TITLE : Human resource and social partnership: “harmonious society”” and the
practice of mainland China

Social partnership is a paradigm used in many western countries to modulate the
relationships of interest groups. Social partnership and human resource management
are different types of corporate democracy. Our paper tries to compare social
partnership with human resource at enterprise level to distinguish the behaviors of
employers and employees. Then, we discuss at the national level to find something we
can learn from social partnership for “building harmonious society” in mainland
China.

Partl: Social partnership and human resource: a theoretical view

Social partnership is a mechanism of improving the relationship of employee and
employer. There are three level of social partnership method. First, value and
principle, it is the most important aspect that distinguish social partnership from other
labor relations. Second, policy and practice, it reveals the daily behaviors between
employers and employees by holding the principle above. Third, result and outcome,
it means what will be different if the social partnership method is taken.

Value and principle: according to the value judgment, the building of partnership is
based on the equality of statue and personality between employer and employee, but
in the system of human resource management, manager can decide the depth and
extent of employees’ participation. In principle, the social partnership has persistent
standpoint and IPA (1992) consider that enterprise partnership should conclude three
basic principles: promising to build trust and enlarge employees’ participation,
accepting the rightful status and reasonable interests of each side and taking on the
responsibility of making enterprise more successful. However > the human resource
looks more contingent and there is no persistent standpoint. The general principle is
vertical match between human resource management and corporate strategy as well as
the match between human resource practices.

Policy and behavior: partnership is stable in principle, policy and method. But there
are always some changes in the policy and practice of HRM because of its contingent
principle. The social partnership and the high performance working system (HPWS)
in human resource management have some consistency in practice. The employee
ability, employee participation and job motivation emphasized in HPWS are similar to
the high-quality training and development, taking part in the problem solving at all



level, sharing the enterprise’s success in social partnership. Otherwise, we must pay
attention that the social partnership emphasizes the negotiation during the whole
process, but the human resource management is pushed from top to bottom.

Result and outcome: The two are consistent at the point of seeking management
performance. Valid HRM and social partnership can both help to achieving corporate
strategies. However, we must realize that the distribution of fruit is different.

Part2: Harmonious society and labor relation: the practice of mainland China

Mainland China put forward building harmonious society as a national strategy for the
first time in September 2004. It immediately becomes the precondition to deal with
social problems in China. This is similar to social partnership used in western
countries to coordinate the relationship between interest groups. We want using the
method of social partnership to give a perspective on the labor relation in enterprise
level and the functions which Chinese government plays in the process of building
harmonious society.

Part2-1: The practice of labor relation and social partnership in Chinese
company

State-owned enterprise

SOEs in mainland China usually have labor union and important decisions won’t be
made unless they are supported by the employee congress. It looks like those SOEs
consist with the values of social partnership but the independency of the labor union is
always suspected in this kind of firm. Employers and employees are not equal in
practice. Employees have little opportunities to involve into the problem solving. The
enterprise doesn’t give employees a share in the success of business. As a result,
employees lose their loyalty to the enterprise. For the reasons above, SOEs can hardly
form competitive advantages by the method of social partnership.

Foreign investment enterprise

According to the method of social partnership, foreign investment enterprises don’t
hold the value of equality between employers and employees. The capital is stronger
than labor. Many foreign investment enterprises refuse to set up labor union. But it is
noticeable that foreign investment enterprises usually have outstanding human
resource management system in which employees can involve into some operating
practice. The culture of foreign investment enterprises often emphasize on



performance and efficiency which make employees more professional. Because of
this employees in foreign investment enterprises are more endeavored than in SOESs.

Private enterprise

Private enterprises in mainland China are not that normal. Many of them don’t form
the management system of modern enterprise so they are far away from the values of
social partnership.

Part2-2: using international experience for reference, Chinese government
should take an active part in building harmonious society.

There are two functions of the government in social partnership: enacting, pushing
and arbitrating the policies.

Mainland China put forward building harmonious society as a national strategy for the
first time in September 2004. We should use the experience and method of building
social partnership for reference to form the security system of building harmonious
society. In this system there are mechanisms of dialogue and negotiation as well as
executive institutions to push the policies in practice and monitor the effects of them.

Legislation and policies enaction: after putting forward the strategy of building
harmonious society Chinese government has taken a lot of actions in the field of labor
law and labor relation. For example, <the law of labor contract> came into the
procedure of legislation in 2005. Labor departments propose to build harmonious
enterprises for the first time and give the national standards of how to do in July 2006.

Implement and arbitration: Chinese government should use international experience
for reference to enforce the building of the implementing institutions and bring
national system of labor relation coordination into play in the process of building
harmonious enterprise. We should establish a valid system that can deliver the
national policies into enterprise level and form a mechanism of sharing experience
that works well. Finally the arbitration of law is indispensability and we should pay
more attention to improve the competency of the staffs who execute the law.

Conclusion

Social partnership is a valuable paradigm worth using for reference in the process of
building harmonious society in mainland China. It is an integration system of value



and institution which can be used in building a new relationship at national level and
enterprise level. After theoretical analysis and summarizing of practice, the paper
comes to some conclusions as follow:

First, using the concept of social partnership at enterprise level needs to emphasize the
equally status between employers and employees. Call for the concepts and paradigms
of modern human resource management such as mutual gains, flexibility,
communication and employment security.

Second, the practices of Chinese companies still have a long distance to the essence of
social partnership. From the Chinese reform to now, there takes on a situation that
“strong capital and weak labor”. But Chinese government began to change this
situation by building harmonious society in 2004. The nation tries to protect the right
of employee by the intervention of public power. There are some measurements such
as the draft of <the low of labor contract> in 2005 and the proposal of “building
harmonious labor relation enterprise” in 2006.

Third, we should pay more attention to exploit the functions of Chinese government
in building harmonious society. This because the government plays a more important
role in mainland China than other countries, especially in enacting the policies, laws,
statutes of labor. Further more, Chinese government takes on an unavoidable
responsibility in implementing the policies, laws, statutes of labor. We may take
advantage of international experience to make more progress in improving the
efficiency of institutions and the ability of officials.
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