professional paid transcriptionists were engaged to transcribe around half 

of the interview data verbatim. I transcribed the other half. All interview data were 

listened to on multiple occasions to help ensure the accuracy and integrity of the 

data since any inaudible words, errors, and omissions could be corrected (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). Listening to the recordings also helps one to develop a greater sense 

of familiarity with the data as well as deepen analysis as hesitations, laughter or 

sighs, for example, can carry meaning that may otherwise have been missed (Braun 

& Clarke, 2013).  

 

 Supplementary data: Documents.  

In addition to observations and semi-structured interviews, data also included 

documents that formed material artefacts (Madden, 2019). The analysis of pertinent 

documents is an accepted method of supplementing organisational ethnographic 

work, adding greater richness and depth of understanding (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2019). I also had some correspondence via email with a couple of 

participants, all of which formed part of the data set. Secondary data took the form 

of organisational documents, many of which were collected via open access on the 

internet before beginning field work. It is common in New Zealand for government 

departments to allow public access to a significant volume of documents, such as 

annual reports and policy documents. I was also able to freely access several of the 

agreement documents between GovServe and the two unions that underpinned the 

Working Group initiative. These were used to provide contextual information and 

are presented as a part of the Research Case section above.  
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Madden (2019) notes that the collection and reading of such relevant 

materials’ pre-field work is an essential aspect of ethnography. For example, it 

enables the researcher to enter the field alert to possible themes of relevance they 

may encounter. I also had access to some internal organisational documents such 

as project reports, surveys collected during Working Group meetings or that were 

emailed to me at my request. Unlike the observational and semi-structured 

interview data, the documents did not form a significant part of my analysis. 

Therefore, I have labelled them ‘supplementary data’ and have explained the 

process of collecting documents and given an account of them in the table below in 

the interests of transparency. 

Table 7: Summary of documents 

Secondary data: Documents 

GovServe Annual Reports 2016, 2017 

GovServe, Magnus, Novus Charter of Engagement 2015 

GovServe, Magnus, Novus Terms of Reference 2015 

Magnus Annual Reports 2016, 2017 

Magnus and Novus  
Report giving unions’ overview of Working 

Group July 2017 

Working Group  Online survey results 

Working Group Second online survey results 

 

Interpreting the data 

In this section, I outline and discuss the approaches I took to analyse the data. In 

this study, data analysis was carried out iteratively and reflexively (Yanow, 2012). 

Analysis commenced from the very early stages of data collection, continuing 

through transcription and writing up (Neuman, 2011). Research data was complex 

and multifaceted, involving texts from observation field notes, semi-structured 

interviews and secondary data from documents. A thematic analysis (Braun & 



97 

 

Clarke, 2006; Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012) was undertaken commensurate 

with the research’s social constructionist lens. 

Thematic analysis 

The data set was analysed by conducting a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006, 2013; Guest et al., 2012). Broadly, thematic analysis is a qualitative analysis 

method used as “a data reduction and analysis strategy by with qualitative data are 

segmented, categorised, summarised, and reconstructed in a way that captures the 

important concepts within the data set” (Ayres, 2008, p. 3).  

According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis can be used to 

generate two levels of themes: semantic or latent. While a latent theme is 

interpretative in nature as the researcher theorises the meanings and significance of 

the themes, the semantic approach is descriptive, a surface-level representation of 

what participants have said (Braun & Clarke, 2006). However, such a delineation 

is perhaps redundant as, according to King (2012), “it is debatable whether there is 

even such a clear distinction between descriptive and interpretive coding” (p. 429). 

In line with the interpretive and social constructionist nature of this research, data 

were analysed to produce latent themes.   

When applying thematic analysis, I broadly followed the six inter-

dependent phases described by Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarising oneself with 

the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining 

and naming themes, and producing the report. However, I did not adhere to the 

phases in a stepwise fashion. There is a recursive rather than linear nature to Braun 

and Clarke’s data analysis process that allows for better familiarity with and 

understanding of the data as one shifts iteratively between the phases (Guest et al., 

2012). 
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Typically, analysis of ethnographic material is a messy and complicated 

business with no standardised set of processes to follow (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2019; Humphreys & Watson, 2009; Madsen, 2019). As discussed above, my 

familiarisation with the data began during observations. As soon as possible 

following observations, I would write up my notes into a Word document. Doing 

so was the first step in beginning to familiarise me with the data (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2019; Emmerson et al., 2001). It was also a means of further interpreting 

what I had seen and heard that day, with analysis in the form of reflexive memoing 

and noting potential themes and connections. However, while I found the creation 

of documents useful, I found myself returning to my handwritten notes as part of 

the analysis process as they often contained scribbles, small drawings and doodles 

that were impossible to recreate in a Word document. There was also a tactile aspect 

to handling and looking through the notebooks that would at times trigger ideas and 

connections in the data that might otherwise have escaped me in a 2D form on a 

computer screen. I also familiarised myself with the interview data by repeatedly 

listening to the interview recordings as well as reading the transcripts multiple 

times.  

The initial coding generation was undertaken as an inductive analysis of the 

data set (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). This is in keeping with Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) approach as the inductive analysis is “a process of coding the data without 

trying to fit it into a pre-existing coding frame”; therefore, “inductive analysis is 

data driven” (p. 83). The coding framework was mainly arrived at inductively as 

data was read, re-read and coded. However, some initial categories for coding also 

emerged during the process of transcription, while others were from relevant 

literature.  
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It is important to pause at this point and acknowledge my role in the analysis 

and presentation of the findings. In keeping with the interpretive, constructionist stance, 

I do not claim this to be an objective process. Other researchers would doubtless glean 

different themes from explaining the data (Crotty, 1998). Within such a perspective, 

understandings of labour-management partnership and failure therein are co-created. 

There is no objective absolute truth or reality from which to make claims to absolute 

knowledge (Gergen, 2009; Hosking, 2011). Instead, I understand that there are multiple 

meanings of failure/failings and partnership in the minds of those who experience it, 

along with multiple possible interpretations of the data (Alvesson, 2011; Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2008). Therefore, what I offer in the following findings chapters is my 

understanding of the case informed by my own experiences and my interpretation of 

the co-created data gathered during the research and by theory.  

The computer work and hand work of ‘doing’ analysis.   

Initially, I attempted data analysis using what might be considered ‘old school’ 

techniques: printing out transcripts, field notes and documents, highlighting and 

underscoring the interesting parts and writing copious notes in the margins. It 

rapidly became the case that the sheer volume of pieces of paper and the 

complexities involved in making and keeping track of connections was an ordeal 

that looked, to me at least, daunting and unlikely to bear fruit in an efficient and 

timely manner (Guest et al., 2012). As is generally the case in qualitative research, 

I soon found myself swimming in a sea of data (Guest et al., 2012; Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2019; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The sense of being swamped, of 

wading in data is not uncommon, as Miles and Huberman (1994) noted, a 

fundamental challenge of qualitative research is engaging in a defendable and 

auditable process to transform “hundreds of pages of field notes to a final report” 

(p. 281). I was also mindful of my wasteful use of paper and printer ink as I found 
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myself reprinting new transcripts as I began the process of cleaning and reviewing 

(Ayers, 2008; Braun & Clarke, 2006) my coding.  

As my analysis progressed, my initial excitement at having gathered a 

considerable volume of rich data began to turn to feelings of panic at being 

overwhelmed. After consulting with several PhD candidates who were nearing 

completion, I decided to utilise computer-assisted qualitative analysis software 

(CAQDAS) in the form of NVivo to help me to manage the analysis of the data set. 

CAQDAS has been used by researchers across various fields, including business 

and management (e.g., Molecke & Pinkse, 2017; Wright & Nyberg, 2017) and 

organisation studies (e.g., Fischer, 2012; Garrett et al., 2017). I took advantage of a 

day course of NVivo training offered by the University of Auckland. The software 

package was also available free through the institution. In my experience, using 

NVivo to manage the data set proved to be a worthwhile investment of time and 

effort. However, the use of CAQDAS programs to assist with analysis is not without 

its potential problems and pitfalls, and one should be cognisant of how it may 

influence research practices and outputs (Woods et al., 2016). 

While computer software such as NVivo provides an excellent tool for data 

management and storage, it is, however, only a tool; the researcher does the work 

of analysis. As was highlighted by Barbour (2008), “whether doing manual or 

computer analysis, the conceptual journey you have to make is the same” (p. 195). 

Which is another way of saying that software does not do the analysis; the 

researcher does (Guest et al., 2012). Some critics suggest that CAQDAS can lead 

to researchers becoming distanced from their data through the mechanical processes 

it uses, thus reducing reflection and critical reading or that one could fall victim to 

“coding fetishism” (Richards, 2002, as cited in Bazeley, 2007, p. 9). In an attempt 
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to avoid such pitfalls and to look at the themes and codes generated when using 

NVivo differently, I continued to refer to the paper transcripts, also making use of 

techniques such as using whiteboards and pieces of A3 paper. I found that doing so 

helped facilitate creative processes of critical reading, reflection and 

experimentation, allowing me to see connections and test ideas that might otherwise 

have eluded me.  

Searching for themes in the data was a challenging part of the analysis and 

took some time. In the initial stages of coding, I generated a significant volume of 

codes. In doing so, I decontextualized slices of text and slotted them under a label 

that captured the essence of what I thought was going on in that slice. The size of 

the slice, in other words, code, ranged from as much as whole paragraphs to as little 

as single words. Sometimes I would rearrange chunks of text into different 

groupings to see how they might relate. Eventually, through trial, error and 

experimentation, I found that I had a sense of coherence in how some groupings 

related to one another, which gave me the licence to push on culling and bringing 

in close ‘relatives’ from adjacent groupings until I felt I had a solid sub-theme at 

play. At other times coherence was lacking, so I would sort codes into other 

groupings or place them to the side in a pile marked ‘miscellaneous’, some of which 

languished there while I brought others back into play.  

By this iterative process, I went about further refining the themes, re-

allocating codes or sub-themes, collapsing themes or splitting them up. Eventually, 

I whittled down the codes into a set of sub-themes nestled under three organising 

themes that broadly followed the chronology of the Working Group lifecycle. 

However, that is to imply some neat categorisation achieved. This is simply neither 

achievable, nor is it desirable. As mentioned, a feature of constructionist approaches 
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is that one produces latent themes; in other words, codes and themes are about 

interpretations rather than objective statements about what has been ‘found’ (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006; Guest et al., 2012). 

Ethical considerations 

Methodological and conceptual protocols were not the only considerations that 

informed this research; also, ethical concerns shaped each stage of the research 

process. As is universal in scholarly research, institutional research regulations 

must be adhered to, a significant portion of which may be centred around issues of 

consent, confidentiality and, where applicable, anonymity (Guillemin & Gillam, 

2004; Iphofen & Tolich, 2018).  

One aspect of this research's ethical considerations was dictated by the 

research regulations of the University of Auckland. Such principles are referred to 

by Guillemin and Gillam (2004) as “procedural ethics” (p. 263). As such, the 

research was conducted following the Guiding Principles for Conducting Research 

with Human Participants (University of Auckland, 2019) as prescribed by the 

University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee. For instance, as per 

the University of Auckland ethics guidelines, inclusion in the study was dependent 

on obtaining fully informed consent from each of the participants before the 

commencement of data collection. I produced a participant information sheet, 

which included an outline of the research aims, as well as a consent form that also 

conformed to the university guidelines. As part of engaging with participants in an 

ethical manner, time was allowed at the beginning of the interview for participants 

to read through the information, and an invitation was made for them to ask any 

questions to obtain more clarity where required (Mann, 2016). As well as featuring 
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it in the consent form, I also made sure to verbally highlight that taking part in the 

interview was completely voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time, and 

that they were free to disregard any questions they did not wish to answer. 

Participants were also made aware of their right to withdraw from the study without 

giving a reason. Upon completing the data collection and writing up of the 

interviews, participants who indicated on the consent form their wish to receive a 

copy of their interview transcript were emailed a copy. Following this, none of the 

participants expressed any concerns or queries regarding their interview.  

As was noted by Toy-Cronin (2018), New Zealand is a relatively small 

country in terms of population, a fact that has implications regarding anonymity. 

For example, within the population - currently just topping five million - the 

numbers who work in the public sector are low. The number of people working in 

GovServe and the two unions lower still. Drilling down even further, the number 

who were in the Working Group figure 18 participants; each sub-group fielded 4-6 

individuals. Therefore, another ethical consideration that impacted the research was 

the need to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of each of the participants. 

 Saunders, Kitzinger and Kitzinger (2015) note that oftentimes in academic 

literature, there is a conflation of the notions of confidentiality and anonymity. They 

go on to define confidentiality as “a generic term that refers to all information that 

is kept hidden from everyone except the primary research team” (emphasis in 

original, Saunders et al., 2015, p. 617), which was the case with all data gathered in 

this research. Further, Saunders et al. (2015) define the notion of anonymity as one 

aspect of confidentiality in that secrecy is also applied to participants’ identities. 

Although, as was highlighted by Traianou (2014), “anonymity is a matter of degree. 

In being referred to in research reports, people are not either identifiable or 
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anonymous. Rather, their identities will be more or less difficult to recognise by 

different audiences” (p. 65). Meaning that there will be times when providing 

anonymity for participants “may not succeed in preventing their being recognised 

by some people” (Taianou, 2014, p. 65). In light of this, every effort has been made 

to leave out details that would make individuals identifiable. Direct quotes are given 

a simple code and pseudonyms have been used in the data presented in vignettes 

within the findings chapters. 

Reflexivity. 

Critical reflexivity, in constructionist terms, means the “attempt to place one’s 

premises into question, to suspend the ‘obvious,’ to listen to alternative framings of 

reality, and to grapple with the comparative outcomes of multiple standpoints” 

(Gergen, 2008, p. 13). Similarly, Cunliffe (2011) challenges the researcher to 

examine their assumptions, continually questioning how we make sense of others' 

experiences and what we choose to include and exclude. This is echoed by Alvesson 

who states that “the researcher is part of the social world that is studied and this 

calls for exploration and self-examination” (2011, p. 106). Therefore, reflecting on 

my assumptions, values, convictions, and bias is a critical aspect of doing research, 

as Burr (2015, p. 158) contends one’s “own history and biography” shapes the 

research.   

I come to the research informed by my own social, cultural and historical 

contexts. I was brought up and educated in Scotland, the daughter of a union shop 

steward. I worked for a time in the New Zealand public health system, and my 

experiences as a health professional and as a member of a public sector union are 

bound to influence my thinking (Alvesson, 2011). In order to develop awareness, I 
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kept a diary as a way of monitoring my thoughts and feelings as the research 

progressed, tracking how my assumptions and bias may have been impacting the 

research (Nadin & Cassell, 2006).  

Another pertinent aspect of reflexivity that bears reiterating here was raised 

by Johnstone (2014), who noted that “conceptual and theoretical debates” put 

forward by advocates and critics of partnership alike “influence the way in which 

we interpret the empirical evidence on partnership and in particular the extent to 

which such analyses focus upon interpreting the evidence as ‘partial success’ or 

‘partial failure’” (p. 323). As such, I am mindful of my own advocacy of partnership 

relations and the influence that may have on how I interpret the data.  

  

Limitations 

The methods utilised in this study were not, of course, without their limitations. For 

example, while the case study approach is relatively common in qualitative research 

(Simons, 2009), it is not without its issues. As was highlighted by Merriam (2009), 

traditional issues with qualitative case studies revolve around concerns over their 

validity, reliability and generalisability. Of such concerns, it is perhaps those aimed 

at questioning the generalisability of qualitative case study research that is most 

often argued (Flyvbjerg, 2006). A response to such arguments is offered by Stake 

(2005), who purports that the purpose is “not to represent the world but to represent 

the case” (Stake, 2005, p. 460). Flyvbjerg (2006) advances a similar argument, 

emphasising that it is not generalisability which is crucial to qualitative case study 

research, nor endeavours to prove it. Rather, Flyvbjerg (2006) identifies the core of 

the matter as depending on the explication of the case and how it is chosen 
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(Flyvbjerg, 2006). The case study selection rationale and a description of how I 

accessed the site that follows provides that explication.  

Criticisms of the interview method have been noted by many scholars. For 

instance, Bryman and Bell (2011) observe that the fleeting nature of the contact 

achieved during the time it takes to conduct an interview, as well as the possible 

reluctance of interviewees to discuss or indeed recollect decision making that 

evolves as part of a social process, are just two of the weaknesses of the interview 

method. In a similar vein, Alvesson and Ashcraft (2012) highlight that interview 

accounts may be representations of a ‘truth’ that the interviewee wants to 

communicate, perhaps one that shows them in what they consider to be a more 

favourable light. As Silverman argues, accounts should be treated “not as true or 

false but as socially constructed narratives” (2013, p. 47). Further, in challenging 

the assumption that the knowledge produced in interviews is even useful, Kvale 

(2008, p. 143) argues that “interview knowledge is not collected, but produced 

between interviewer and interviewee, and the meanings constructed in the 

interaction are again restructured throughout the later stages of an interview 

inquiry”. 

Summary of methodology 

This chapter has explained and justified the choice of methodology and research 

methods applied to the current study of the generative nature of failure in labour-

management partnership. First, I described my philosophical position. The 

relational ontological stance was described, and my social constructionist 

epistemological position was elucidated on. An interpretive constructionist lens 

offers a particular perspective for questioning how participants in labour-
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management partnership make sense of failings and failure and how that informs 

their attitudes and ideas towards future cooperative efforts. Methodologically, this 

foregrounds the importance of paying attention to the multiplicity of understandings 

participants have with an emphasis on interactional and relational dimensions of 

cooperation and, therefore, the utility and importance of engaging in multiple 

modes of inquiry: observations and semi-structured interviews. This chapter 

described the research case, including the organisation, participants and partnership 

initiative. Also, a discussion of thematic analysis was given. I have also discussed 

how the research was conducted in an ethical manner and outlined some of the 

limitations of the methods used in this study.  

In the following three chapters, I present empirical data and analyses.  
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Chapter Six   Findings 1: Genesis of the 

partnership space 

Introduction to findings 

The three findings chapters are organised around overarching themes echoing the 

chronology of the initiative. This lends itself to creating a loose narrative of the 

initiative that allows for addressing the research questions in turn.  

The first findings chapter, ‘Genesis of the partnership space’, presents data 

and analysis addressing the research question ‘How do the participants make sense 

of the manifold motivations and objectives of partnership?’. Participants 

recollections tell of how the parties and individuals worked to form the 

collaborative group. The sub-themes are cultivating legitimacy, grappling with 

trust, and realising “a different way of working”. The chapter ends with my 

impression of how subtle and nuanced interactional and relational work nurtured 

the partnership.  

The second findings chapter, ‘Gradual unravelling of the partnership space’, 

chiefly addresses the research question: ‘How do the participants make sense of the 

challenges, tensions and obstacles in the partnership that bring about failure?’ In 

doing so, we can explore how, through a dynamic of gradual unravelling, the 

Working Group ended in partial failure. I set the scene by providing a brief snapshot 

and analysis of how the Working Group had gone from creating a cooperative 

practice space to concrete action.  

The final findings chapter, ‘Learning for partnership: The ‘work’ of failure’, 

presents data and analysis that explores ideas and attitudes relating to the different 
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learnings that came from the nubs of failure. In doing so, it addresses the remaining 

research question, ‘How do does that inform their ideas and attitudes towards future 

labour-management partnership endeavours?’  

 Cultivating legitimacy  

The data suggested that establishing a sense of legitimacy for the Working Group 

was important. Here, legitimacy is used to mean the willingness of participants to 

acknowledge and accept the motivations and goals of their own and other parties 

and how they perceive the appropriateness of the partnership processes. Such 

perceptions sit within a socially constructed system of beliefs, values and norms 

that create an understanding of the appropriateness of others' actions.  

The following section illustrates how legitimacy for the cooperative 

endeavour was gained through a mutual commitment from the most senior levels 

of each party and understandings of the various motivations and rationales given 

for involvement as well as the motives ascribed to others.  

Mutual commitment 

The data reveals that no single party was behind the push for a labour-management 

collaborative initiative. For instance, according to one senior GovServe participant, 

the proposal for a partnership initiative evolved from thinking in the “Strategic 

Engagement Forum” comprised of people at the “very highest level” of GovServe 

and the unions. Further, “that group collectively got to realise that lower down the 

environment was declining, was in decline” (GovServe actor #7), in the words of 

the participant, that drove the GovServe chief executive to seek a “much more 

positive environment”.  The participant went on to explain that the reason for the 
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collaborative initiative was “not so much the working party but the desire to 

actually improve the relationship with our unions”.  Therefore, for GovServe, 

involvement was: 

 “[…] seen as an opportunity to rebuild the relationship, especially 

with the [Magnus] but also with [Novus], that had been damaged […] 

and we thought that part of rebuilding the relationship with both 

unions might be to work, find out a way on a fairly major topic, to 

work cooperatively and positively to try and build something new” 

(GovServe actor #7). 

As was highlighted in the literature review, a key motivation for management 

to engage in labour-management partnership is the desire to improve or indeed 

reconstruct their relationship with unions. The above quote illustrates the point that, 

while the joint working group was ostensibly focused on achieving labour-

management co-design of new remuneration, performance and recognition systems, 

the collaborative initiative was also designed to answer the question of how to repair 

what had become an increasingly dysfunctional relationship with the unions. 

As alluded to above, it was also the desire of senior union figures to create a 

better labour-management relationship. Magnus has a considerable track record of 

promoting various iterations of partnership and greater levels of direct employee 

voice in the workplace. A leader of one of the unions expressed their commitment 

to persisting with cooperation by highlighting that,  

“[…] we know there can be huge benefits when management is 

willing, and our members are willing to enter into it wholeheartedly 

and to build those trusts […] we know what's possible” (Union actor 

#11).  

Another sign of commitment were decisions taken by each of the parties to 

bring on-board people from outside of the parties. Engaging third party consultants 

can be construed as an overt expression of commitment due to several factors such 

as the financial investment required and the acknowledgement that the involvement 
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of a neutral party is likely to help foster cooperative working.  A facilitator and a 

remuneration consultant were funded by GovServe, and a Magnus organiser with 

significant experience in labour-management collaboration was funded by Magnus. 

Novus also had an outside person join them for the Working Group: an employment 

relations consultant who had a long-running relationship with the union. The 

influence of those individuals is covered in later sections. 

The commitment from the unions and management at the “highest levels” 

examined in this section highlights legitimacy as a precarious, continual 

accomplishment. Therefore, the serious efforts made by those at the “highest levels” 

to signal their desire to engage had the effect of laying the foundations upon which 

the legitimacy of the Working Group was established.  

Multiple motivations, rationales and intent 

How the participants understood the motivations, rationales and intent of their own 

and other parties was a pivotal factor in the cultivation of legitimacy required to 

underpin and bolster the Working Group's very existence. A significant aspect of 

which sees many participants locating the partnership undertaking within broader 

organisational strategy efforts that reveal multiple interests and ambitions. 

In a link to the legitimacy afforded by a mutual commitment from the most 

senior levels of each party, further legitimacy for the collaboration was described 

by a GovServe team member who noted that the Department had been actively 

pursuing creating a different culture, one that sought to shift the prevailing 

environment from “guarded” and “risk averse” towards being more “open and 

trusted”. Therefore, the collaborative initiative was intended to be a part of that 

shift:  
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“I guess because we're risk averse, we haven't come from, I don't 

know if you know much about the cultural work that we are trying to 

do, but it is really trying to shift us as an organisation from being risk 

averse to being risk tolerant and actually guarded to being open and 

trusted.  And we've, we are currently well down on the one scale and 

we want to be at the other.  It's a massive shift, so I guess we're 

heading slowly on that pathway, so all this is just part of that” 

(GovServe actor #6). 

Further, the GovServe team member noted that creating a culture change that 

led to improving the relationship with the unions was not the sole aim of GovServe 

pursuing partnership. The data reveals that it was also considered a way of 

developing a better relationship with the workforce as a whole: 

“Within that, there's also a key thing of actually trying to shift the 

relationship we do have with our people, and as part of that the 

relationship we have with our unions, by trying to engage heavily 

throughout the process.  So that's I guess in essence what I was trying 

to do.  Performance and pay in particular and to a lesser extent 

recognition, but very very sort of dear to the hearts and minds of our 

people and certainly to our unions” (GovServe actor #6).  

Threaded through the previous two quotes, in for instance phrases such as 

“we are currently well down on the one scale and we want to be at the other”,  

“actually trying to shift the relationship we have with our people” and “dear to the 

hearts and minds of our people and certainly to our unions” is the 

acknowledgement of serious issues at play in GovServe.  Echoing such concerns, a 

concrete example of the push behind GovServe’s seeking ways to improve their 

relationship with employees was underscored by a series of department-wide 

employee engagement reviews and surveys revealing discontent, according to one 

union participant, “[…] engagement results and survey results that showed that 

something had to change, it wasn’t working” (Union actor #6). 

The following quote, from a senior GovServe participant, echoes the 

preceding motivations while further expanding on the organisation’s ambitions: 
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“I think it's the longer, the bigger investment we're trying to make, so 

at the end of this, we wanted to have, you know, new performance, 

recognition and pay systems, […] ideally ones that had been co-

designed and we're all comfortable with because of the role that they 

play in our organisation and you know… better chance of 

success.  And we wanted a new pay system that was going to get 

ratified.  And through all this, we wanted a stronger relationship, 

generally, and in the context of going through significant org change, 

well, we had to work together constructively in other forum” 

(GovServe actor #4). 

The above quote describes a highly complex set of ambitions that are a 

response to what is a highly complex climate. Ambitions that included the desire to 

co-design remuneration, performance and recognition systems to reduce the 

possibility of their creating friction, to simplify the next round of bargaining, build 

a stronger relationship with the unions, and, arguably the most compelling of these, 

was the aspiration to smooth the path of “significant org change” which thus 

necessitated having “to work together constructively in other forum” one of which 

being the Working Group. Such goals, coupled with the wish to promote a culture 

shift and improve relations with employees discussed above, paints a broad picture 

of GovServe having acknowledged that they faced and were attempting to tackle 

some serious issues. Therefore, committing to engaging in the collaboration signals 

a serious effort to address some of the complex issues that the department faced, 

thus adding a sense of legitimacy to the endeavour.  

Shifting to the perspective of the union participants and how they understood 

the multiple motivations, rationales and intents around the collaboration, one senior 

union participant suggested that their union’s engagement in the partnership 

initiative served “multiple purposes”. Firstly, it was the chance to take the 

opportunity to bring to bear a union point of view that challenged “the prevailing 

philosophy around performance pay”. Secondly, it was to demonstrate that a joint 

union-management approach was “actually the far preferred way of resolving 
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complex things in the workplace” ultimately meaning that “you will actually get an 

outcome” furthermore, it would be “an outcome that is sustainable”.  In several 

respects this perspective echoes those professed by GovServe participants above, 

the exception being a union aspiration to challenge “the prevailing philosophy 

around performance pay”, a topic that proved to be controversial, as will be shown 

in the following findings chapter.   

Most union participants characterised involvement in the joint working group 

as a key opportunity for the unions to exert influence over management decision 

making. However, there were also more fundamental drivers. As was voiced by one 

union participant, at the most basic level, union involvement in remuneration issues 

is at the heart of why workers join unions: it is “what our members expect of us, so 

that’s what they pay their subs for” (Union actor #10). Similarly, another union 

participant explained that, between both the unions, they represented a significant 

number of workers in GovServe: 

“Well representing the membership of 4,000 people between 

[Magnus] and [Novus…]. Obviously, the unions are responsible for 

the membership and to get the best terms and conditions for its 

members, so that’s, I mean at the core of it that’s why we were 

involved” (Union actor #8). 

The participant went on to allude to Magnus’s track record of involvement in 

actively engaging with management to influence organisational change and the 

union’s desire to continue to do so: “historically we have been and we want to see 

ourselves involved in that space moving forward so…” (Union actor #8). This point 

was echoed by another union participant who stated that: “we have obligations to 

our members I guess that drives whatever it is we do, that top-level engagement 

that we engage in with [GovServe] is something that we’ve valued all the way 

along” (Union actor #9). 
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The chance to influence management decision making regarding the new 

remuneration system's design was a significant motivation.  Under the terms of the 

2013 MUCA, the final shape of the remuneration was to be put to union members 

for ratification. So this provided a key driver for the unions to work in collaboration 

with GovServe: 

“If we’re not in there, we can’t influence the outcomes of from the 

members perspective on how that should be. So, if [GovServe] went 

and designed the REM system themselves, that would have been 

belonged to [GovServe…]. Because it was something that was going 

into the collective agreement we needed to have ownership and 

partnership of developing that together because we wanted to take 

that back out to the members and put it into the collective 

agreement”(Union actor #2). 

The above quote describes legitimacy for the collaboration as dependent on 

the unions having a sense of ownership over the new remuneration system. This 

point links to how one union participant characterised union involvement not only 

in terms of wanting to be able to influence GovServe’s decision making around 

remuneration, performance and recognition, but it was also stressing the importance 

of being seen to be doing so: 

“We need outcomes and we need to be able to show our members that 

we’ve been involved at a high level and that we’re a party to the 

actual outcomes that are reached, not just having something delivered 

to us, so the actual need to be engaged is really important, really 

important. I think the other side of that is ensuring that people can see 

what it is their unions are doing on their behalf” (Union actor #9).  

Thus, the legitimacy of the collaboration for the unions was constructed 

through the aspiration to achieve multiple goals: fulfilling the basic union function 

of working in the interests of members; achieving visibility of union work; having 

a seat at the “high level” table; a sense of ownership of co-designed systems; 

ratification of new systems to ease the next round of bargaining; and gaining 

concrete involvement and a sense of agency in organisational decision making.  



116 

 

Establishing the collaboration's legitimacy such that it satisfied the various 

parties involved is only one facet of developing a productive collaborative space; 

another is creating a sense of trust. The following sub-theme reveals how some 

participants went from mistrust to trust. 

Grappling with trust 

By the term ‘grappling with trust’, I mean the effortful nature of the work 

experienced by some participants in bringing some measure of trust into reality. 

While most participants spoke of the legitimacy of the collaboration as underpinned 

by the mutual commitment of those at the most senior levels and through their 

understanding of the drivers for involvement, nevertheless, there were trust 

concerns. All participants in their interviews remarked, to greater or lesser degrees, 

on the importance trust played in the Working Group.  To help illustrate how trust 

was grappled into being in the Working Group, it is useful to explore how the 

participants described the climate of trust that was in play at the outset of the 

Working Group initiative. 

 

Climate of trust 

The data shows that, at the commencement of the Working Group, trust was not at 

a level conducive to a fruitful union-management collaboration. As one senior 

union participant succinctly put it: “It took a while because there was the history of 

not trusting one another” (Union actor #2).  

According to the data, past attitudes and social interactions had produced 

the effect of inculcating within some of the union participants who were delegates 

a sense of profound distrust of GovServe management. For example, a senior 
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GovServe participant noted that “[…] past behaviours […] they had informed sort 

of mistrust in the relationship.  Past individual and collective baggage around how 

the systems had or hadn't worked” (GovServe actor #4). The “systems” that are 

being alluded to here are in part related to the ways in which the performance of 

GovServe workers was rated, of whom union delegates are of course a part. The 

use of the term “individual and collective baggage” seems to be an oblique 

reference to the deteriorating relationship between the unions and management that 

was highlighted as one of the drivers behind GovServe’s desire to engage in a 

collaboration. 

Another way some senior GovServe managers referred to what they perceived 

as the deficit of trust shown, primarily by some of the union participants at the 

outset of the Working Group, was by the phrase “legacy trust issues”. The language 

used here is interesting, using the term ‘trust issues’ to denote mistrust and the 

possible reasons for it, and the use of the notion of it being a “legacy” is revealing. 

While it arguably demonstrates a perspective similar to that of “baggage”, there is 

a nuanced distinction underpinning its usage. It is the characterisation of those 

union individuals carrying “baggage” juxtaposed with the notion of inheritance that 

underpins the phrase “legacy trust issues”. Therein lies a subtle difference in 

perspective: on the one hand, “baggage” places ownership of the lack of trust onto 

the individual, the implication being that they can choose if they so wish to set 

baggage aside. Whereas on the other hand, the phrase “legacy trust issues” 

characterises that same lack of trust as something that has been inherited by the 

manager. In such an understanding, the element of choice is absent, and 

consequently, any fault lies with others. Arguably, this absolves the GovServe 

participants from blame as it shifts the blame to lie with past social interactions and 
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attitudes, thus creating a type of buffer between the present and the past. Such an 

attitude can be detected in the following quotes from two GovServe managers: 

“I’m quite willing to entertain any idea and to genuinely look at 

whether or not it's worth following up on, whereas for the [Magnus] 

delegates who to be fair hadn't had a very good experience of being a 

delegate within [GovServe], in terms of how they're treated by 

managers, that their performance as a delegate isn't always taken into 

account when we're considering their performance which leads to a 

pay increase.  So, we don't do that well, and we still don't do it all that 

well. So, while the words were yes, this is a positive working group 

and we'll trust each other and all the rest of it, I knew that underneath, 

there wasn't as much trust […]” (GovServe actor #7).  

“I think some of it comes from the culture of the [Magnus].  I think it 

comes from the org [Magnus], and I think some of it comes from the 

nature of the people that internally represent their members in the 

[Magnus], because they've been in the institution, they've been in 

[GovServe] a long time.  They have seen things that have been done 

badly, and so rather than I think some of them, because I don't want to 

tar all of them with the same brush, but some of them come with that, I 

can't, they can't draw a line in the sand, go what were the learnings 

from it, what can I take, how could we do things differently and move 

forward?  Rather, they just go look back in the rear vision mirror 

[…]” (GovServe actor #2).  

The quotes reveal a sense of tribal positionings in how both managers 

delineate between ‘us and them’. The first quote does so by creating a comparison 

that depicts ‘self’ as openminded and eager to engage and ‘other’ as mistrustful and 

dissembling. The second quote speaks to the perceived deficiencies of some union 

participants. Both quotes also allude to the “baggage” of mistrust by 

acknowledging a history of poor treatment as a possible reason for the deficit of 

trust shown by several union participants from the Working Group's outset. The 

focus on the Magnus participants is perhaps reflective of, as was highlighted by one 

union participant during a casual conversation, “we have a high proportion of 

members in lower paid positions. They need us to fight for them”. This particular 

union participant, who had been a Magnus delegate for many years, spoke of how 

they found their job stressful at times “all I seem to hear about is problems!”, but 
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that the manager they now have is supportive, unlike past managers where they 

experienced “what felt like constant negativity and obstruction”. 

A different perspective is visible in the way one union participant spoke of 

the ‘baggage’ of past grievances not being limited to the union-management 

relationships, but also that there was inter-union lingering resentment at play also: 

“[…] there has been a lot of baggage between [Magnus] and [Novus] and even with 

[Magnus] and [GovServe], and there are, some people in that room who have been 

around a very long time and they hold grudges […]” (Union actor #1). 

Interestingly, there were no participants who spoke explicitly about whether 

those in the management team harboured trust issues at the outset of the Working 

Group. However, as will be shown in the following section, when it came to 

attempting to build trust across the Working Group, the management team also 

required some encouragement to let their guard down. 

 

Fostering trust 

Between the encumbrance of ‘baggage’ and ‘legacy trust issues’, the potential for 

the Working Group ending before it had gotten going can be seen in the fault line 

of trust described above. As such, there was a degree of recognition across all 

parties that, to proceed with the work in a spirit of genuine collaboration, would 

require a concerted effort made to build higher levels of trust. For instance, one 

senior union participant stressed the importance of trust in the Working Group's 

operation. The senior union participant described how they had actively tried to 

shift the other participants’ perceptions towards a more trusting outlook, which they 

identified as being fundamental to effective partnership working:  
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“The conversation around trust, I had to go and have the conversation 

with the delegates and go look, you've got baggage with them, we 

have to put that aside and go in with the… a clean slate and go let's 

give this a go and see how it goes.  If you keep having the baggage 

that won't work, so it was a conversation, ‘go drop it and try it’” 

(Union actor #2).  

The comments above illustrate two key points. Firstly, that the union 

participant’s visible lack of trust was diagnosed as forming an obstacle, hampering 

the possibility of progress. Secondly, there is the assumption that it is possible for 

people who have had negative experiences to decide to set aside knowledge gained 

from experience. These points were reiterated by the senior union participant who 

went on to give an example of how they had had to petition one of the senior 

GovServe participants, as according to the participant, the lack of trust was not 

restricted to union participants: 

“I had the same conversation with [a senior GovServe participant] 

going, look we have to put everything aside, and go we want to work 

this way, we want to work in partnership, you know? We want high 

engagement, we want people to have honest conversations, so we all 

have to agree that's the way we're going to behave, this is a different 

group to what's sitting outside” (Union actor #2). 

The senior union participant’s perspective also reveals an understanding of 

trust as something that needed to be established and nurtured across all the groups 

involved in the partnership initiative by in effect creating a ‘clean slate’ silo in 

which the Working Group could exist and potentially thrive. 

In an echo of the above sentiments, the notion of a ‘clean slate’ was put 

forward by several other union participants, and it appears that some attempted to 

do just that. For example, one union participant described how: “[…] we had a 

clean slate […] we were all equal and we were all bringing our experience into it 

and building it together” (Union actor #6). Similarly, another union participant 

recounted describing the Working Group to union members as a joint working 
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group in which: “[…] we're all coming together with a blank sheet of paper and 

fresh ideas and looking to jointly solve a problem” (Union actor #3).  These quotes 

demonstrate that, to some extent, the group was successful in achieving higher 

levels of trust between the parties. However, the question of how some participants 

reportedly attained a sense of the collaboration as representing a “clean slate” is 

intriguing. Does it mean that they were able to put aside any lingering sense of 

mistrust they may have had in anticipation of potential benefits of involvement in 

the Working Group? Or it may merely signal a desire for a more positive working 

environment.  The following section examines how the Working Group went about 

attempting to work in a different way. 

Realising ‘a different way of working’ 

The legitimacy of the Working Group was also enhanced by how the participants 

intentionally worked together. The sub-theme of realising “a different way of 

working” emerged from the participants acknowledging that there was a 

requirement to shift from the adversarial behaviours that had commonly been 

employed in collective bargaining towards more collaborative behaviours.  

Part of what underpinned the Working Group's legitimacy and allowed a 

greater sense of trust to develop was that it was not bargaining. What enabled the 

shift was two-fold: firstly, by explicitly marking the space as cooperative, not 

bargaining, and secondly by utilising the facilitator to unlearn/relearn particular 

behaviours. A union participant observed that “[…] taking it out of the bargaining 

context and having a working group, it allowed for a very different approach, 

without that adversarial bargaining element being involved during the design 

phase” (Union actor #3). Similarly, another union participant recounted how the 
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facilitator had been instrumental in shifting the Working Group as a whole away 

from ingrained antagonistic interactions and towards a different way of working: 

“[…] you’ve basically got to be able to get over where we’ve come from in the past, 

this is something new and he broke down those barriers to allow us to effectively 

communicate” (Union actor #8). In this sentiment, the participant echoes the point 

made above about the need to put aside historical grievances and go forward with 

the presumption of a ‘clean slate’. The union participant went on to describe how,  

“[GovServe] came into it I think more than unions with a “this is 

what we want in this agreement”, old school bargaining approach to 

it, even though they were as much as us wanting a full working group, 

but there were a couple of times he [the facilitator] just shut them 

down, was able to make them reflect on what we were trying to do and 

get us to move on” (Union actor #8). 

This quote reveals how there needed to be a concerted effort, reinforced by 

the facilitator, to shift towards an approach to collaborative working that eschewed 

customary “old school bargaining”. One aspect of how the legitimacy conferred by 

“a different way of working” was achieved by the facilitator's presence. The two 

phrases “he just shut them down” and “make them reflect on what we were trying 

to do”, for example, reveal how entrenched habits and social interactions needed to 

be broken down in order to begin working in a different way. While the facilitator, 

who was highly experienced in employment relations and HR, having worked for 

many years as an advocate and consultant in New Zealand industry and the public 

sector, clearly played a significant role in this. As mentioned above, three others 

had been brought into the group who were also influential in shaping the 

collaboration.  

The first, a Magnus organiser who was brought in by the union as a way to 

try and influence the Working Group by dint of her significant experience and skill 
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in collaborative working, which was widely recognised by many participants across 

all parties. The following quote from one of the Novus participants provides a 

typical example,  

“[…] she was really good, […] she had that pragmatic approach as 

well, but she also brought a lot of experience and was able to provide 

that reasoning, sound reasoning base […] and that was always really 

useful in being able to move things along and keep the conversations 

going […]” (Union actor #3). 

As the above quote illustrates, the Magnus organiser’s pragmatism, 

experience and the sense of dynamism she brought to the work were highly valued 

by many in the Working Group. The second, an employment relations consultant 

on the Novus team, was spoken of in very similar terms and had worked closely 

with the Magnus organiser on several occasions previously. He also had several 

decades of experience in labour-management relations and had a history of 

involvement in cooperative endeavours, and brought a wealth of knowledge to the 

group. 

The third person brought on board was the remuneration consultant hired to 

provide remuneration expertise to all three parties. As a part of the hiring process, 

the two unions were involved in the selection and conducted interviews to assess 

the candidates' suitability. As can be seen in the following quotes, the consultant 

was perceived as being a trusted and neutral figure: 

  “[xxxx] with his knowledge was really good, and he’s been referred 

to as Switzerland. And him and [the Magnus organiser] were really 

quite good neutral people that brought some questioning of thinking 

into it […]” (Union actor #6). 

“[…] he gained the trust of people because he understood and 

actually understood everybody's issues and got it to the point where 

people were talking, so he made it comfortable for people to do that” 

(Union actor #4). 
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  The notion of neutrality is interesting here. As a GovServe participant 

pointed out, “Well we were the ones that are actually employing him […]” before 

going on to say that “[…] he is actually an ex [GovServe] staff member.  He actually 

used to be the manager of our team, going back about three or four years.  Now the 

unions absolutely knew this […] they had dealt with him previously […]” 

(GovServe actor #3). It is interesting that despite what might conceivably have been 

construed as setting up a potential clash of loyalties, the unions decided to agree to 

hire the consultant and subsequently spoke of him at times as being a neutral figure. 

Similarly, the perception that the Magnus organiser was also a neutral figure 

while in the employ of the union is interesting. It indicates that people can move 

beyond tribal groupings or hold them aside in order to trust based on experiences 

in the room as well as personal dynamics. Or maybe it was the case that, for people 

to attempt to shift their thinking from mistrust towards trusting and as a way of 

bolstering the legitimacy of the collaboration, they required a buffer between parties 

such as would be offered by a sense of neutrality.   

As well as the influence of outside people, another aspect that augmented the 

legitimacy of the collaboration and conceivably influenced trust relations was that 

the environment for ‘doing things differently’ was in part underpinned by the broad 

changes that were underway across the whole of GovServe. The desire of GovServe 

to smooth the path of significant organisational change was revealed above. 

Concerning that goal, a senior GovServe participant stated that,  

“Look I think [organisational change] is a big motivator or excuse to 

do it different. You know we're pushing, not pushing the envelope in a 

really naïve dangerous way, but I think we're doing quite different 

stuff on a range of fronts and it's a bit of licence to think differently 

than we might normally do” (GovServe actor #4).  
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The “licence to think differently” identified by the GovServe participant in 

the quote above is a notion that neatly captures the shift in thinking that was 

required to put aside the types of attitudes and interactions that were habitually 

engaged in during bargaining and quotidian union-management relations to pursue 

‘a different way of working’.  

The following quote from a senior GovServe participant reflects how the 

different way of working together was visible, 

 “I think through those early conversations when we took that step, 

from concept to detailed design and then we found through one of the 

sessions that the design we all had in mind, wasn't going to work, so 

there was this openness, sort of just naturally, organically flowed in 

the conversations, openness to, you know, what are we going to do 

about this?” (GovServe actor #4). 

The above quote contains an emphasis on the togetherness of the Working 

Group, as evidenced by the question “what are we going to do about this?”. The 

description by the participant uses words such as ‘naturally’, ‘organically flowed’, 

and ‘openness’ reveals a sense of ease and comfort felt in the collaboration at that 

point in time.  

A different perspective is discernible in the following quote from a senior 

union participant who describes the ways in which the Working Group had, at one 

point, succeeded in engendering higher levels of trust as well as bolstering the 

legitimacy of the union-management collaboration:  

“You know so there was that real feeling that yes people have that 

high trust and they're really, actually ready to explore things so it's 

not, completely non-positional. It's, we are open to saying, ‘what can 

work here?’ Obviously in that situation, you don't give away what you 

think is important, but what you actually are able to do is say, let's 

explore things […]” (GovServe actor #7).   
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The trust that was engendered through attempts to cultivate a non-

judgemental atmosphere and the genuine sense that it was a ‘different way of 

working’ lends further legitimacy to the collaboration. 

While it seemed that for some participants, there was an atmosphere of greater 

trust, there were some who, of course, voiced cynicism. The following comments 

can be construed as implying that, from the perspective of several union 

participants, there was a questioning of whether GovServe were sincere in 

collaborating in genuine co-creation of the new remuneration, performance and 

recognition systems:  

 “[…] they always pushed to see if they could just do, you know, what 

they wanted to do.” (Union actor #4).  

“I mean we sort of had the impression that they had a preconceived 

idea of what it was gonna’ look like, anyway.” (Union actor #7). 

“[…] it was quite frustrating, a couple of times we thought we were 

getting fairly well down the line and next thing someone would jump 

in from the main group, and put a bit of a kybosh on things and they'd 

send us back and do it all again.  And we didn't really know that that 

was entirely the right way that things should be done. [Me- which 

group did that?] “GovServe” (Union actor #10). 

The above quotes reveal a belief that GovServe had perhaps approached the 

work of the collaborative initiative with an undisclosed agenda regarding their 

preferred outcomes and also reflects on the union’s actor’s enduring reticence. They 

also illustrate a lack of trust that the GovServe team were actually committed to 

genuine collaboration.  

When the legitimacy of the collaboration and some sense of mutual trust were 

established, it enabled attempts to work differently. Empirical data is now presented 

in Vignette 1, which highlights the dynamics of trust and legitimacy in the initiative 

and shows how the parties engaged in ‘a different way of working’. The vignette is 
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offered to illustrate an example of how the notions of legitimacy and trust played 

out in Working Group meetings when the productive space that had been built was 

one in which mutual trust and the legitimacy of the collaboration flourished.  

Vignette 1: ‘it is a collaborative effort’ 

Pseudonyms used:  

Unions: Frankie, Megan, Janis, Elaine.  

GovServe: Louise, Chris, Kiri, David. 

The group had been discussing a timeline for the release of information to 

GovServe employees via a page dedicated to the work of the Working Group on 

the organisation’s intranet. Referring to the agenda that had been emailed prior to 

the meeting, Kiri noted that, “I have put in the request from [Magnus] on making 

sure the ‘story’ makes it clear that the joint Working Group has unions’ input 

too—it is a collaborative effort”. This sparked a general discussion around the 

formatting of information for employees on the web page, how they might make it 

interesting to look at and read. There seemed to be a form of what could be 

termed ‘gentle negotiation’ around the table. There were soft voices, humour, and 

suggestions from all groups - a kind of uncomplicated to and fro of ideas - with 

them eventually reaching consensus on simplification of delivery of information. 

Kiri acknowledged union concerns saying, “I’ll weave in their suggestions”. 

There was some joking around the table about different approaches to the look of 

the web page. Once the laughter had died down Louise made a point about the 

aesthetics of the page needing to be right. Frankie raised her voice over the 

hubbub saying, “I trust Louise to make good choices around the correct look and 

feel of the site as long as the wording that has been already agreed does not 

change”. This drew agreement from the other union people.  

After the morning tea break, the agenda shifted to the forthcoming annual member 

meetings the unions had planned for the following month. There are concerns 

from the unions on what they could tell their people about the plans for the new 

pay system. Megan said, “We must be honest and tell people about what’s 

happening”. The GovServe chair asked if they needed to put info out at the same 

time to the “different constituents” (meaning the membership of each union and 

those on independent employment agreements). Frankie sat forward at this, 

leaning onto the table, saying, “We have been putting in our comms that this 

Working Group is working well together”. Janis nodded enthusiastically and said, 

“We need to show people that we are working well together, we need to show staff 

members that we are a team. Fronting as [GovServe], [Magnus] and [Novus] 

together!”. At this suggestion, a few GovServe people looked around the table at 

each other, it seemed that Janis’s suggestion was maybe a surprise. Chris spoke 

for the GovServe team, saying, "Well we don't need to be there when you guys 
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have your meetings. It's a union thing isn't it?". Elaine shot him a broad grin 

saying, “It would give a powerful message”. The GovServe chair questioned the 

unions on what those joint presentations might look like, he seemed to be for it, 

but the others in GovServe seemed reticent. The facilitator spoke up saying, “I 

sense a shifting consensus here, I think [GovServe] need to go and have a chat 

about this”. They left the room for around ten minutes, on returning good natured 

chatter bubbled up from all parties about the use of the term ‘shifting consensus’. 

The meeting resumed with no firm answer given on whether the GovServe team 

would acquiesce on giving joint presentations. The lunch break followed soon 

after. Lunch was brought in and laid out on the table by the GovServe team. There 

was some chatting amongst the various groups over lunch - the atmosphere was 

friendly - jokey.  Frankie told a story about the netball team she coaches and how 

she has to 'parent wrangle the disruptive mums and dads'. I looked around the 

room and noted that some of the GovServe team had left the room (was that to 

carry on their discussion?). When the meeting recommenced after lunch Kiri told 

the unions that the GovServe team had agreed to hold joint presentations open to 

all GovServe employees. Kiri got up and stood by the whiteboard, saying, “Who 

will do the work for this? --we only have four weeks”. The facilitator looked 

around the table at this, smiling and saying, “Yes, who will do the work for this?” 

The GovServe team spoke about them collating an info-pack both for the 

employees and for the people who would be presenting the information. David 

said something about consistent messaging being a must. Megan nodded at this, 

saying, “But [Magnus] wants to have input into what goes in there”. Louise raised 

her hand and voice to cut through the discussion saying, “This is not the time to 

plan—It needs to go to a planning group”. 

                                                                                                                   (FN02, 28th April 2017) 

In the above vignette, acknowledgement of concerns and the expression of 

corresponding social interactions and attitudes make visible a nurturing of trust and 

legitimacy.  It is in the seemingly routine, the minor interactions as described above, 

that collaborative endeavours were nurtured. The to-and-fro that can be observed 

makes visible relational subtleties and seemingly innocuous moments. However, it 

is through attention to the micro-instances and minor, ordinary moments of 

seemingly benign social interactions like this that cooperative endeavours are 

nurtured. The use of humour is more than a social lubricant; it also helps to foster 

positive feelings among the participants. So too, through non-verbal elements, the 

work of cooperative efforts is made visible not only in the seemingly innocuous 
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movements between social actors but also in the displays of humour and the 

relational subtleties such as the GovServe team serving lunch to the union groups. 

Also, the use of soft voices to discuss potentially delicate matters demonstrate effort 

and the willingness to work collaboratively.  

The humour that played out around the phrase “shifting consensus” perhaps 

points to it being an oblique and gentle reminder of how, within a genuinely 

cooperative practice space that constitutes a ‘different way of working’, engaging 

in positional or habitual behaviours was not a viable option. The ‘shifting 

consensus’ was not a reference to the Group as a whole coming to a consensus. 

Instead, it was the GovServe team who, due to the influence of the GovServe chair 

(who this day was an individual with many decades of experience in labour-

management relations and as such their opinions would have carried significant 

weight with the rest of the GovServe team),  appeared to shift their thinking. This 

is an example of a seemingly innocuous micro-moment- "Well we don't need to be 

there when you guys have your meetings. It's a union thing isn't it?"- in which an 

experienced individual recognised the potential import of what was occurring and 

acted to nurture the collaboration.    

The vignette also illustrates how the notions of legitimacy and trust threaded 

through the Working Group meeting.  The desire of the unions to hold joint 

presentations to tell GovServe employees about the work thus far of the Working 

Group on co-designing the new performance, recognition and pay systems makes 

visible a bid by the union participants to undergird the legitimacy of the 

collaboration further: “We need to show people that we are working well together, 

we need to show staff members that we are a team. Fronting as [GovServe], 

[Magnus] and [Novus] together!”. The importance of being seen as “working well 
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together” and as “a team” by GovServe employees illustrates the unions’ need to 

be recognised as genuine partners in the re-design.  Perceptions of the legitimacy 

of the collaboration were challenged by what Magnus perceived as unilateral 

decision making from GovServe around the ‘story’ of the on-going work of the new 

systems that were provided for GovServe employees via a dedicated web page. In 

order to strengthen legitimacy, GovServe moved to make clear that it was a 

collaborative effort as was evidenced by, “I have put in the request from [Magnus] 

on making sure the ‘story’ makes it clear that the joint Working Group has unions’ 

input too—it is a collaborative effort”. Matters around trust are also visible in the 

vignette.  For instance, by speaking up in the group, saying, “I trust [Louise] to 

make good choices”, Frankie showed that she trusted Louise would not stray from 

what had been mutually agreed in the Working Group. However, the fragility of 

such trust is evidenced by her feeling the need to follow up with “as long as the 

wording that has been already agreed does not change”. This also relates again to 

how perceptions around the legitimacy of the collaborative nature of the Working 

Group were reinforced continuously in subtle ways. 

 

Summary of findings 

This chapter provided a detailed account of how participants understood the genesis 

of the cooperative space. In its construction, the cultivation of legitimacy and trust 

was imperative to bring into reality the ‘different way of working’ that symbolised 

the enactment of genuine partnership. Legitimacy for the collaboration was 

achieved through participants’ particular understandings of the mutual commitment 

at the most senior levels of each party and understandings of the various rationales 
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given for involvement as well as the motives ascribed to others. Significantly, 

further legitimacy was bolstered by people brought in from outside who were 

considered by many participants to be neutral figures: a facilitator, a remuneration 

consultant, and in the case of Magnus, an organiser with significant experience in 

labour-management collaboration. Parallel with the need to establish legitimacy 

was the need to attempt to assuage trust concerns that had manifested themselves 

over the years. The findings also illustrated how the relatively low trust climate was 

shifted in some measure of mutual trust by overt efforts to jettison baggage which 

in some ways were indicative of a leap of faith. Realising a ‘different way of 

working’ was achieved in part by the presence and actions of particular individuals: 

third party neutrals and several union participants who were firmly pro-partnership 

and were endowed with a sophisticated skill set that enabled them to model 

collaborative interactions and attitudes.  

Some measure of mutual trust was achieved, in part, by what could be 

described as a leap of faith bolstered by the presence and influence of the neutral 

figures. The establishing of legitimacy and requisite levels of trust enabled attempts 

to work differently, inviting attitudes and social interactions that were distinctly 

different from those used in collective bargaining.   

To this point, the findings have examined the ways in which attempts were 

made to create and nurture a productive partnership space. The focus in the 

following empirical chapter now shifts to how the partnership gradually unravels.  
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Chapter Seven   Findings 2: Gradual 

unravelling of the partnership 

In this second of the findings chapters, attention now shifts to how the partnership 

began its gradual unravelling. The Working Group seemed to enjoy a period of 

striving to balance interests. However, as will be revealed in this chapter, there was 

a sense that the partnership unravelled via a series of pivotal events. As was 

discussed in Chapter 2, labour-management partnerships have inherent fragilities. 

There were a range of contextual issues, such as those around trust and the 

establishment and loss of legitimacy, that form what can be described as fault lines. 

Here, fault lines are characterised as underlying threats to a cooperative endeavour, 

which, if provoked, have the potential to lead to failure. The metaphor of fault lines 

is a useful one as it conveys the idea that there is potential for seismic events, but, 

as in nature, fault lines can lay dormant. If left undisturbed, no harm comes of them. 

However, if triggered, the consequences can prove devastating.   

The following section provides a brief analysis of how the Working Group 

had gone from creating a productive partnership space to concrete action.  

Concrete action in the partnership space 

Some participants relayed a sense that the Working Group demonstrated some 

maturity in their collaborative behaviours, especially when in creative mode. For 

example, this can be seen in the following quotes from two union participants: 

"[…] it was free enough that we would brainstorm stuff and slowly 

pull together bits and pieces from it and we get some people in to us 

[when we had] questions around the organisation just to clarify some 

things and to understand it […]." (Union actor #6)  
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 "I mean we threw out that truncated model […] we all looked at it 

and went, the data is really bad, and we threw it out the door.  You 

know it was just complete agreement from the whole group that, yes 

that was a really good idea, but actually it didn't deliver, so let's not 

even bother with it any more, let's chuck it out!" (Union actor #2) 

The first quote constructs the work as "free", "brain storm" and "bits and 

pieces" that suggests a belief that there was space for openness and creativity. It 

also hints at the effortful work of partnership in a highly complex environment as 

well as a lack of specialised knowledge: "slowly pull together", "get some people 

in to us", "questions", "clarify", and "understand it". The second quote paints a 

vivid picture of a moment in which the parties worked together to reject a potential 

remuneration model. It illustrates the enactment of typical collaborative practices 

such as joint assessment, reaching consensus, and group decision-making on the 

course of action; there is a sense of energy, dynamism and enjoyment here conveyed 

by "threw it out the door" and "let's chuck it out!". Of that episode, a complementary 

perspective can be seen when a senior GovServe participant observed, "[…] when 

we went from concept down to detailed design; we were able to get away from the 

philosophical, the ideological differences and focus on actually, practically, this 

wasn't going to work […]" (GovServe actor #4). By linking the achievement of 

consensus to a shift away from "philosophical" and "ideological differences", in 

other words, positional behaviours, in doing so, the participant highlights a sense 

that some maturity in partnership practices were achieved.  

The above quotes also demonstrate the construction of a group identity, as 

evidenced by the use of the first-person pronouns “we” and “us”. A similar 

perspective can be seen in one GovServe actor's observation after a sub-group 

meeting in which consensus had been reached on the content of a document for 

manager/employee discussions around performance: "[…] that's what can be 
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achieved when we all pull together" which the participant put down to having "[…] 

proper, robust discussions" (GovServe actor #6). 

The next section explores two episodes that were to have a marked effect 

on trust and the quality and depth of partnership interactions and relations.  

Fault lines stirring 

The first episode that marked a stirring of fault lines took the form of what, at first 

glance, appears a relatively minor incident. It centres on a senior GovServe actor's 

account of an event occurring in July of 2016 that created a raw point that went 

unaddressed.  As will be shown, it was to have a chilling effect on levels of trust.  

 

Small moments with big consequences 

According to one senior GovServe participant, in July of 2016, the unions suggested 

an exchange "must-haves" for the new remuneration system. GovServe was first to 

reveal theirs, which included retaining points the unions contested. "[…] rather 

than the unions say […] 'can we talk about it?', they just said 'oh, we've decided 

we're not going to give you ours because we don't like that' […]" (GovServe actor 

#7).  The senior GovServe participant described how,  

"[…] for me, it was a huge breach of trust; for other people, it was 

just what they expected.  Perhaps I expected a bit much from the […] 

agreement […] that we would actually do this." (GovServe actor #7).   

  "[It] was a huge stumbling block, because I suddenly realised that my 

concerns around do I really trust these people?, turned into, I don't trust 

these people, and that's what then led us, our team, to be a little more 

conservative in exploring points of view that the unions put forward." 

(GovServe actor #7).   
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In the above quotes, the phrases "huge breach of trust" and  "huge stumbling 

block" graphically convey the strength of feeling experienced, painting the episode 

as a deviant interaction. The comments that "perhaps I expected a bit much" and 

"that we would actually do this" suggest a sense of disappointment in the unions 

failure to fully enact the ‘different way of working’ and perhaps self-reproach for 

misplaced trust. Interestingly, the phrase "for other people, it was just what they 

expected" infers that some in the GovServe team had never wholly entered the 

partnership space, meaning, for them, a minimal measure of mutual trust and belief 

the partnership’s legitimacy had been cultivated. The statement "do I really trust 

these people?, turned into, I don't trust these people" starkly illustrates the chilling 

effect of the episode translating as it did into being "more conservative" towards 

unions ideas.  

When asked how the GovServe team had navigated the breach of trust, the 

participant replied that "under [xxxx a more senior GovServe participant's] 

instructions, the getting around it was to basically ignore and pretend it never 

happened" (GovServe actor #7). Therefore, actions that contradicted the spirit of 

genuine partnership were reacted to by being ignored and with avoidance and 

silence. Perhaps one explanation for this reaction was GovServe’s desire to nurture 

the fledgeling collaboration by pushing potential conflict off to the side. However, 

in doing so, the severing of trust the GovServe participant experienced was not 

processed in a way that meant he was able to understand what had happened, 

meaning the opportunity to repair and rebuild that trust went unrealised. It is 

interesting to note that there was no mention of any third-party involvement in the 

episode. Although, the facilitator was not engaged to attend all meetings, perhaps 

explaining their lack of involvement. In some ways, this story can be interpreted as 
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illustrating what happens when there isn't a third party in situ doing the relational 

work for the Group. 

A different perspective. 

Some union participants expressed demonstrably different perspective on 

the episode. For instance, one union participant noted that "[…] well, I think we 

started to share them and… but then I think they disappeared" (Union actor #1). 

When asked why this was the case, the union participant replied: "I don't know 

whether […] it was too hard a conversation to work out what was the stumbling 

block between the three parties' must-haves […]." In many ways, this attitude of 

not having “too hard a conversation” directly echoes the GovServe team leader's 

decision to engage in tactics of avoidance and silence around the issue. Whether 

these behaviours are evidence of attempts to nurture the partnership or are 

indicative of the weight of established practice is unclear. Although, what is clear 

is that the import of the episode was perhaps not fully appreciated. When I asked 

one senior union participant about the event in a casual conversation, they 

acknowledged that it had occurred but that, in their eyes, it constituted an 

innocuous, minor incident: "we moved on pretty quickly from that" (FN17, Union 

actor #2). 

Union trust diminished 

The performance and recognition sub-groups had gone about the co-design of those 

new systems without any notable controversy. Some participants explained the 

relative lack of conflict in the recognition sub-group, for example, due to the topic 

being "not as complicated", "we were all really enthusiastic", and "there wasn't any 

conflict around the topic". However, it was the work being done in the remuneration 
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sub-group that arguably formed the backbone of the work. Since the topic of money 

is a perennially thorny subject between unions and management, the co-design of 

the remuneration system was always most likely to test the strength of the 

partnership.  

The following event stood out as marking a shift in the tone of some 

interactions in Working Group meetings. As a senior union participant had 

remarked to me in a casual conversation in that meeting, "the elephant entered the 

room […] they can't ignore it, we can't ignore it […] things have shifted, the trust 

isn't there in the same way anymore" (FN06, Union actor #4). The event took place 

as the recognition and performance sub-groups were winding up having 

successfully completed those systems. It was in July 2017, some three months 

before the partial failure of the Working Group.  

Vignette 2: 'When the elephant entered the room' 

Pseudonyms used: 

Unions: Megan and Blair, senior union officials; Alex, Jesse and Janis, union 

representatives. Union consultant: Phil.  

GovServe: Andrew and Kiri.  

Remuneration consultant: Kit. 

After an uneventful first half of the meeting, Andrew and Kit seemed to become 

hesitant, nudging each other and discussing sotto voce who should speak next; 

clearly there was something to be said that caused them some discomfort. 

Eventually, Andrew had said, "Our thinking has moved on in the meantime 

while these discussions have paused". Blair jumped in immediately, questioning 

them, "What do you mean? What have you got to tell us?" She leaned forward in 

her seat, concerned, frowning. Kit tells them that the executive leadership team 

[ELT] has concerns about lack of overt recognition with high performers: "A 

small percentage of exceptional performers". Andrew looked annoyed: "We’ve 

been thinking about high performers—there’s no big fanfare about new ideas”. If 

this was meant to be reassuring it did not have the desired effect. Kit kept talking, 

trying to placate the group many of whom are visibly agitated: Megan was leaning 

back in her chair, sitting with her arms crossed; she looked confused, 

unhappy. Kit has moved to the whiteboard and is drawing an illustration of where 

exceptional performers might sit in a proposed pay scale. He was smiling, being 

light-hearted: “Oh chattering monkeys let me finish my picture!  ELT want what 

they call ‘perception of possibility’ for exceptional performers”. There is an 
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immediate outcry around the table from union people. Janis was sighing loudly, 

and huffing, saying “Oh the old tap on the shoulder, the suck-ups! That’s who 

that’s for!” She had raised her voice and was frustrated. 

Kit raised his hands in a placatory way, saying “Let’s stop throwing out 

the buzzwords here. We can…” Janis interjected with “What does this elite look 

like?”. “It’s not elite” replied Kit. The tension in the room was cranking up again 

and Kit’s face became redder and redder. Andrew says “ELT are not hiding this. 

What’s the smile about Alex?” Andrew leans forward towards Alex; his manner is 

challenging. Alex replied with “It’s elite old school all over again!”, he had raised 

his voice and appeared agitated. This exchange, in particular, had added to the 

heightened tension in the room. Andrew said, “We need to stop looking back 

Alex”. Alex was shifting around in his seat, muttering and visibly unhappy- but he 

seemed to have been holding back- why, to keep the peace? Phil, who had been 

relatively quiet up to that point, made a suggestion to the group: “Let’s take a little 

bit of heat out of this discussion. Look how far we’ve come; we are getting 

pushback from ELT, that’s understandable”. Phil and Kit then worked together to 

defuse the tension in the room. Phil seemed particularly keen to stop the 

discussion escalating. There was palpable tension in the room; an uncomfortable 

edge shot through the remaining time spent discussing other matters. I hadn’t seen 

those kinds of behaviours in the meetings before. This had been a problematic 

topic that had clearly raised some hackles. 

Next morning, before going into the meeting room, I asked Kiri about 

what had happened the previous day. She acknowledged that there had been 

communication between the unions and the GovServe team in the interim. The 

meeting was to start at 9.30 am, however, another meeting arranged for 8.30 am 

involving senior people from all parties. Clearly, yesterday’s meeting had caused 

disquiet. Kiri whispered, “Things do feel a bit fraught”. She then winced and 

shrugged her shoulders resignedly, saying, “Well, we had to rip the scab off 

sometime. […] It was always going to be a problem […], but we’ll have to face it 

together now”. She then added, “Should be fun!” while her words might have 

been cheery, her face told a different story.  

 
                                                                                                                      (FN04, 06, July 2017) 

The vignette gives an illustration of how the emotional timbre of the social 

interactions had rapidly turned fraught. The relational subtleties that I had been 

observing over the course of previous sessions fell by the wayside as raw emotions, 

and positional behaviours bubbled up. Interactions were littered with challenging 

and positional language: “Oh the old tap on the shoulder, the suck-ups!” and “It’s 

elite old school all over again!”. As I sat at the edge of the room watching the 

episode unfold, I felt the room fizz with emotion. The union participant’s sense of 

shock at the GovServe shift in thinking that revealed unilateral decision making 

was palpable. Through the interactions described above, we can see both that the 
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topic divisive and that the GovServe actor and the remuneration consultant 

appeared uncomfortable about delivering the news. It seemed to cause an abrupt 

shift and raised questions about the genuineness and legitimacy of the partnership.  

To varying degrees, most union participants expressed a combination of 

surprise, frustration and confusion over the episode as there had been a belief 

amongst the union actors that a shared understanding on managerial discretion over 

a performance link to pay had been developed in the Working Group sessions. Such 

that, as one union participant noted, the issue had been “put to bed” and that “we 

were under the impression that that wasn't going to form part of anything going 

forward” (Union actor #8). This suggests that the union actors had developed trust 

that they could reasonably predict management behaviour around the topic.  

“We thought we were coming along quite nicely with designing 

something, then all of a sudden they go and drop that in there which 

changed the whole feel of the whole thing, it wasn’t going to work […] 

you think you’ve agreed to something and then they come and throw 

something in from left field and you think… they don’t really want to 

design something that’s going to work” (Union actor #7). 

“[T]hey flip-flopped completely from a position [where] we were all 

on the same page, to come back and go, ‘well no this is actually our 

position’.  It's like, where did this come from?” (Union actor #2). 

The language in the above quotes reveals the construction of management’s move 

in terms of surprise: “throw something in”, “left field”, “drop that in there”, and 

“flip-flopped” is illustrative of how the union participants understood the episode 

as deviating from the expected.  

It is interesting to note that Phil, the union ER consultant who was very 

experienced in partnership working can be seen in the vignette attempting to calm 

fraying tempers: “Let’s take a little bit of heat out of this discussion. Look how far 

we’ve come; we are getting pushback from ELT [GovServe’s executive leadership 
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team], that’s understandable”.  The other experienced union actor, Megan, had 

remained silent throughout, leaning back in her chair with arms folded. Her lack of 

willingness to engage perhaps signalling a recognition that the tenor of the 

partnership was changing regardless. 

Another perspective can be seen in the vignette, the reaction of Kiri, a 

GovServe participant “we had to rip the scab off sometime”, suggests a sense of 

festering that indicates the GovServe team had not fully entered into the practice 

space of mutual trust, or if they had, it had been for a brief time. As one senior 

GovServe actor was later at pains to point out, “some things were unspoken, simply 

because we were trying to play nicely and we didn’t want to rock the boat” 

(GovServe actor #4). They went on to explain GovServe were “[…] picking our 

time, because […we] knew it was going to be a bit ugly, but we were playing 

together quite nicely and we weren't at the point of actually having any data to 

inform the… surface the ugliness […]” (GovServe actor #4). In this, the GovServe 

actor is alluding to management’s desire to retain a performance link to pay, a 

central issue of contestation with Magnus in particular. Language such as “playing 

nicely”, “didn’t want to rock the boat” or  “surface the ugliness” suggest a less than 

robust approach to the partnership. Perhaps a need to attempt to keep the unions 

onside in a time of significant organisational change was an underpinning driver for 

the pattern of ignoring, avoidance and silence around potentially contentious topics, 

which does raise questions around the depth of management commitment to the 

partnership and about the capability of those involved to have ‘courageous 

conversations’.   

The episode was symbolic of the triggering of a culmination of raw points 

that signalled the gradual unravelling of the initiative. As summed up by one senior 
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union participant: “I think that the tensions from there I think carried through 

because that broke that trust, really” (Union actor #2). Those “tensions” were to 

manifest in various forms. The following section gives an account of pivotal events 

in the last few months of the initiative, and in doing so, illustrates participants 

constructions of failings as “slipping back”, “hitting roadblocks”, and “pulling 

apart”. 

  

Gradual unravelling 

The productive partnership space was not ruptured by one dramatic event. Instead, 

it was by a series of pivotal events that comprised a gradual unravelling. From 

August of 2017, events and actions in the background and foreground created a 

sense of gradual unravelling to the point at which the initiative ended in partial 

failure in late October 2017. Towards the end of the initiative, the cooperative 

partnership space that had been created began to unravel as the parties had reverted 

to entrenched behaviours, attitudes and practices. The two episodes described in the 

previous sections provide illustrations of how, for both management and union 

actors, trust was tested and found wanting. In this section, the focus shifts to the last 

few months of the partnership, during which a confluence of factors was to 

culminate in the Working Group ending without a consensus being reached on a 

new remuneration system. 

 

‘Slipping back’: Retreat to old behaviours 

Watching the Group, it seemed as though the spirit of mutuality and reciprocity 

captured in Vignette 1 (Chapter 6) began to shift following the pivotal event 
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described above, starting with the emergence of subtle hues of adversarial 

behaviours that began to intensify. Reflecting on the eventual breakdown of the 

collaboration and the behaviours of all the parties, a union participant observed that, 

“I think that we got past some of the baggage that we thought we were holding, for 

a period, and then we slipped back” (Union actor #1). The “slipping back” was 

made up of several factors that seemed to lead to a reversion to old behaviours, 

attitudes and practices. 

 Two key union actors were lost to the partnership in quick succession. Not 

long after the pivotal event described above, the Magnus organiser brought in to 

share her considerable partnership skill and experience left the Working Group for 

another secondment—seen by several union and management participants as a blow 

to the Working Group due to the loss of their moderating influence on Magnus. 

From my perspective, I found it puzzling that Magnus had elected to pull someone 

from the initiative who seemed a valuable and influential presence. It is not clear 

what inspired the decision to pull the organiser out. On the one hand, the 

secondment was for involvement in a high priority issue for Magnus and so may 

that have been judged to be a better use of resources. However, on the other hand, 

it may signal Magnus’ senior figure’s belief that factors external to the Working 

Group -i.e. the ramping up controversy in the organisational restructuring- rendered 

the partnership initiative less of a priority. The other key actor was the Novus 

advocate, an ER consultant, whose untimely death in September 2017 was keenly 

felt by the Group. Over his time in the initiative, he had been a positive guiding 

influence. According to one union participant, “[the loss of the ER consultant] was 

huge because he was the one who was able to navigate, when things started to get 

a little bit rocky, he was the one that would bring it back” (Union actor #3). 
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Where both had been enthusiastic advocates of working in partnership and 

brought sophisticated skillsets garnered over many years spent in the employment 

relations environment, the lack of participants with similar partnership capabilities 

meant that there were no comparable figures to fill the gaps. In Magnus, the balance 

of power shifted towards another senior union participant. This was an individual 

for whom working cooperatively with management was not as familiar and, perhaps 

more importantly, also appeared to be an uncomfortable fit ideologically. This 

individual seemed attuned to traditional union behaviours that, while useful in 

bargaining and dispute situations, are not so well suited to building cooperative 

rapport.  

Against such a background, there was a sense of a power vacuum being 

filled by an ideological shift towards a more adversarial approach: as evidenced by 

the following quote from a Magnus participant, “[their loss] really affected the 

dynamic that we had, and it took it away from that collaborative work to more of a 

bargaining type” (Union actor #8). Also, this from a Novus union participant, “[…] 

so it’s only since [xxxx] has gone that a more traditional negative knit pick every 

little thing and want to control every little thing kind of behaviour has come back 

[…]” (Union actor #3).  

‘Hitting roadblocks’: Organisational restructuring 

As one union participant described: “So it was working well, […] the performance 

went well, the pay was going well, we thought, and then we just hit these roadblocks 

[…]” (Union actor #3). One such roadblock came in these latter stages of the 

partnership; Org Design (the GovServe group responsible for planning and 

implementing organisational restructuring) added further layers of complexity to 
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what was already a complex environment. The following quote from a senior union 

participant is typical of some union participants’ attitude to Org Design, “[c]ertainly 

from our point of view before the thing started falling apart because of the Org 

Design, we felt we were on a roll, and we felt really like we had something, you 

know?” (Union actor #2).  Most union participants believed to varying degrees that 

the decisions made in the Org Design space spilt over into the work of the Working 

Group through crossovers relating to remuneration.  

 While the unions attended Org Design working group meetings, it was for 

consultation only, with no substantive role in decision-making. One senior union 

participant singled out the work of Org Design as a significant external pressure 

whose work spilt over to dominate aspects of the remuneration portion of the 

initiative,  

 

“[…] that was the major one, it was that there was a much bigger 

process of [organisational restructuring] going on, that unfortunately 

decided to cut right across what we were doing.  And right when it 

actually first started I thought oh oh, I think this is going to derail this, 

because up to that point, you know if that had not come along, I think 

that the parties would have continued and it would have actually 

reached a consensus and people would have felt really good about it.  

We were actually really had it, we had it, we had the momentum, we 

had the buy-in, you know and we would have done it” (Union actor 

#4). 

 

A different perspective can be seen from one senior GovServe actor who explained 

that “from my perspective, there is not dependency between Org Design and the 

REM work, I think other parties have a different view.  And it’s seen as another 

way, another channel through which to achieve some other objectives” (GovServe 

actor #4). The implication that the work being done in the organisational 

restructuring that was linked to pay was not intertwined with the work of the 

remuneration sub-group seems somewhat untenable.  
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 There had been several occasions when I saw union frustrations spill over 

in Working Group meetings around issues in the Org Design forum with which 

Magnus participants were unhappy. My assumption was echoed by a Novus 

participant who, in a casual conversation, expressed frustration around the Magnus 

participants behaviours, “they are trying to drag in outside issues” as an attempt to 

“re-litigate things that didn’t go their way in Org Design” (FN15 Union actor #9) 

These perceptions raise the question about how unions balance membership 

concerns with policing their behaviours to nurture collaboration. Further, a senior 

GovServe participant suggested that perhaps the unions “[…] didn’t like some of 

the Org Design stuff […]” and so they were naturally antagonistic towards it. This 

was supported by another GovServe participant who observed that “[…] potentially 

they don’t want to necessarily be identified with the proposals that are coming out 

of the transformation, or the reorganisation because that could be seen as more 

negative. [… the unions did not want to be] tarred with the same brush” (GovServe 

actor #3). Thus, it seems inevitable that the spilling over into the partnership of 

controversial issues from the Org Design sphere in which decision on the major 

organisational restructuring was being taken would occur.  

 

‘Pulling apart’: Inter-union split 

Compounding the sense of unravelling was the deterioration of inter-union 

relations. The triangular relationship between the two unions and management 

added yet further complexity to the partnership. According to one union actor, inter-

union relations could be described as having been cordial yet wary. As my 

observations of the Working Group had progressed, I was aware of an increasing 

spikiness between particular personalities from each union and a sense of 
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heightening tension that bubbled to the surface during the latter stages of the 

Working Group.  

 As was observed by one Magnus union participant: “[…] the two unions, 

they think quite differently, and they have different ideas about stuff […] and that 

did have an impact at certain times” (Union actor # ). While Novus self-identifies 

as ‘apolitical’, this contrasts significantly with Magnus’s declared desire to 

influence ‘political, economic, industrial and social environments’ for the benefit 

of their members. A Novus participant described the ideological differences as: 

“[Magnus] have their political drivers […] sitting behind the work that they do, 

whereas [Novus] doesn’t have any of those drivers because we’re just focused on 

what’s the right thing for our members here in [GovServe]” (Union actor #3).  A 

similar perspective can be seen from a senior GovServe participant whose views 

appear to typify those of the GovServe team, 

 “It’s tied back to this slightly more principled approach […] that 

[Novus] has in its relationship with [GovServe].  [Novus] is more 

willing to listen and less, well obviously it’s less driven from an 

external agenda which we understand [Magnus] is, and when I say we 

understand, we acknowledge that there is that external agenda” 

(GovServe actor #7). 

 

Despite their ideological differences, the two unions worked together on the 2013 

and 2015 multi-union collective agreements (MUCAs). However, that was to 

change when in the last few weeks of the Working Group, Magnus membership 

voted to sever their ties with Novus and proceed to bargain alone.   

 A senior Magnus participant directly linked the split between the unions to 

the tensions brought about by GovServe’s programme of organisational 

transformation: “So when the whole Org Design hit, that created the tensions, you 

know? that meant that there was differences between the unions and how they work, 
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so that pulled that apart” (Union actor #4). A different view on the rift can be seen 

in the following quote from a senior Novus participant,  

“[…] probably the biggest issue that we had, would’ve been the fact 

that at times we were working in a vacuum because they weren’t 

prepared to share, and that to us was probably one of the things that 

started to drive that division between the unions more and more was 

because they didn’t articulate things well, they weren’t inclusive that’s 

probably a better word, they weren’t inclusive in bringing us along 

their journey as well” (Union actor #9). 

The participant is, in part, alluding to the refusal of Magnus to share the legal 

opinion they had commissioned, which subsequently formed part of the court 

proceedings. Concomitant with the last few months of the initiative, Magnus and 

GovServe were involved in arguing two separate cases brought by Magnus on 

issues relating to the organisational restructuring. For the sake of preserving 

anonymity, I will not describe the cases, save that they were heard firstly by the 

Employment Relations Authority and then in Employment Court. The legal 

proceedings doubtless had a chilling effect on Magnus-management relations. 

Indeed, at the partnership level, several members of the Working Group had to 

switch between different modes, one of which was a more legalistic approach on 

opposing sides in court, while also endeavouring to work collaboratively in the 

partnership space. This surely increased the complexity of the relational landscape.  

It is worth highlighting here that Novus was not involved in bringing the legal 

proceedings, nor was there a shift to traditional union behaviours from the Novus 

participants, which perhaps further heightened inter-union tensions. The bubbling 

over of inter-union strains saw the two unions pulling apart. The legal proceedings 

must surely have further diminished levels of trust and belief in the legitimacy of 

the partnership.  

Ending on an ultimatum. 
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While the Working Group had tentatively begun in mid-2014 followed by a 

few sporadic meetings, it wasn’t until mid-2016 that the work of co-designing the 

performance, recognition and remuneration systems began in earnest. It was in a 

meeting in October 2017 that the leader of the GovServe team proposed the unions 

to decide on whether they could agree on the remuneration design: “I need to hear 

from you if it is Go/No Go on this. We need to push on” (GovServe actor #4). The 

ultimatum to choose between Go/No Go seemed symptomatic of frustrations felt at 

the work of the partnership variously stalling and halting for various reasons over 

the life of the Working Group. Many participants relayed a sense that the work had 

been slow to progress. Suggestions that were given for why that had been the case 

varied. However, lack of union participant capability and union capacity, the added 

complexity of the organisational restructuring, and long gaps between meetings 

were common themes. The ultimatum was also indicative of unmet needs as, by 

this point, the group had been in operation for well over two years, which was many 

months longer than had been anticipated at its outset.  

Summary of findings 

This chapter showed how participants made sense of the challenges, tensions and 

obstacles in the partnership that brings about its failure. It began by giving a brief 

picture of how the partnership space that had been created grew to some measure 

of maturity in their collaborative behaviours, especially in the creative mode 

through which the productive partnership achieved concrete action. Two challenges 

to trust illustrated how participants perceptions of other parties’ failure to enact the 

co-constructed ‘different way of working’ fully meant that trust was diminished. In 

the first, it was shown how failings in small moments that were not noticed, caught 
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and navigated had a significant impact on levels of trust such that it diminished the 

quality and depth of the partnership. Crucially, the opportunity to repair and rebuild 

trust was never afforded as a tactic of ignoring, avoidance and silence were used to 

avoid conflict.  

In the second challenge to trust, I presented my interpretation and participants’ 

recollections of an episode in which the partnership reached a significant pivot point 

where the avoidance of conflict as a way to nurture the partnership once more 

emphasised how avoiding potential conflict proved counterproductive. The 

findings went on to demonstrate how the dynamic of gradual unravelling was 

produced via a series of failings. Participants constructed failing as ‘slipping back’, 

‘hitting roadblocks’ and ‘pulling apart’. Each was signifying a retreat to old 

positions and behaviours triggered by the loss of key players, threats to the 

legitimacy of the partnership were brought to bear by organisational restructuring 

and a rising up of inter-union tensions culminating in a severing of the two unions. 

Following an ultimatum from management, the Working Group ended in partial 

failure.  

To this point, the findings have examined how participants made sense of 

challenges, tensions and obstacles that brought about the partial failure of the 

partnership. The focus in the following final empirical chapter now shifts to 

exploring how participants understandings of failures informed their ideas and 

attitudes to future partnership efforts.  
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Chapter Eight   Findings 3: Learning for 

partnership: The ‘work’ of failure 

In this final findings chapter, our focus shifts to the aftermath of the end of the 

Working Group and the learnings that come from the nubs of failure. 

A salient aspect of learnings for labour-management partnership is that such 

conceptualisations are created through the prism of participants’ experiences: What 

has been will naturally colour one’s perceptions of what might be.  Therein lies the 

generative nature of failure; as was highlighted in Chapter 3, failure does not 

necessarily signal an end, but rather it invites the exploration of alternatives. To 

reiterate, “Failure works. Which is to say that although ostensibly it signals the 

breakdown of aspiration or an agreed demand, breakdown indexes an alternative 

route or way of doing or making” (Bailes, 2011 p. 2, emphasis in original). 

Therefore, the overarching theme of this chapter is formed by the ways in which 

failure in partnership ‘works’ to shape ‘alternative ways of doing’. 

The following section shows how the learnings from failure informed 

participants ideas and attitudes towards future partnership efforts. The theme of a 

‘future in flux’ comes from the diverse perspectives of participants towards future 

partnership. They reveal a spectrum of understandings with no single unifying 

vision for future partnership found across the parties.  
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Future in flux 

Management: Stepping away meantime 

In this section, data from two of the more senior GovServe actors paints a picture 

of management learning from failure. It signals a shift away from engaging in 

partnership, at least in the immediate future. 

One senior GovServe actor observed, “[…] what we've learned from this is 

we've tried it now we can say it didn't work […]” (GovServe actor #4) and  “the 

unions wanted to have a more active role than we really wanted or needed” 

(GovServe actor #4). Here, the participant is referring to the “engagement model”, 

i.e. the partnership, underpinned by a relationship agreement with the unions (as 

described in Chapter 5) in play at that time. “What we’ve demonstrated […] is that 

when we do that we don’t actually get the return on it” (GovServe actor #4). We 

can see that failure is constructed as a lack of “return on” investment. This uncovers 

a tension brought on by the bigger organisations’ expectations and an asymmetry 

of power relations that come when management is footing the bill. They went on to 

emphasise that, 

“Look I still think there’s, there’s value in the involvement stuff, I 

think, and in a broader sense involvement with all our people, 

absolutely, that’s I think [why] we’ve been referenced internally as 

quite a good benchmark or role model […]” (GovServe actor #4)  

In the above quote, the “value in the involvement stuff” to which the 

participant refers is not the union-management partnership but the direct employee 

involvement “with all our people” meaning the non-union members also, that took 

the form of two organisation-wide online surveys and a series of focus 

group/workshops that were held at various venues around the country. The focus 
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on non-union involvement was further highlighted when the participant went on to 

describe how “[…] it’s sort of been the poster child a bit for how we’ve engaged 

with our workforce.” The construction of particularly the direct participation 

elements of the initiative as “poster child”, “good benchmark”, and “role model” 

reveals that those in GovServe management and executive leadership positions 

considered the direct participation elements of the initiative “successful” (GovServe 

actor #7). The celebration of what is a relatively weak mechanism of employee 

voice is interesting as the senior GovServe participant described how “I think the 

organisation sees the value in it, so we will seek that more” (GovServe actor #4). 

The above quotes suggest a binary construction of partnership failure as a lack of 

“return on” investment and direct participation as being of ‘value’ and thus 

evidence of a return on investment.   

Another senior GovServe actor also expressed enthusiasm about direct 

participation, noting that:  

“[w]e're already looking at doing something very very similar, to talk 

to our whole employee base, about what, not only the detail of the 

terms and conditions but what sort of relationship reflected in 

employment agreements do they want in the future” (GovServe actor 

#7). 

Further, the intention was to “construct a process for people talking to us 

about the relationship and the terms and conditions and what the employment 

conditions might look like” (GovServe actor #7). Strikingly, the focus was to be 

topics traditionally of significant interest to unions; however, there was at that point 

at least no plan to involve the unions in the work. This choice suggests a retreat 

back to ‘safe’ direct participation, perhaps demonstrating sedimentation of union 

exclusion and managerial prerogative—an expression of formal power by 

GovServe that can be construed as a union marginalisation and avoidance strategy. 
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However, it would be wrong to suggest that the more senior GovServe 

participants were closed off to the idea of engaging in partnership relations at some 

point in the future. They both made mention particular relational approaches 

required for future cooperative efforts such as having a “much more open mind" 

and “finding a way to listen more” (senior GovServe actor #4), and "an ability to 

actually listen and inquire and a genuine willingness to seek to understand what 

the other person is saying" (GovServe actor #7) as well as making mention of the 

need for some form of pre-partnership training (see below). 

Overall, however, the evidence suggests that a principle learning from the 

failings in the collaboration for GovServe management indicates a shift in the 

assumption of managerial prerogative that had been the norm at GovServe: “I mean, 

never before have we engaged with our people about performance and pay type 

topics, we just designed in the background and then pushed it out, you know?”, 

towards an acknowledgement that, rather than managerial prerogative taking 

precedence, there needed to be other avenues of employee voice. However, the 

generative qualities of failure here appear to have manifested in a drift away from 

potentially contestation laden labour-management partnership and towards 

apolitical HRM oriented mechanisms of direct participation. 

Union: Persistence but relational repair required 

The union participants mostly spoke in favourable terms about the future of 

collaborative endeavours. For instance, one senior union participant, in particular, 

reflected on their experience of the Working Group through a prism of positivity 

"[…] it's been an exciting journey […] because we were leading the way, and 

making these changes and being quite innovative" (Union actor #2). The language 
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used by this participant –‘exciting journey’, ‘leading the way’, ‘being quite 

innovative’- reveals the construction of the collaboration as dynamic and inventive, 

pushing outside the norms. They went on to note, "[…] because it was such a good 

working party […] it gives you the optimism that any group can go in and do it 

[…]" (Union actor #2).   

 This senior union participant’s description of the Working Group and 

positive attitude towards partnership is somewhat at odds both with my 

observations and the comments of several participants from across the groups, that 

recount the individual as having engaged in behaviours and attitudes that seemed 

sometimes obstructive, challenging and at times adversarial. The mismatch between 

observed behaviours and the positive language used perhaps highlights a lack of 

reflection on their involvement. It also indicates the painting of collaboration in 

glowing terms as a discursive strategy: aiming to present the reality of labour-

management partnership as attractive and of worth. This is consistent with the 

enduring persistence shown by some public sector unions in pursuing various forms 

of labour-management cooperation, including partnership, such that they appear, in 

effect, part of their DNA: 

 “[…] I found it really interesting, I found it a really, even though it's 

taken two years and it's been a very long time, it's been exciting, I 

think it makes it exciting for what's coming, yes.  I think it is going to 

change the public sector landscape. […] Yes, once big organisations 

start doing it, the little ones will follow” (Union actor #2). 

The above quote reveals a sense of travelling in hope, as will be made visible 

in the following section, despite the optimistic expectation of future partnership for 

most union participants; for some, it was also tempered by an awareness of damage 

to labour-management relationships having been done.  
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Relational repair required. 

Learnings from failure contradictory to the above unreflective persistency can 

be seen in the following union actor’s attitudes to future partnership efforts. The 

evidence revealed the construction of future partnership as dependant on relational 

repair. For example,  

 “[…GovServe] should have done the organisational restructure and 

then done this, you know, but they instead started up on this 

organisational restructure, then it peeled apart, and of course 

damaged a whole lot of relationships, and I don't know if it could 

happen again, you know what I mean?” (Union actor #4).  

“It all went to shit to be honest. My feeling is we will need to work 

hard to fix those relationships before [GovServe] will even think of 

attempting anything like this again” (FN18, Union actor #6) 

 “I think once we work through this Org Design and this bargaining 

we’re going to basically be reset and have to start again, to build a 

relationship with [GovServe].  So it’s, we’re going to have a lot of 

work to get back to that sort of ability to engage together again, 

because there’s been so much conflict.” (Union actor #2). 

  

Whilst the above quotes illustrate an awareness of the various sources of 

conflict having damaged labour-management relations; they also suggest 

uncertainty about the likelihood of future partnership efforts. The middle quote 

indicates the acknowledgement of an asymmetry of power wherein the power to 

decide whether to engage in partnership in the future sits squarely with GovServe. 

It is interesting to note that management did not express similar views about the 

need for relational repair, thus reinforcing the previous point about their having the 

power to decide if partnership can happen again. This highlights the analysis above 

that addressed GovServe’s immediate plans for direct participation as indicative of 

the expression of formal power in the shift from the potentially contestation laden 
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labour-management partnership and towards apolitical HRM oriented mechanisms 

of direct participation. 

 

Shared understandings of failings 

Interpretations of failings revealed shared understandings. This was visible in the 

dominant construction of failings in terms of union participants’ lack of capabilities 

and union capacity. 

Lacking capabilities 

Some participants, from both management and union parties, shared understandings 

of failings came in the form of the coupling of failure and union participant’s lack 

of skills and capabilities. As was noted by one union participant, "[… when other 

union actors] came in without that understanding, without that background […] 

that's when things didn't work so well." (Union actor #8). In a similar vein, another 

union participant referring to how some union actors lacked the confidence to speak 

up in the Working Group and so “some people didn’t say anything” (Union actor 

#1) or "they couldn’t articulate their reasons for things, and that made it really 

hard" (Union actor #3). The implicit meaning is that there was a deficit of 

familiarity and comfort with the different way of working in partnership efforts.  

 One senior GovServe participant observed that at times, "[…] the quality of 

inputs was awful" (GovServe actor #4), and there was a “lack of sophistication or 

capability around how big organisations work […]” (GovServe actor #4). This 

senior GovServe actor also highlights that, 
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“[…] they come with a particular skillset and mindset and you know 

we have to work with that, but I, it does annoy me a bit sometimes 

about how the union does or doesn't help some of the delegates 

operate in some of these environments, but then I don't think some of 

the organisers can operate in some of these environments either” 

(GovServe actor #4).  

 While the above quote reveals a belief in a lack of union participant 

capability and union capacity to instil the requisite skills, there was no such 

reflection on GovServe actors' capabilities. In the same vein, when reflecting on 

what they perceived as the lack of depth of skill and capability in the unions and a 

lack of union capacity, one union participant noted,  

“[Magnus] is always, and I think to an extent [Novus] are in the same 

situation, […] it's the same people doing everything, and if they don't 

have… there are too many people without the… without expertise and 

knowledge in the right areas getting into it […]” (Union actor #8).  

 Notably, the views of GovServe actors on the need for capability 

development are echoed in the views of some union participants. However, there 

did not seem to be at the same level of reflection on the capabilities of the 

management participants. This is interesting as several GovServe participants 

commented on the novelty of working collaboratively with the unions.  For 

example, one of the GovServe key actors noted that they did not have any 

experience in partnership working having come “from a completely different 

background, I'm not an ER expert at all […]” (GovServe actor #4). The relative 

lack of management actor reflection can be construed as being underpinned by 

managerialist and unitarist assumptions that gloss over the possibility of conflicts 

of interest between labour and management that may fuel particular behaviours and 

the influence of systemic constraints that impact union capacity. What is 

particularly interesting is that, while one might expect this of GovServe 

participants, some union participants also talked in the same way. This points to a 
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reification of a belief that, following decades of the diminution of labour power and 

an upsurge in managerialism in the New Zealand public sector context (as discussed 

in Chapter 4), unions represent the problem child. 

Lacking partnership training  

Alluding to management’s perception of a lack of union participant capabilities, 

one senior union participant observed that "it's all good and well to say that the 

union people should be trained in it, […] but the other side has to get itself together, 

and understand actually there is a new way" (Union actor #4). In this quote, the 

inference is that management actors also lack partnership capabilities.   

 One of the senior GovServe actors reflected that, before attempting 

partnership again, GovServe would need to contemplate “some really basic stuff ” 

such as “how do you set a group like this up in the beginning to be equipped to 

navigate through some of the types of situations you're likely to come up with?” 

(GovServe actor #4). Implicit here is an understanding of the lack of any pre-

initiative training as a failing.  In a similar vein, when reflecting on how to improve 

future collaborations, several participants from across the parties felt that some 

form of up-skilling of cooperative capabilities through shared training is required. 

For example, one senior union participant remarked that "[…] actually having some 

joint training on how to work together, and ground rules on how to work together 

would probably be useful upfront" (GovServe actor #7).  

 A different perspective on pre-partnership training is visible from one of the 

union participants who offered a problematisation that brought together the notion 

of individual agency and adversarial attitudes ingrained in the culture at GovServe, 
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"[…] you can tell a manager that 'you're going to one of those 

sessions', but is it really going to make them participate? So you've 

got to have the culture there and probably culture between [GovServe 

managers], unions and delegates probably isn't as good as it could be, 

some areas it's great but others it, yeah, hell's going to freeze over 

before either one of them will sit and listen to each other type of thing, 

so a session like that would be good but there's still a lot of cultural 

breakdown that needs to be done in the organisation". (Union actor 

#6) 

 In the above quote, the misgivings expressed over the benefit of any joint 

training sessions infer something of a toxic culture at play in GovServe between 

some union and management actors. This suggests that until there is a concerted 

effort from all parties to achieve the necessary "cultural breakdown", there is 

likely only fleeting potential for fruitful partnership relations.  

Interestingly, when I interviewed participants following the Working 

Group's end, there had been no formal partnership debriefing. Indeed, some union 

participants reported no informal debrief within their union either: “I don’t know 

why we haven’t done a debrief, it’s not been mentioned so far. It’s too late now 

anyway, we’ve all moved on” (FN 17, Union actor #8). Such omissions arguably 

represent missed opportunities, as such reflections can form a vital part of the 

process and something with which the third-party facilitator could have helped. 

Doing so would have provided a chance for them to make sense of the process and 

to develop some degree of individual and organisational learning from participants’ 

experiences of failings, as it would have offered a crucial step towards generating 

higher levels of partnership capabilities. It is not clear whether perhaps the fraught 

relations between Magnus and GovServe management was a deciding factor for not 

engaging in a debrief.  

It is also somewhat surprising that there was no form of formal partnership 

training laid on to prepare the participants. After all, the parties were committing a 
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significant amount of time, effort, and particularly for GovServe, money, in the 

initiative. This can be construed in several ways; on the one hand, it points to a lack 

of knowledge around the necessary partnership capabilities needed to maximise 

such collaborative efforts. And on the other hand, it raises questions about the actual 

depth of commitment to achieving ‘genuine’ partnership. 

Learning practices for partnership 

In the following examples, how failure ‘works’ for these union participants is in 

shaping four salient practices for future partnership efforts. What links the practices 

is that taken together, we can see that they form the construction of the ‘ideal’ union 

actor. What is particularly interesting is that the management actors did not have 

anything approaching a commensurate level of learning from failure. This calls to 

the fore questions about why union actors, arguably the weaker partner in such 

efforts, appear to have learned disproportionately more from failings than 

management. 

 

Ideal attitude 

In this sub-section, the focus is on the ideas and attitudes of a key union actor who 

was a senior union participant with a wealth of experience and offered the 

collaboration a unique skill set built up over many years with capabilities and 

specialised knowledge generated through experiences of failure and success in 

various iterations of partnership collaborations. In the following quote, they 

envision the ideal approach to future partnership efforts for union organisers, 

detailing both what is required and what is not required, 
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"Strategic vision, […] understanding the big ideas that are going on, 

[…] and actually operating at that level, […] not at the level of 

challenging and vetoing and being obstructive.  […] So yes, having a 

strategic vision, having problem solving skills, being able to see 

beyond, you know actually really look at what are in the interests of 

the membership in a wider sense, not just what is the membership 

reacting to, you know? Because actually the unions should provide 

leadership as well to the groups […] it's that leadership of strategy, 

the ability to work through issues.  The ability to understand what's 

going on for the employer and be able to work with them and actually 

gaining the confidence of the employer because you actually 

understand what they're talking about." (Union actor #4) 

Here, a complex and sophisticated set of interactions and relationality is 

described. There is, threaded through the above quote managerial discourse that 

intertwines notions of efficiency, effectiveness and a privileging of organisational 

knowledge made visible in the participant's language: "strategic vision", 

"understanding the big ideas", "understand what's going on for the employer" and 

"understand what they're talking about". In doing so, there is also a sense that she 

is advocating for expanded voice and power for union actors via the adoption of 

such managerial discourse. This participant’s vision also strongly tilts towards 

needing to be seen in a positive light by employers –e.g., “gaining the confidence 

of the employers” –. This raises some interesting points, if we take the meaning of 

‘confidence’ as related to but distinct from the notion of trust, then the underpinning 

assumption here is one that, rather than assuming a need for those involved to 

inspire mutual confidence, it places the onus on union participants to modify their 

behaviours to satisfy and/or placate management.  At the same time, there is what 

seems to be a rejection of traditional assertive or adversarial behaviours that 

differentiates between behaviours detrimental to cooperation –i.e. being 

"challenging and vetoing and being obstructive" – and practices likely to nurture 

collaboration with management. 
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One interpretation of these ideas is that ‘failure works’ in shaping the ‘ideal’ 

union actor in partnership as someone who can recognise and work at attempting to 

reconcile the multiple interests involved.  

 

Partnership specialist role 

Another way in which failure ‘works’ can be found in how the culmination of 

experiences of failing, and indeed success, in collaborations led one senior union 

actor to lobby within their union for the creation of a dedicated partnership 

specialist role, 

"So one of the things we are trying to sell internally to [Magnus] is 

you need someone that's got this knowledge that can be part of every 

conversation […] it would [… be] really good to have a specialised 

organiser that is part of every working party, that had the ability to 

help set it up, help steer it, help get them on the right track, because 

otherwise you're all trying to do the same thing but not necessarily do 

it in the right way. So, some groups are going to probably have really 

good outcomes because of the ability to do it, or new organisers that 

don't know how to quite do it, not be able to steer it in the right 

direction". (Union actor #2). 

There is in the above quote an explicit assumption that there is a concrete, 

specific set of knowledge and skills-i.e. a “right way”- that is attainable to enable a 

union organiser to “set it up”, “steer it”, and “get them on the right track”. Further, 

it is undergirded by the belief that there is value in forming an occupational identity 

around that. There is also a two-fold inference here, by "trying to sell internally", 

they are acknowledging the expense of having a dedicated role; however, it is worth 

it to achieve "really good outcomes", though what those would look like is not clear. 

This nods to the persistency of some public sector unions for pursuing labour-

management cooperation such that it appears part of their DNA. To "sell internally" 

reveals this participant’s explicit belief in the value of cooperation to the union and 
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an implicit understanding that the Magnus leadership is not similarly convinced of 

its value. 

On the surface, pushing for a specific role to guide the creation and nurturing 

of labour-management cooperative efforts could be a response to the resource 

scarcity affecting many unions in which organisers may be overburdened with day-

to-day work. This can be seen in how this senior union participant went on to state 

that "I can't do it because I've got too much work". While that may be the case, it is 

interesting that this participant, a seasoned organiser, did not see themselves taking 

on the role. This is perhaps suggestive of an acknowledgement that the skills and 

attitudes required of an organiser day-to-day are different from those needed to 

cultivate and nurture labour-management cooperation. Therefore, it could be 

construed that learning from failure has ‘worked’ to shape a union actor identity of 

partnership specialist. 

Relational capability development 

In this section, how failure ‘works’ is made visible in several union participants 

expressing the belief that there needed to be the development of particular relational 

capabilities. As was mentioned above, there was a shared perception that some 

union participants lacked in partnership capabilities. When asked about what was 

needed for future partnership efforts, several union participants suggested various 

relational capabilities. For instance, almost all union actors identified ‘listening’ as 

key to future partnership efforts: 

“Basically, it’s knowing the difference between how you might act in 

bargaining and how you should act around that kind of table, right? 

Quite different. Learning how to conduct yourself and how to actually 

listen is key here” (FN17, Union actor #9).  
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The above quote is from a casual conversation I had with a senior union actor. 

They expressed frustration at what they saw as poor partnership behaviours from 

certain other union participants. It reveals a belief that those participants did not 

have the necessary understanding of how to behave in partnership relations. 

However, they did not go on to suggest how and where such skills might be learned. 

The following quote from a different senior union actor similarly identifies the need 

for more sophisticated relational capabilities: 

 “You need to be able to have open conversations, you need to be able 

to have that dialogue, going two ways, not just the one way that many 

people think it does.  The listenings have got to be there, and the union 

organisers role is to assist in enabling them to do that.  And it's that 

empowering approach to it” (Union actor #5). 

Here, the senior union actor takes the idea of merely being able to “listen” 

further by highlighting the need for sophisticated communication skills, “able to 

have open conversations”, and “dialogue going two ways”. Interestingly, he places 

the onus for developing those capabilities onto union organisers, which would 

assume that those actors had the requisite skill set themselves to be able to pass 

them on.  

Productive conflict: Importance of a ‘contest of ideas’ 

In this section, failure ‘works’ to produce alternative ways of doing partnership that 

seek to harness the productive side of conflict. As was made visible in Chapter 7, 

the impulse to avoid confrontation was, at times, a significant feature of failings in 

the partnership. Indeed, in my observations, I noted at times a seeming inability or 

unwillingness for the Group have what some actors termed “hard”, “blunt” or 

“sticky conversations”, with one senior union actor earnestly declaring, “why can’t 

people have upfront conversations?” (Union actor #2). In other words, surface 
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contestation. Another senior union participant echoed such frustrations, going on to 

offer a vision of future partnership efforts as an environment in which contestation 

is not considered disruptive but rather is seen as productive. 

Their vision was that collaboration should ideally take the form of a “contest 

of ideas” (Union actor #4), this being an arena in which particular processes and 

practices would, amongst other benefits, facilitate “having robust discussions”: 

 “It’s people who know how to do that, who know how to have a 

conversation, know how to explore, without prejudice,[…] part of it is 

experience and yes, it's how you break down issues, how you analyse.  

So you don't just react, you just go, ‘okay so why? explain more’, or 

‘can we go behind that, can we break that down?’  And when you do 

that, then you actually start to find, oh this is actually what this is 

about, oh there could be another approach here […]” (Union actor 

#4). 

Unpacking the above quote shows a focus on the interactional and the 

relational aspects of partnership. What is required of union actors can be broken 

down into particular skills, attitudes and behaviours: navigating differences of 

opinion, facilitating discussion and bringing an analytical lens to issues, an attitude 

of open-mindedness, and rejecting ingrained behaviours. There is also the sense of 

the “contest of ideas” arena promotes a form of productive conflict via “robust 

discussions” in which actors can conceivably thrash out issues and, in doing so, 

either confirm or dispel assumptions that might otherwise fester, thus threatening 

the quality and longevity of the partnership.  

One way the senior union participant’s “contest of ideas” can be interpreted 

is as evidence of frustration, a reaction to an asymmetry of power favouring 

management in such collaborative efforts. As was noted by one senior GovServe 

actor, “the unions wanted to have a more active role than we really wanted or 

needed” and “[…] we talked about a co-design, but at the end of the day, 
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[GovServe] could decide, like it wasn't a… it was not a process that required 

ratification through a bartering process” (GovServe actor #4). Thus, there was no 

real impetus for management to open themselves up to exposing vulnerabilities by 

engaging in contestation. Perhaps this gives some explanation for why micro-

moments of conflict were met with avoidance and silence, as illustrated in the 

previous Chapter.  While on the surface the notion of the “contest of ideas” appears 

a provocative way of doing partnership, the participant’s description of how a union 

actor might ideally go about such work seems to place responsibility for attempting 

to reconcile the multiple interests at play with the union actor. Meaning that again, 

we can see how learning from failure has ‘worked’ to shape an ‘ideal’ union actor 

identity. 

Summary of findings 

The final findings chapter has given a picture of how ideas and attitudes towards 

future partnership efforts are informed by understandings of challenges, tensions 

and obstacles they experienced. What management had learned from failure 

revealed an immediate plan to seek to engage in direct participation. As shown 

above, for most union actors, failings encountered in the Working Group have not 

dimmed their enthusiasm for labour-management cooperation.  

How failure ‘works’ to produce alternative ways of doing is revealed in 

three salient learning practices for partnership generated when some union 

participants reflected in the nubs of failure. The construction of the ‘ideal’ union 

actor pointed to a drive to accommodate the reconciling of a plurality of interests 

for future partnership efforts. When envisioning future partnership efforts, their 

insights coalesced around how interactions and relations in future partnership 
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efforts might be enhanced. Evidence showed how so much of the responsibility for 

learning the union actors take on for themselves, what does that mean for future 

ideas and attitudes to partnership when only one side, the arguably weaker side in 

terms of resources and capacity, is the one who is doing the learning for it? Does 

their taking on the learning to apply in future just shore up managerial prerogative? 

And if there is a risk of that, then what might that mean for union scepticism about 

partnership?  
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Chapter Nine  Discussion 

Labour-management partnerships can be highly complex endeavours, as has been 

illustrated in the case of the Working Group that forms the focus of this study. Much 

of the partnership literature focuses on its inherent fragility, a consequence of the 

different interests, drivers and constraints that develop and change over time, 

making partnership fluid, dynamic yet also fragile, perhaps fleeting and often prone 

to failing (Bacon & Samuel, 2009; Delaney & Haworth, 2016; Dobbins & 

Gunnigle, 2009; Heery, 2016; Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017). If we understand 

partnership collaborations as founded in and brought into reality through social 

relations at multiple, interrelated levels – subjectively, intersubjectively, intra-

organisationally, and inter-organisationally - we get a sense of the kaleidoscopic 

nature of how those involved make sense of partnership efforts and understand 

failings therein.  

The literature on partnership has reached a level of sophistication that now 

demands textured, nuanced discussion and analysis. As was discussed in Chapter 

2, there is an established language for understanding failure that the partnership 

literature has usefully outlined that revolves around the tensions, challenges and 

obstacles that infuse partnership relations. Nonetheless, when we take seriously a 

constructionist perspective that has been informed by an ethnographic approach 

involving longitudinal time in the field, then we can dig into these points in far 

more detail.  

This research aims to explore labour-management partnership from the 

perspectives of those who are interpreting and experiencing the practices and 

processes that constitute such collaborations. Specifically, it seeks to examine not 
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only how labour-management partnership is enacted but also aims to explore how 

participants make sense of failure and how that informs their attitudes and ideas 

towards future labour-management partnership endeavours. To achieve these aims, 

the research is framed by a social constructionist perspective utilising a single case 

study approach to enable a more in-depth, nuanced exploration of partnership and 

failure.   

A basic assumption of this thesis is that the acknowledgement and 

understanding of failings/failure can be interpreted as learning processes (Cannon 

& Edmondson, 2001; Sitkin, 1992). The productive nature of failure is such that it 

can act as a form of catalyst (Smith, 2015): "Failure works. Which is to say that 

although ostensibly it signals the breakdown of an aspiration or an agreed demand, 

breakdown indexes an alternative route or way of doing or making" (Bailes, 2011, 

p. 2, emphasis in original). In such a way organisational learning from the various 

failings identified will produce the "fruits of failure" (Miner et al., 1996, p. 239). In 

other words, the shaping of future approaches to partnership that aim to deepen the 

quality of such efforts. However, the evidence revealed asymmetry of learning from 

failings with the union participants more likely to have learned something.  

The current study has explored labour-management partnership using an 

interactional and relational focus. There is a sophisticated level of social work that 

needs to go on in collaborations because of the sedimented attitudes, ideologies and 

habits shaped in part by understandings of historical relations. By shining a light 

upon the interactions and relational work that happens in the micro-moments of 

these cooperative efforts, we can make visible how the ways in which they were 

and were not attended to all add up to the partial successes and partial failures of 

partnerships (Johnstone, 2014).   
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It is important to emphasise that the empirical data presented in the findings 

chapters are not interpreted as a story of the inevitability of failure of partnership 

efforts that, for instance, Simms (2015) predicts when characterising such efforts 

as condemned to failing. There was evidence that portions of the partnership 

initiative were successful such as the achievement of the co-design of new 

performance and recognition systems. It was also the case that the remuneration 

system's co-design was partially completed; however, there was failure to reach a 

consensus on the final design. An optimistic analysis might argue that the 

partnership effort could thus be judged on balance more of a "partial success" than 

a "partial failure" (Johnstone, 2014, p. 323). However, it was clear from the findings 

that key actors from all parties considered that the failings outweighed successes 

such that the likelihood of future partnership efforts was in a state of flux. There 

were various failings along the way, and the eventual breakdown of the Working 

Group tells a story of damaged relationships and, at least in the immediate future, a 

limited chance of further labour-management cooperation.  

The following are the key findings of the study: 

• Failings that happen in micro-moments in, around and between pivotal 

events can be detrimental to trust relations. 

• Union actor learnings from failings reveal the construction of an 'ideal' 

union actor in future partnership relations; this was not reflected in 

management learnings. In this way, asymmetries of power relations in 

partnership were reflected in asymmetries of learning from failings. 

• The lack of sedimentation of partnership capabilities in union and 

management actors is indicative of a lack of union and management 

organisational learning from partnership failure. 
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Oscillations of trust: Failings in small moments matter 

My first point of discussion is underpinned by the key finding that failings that 

happen in, around and between pivotal events can be detrimental to trust relations. 

What I propose is to draw attention to seemingly innocuous interactions with the 

potential to corrode trust that could be noticed, caught and navigated differently.  

Research participants from all parties suggested that issues of trust were a 

fundamental aspect of some failings; the findings revealing how perceptions of trust 

significantly influenced the character of some participants' involvement in the 

partnership initiative. This is perhaps unsurprising as the importance of the notion 

of trust often features in the partnership literature as playing a meaningful role 

(Ackers & Payne, 1998; Casey & Delaney, 2019; Guest et al., 2008; Johnstone et 

al., 2004). Indeed, some scholars go so far as to label it a critical component of 

'genuine' partnership (Dietz, 2004; Guest & Peccei, 2001; Kochan & Osterman, 

1994; Townsend et al., 2013). However, as previously discussed, while the 

assumption that partnership requires mutual trust/high trust is commonly held, just 

how such trust is developed and then nurtured is often left unexamined. By drawing 

on a sociological perspective for how trust is achieved, scholars such as Möllering 

(2006) and Sztompka (1999) prove helpful.  

The socially constructed nature of trust informs Möllering's (2006) 

definition that describes trust as a leap of faith and Sztompka's (1999) 

characterisation of trust as taking a "bet about the future, contingent actions of 

others" (p.25). Both emphasise how it signifies an embrace of the unknown, a 

future-focus, and unpredictability in the relational and agentic aspects of deciding 

to trust. The findings in Chapter 6 enable us to see a more nuanced picture of how 
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some measure of mutual trust was developed. Participants spoke in terms of the 

effort required to encourage others to set aside mistrust in the other, which for union 

actors was described as 'baggage', while for management actors, it took the form of 

tribal 'us and them' talk. The focus here chimes with Möllering's (2013) concept of 

"trust histories" (p. 292) which are produced by actors within their relevant 

groupings as a result of social and cognitive processes. At some level, there needed 

to be an explicit decision made by the untrusting participants to set aside their 'trust 

histories'. One explanation for the decision of those participants who expressed 

mistrust in shifting their attitude can be found in the work of Sztompka (1999), who 

asserted that continuing distrust can be dysfunctional as it means "forfeiting the 

potential opportunities of a relationship" (p. 109) thus; people are likely to weigh 

up possible advantages and disadvantages to trusting before taking the 'bet' on 

trusting. 

Möllering (2006) observed that "trust is essentially not so much a choice 

between one course of action (trusting) and the other (distrusting), but between 

either accepting a given level of assurance or looking for further controls and 

safeguards" (p. 72). This understanding of the dynamic of trust connects to Dietz's 

(2004) findings where he argues that the practices and processes of partnership 

should be "readily observable in order to verify a genuine example in practice" (p. 

8). In linking Dietz's (2004) characterisation of practices and processes required for 

'genuine' partnership, we can get closer to what Möllering's 'assurances', 'controls' 

and 'safeguards' looked like for the Working Group participants. The sense of 

legitimacy given to the initiative by what can be framed as 'readily observable' 

examples of 'genuine' partnership in the form of mutual commitment from the most 

senior levels of each party, understandings of the motivations and rationales for 
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involvement - own group and others - and the inclusion of those considered to be 

neutral figures such as the facilitator and a remuneration consultant. Therefore, we 

can see that the 'leap of faith' made to trust was, in fact, underpinned by beliefs in 

the legitimacy of the partnership as well as by concrete practices such as joint 

assessment, reaching consensus, and group decision-making on the course of 

action.   

As the data shows, the trust that had been built was fragile. Fox's (1974) 

highlighting of the importance of reciprocal trust and its socially regulative function 

(Reed, 2001) lends itself to the metaphor of a spiral of trust that underscores the 

tight relationship between trust and failure. As trust spirals downwards, the prospect 

of failure tracks upwards. The findings portray this notion, especially in terms of 

missed opportunities to recognise and shape failings that happened in and between 

the pivotal events that had the potential to make a material difference to the quality 

of cooperative efforts. The findings revealed how at particular points, an inability 

or unwillingness of key actors to surface tensions and, in doing so, confront 

potentially conflictual issues led to the festering of unchallenged assumptions, 

beliefs and misunderstandings that culminated in the deterioration of trust. 

Much of the partnership literature is focused on the resonance of pivotal 

events. As mentioned in Chapter 2, scholars acknowledge the importance of pivotal 

events, which are particular actions, problems or issues that may intentionally or 

unintentionally arise in the course of partnerships (Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 1988; 

Eaton et al., 2004). As such, we know from previous studies that pivotal events and 

the ways in which they are noticed, addressed or handled can make significant 

differences to the quality and outcomes of cooperative efforts (Cutcher-

Gershenfeld, 2020; Eaton et al., 2008; Roche & Geary, 2006). While some pivotal 
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events prove beneficial, some have the potential to disrupt, destabilise or jeopardise 

the endeavour if not addressed in a way that is considered satisfactory to the parties 

involved (Kochan et al., 2008; Roche & Geary, 2006). 

The pivotal event described in the findings in Vignette 2 gave an account of 

how the GovServe team's behaviours were considered by the unions as going 

against the spirit of cooperation that had been cultivated and nurtured previously. 

GovServe's failure to flag the issue to the senior union participants or provide a 

satisfactory explanation for their actions culminated in a pivot in the relationship 

(Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 2020) and the measure of trust that had been repaired and 

built upon was damaged. However, I would argue that there were interactions that 

occurred in micro-moments creating pivots in the relationship that, due to their 

being pushed down through tactics such as ignoring the issue, avoidance and 

silence, were equally corrosive to trust relations. The focus on interactions that 

occur in small moments at a micro-level is supported by Cutcher-Gershenfeld 

(2020). Building on Putnam's (2004) concept of the micro role of critical moments 

in shaping negotiations, Cutcher-Gershenfeld (2020) proposed that attention be 

paid to moments in which there is the potential for a transformative effect on 

cooperative efforts that goes unrealised. There is evidence from the findings of just 

such a moment in the form of the failure of key actors to address what was a 

seemingly innocuous interaction that led to diminished trust. 

While at first glance, the pivotal event described in Vignette 2 appeared as 

a precursor for the gradual unravelling (Roche & Geary, 2006) that followed, an 

earlier event (recounted in Chapter 7) occurred that was, I would argue, the original 

point at which trust oscillated towards mistrust and in doing so had a negative 

impact on partnership relations. The unions' failure to fulfil the promise to exchange 
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“must-haves” or 'dot-points' marked that moment. The slipperiness of failure 

(Lewis, 2014) was revealed in the failure to follow through with the promised 'dot-

point’ exchange producing contradictory views of the same incident with one union 

actor perceiving it as a minor incident that was moved on from "pretty quickly" and 

by the GovServe participant as a "huge breach of trust". Such a failing in a critical 

moment (Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 2020) went unrecognised. At the behest of a 

superior, it was reacted to by ignoring, avoidance and silence as a way of avoiding 

potential conflict, meaning there was a failure to address the incident in a way that 

allowed for a repair and rebuilding of trust which was to have a corrosive effect on 

trust and the quality of interactions "’ do I really trust these people?’, turned into, 

‘I don't trust these people’". This is supported by Sztompka's (2019) assertion that 

"distrust produces suspiciousness and anxiety which are paralysing for actions and 

interactions" (p. 36). 

Despite the various oscillations of trust in the cooperative initiative, it was 

clear that, on the whole, the union participants spoke positively about partnership 

and imagined further 'leaps' into future partnership efforts. The following section 

will explore this point.  

Union persistency in pursuing partnership 

What do we learn about failing and labour-management partnership from union 

persistency in seeking partnership? The current study gave an account of just one 

of many failed partnerships that litter the land of the public sector in New Zealand. 

And yet, they persist.  If we look at the learning that the union actors deliberately 

undertake, the generative quality of failing forms a socio-cultural resource that 

builds into their identity.  
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The evidence suggests that, notwithstanding their perceptions of failings, 

most union participants were neither cynical about nor resistant to the idea of future 

cooperative efforts. Such a point aligns with Delaney and Haworth's (2016) noting 

of the persistent desire of trade unions to keep going with collaborative efforts, such 

that we continue to see resurgences of partnership in New Zealand over time as has 

particularly been the case in the public sector. The findings of Boxall and Haynes 

(1997) perhaps give some indication of why there is this persistence. They found 

that, in the neo-liberal New Zealand context, partnership strategies -in combination 

with effective forms of organising - were more likely to bear fruit for trade unions 

than adopting traditional servicing and advisory strategies (Boxall & Haynes, 

1997). While it could be argued that New Zealand has moved on from the neo-

liberal environment that Boxall and Haynes (1997) found to have shaped the 

possibilities for union strategy, making labour-management partnership a more 

attractive option, others would disagree (Haworth & Pilott, 2014).  

As was highlighted in Chapter 4, the public sector landscape in New 

Zealand has shifted over time due to a layering of employment relations legislation, 

economic and political changes that have led to the diminution of labour power 

(McLaughlin & Wright, 2018) and a concomitant emergence and embedding of 

managerialism underpinned by a drive for efficiencies drawing on private sector 

practices, tools and techniques  (Hood, 1991, 1995; Lodge & Gill, 2011; Pollitt & 

Bouckaert, 2011). While Lodge and Gill (2011) noted that, in the public sector, "no 

one set of coherent and consistent administrative doctrines reigns in New Zealand" 

(p.160), there is an acknowledgement that in seeking greater flexibility and cost-

efficiencies there has been a diminished scope for union involvement (Bacon & 

Samuel, 2009).  



177 

 

Several studies note the increasing tensions and demands created by 

restructuring processes in the public sector and how these impact unions (Kirton & 

Guillaume, 2017; Kessler & Heron, 2001).  The point to be made here rests on what 

motivates the unions in the case study to pursue partnership is, in part, the shrinking 

opportunities for union involvement. In this, the generative qualities of failure can 

be seen to produce the seeking of alternative means of involvement and influence 

in the form of partnership (Heery, 2016; Johnstone, 2016; Lévesque & Murray, 

2013). However, as was shown in the findings, enthusiasm for future partnership 

efforts from one senior union actor who described the Working Group initiative as 

"leading the way" and "I think it makes it exciting for what's coming, yes.  I think it 

is going to change the public sector landscape" this can be interpreted as 

highlighting the value the union perceives in engaging in partnership relations. In 

contrast, a management actor's statement that "what we've learned from this is we've 

tried it now we can say it didn't work […]" and "we don't actually get the return on 

it" can be interpreted as indicative of partnership being perceived as lacking in value 

for the organisation. Further, a critical reading of the union's persistency, I argue, is 

linked to the tendency for the union participants to take more learnings from failings 

in the partnership than the management actors.   

Union actors appeared to have a greater capacity for learning from failure 

in partnership. One way they did so was construct union actor involvement in future 

partnership efforts in ways that better accommodate the reconciling of a plurality 

of interests; this was not reflected in management learnings. It is within the context 

of voluntarist employment relations and the influence of the relative power of 

labour and management that may hold some explanation for this finding. For 

instance, in studies critical of partnership (e.g., Danford et al., 2005; Dobbins & 
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Dundon, 2015; Kelly, 2004; Taylor & Ramsey, 1998), it is commonly argued that 

the asymmetry of power in voluntary partnership agreements naturally favours 

employers and managers while disguising the subordinate position of labour and 

the conflictual nature of employment relations (Kelly, 1996, 1998). I would argue 

that it is just such an asymmetry that fuels the union participants' construction of 

the 'ideal' union actor, as evidenced by the learning practices for partnership. This 

suggests that some kind of ‘identity work' is perhaps at play that works to reframe 

and "reshape perceptions about identity and motives" (Greer & Hauptmeier, 2012, 

p. 281) that informs fellow union actor approaches to partnership interactions.  

This point aligns with Kinge's (2014) suggestion that in partnerships, trade 

unions are less powerful and, as such, can experience limited alternatives when 

approaching collaborations and may thus be "forced to reinvent themselves" (p. 

872). Here, Kinge echoes the findings of Harrisson et al. (2011), who identified that 

union representatives in labour-management partnerships tended to 'reconstruct' 

themselves, shaping their identities and social actor roles in order to attempt to 

ameliorate the conflicts inherent in straddling the twin spheres of 'union member 

defender' and 'management partner'. However, the authors caution that doing so is 

likely fraught with "role ambiguity, that is, of roles which are expressed through 

the coexistence of trust and distrust on different issues" (Harrisson et al., 2011, p. 

415). In such a way, union representatives in partnership relations are placed in 

situations where they must balance multiple interests and concerns from union 

member constituents and other parties in the partnership. The findings of the current 

study suggest that, after the failing, union participants showed a marked inclination 

to 'reinvent' and 'reconstruct' union actor identities and roles in such a way as to 

smooth the path to reconciling union and management concerns as a way of 
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fostering partnership efforts: "understand what's going on for the employer" and 

"gaining the confidence of the employer" rather than "challenging and vetoing". 

This finding is consistent with several prior studies that examined how union actors 

attempt to balance management interests with their conventional role (Eaton & 

Rubinstein, 2006; Eaton et al., 2008; Harrisson et al., 2011; Martinez Lucio & 

Stuart, 2002). The argument I have made here is that, for the union actors at least, 

failure acts as a catalyst, generating alternative ways of doing 'identity work' for 

partnership.   

The notion of 'favourable conjunctures' and their role in realising forms of 

participatory democracy in the workplace proposed by Poole, Lansbury and Wailes 

(2001), while offered as an approach to comparative analysis, provides a useful way 

of thinking about findings from this case.  Poole et al. (2001) emphasise the need 

to consider the contingency and agency of actors with cognisance of the macro-

conditions external to the organisation and organisational structures as well as the 

strategic choices made by actors. As was highlighted by Delaney and Haworth 

(2016), a result of the compounding of changes to employment relations legislation 

and a host of political and economic fluctuations have led to a constraining of 

expressions of industrial democracy such as partnership in New Zealand. Over time 

this has resulted in a dwindling core of individuals - both union and management - 

with the requisite experience, skills and interest in cooperation (Delaney & 

Haworth, 2016).  

That the prevailing management orientation in New Zealand has been 

shown to tend towards unitarism, thus prone to both advancing and protecting 

managerial prerogative (Foster et al., 2009; Foster et al., 2013; Geare et al., 2006, 

2009), is a fundamental element that must also be considered. As was noted by Bray 
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et al. (2015), the dominance of a unitarist perspective is likely to stifle cooperative 

activities, leading instead to consultative unitarism in which management and 

labour, while ostensibly working together, are working towards organisational 

goals with management retaining the final say in decision-making. The findings 

revealed a privileging of managerial prerogative over 'genuine' partnership as 

evidenced by, for instance, the assertion that "the unions wanted to have a more 

active role than we really wanted or needed" and "we talked about a co-design, but 

at the end of the day, [GovServe] could decide". This finding also supports 

Johnstone et al. (2010). They found that, in a study of partnership in the U.K. 

banking sector, the quality of collaborative relations was coloured by managerialist 

assumptions that underpinned management's insistence on having the final say over 

decision-making (Johnstone et al., 2010).  

That is not to say that the notion of managerial prerogative forms a fixed 

characteristic associated with public sector management in New Zealand. 

Assuming such would mean sliding into the pitfall of institutional determinism, 

glossing over the opportunities for individual agency within institutional settings 

(Seo & Creed, 2002). Recent research from Casey and Delaney (2019) shows that 

management actors (and union actors) can and do learn and develop partnership 

capacities and, in doing so, affect institutional change. However, I would argue that 

these factors, coupled with the present climate of successive and endless 

organisational restructuring (Donadelli & Lodge, 2019) as the ongoing realisation 

of a "culture of continuous improvement" (Rennie & Berman, 2018, p. 279; see 

also, Haworth & Pilott, 2014), contributed to the gradual unravelling of the 

Working Group as revealed in the findings. By broadly applying Poole et al. 's 

(2001) 'favourable conjunctures' thesis, we are led to the inescapable understanding 
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that the likelihood of robust embedding and normalisation of partnership 

collaborations in public sector organisations in New Zealand seems almost 

vanishingly small, and thus, such endeavours may be prone to the inevitability of 

failure (Hyman, 1987). 

In the next section, I turn to discuss the last key finding: the lack of union 

and management organisational learning from partnership failure and how that is 

a factor in the lack of sedimentation of partnership capabilities in union and 

management actors. 

Learning from failing/failing to learn 

The evidence suggested that some blame for failings was attributed (Pal et al., 2011) 

to a lack of capability, particularly in terms of some union actors having limited 

ability to engage in sophisticated remuneration system work: some union people 

"came in without that understanding, without that background", while some were 

described as having "a lack of sophistication or capability around how big 

organisations work". The need for substantive institutional support for increasing 

union actors' capability to foster more profound, more productive partnership 

relations is a point commonly made in the partnership literature (Hall & Purcell, 

2012; Stuart, Martinez-Lucio, & Robinson, 2011; Terry, 2003). Indeed, Lévesque 

and Murray (2013) highlight what they see as the need for a concerted effort by 

both unions and management to facilitate the sustainability of partnership by 

upgrading actor capabilities, a finding confirmed in this study. However, the data 

showed a surprising lack of attention paid to providing any pre-initiative training 

for partnership. For example, one senior GovServe actor remarked that "some of 

these skills […] behaviours […] and approaches are some of the things that 
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perhaps we could have put in people's minds before the process kicked off". Why 

this did not happen is unclear. There was a similar story at the end of the initiative 

when there was no formal debrief, and indeed, for the Magnus group, no informal 

debrief either. I would argue that this finding can be construed as one example of a 

lack of attention paid by the organisation and the unions to the creation and 

sedimentation of partnership capabilities.   

It is axiomatic that labour-management partnerships are never constructed 

ex nihilo. Instead, they are formed from sedimentation of language, practices, 

institutions and habits by which stratification of knowledge becomes steadily 

institutionalised (Latour, 1999; Patriotta, 2004). Patriotta (2004) highlights the 

sedimentary nature of knowledge created from learning experiences over time, 

arguing that we should pay attention not only to how knowledge is created in 

organisations but also to how it comes about through "surprise, controversy, and 

contest" (p. 10) that disrupts taken-for-granted understandings and entrenched 

assumptions. In such a way, the notion of the "contest of ideas" as a way of 

harnessing the productive nature of conflict was one born out of one senior 

participant's story of learning and sedimentation of experiences of failure and 

success in various iterations of partnership. It suggests a provocative way of doing 

partnership, one that would entail union and management actors being open to 

exposing potential vulnerabilities. For management actors, in particular, engaging 

in such "robust discussions" may be a hard sell for those accustomed to managerial 

prerogative. That said, such an approach would be likely to bear fruit as actors can 

conceivably thrash out issues and, in doing so, either confirm or dispel assumptions 

that might otherwise fester; thus, threatening the quality and longevity of the 
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partnership. However, doing so fruitfully would require union and management 

actors to have developed a vital depth of partnership capabilities. 

One of the things I would suggest, drawing on Patriotta (2004), is that the 

findings show how misunderstandings and failures to surface tensions and obstacles 

happened in such a way as to create attitudes and ideas around partnership that may 

lead to avoidance or rejection of such efforts. In this way, sedimentation of 

knowledge over time can be carried forward into future labour-management 

relations that see management failing to see the possible value in partnership. As 

we saw in Chapter 8, data suggested that management's celebration of the 'success' 

of the direct participation element of the initiative and glossing over of failures 

revealed the slipperiness of failure by our tendency to "constantly readjust our 

measures of success according to the realities of our failures. Failure is thus avoided 

by the redefinition of success" (Malpas, 2018, p, 64). It also, I would argue, 

provides a way of pulling focus that denies the opportunity and, in turn, neutralises 

the need for organisational learning from failure (Edmondson, 2011) for future 

partnership.  

That management's plans for the immediate future involved forms of 

employee voice that did not involve the unions points to a valuing of less potentially 

contestation laden approaches to worker participation. As was described by one 

senior GovServe actor, the intention was to "construct a process for people talking 

to us about the relationship and the terms and conditions and what the employment 

conditions might look like". Such a statement indicates an exercising of formal 

power by management that can be construed as a union marginalisation and 

avoidance strategy (Donaghey et al., 2012). That the push for an extensive 

organisation-wide programme of direct participation came about after the fracturing 
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of union-management relationships described in Chapter 7 brings to mind Ramsey's 

(1977) notion of 'cycles of control' thesis in which employers are likely to introduce 

mechanisms of consultation as a reaction to their authority being challenged (Gall, 

2010). This data suggests that, rather than learn how to develop a more productive 

way of doing partnership; they instead retreated to what was comfortable, 

controllable and less risky.   

There is a point to be made here about the lack of sedimentation of 

partnership capabilities and a lack of managerial learning from failure. I would 

argue that there is a connection between management's perception of failure: "[…] 

what we've learned from this is we've tried it now we can say it didn't work […]", 

and then retreat to 'safe' direct participation that demonstrates sedimentation of 

union exclusion and managerial prerogative. This suggests something of the 

seeming inevitability of failure for future partnership efforts both in management's 

reluctance to contemplate them and in the danger that union scepticism towards the 

genuineness of management intentions may become crystallised.  

The findings revealed that the Working Group had achieved a measure of 

maturity in their collaborative behaviours, especially when in creative mode 

(Kochan et al., 2009). However, as the evidence showed, the loss of key actors was 

to have a significant effect on the overall quality of interactions. For example, the 

loss of the Novus ER consultant "was huge because he was the one who was able 

to navigate, when things started to get a little bit rocky, he was the one that would 

bring it back".  The evidence in Chapter 7 suggests that the loss of key actors who 

had filled the role of 'champions' (Kochan et al., 2008) of partnership created a 

vacuum that was filled by slipping back into behaviours fuelled by an ideological 

shift towards a more adversarial approach: "[their loss] really affected the dynamic 
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that we had, and it took it away from that collaborative work to more of a 

bargaining type".  

Those key actors lost to the initiative had enacted a role considered by many 

scholars as essential to the success of collaborative efforts: that of "champions of 

partnership" (Guest et al., 2008, p. 128). After losing those key actors, the 'slipping 

back' into assertive and more adversarial interactions and attitudes serve to highlight 

the significance of having actors involved in partnership who are experienced, 

skilled and enthusiastic about working collaboratively. This finding supports a 

common theme in the partnership literature that emphasises the critical importance 

of there being a group of champions - both union and management actors - who 

have the knowledge and skills to invest the necessary energy and vision to create 

and nurture partnership efforts (Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2017; Kochan et al., 2008; 

Martinez-Lucio & Stuart, 2004; Rittau & Dundon, 2010; Roche & Geary, 2006; 

Samuel, 2014).  

What little scholarly literature there is on partnership in the contemporary 

New Zealand context tells us that there is a small and ever-dwindling coterie of 

people with the experience, skills and interest in labour-management partnership 

(Delaney & Haworth, 2016). However, the quality and longevity of labour-

management partnership efforts cannot only be down to the serendipity of being 

lucky enough to have union and management individuals with the requisite 

partnership skill set. While there have been pockets of partnership in New Zealand, 

particularly in the public sector, they have been few and far between in recent times 

(Delaney & Haworth, 2016). If we ask of the data what is needed to maximise the 

potential of partnership, then a focus on factors participants singled out as helping 

to create and nurture the partnership is useful. By identifying as among perhaps the 
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most salient being the skills and leadership of various key actors, we can confirm 

previous studies (e.g., Kochan, 2016; Roche & Geary, 2006). In light of the 

coexistence of shared and divergent interests in partnership, several recent studies 

suggest the notion of 'collaborative pluralism' as an effective way to bring about 

change in employment relations dynamics (Bray et al., 2015; Casey & Delaney, 

2019). These authors suggest the involvement of a third party, in the form of a 

neutral figure skilled in the art of labour-management partnership, as a key actor 

who can drive partnership efforts forward towards the achievement of mutually 

satisfactory and productive outcomes.  

As discussed, the findings have shown that it was also in the aggregation of 

micro-moments of seemingly minor infractions or tests of trust that, when not 

addressed in a way that allowed for the repair of trust, led to a festering of 

unchallenged assumptions and a lessening of the quality of the partnership.  During 

my observations, there were times when I questioned how interactions might have 

gone differently had there been someone present at all meetings who could step in, 

coach and advise the groups through pivotal events (Casey & Delaney, 2019; 

Cutcher-Gershenfeld, 1988). Arguably, the value of having third party neutrals is 

also that they should be better able to make sense of cues and nuances that come 

from paying attention to and making sense of "the subtle, the small, the relational, 

the oral, the particular, and the momentary" (Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 

410). Studies on the long-running Kaiser-Permanente partnership have provided a 

wealth of learning around factors found to have contributed to the initiative's 

robustness and stability (e.g., Kochan, 2016; Kochan et al., 2009; Kochan et al., 

2008; McKersie et al., 2004, 2008 ). One of the salient findings from such studies 

was around the crucial role played by third party neutrals.  For instance, Kochan et 
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al. (2009) point to how third party individuals can provide critical leadership using 

a blend of mediation and facilitation skills that can prove useful in surfacing 

tensions and shepherding a partnership through times of crisis in such a way that 

open and honest conversations are had, and solutions to problems can be found.  

Therefore, if management and union are serious about future partnership efforts, 

commitment to having third party consultants as holders of partnership practices is 

a must.  

Summary of discussion 

This chapter presents a discussion of the key findings using the current study's data. 

I argued that issues of trust were a fundamental aspect of some failings, key to this 

was the unwillingness or inability to confront potentially conflictual issues led to 

the festering of unchallenged assumptions, beliefs and misunderstandings 

culminating in the deterioration of trust. I argued that a particularly pertinent factor 

in diminishing trust relations was brought about by failure to recognise, catch and 

navigate failings that happen in micro-moments.  

I then argued that a factor for union persistency in seeking partnership could 

be explained the shrinking opportunities for union involvement in the public sector. 

This was also shown in union actors' greater capacity for learning from failure. 

Their learning from failure generated alternative ways of doing partnership that 

took the form of 'identity work' in the form of the construction of the 'ideal' union 

actor. I argued that it was a construction fuelled by an asymmetry of power in 

voluntary partnership agreements favouring management. Such an asymmetry of 

power was reflected in the asymmetry of learning from failure that saw union actors 

have a greater capacity for learning.  
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Finally, findings suggested that some blame for failings was attributed to a 

lack of union capability. I argued that the lack of pre-partnership training and post-

partnership debrief were suggestive of a lack of attention being paid by the 

organisation and the unions to the creation and sedimentation of partnership 

capabilities.  An example of what the sedimentation of partnership knowledge and 

capabilities might look like was described in the data through the notion of the 

'contest of ideas'. It was then argued that failure in partnership can lead to 

sedimentation of managerial prerogative and union exclusion as visible in 

management's immediate plans for direct participation. The loss of key actors who 

were partnership 'champions' highlighted the lack of sedimentation of partnership 

capabilities. The chapter ended with acknowledgement of the effort and 

perseverance required to build the capabilities and organisational capacity for 

partnership.  

The following chapter concludes this thesis by providing a summary. Then 

the contributions, limitations, and implications for practice are discussed, followed 

by suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter Ten   Conclusion 

This chapter concludes this study of the generative nature of failure in a labour-

management partnership initiative. To reiterate, a fundamental assumption of this 

thesis is that the acknowledgement and understanding of failings/failure can be 

interpreted as learning processes (Cannon & Edmondson, 2001; Sitkin, 1992). The 

productive nature of failure is such that it can act as a form of catalyst (Smith, 2015): 

“Failure works. Which is to say that although ostensibly it signals the breakdown 

of an aspiration or an agreed demand, breakdown indexes an alternative route or 

way of doing or making” (Bailes, 2011, p. 2, emphasis in original). 

I have argued in this thesis that, by exploring how generative qualities of 

failure inform ideas and attitudes towards future partnership efforts, fresh 

understandings can be brought to bear. What has differentiated this research from 

earlier studies is that it has explored labour-management partnership using an 

interactional and relational approach focusing on the perspectives of those who are 

interpreting and experiencing the practices and processes that constitute such 

collaborations. In doing so, I hope to have shone a light upon the interactions and 

relational work that happens in the small moments of these cooperative efforts to 

make visible how the ways in which they are and are not attended to all adds up to 

the partial successes and partial failures of partnerships (Johnstone, 2014).   

This thesis concludes by drawing out the broader theoretical and practical 

implications of the arguments presented. To this end, the chapter begins with a 

summary of the thesis, followed by an overview of the theoretical and 

methodological contributions of this study. A discussion then follows around 

possibilities to move the research conversation forward by outlining limitations and 
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suggestions for future research. The chapter ends with a discussion of implications 

for partnership practice. 

Summary of the thesis 

The objective of the thesis was to explore how the generative qualities of failure 

inform participant’s ideas and attitudes towards future partnership efforts. The 

review of the partnership literature highlighted the inherent fragility of partnership 

relations, a consequence of the different interests, drivers and constraints that 

develop and change over time, making partnership fluid, dynamic yet also fragile, 

perhaps fleeting and often prone to failing (Bacon & Samuel, 2009; Delaney & 

Haworth, 2016; Dobbins & Gunnigle, 2009; Heery, 2016; Hoskin et al., 2016; 

Johnstone & Wilkinson, 2018). By drawing on conceptualisations of failure from 

across a diverse range of scholarship as a way to think more broadly about labour-

management partnership. In doing so, I emphasised how failure is a slippery 

concept open to interpretations that shape its import dependent on interests and 

assumptions. Failure can also be seemingly inevitable in labour-management 

relations, a product of inherent tensions. Finally, the generative qualities of failure 

were highlighted: ‘failure works’ to produce alternative ways of doing, both good 

and bad.  

Further, an overview of the New Zealand public sector research context 

revealed how the institutional environment, coupled with a rise in assumptions of 

managerial prerogative, had shaped the quality and frequency of partnership. The 

research methodology described how, utilising an interpretive approach 

underpinned by a social constructionist epistemology, this research examined 

failure in a labour-management partnership as a social phenomenon, constructed by 
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the participants and groups of participants through social interactions and 

relationality (Burr, 2015; Cunliffe, 2008; Gergen, 2009; Hosking, 2011). It also 

described how this took the form of a longitudinal ethnographic single case study 

approach. Data was generated using observations of partnership meetings (N = 86 

hours) and semi-structured interviews with the partnership actors (N = 17).  

The findings and analysis were then presented over three chapters, followed 

by a discussion of the key findings. The first findings chapter provided a detailed 

account of how participants understood the genesis of the cooperative space. In its 

construction, the cultivation of legitimacy and trust was imperative to bring into 

reality the ‘different way of working’ that symbolised the enactment of genuine 

partnership. The following findings chapter showed how participants made sense 

of the challenges, tensions and obstacles in the partnership that brings about its 

failure. Trust was shown to be diminished when the relational work necessary to 

surface tensions via courageous conversations is not done. Participants constructed 

failing as ‘slipping back’, ‘hitting roadblocks’ and ‘pulling apart’. Each was 

signifying a retreat to old positions and behaviours triggered by the loss of key 

players, threats to the legitimacy of the partnership were brought to bear by 

organisational restructuring and a rising up of inter-union tensions culminating in a 

severing of the two unions. The final findings chapter has given a picture of how 

ideas and attitudes towards future partnership efforts are informed by 

understandings of challenges, tensions and obstacles they experienced. Union 

actors were more likely to learn from failure in ways aimed at improving future 

partnership efforts. Management learnings from failure were more likely to shore 

up managerial prerogative and union exclusion, at least in the short term. 



192 

 

This study makes a number of contributions to labour-management 

partnership debates; the following section provides a summary of these. 

Theoretical contributions 

There are several unique contributions this thesis makes to scholarly debates about 

labour-management partnership. The first significant theoretical contribution of this 

study is that the generative qualities of failure produce union participants’ 

construction of the ‘ideal’ union actor in partnership that reveals how learning from 

failure reinforces asymmetry of power in partnership. As stated in Chapter 2, 

despite the acknowledgement of the importance of failure, there is scant research 

on ways in which understandings of failure informs ideas around future partnership 

endeavours. In Chapter 3, I offered three conceptualisations of failure, one of which 

was focused on failure’s generative qualities (Bailes, 2011). For the union actors, 

learning from failure generated alternative ways of doing partnership that took the 

form of ‘identity work’ (Greer & Hauptmeier, 2012; Harrisson et al., 2011) 

constructing what I have termed the ‘ideal’ union actor. Such a construct was 

shaped as to better accommodate the reconciling of a plurality of interests. I argued 

that it was a construction fuelled by an asymmetry of power between unions and 

management in voluntary partnership agreements that favour management. This 

asymmetry of power was reflected in the asymmetry of learning from failure that 

saw union actors have a greater capacity for learning than management.  

Another theoretical contribution of this thesis is that it extends the current 

understandings of trust in labour-management partnership. As already mentioned 

in Chapter 2, studies on trust in labour-management partnership have mainly been 

focused on how trust is a prerequisite for partnership (e.g., Butler et al., 2011; Shah 
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et al., 2016; Townsend et al., 2013). In providing theoretical insights into the link 

between processes of failing and trust in partnership, this study extends current 

theory beyond that. A significant contribution of this study is in revealing that the 

failings that happen in small moments in, around and between pivotal events can 

be detrimental to trust relations if not noticed, caught and navigated differently. 

Failure to adequately address what may seem innocuous incidents to some, or 

potential sites of unwanted conflict that must be avoided to others, can have a 

corrosive effect on trust and the quality of interactions in the partnership.   

The final theoretical contribution of this thesis is that rather than generating 

alternative approaches that strengthen the doing of partnership, reflections on 

failure can reinforce the weight of established practice thus creating sedimentation 

of labour-management relations and practices not conducive to partnership. 

Misunderstandings, and failures to surface tensions and obstacles can act in such a 

way as to create attitudes and ideas around partnership that may lead to avoidance 

or rejection of such efforts. In this way, a sedimentation of knowledge over time 

can be carried forward into future labour-management relations that see 

management failing to see the possible value in partnership.  By presenting 

empirical evidence on the lack of concrete moves towards strengthening partnership 

capabilities, this study adds force to the recent argument on the significance of third 

party consultants as holders of partnership process (Casey & Delaney, 2019; 

Kochan et al., 2009; MacNeil & Bray, 2013), and highlights the significance of the 

notion of ‘collaborative pluralism’ in employment relations literature (Bray et al., 

2015).   

This thesis also makes a modest methodological contribution. Answering 

the call from Cutcher-Gershenfeld (2014) for a social constructionist approach, this 
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was provided by using a constructionist approach to investigating partnership that 

pays attention to interactions, relationality and language. Observing interactions 

and relational moves means being able to see the failings in small moments and the 

spaces in between. It allows for the development of some more in-depth 

understanding of the nuances and dynamics of the social work that goes into the 

continual accomplishment of partnership.  

Limitations and future research 

There are a couple of key limitations of this research that must be acknowledged 

and considered. Firstly, a limitation of this study is that I only began my 

observations when the Working Group had been in operation for around a year. 

Therefore, the account of how a productive partnership space was created and 

nurtured was developed from participants’ recollections. It would be interesting to 

conduct research focused on the phenomenon of union and management actor 

identity work that begins from a partnership’s inception. I propose that the struggles 

experienced by those engaged in partnership mean the shifting and shaping of 

identity would make for a compelling subject matter.  

Another limitation is having interviewed several of the GovServe team early 

on in the research and then did not interview the other participants until after the 

Working Group had ended in failure. I had intended to interview all other 

participants immediately after the first tranche of interviewees. However, due to 

witnessing a shift in behaviours in meetings that led me to believe that perhaps the 

initiative was headed for a breakdown, I elected to wait and see before interviewing 

the others. Sadly, the union ER consultant passed away near the end of the initiative. 

However, I interviewed all other union actors and the two senior GovServe actors 
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in the aftermath. In retrospect, I would have interviewed all participants at the 

beginning of data collection and again at the end if possible. The longitudinal nature 

of the study would have lent itself to doing so and would have allowed for more in-

depth analysis. Although the data that was generated amounted to a considerable 

volume and so to have effectively doubled the number of interview transcripts is a 

daunting thought. Of course, more does not necessarily mean better (Kvale, 2008). 

Nonetheless, doing so would have allowed for greater nuance, such as a picture of 

how participants’ ideas and attitudes towards the partnership changed over time.  

During this study, individual threads emerged during data analysis that were 

out of the current research focus but are nonetheless intriguing. A line of inquiry 

for future research would be to explore how those involved in partnership address 

the plurality of interests that the different actors bring. While my data doesn’t 

provide exhaustive evidence, there were emerging findings around what that might 

look like and therefore, I propose that further research could explore this in a more 

pointed way.  

I have only been able to explore superficially in this study the topic of how 

trust was built in the partnership among the group and the influence of “trust 

histories” (Möllering, 2013, p. 292). There are other methodologies that could be 

utilised in order to examine the phenomenon of deciding to trust in a more 

specifically focused study, utilising a range of different methods of data generation. 

For instance, it is intriguing to consider how the use of personal diaries as another 

form of data elicitation might garner novel insights. A considerable benefit of the 

diary study method is that they allow for participants to focus on what they believe 

to be meaningful. While also creating a different relational dynamic between 

participant and researcher than is the case in face to face interviews or observations.  
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Implications for practice 

If the ultimate aim of research on failure and labour-management partnership is to 

create more effective and enduring partnership practices and processes then 

considering the implications for practice in light of the findings of this study is a 

must. This study has identified issues that could bear implications for labour, 

management and practitioners. I close out the section by offering this, in order to 

strengthen the institutional aspect of labour-management partnership, there needs 

to be organisational learning from partnership failure for both unions and for 

management. Partnership is too important a tool of worker voice to be left to the 

serendipity of having experienced, knowledgeable and enthusiastic individuals who 

can play the role of 'champion'. As was mentioned, the number of people in New 

Zealand with such skills represents a dwindling population. There needs to be a 

concerted effort to nurture the interactional and interpersonal skills and capabilities 

that need to be developed and sedimented into the doing of partnership. There is no 

easy route to a successful partnership; it requires effort and perseverance to build 

the actor capability and organisational capacity needed. 
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Appendix A: Working Group timeline 

Working Group Timeline 

MUCA late 2013 Agreement to convene a Working Party to co-

develop a new remuneration system was an 

outcome of bargaining in late 2013, nothing 

came of it. 

Mid 2014 First Working Group meeting, Terms of 

Reference scoped out 

 

Late 2014 Working Group heard presentations from four 

NZ public sector organisations  

MUCA mid 2015 

 

Included provision for a revised Working 

Group 

Early 2016 Terms of Reference expanded to record that 

as well as the development of a new 

remuneration system, they would now also 

evaluate and co-develop the Performance and 

Development Framework  

Mid 2016 Presentation given by GovServe team: an 

overview of the current performance system 

and systems in other organisations  

Mid 2016 onwards Meetings now being held more regularly, at 

times monthly, dependent on availability of 

participants etc., -   no set calendar of pre-

planned dates-  

Jul-August 2016 Co-design by Working Group of online 

survey that was open to all GovServe workers  

 

August-September 2016 Focus group/workshops held at selected 

venues around country (workers who had 

returned the online survey were eligible to 

self-select to join workshops. Limited 

numbers accepted due to space etc.). 

Workshops run by consultants  

May 2017 Information roadshow about possible designs 

for new systems given by a mix of Working 

Group participant groups, toured around 

several NZ venues, open to all GovServe 

workers 

June 2017 Codesign of second online survey that was 

open to all GovServe workers 

August/September 2017 onwards Redesigned performance and recognition 

schemes begin to be rolled out/phased in. 

Remuneration codesign sub-group over-

shooting planned completion target date 

October 2017 Working Group on remuneration had 

completed its work without agreement being 

reached between the parties  

 

 



215 

 

Appendix B: Overview of observations 

Event 

Hours of 

observation 

(includes 

pre/post-

meeting) 

Key episodes/points from observations 

Working Group  

30th March 2017 

4 Planning for joint approach to ‘roadshow’. Unions 

keen to present as joint group to workers. Flow of 

discussion all about turn taking. 

(Met two union participants in airport lounge 

following the meeting. Were keen to talk about their 

experiences of the Working Group. Very positive) 

Working Group  

28th April 2017 

7 Us & them language  

Issues of work done outside of Group spilling over 

(Met one union participant following the meeting 

had a casual conversation about their experiences of 

being an organiser) 

Performance sub-group  

6th July 2017 

5.5 Union women join forces to press their point, 

GovServe guy appears outnumbered, shifts thinking. 

Lots of humour at play here. 

Remuneration sub-group 

6th July 2017 

3 Tensions surfaced, fraught. Pivotal event. Union 

group appear caught by surprise. 

Working Group 

7th July 2017 

7 Subdued feel today after yesterday’s eventful 

meeting. Lots of soft voices and conciliatory 

language. (Following the meeting, casual 

conversations with two union participants about 

their experiences in the Group: ‘enjoyable’ & 

‘different to the usual’). 

Performance sub-group  

26th July 2017 

9 Very positive interactions. Good flow in work, turn 

taking and small concessions 

Dinner with union 

participants 26th July 2017 

3 Concern from one union participant that GovServe 

will choose to ‘pull the plug’ on the Working Group 

at the meeting planned for the following day 

Remuneration sub-group  

27th July 2017 

7 Three members of Executive Leadership Team 

attend meeting to back up GovServe Working Group 

team decision making. 

Working Group  

28th July 2017 

4 Very flat today. No-one seems to have much energy 

for it, a hangover from yesterday? 

Remuneration sub-group 

28th July 2017 

1 They seem stuck, but some off-line work going on in 

background. Interesting dynamics here. 

Performance sub-group  

28th July 2017 

1.5 Work on performance system almost completed. 

Everyone in good humour. 

Remuneration sub-group  

4th August 2017 

8 Hard graft today. Tensions bubbling under. 

Remuneration sub-group  

25th August 2017 

4.5 Energy seems low. It has been a long slog for them 

all.  

Remuneration sub-group  

12th September 2017 

7 Tensions rising once more. But lots of agreement 

and solid work done too. 

Remuneration sub-group  

13th September 2017 

6.5 Fraught, adversarial interactions. Facilitator 

frustrated with union actor (Accompanied one union 

participant to the airport. Had a casual conversation 

with him about his experiences of the Group) 

Remuneration sub-group  

4th October 2017 

7 Subdued “Go/No Go” ultimatum issued by 

GovServe. (In a casual conversation with several 

union participants they expressed 

frustration/disappointment with how the Working 

Group had not fulfilled their expectations) 

Total hours of observations = 86 
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