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Chapter 1

Industrial Rel»atlons in the 19803 Sea-change

Professor Ed Davis

Full fathom five thy father lies;

of his bones are coral made;

Those are pearls that were his eyes:
Nothing of him that doth fade

But doth suffer a sea-change

Into something rich and strange.

The Tempest, Act 1, Sc.2.

Changing scene

N DUNLOP’S influential text Industrial
I Relations Systems (1977) he demonstrated
that industrial relations were affected by
developments in other spheres.! The text
showed that changes in economic, techno-
logical and political systems carried great
significance for workplace relations.
This has been the conventional wisdom in the
study and research of industrial relations for the last

thirty years. What is extraordinary about the 1980s -

is the spread and speed of change in these and other
spheres. Following Dunlop’s lead, this paper inves-
tigates change in Australian economic, technological
and political spheres. In addition, brief comment is
made on relevant social and legal change. Before
embarking on this, it should be noted that none of

these spheres are separate. All are intermeshed.
Developments in one commonly affect the others.

The Economy in the 1980s

During the 1950s and 1960s the Australian econ-
omy enjoyed steady growth. Unemployment was
usually below 2 per cent and it was accompanied by
low levels of inflation. Fed on the confidence of
Keynesian economists that they had found the
solution to economic management, there was an
expectation that living standards would grow stead-
ily forever. The economic shocks and turbulence of
the 1970s underlined the limits of conventional
economic thought and policy prescription. Nonethe-
less there was still a prevalent belief that simple
formulae, such as ‘fight inflation first’, would sort
out economic discomfort and return Australia to its
(assumed) natural growth path. The 1980s have
shown such thinking to be wide of the mark.

Table 1 illustrates some of the major problems that
have bedevilled the economy.

Forward Estimates

The most recent data suggest that Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) growth for 1988-89 will probably
exceed the 1988 Budget estimates; unemployment
may well be lower; inflation will probably be higher
while the Current Account as a proportion of GDP

_ TABLE 1
Selected Economic Varlabies: 1979-80 to 1988-89
GDP% Unemployment % CPl % Current Budget
Change " Seeking - Change Account " Deficit %
(1979-80 full-time work Deficit GDP
Prices) % GDP
1979-80 1.7 6.0 (1980) 10.1 , 1.7 1.7
1980-81 33 5.7 (1981) 9.4 4.1 0.8
1981-82 22 6.8 (1982) 104 6.0 0.4
1982-83 -0.6 10.6 (1983) 115 3.9 2.7
1983-84 4.9 9.0 (1984) 6.9 3.9 4.3
1984-85 4.6 8.2,(1985) 43 5.0 3.3
1985-86 3.7 8.0 (1986) 8.4 59 25
1986-87 2.7 8.0 (1987) 9.3 - 5.1 0
1987-88 3.6 7.4 (1988) 7.1 4.1 +0.7
1988-89 3.3 6.60 (1989) 7.6 5.2 +1.8
Sources: 1979-80 to 1984-5, Australian Economic Statistics, Reserve Bank of Australia, 1985;
1985-6 to 1986-7, 1988 and 1989 Budget Papers.







