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There ia a arow!na current debate eoncernina th" r-e l evance of 

plycholOiY and ita fnilure to locate itself within the South African 

context (lee DawPI, 19Bó; Foster, 1986; FullBaar, 1984; Nzimande, 1984). 

Do.we. (19BIl) hal sUilasated that a nuance of "r-e l evance" in this in8tance 

18 the extent to which paycholoiY addre .. "a the problema and 

Bacia-politic I condt t.t ons of the majority, or th .. workina clea., in an 

afric mist context. 'raking th!a a' a major criterion of relevance, one 

c nay thnt oraan!aalional/indu'trlal paycholoiY in South Africa has, 

to larae extent, become irrelevant. 

Since lts InCPlltion as a Bt'psrate area of sppllt'd pllycholoiY, 

industrial paycholoiY ha. tended to ignore the needs of the blue-collar 

worker and the phenomenon of working class or labour orasnieations. 

Traditionally, oraanisational paycholoaists have allowed a managerial 

elite (the State, human resource managers, snd administrators) to define 

their focus of enquiry. In sddition, the theory of industrial 

psycholoiY is firmly embedded in a Euro-American bourgeois ideology 

where the owners of capital have sponsored a psychology which caters for 
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their own interests (1) but prevents the realisation of the interests, 

and consolidation, of labour oraanisations. For example, job enrichment 

techniques are perceived by unionists as increasina job dilution, and 

interferina with job classification and standards systems (Ranick, 1973; 

Shepard, 1974). Also the emphasis in psychometric testina on individual 

differentiation amongat; workers aoes aaainst the labour principles of' 

901 idari ty and aeniori ty (Barkin, 1961; Rhoads &. Landy, 1973) . 

Furthermore, many induatrial psycho1oaical techniques and assessments 

have been used as the bases of a rationale for retrenchment or in order 

to avoid union oraanisina altoaether. For example the techniques of work 

meaaurement and incentive bonusee are perceived by South Af'rican 

unionists as resul tina in mechanisation and lowered employment levele 

(Maller. 1986). 

There are other reasons for industrial psycholoiY's irrelevance and 

the "mutual indifference" (Shostack, 1964) between paycholoiY end 

lebour. Industrial psycholoiY hae always reaarded itulf sa a 

profeasional discipline which has been concerned with developina career 

potentia11 ties and aervina only tho.. oraanteation. capable of' 

aponsorlna research. Consequently, aince i t. inception, the .cope of 

industrial/oraanisational reaearch haa been limi ted to primarily 

non-union iaaue. due to the discipline'. dependence on capital to darina 

it. concern •• nd provide it with re.earch opportunitiel. The Ichiem 

(1) The application of behavioural ecience th"ory and methodoloiY to 
industry in South Africa (a. ellewherel hae bsen a •• propo.ed lolution 
to low production per man hour, hiah absentesilm and labour turnover, 
and aeneral industrial unreet. 
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between payoholoaiata and labour ill further exacerbated by the 

predominantly middle clasa, white backarounda of its voteries. As such 

it 1a difficult for psycholoaiata to empathise with and conceptualis~, 

let alone measure, the work experiences and problems of black workers. 

The solution to thie dilemma haa tended to be the development of 

separate approaches, often with racist undertones, to the understand ina 

of the work behaviour of black and white employees (se~ Webster's 

article in the current edition). 

Finally, the socio-political locus of much industrial psycholoiY is 

American cap! talism. The leaaciea of scientific management; and human 

relations Bre founded in 

emphaeieed individualism, 

an American work ethic which has always 

profit achievement, productivity, and 

incentive ByBteme. The crOBB cultural aenerality of American 

oraeniaational theoriee haa frequently been queationed. For example, the 

moti vationd approaoh .. of McClelland, MaBlow, Herzbera, and Vroom all 

emphaei.e the need for aohievement. Hof.ted (19BO) hs •• hown that the 

dUiI''' to aohieve don not occupy an equally central poaition in a 

variety of oulture.. H. que.tion. the univer.al validity of 

oraan!uUonal theor! .. developed in one country, luch a. the Uni ted 

Stat... Obv10u •• cron-country differeno.. in work value., aovernment 

polio!.. and leahlation, labour market .i tu_tion. and labour union 

power po.ition. prevent • univer.al theory. Con.equently the 

aanerali.ina of Amerioan theori •• to • work'riat or Ifrican1.t context 

i. not only hiahly que.tionabh but al80 "am_ek." of cul tun I 

imperial 11m (aee Oawe. (19B6». 

Thele are juat aoma of the reasona (2) why oraanisational 

(2) For further suaae.tions aee rullaaar (19B4) and Nz1mande (1984). 
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psychologists are largely ignorant of workera' perceptiona, problems and 

organiaations, while workers and uniona remain skeptical and suspicious 

about organisational and psychological reeearch. Even where the theory 

and context lire homogenous (i.e., in America) unionists perceive "the 

contribution of psychologists, at beet to be unrelated to their needs, 

at worst to be anti theticel to their interests" (Huszczo, Wiggins, & 

Currie, 1984, p.432). 

However, since the late 1970'S, several organisational 

psychologists have begun to focue on organised labour. This growing 

interest among Americsn and European psychologists can be evidenced in 

the formation of various commi tteea wi thin the American Psychological 

Association, a special edition of the Internationsl Review of Applied 

Psychology (1981), a special section of the American Psychologist 

(1984), and a growing body of empirical research, all specifically 

addressing the ieeue of psychology'a relationahip with, and contribution 

to, labour. 

Unfortunately, a lIimilar upsurge in union research has not been 

forthcoming in South Africs. Pllychologicsl articlea on Isbour 

orgoniBations and labour management relations are a scarct ty in South 

African psychological and labour journals. Pllychologist. and their 

services are aeldom employed by unions. Few courses sre offered at 

tertiary institutions which attempt to outline a psychological theory of 

labour with thf! reaul ta that (a) most attempts to apply paychology to 

labour have been carried ou t by lay prac ti tioners with common aenae 

concern. and little theoretical or raesarch rigour, and (b) atudent. of 

industrial/organisational peychology know li ttl. about the n •• da and 

functions of labour organiaations. 

Neverthele.s, the rapid growth and mobiliaation of working cl ••• 

organieationa and the corresponding impact on industrial relations in 
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South Africa has aenerBted a amall amount of reaearch by Beveral 

oraanisations and individuale. Webster (1985) hal identified three broad 

cateaorie. of such research. Fir8tly, research which i. initiated, 

defined and conduoted for the State and undertaken mainly by the 

National Manpower Commission and the Human Sciences Research Counci i. 

Seoondly, reaearch undertaken wi thin companies and ini tiated by 

manaaement to underitand .nd control the manBament-lBbour interfnce. Th~ 

third eeteaory conliet. of indultrial relationl reaearch oonducted by 

univer.itiel or Illooi.ted inltltutionl (Iuch .1 the Inltitute of 

IndustriAl Relationl and the Inlti tut. for Labour Studiea) . However, 

reaardl.n of oattlior)', malt of thil relellrch il not concernnd wi th 

developifla • paycholoay of labour but rather with undllrltendina the 

hiltory, eoonomio. und leaality of employment prlcticel, arluvance 

prooedurel, colleotive b.raBinina and lO forth. Aa luch it 18 laraely 

.theoretical. 

R.o.ntly, however, thllre have been leversl "open-Iy.tem." uprofloh". 

developed by plyoholoa1.tl in an attempt to davelop a p.ycholoay which 

il more relevant to 1 baur ora.nilation. and blue-collar workel'I . Thi. 

r •• earch di.Unauilhe. i tiel! from the third cattaory above in thllt itl 

major theoretical and methodoloaical re.auroe i. p.yoholoaical. For 

example, Bluen (1986), loo.tina hi. r •••• rch in current modele of 

.treB., ha, inv •• t1aat.d the peyoholoaical consequenc •• of various 

indu8trial relatione stre.sore. Several form. of role Itrese heve been 

anoclated wi th beina a Shop steward or union official. Shop stewords 

report hiah level II of (a) role amb1auity b.cauBe they have received no 

olear-cut auidelines or tralnina, and (b) role conflict becauBe they are 

oontinually required to interaot with membera of both manaaement and 

workera, both of whom place conflictina demands on them. In .ddition, 
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union members are subjected to various sources of stress such ss 

management victimisation, being discharged for being a member of a 

union, threatened with dismissal and plant closure, denial of privileges 

and transfer to lower paying jobs (Bluen, 1986). Strikes themselves are 

obviously stressful snd include such stressful incidents aB being 

physically chased and locked out of company premises and hostels, being 

threatened with permanent unemployment in an industry, being assaulted, 

evicted or arrested, being forced st gunpoint to return to work by 

securi ty pol ice, and being deported back to rural areas. Bluen has 

attempted to account for these factors in developing a model of 

industrial relations stress. 

Psychological research has slso been conducted in South Africa on 

commi tment to labour organisations with the aim of improving union 

welfare (Fullagar, 1986). Commitment has been identified as an important 

variable both in terms of developing a psychology of unions and because 

it is a crucial vsriable with respect to union effectiveness (Gordon & 

Burt, 1981; Gordon & Nurick, 1981). Child, Loveridgs and Warner (1973) 

have noted that 

"the general lack of appreciation of member 
orientations, of the processes leading to their 
emergence and the way they are acted out through 
behaviour in the union, have been .erious 
omieslone , not just of trade union etudiel, but 
much of organisational theory in general."(p.76) 

Consequently, the definition of union commitment and i ta behavioural 

manifestations impinge on union democracy and deBerve researching. 

Other examples of psychological rellearch on l.bour organilation. 

are Donald's (1985) research on industrial relations climate which 
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identified key in-company industrial relations dimensions such as 

employee representation, grievance and disciplinary procedures, 

communications and supervisor influences; Rigby's (1984) investigation 

into some of the elements influencing the union-management relationship; 

and Van Zwam's (1986) study of the work consequences of trade union 

membership on job attitudes. 

Despi te the fact that the above research goes a long way toward 

rectifying the neglect of industrial/organisational psychologists of 

labour, it is characterised by a number of methodological and 

philosophical problems. For example, methodologically these studies tend 

to rely on self-report questionnaire measures which may produce 

a .. tefactual results because of "priming" snd "consistency" effects. 

Basically, theee arguments .. ely on a postulated need for individuals to 

pres ant consistent information obout themselves, possibly distorting 

"true" information because of their memory of thei .. earlier responses. 

This pones EI se .. iou8 threat to the validity of both the messures used, 

nd the 8ub9~quont teata of ~mplrical relationshipa. Ideslly, to 

eliml.nate enn r ed method Inver-Lance as 0 potential alternative 

explanation, diff rent mcuBurement d~vices should be uspd to atudy each 

v riabie. The dl fflcuHy of eccese to unions 8 wall aa the leek of 

union tnformotion with respect to th concepta studied make it difficult 

if not impossible to obtain indepond nt, "objoctive" measures. 

Another problem associated with these studies is that the samples 

necessitate caution in te .. ms of the general1sabillty of the resulta to 

other unions and blue-collar workers. As Tannenbaum and Kahn (1958) have 

noted, 
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"One of the major processes of social science is 
extrapolation from the specific to the general, 
from a sample population in hand to a universe 
beyond reach, from variables and measures of 
limi ted scope to ideas concerning broader, social 
processes. To stop short of such generalisations 
is to be less than scientific, but to attempt them 
from insufficient data is also less than 
scientific, and perhaps more dangerous." 
( pp . 235-236) . 

The generalisation of results becomes more problematic if one takes into 

account that in South Africa there are many different independent unions 

and several affiliative bodies with essentially differing viewpoints, 

fundamental objectives and methods of obtaining them. Consequently what 

applies to one union may not be applicable to another. No judgements may 

be rendered nor generalisations made in regard to unionism as such from 

the study of any union or any small number of unions, or any group. 

Webster (1985), although not specificslly addressing the above 

psychological rese rch, has identified a central philosophical Or 

theoretical problem, which characterises this type of investigation and 

which we briefly m .. ntioned above. That ia the theory utilised and the 

variables measured are determined by industrial r"lationa (nd 

psychological) theory and practice which has been deve l oped in a r'iral 

World context. 

"Stable industrial relations .... were developed in 
industrialized countries in Europe and North 
America in an intimate relationship with certain 
sets of values, institutions and economic und 
social structures. In other words, the 
incorporation of the working class required a eet 
of material preconditions. Hyman identifies six UB 
existing in Western Europe and North America: 

(a) the presence of a margin for concession to 
workers' demands wi thout jeopardising the 
continued accumulation of capital, 
(b) a detachment of the state from the routine 
conduct of economic life, 
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(c) a tradition of moderate reformism wi thin the 
trade union movement itself, 
(d) the weakness or crushing of a revolutionary 
tradition, 
(e) the early (and relatively peaceful) attainment 
of formal social and poli tical rights by 
significant sectors of the working population, 
(f) the emergence and consolidation of union 
organization independently of the existence of any 
socialist or distinctively working-class political 
movement. (Webster, 1985, pp. 7-8). 

Webster points out that although some of these conditions are beginning 

to emerge in South Africa, most are not present. The extreme difference 

in the socio-political circumstances surrounding labour organisations in 

South Africa has probably facilitated the weak relationships which exist 

between the variables in the psychological research described above. For 

examp I , Von Zw m found that tredi tional, Amedcan measures of union 

atti \'UdOIl, 1 if" satisfaction, or-gun t sat.Lone l and demographic 

charactorietlc8, had weuk eïf~ct on the job attitudes of both 

un i on i sed lind ncn-unt cnt sed workers. This contradicte the rf'sl'f,rch 

findlnll,s nl OV~rBl'aa rt'sesr"h lind may w .. l1 be ut.tr-Lbut.ub l e to t.he 

dj ff!'rent ypell of un lon tn Sout.h Africa (lil opposed to America (Southull 

(1984) dl"Linll,uJahes b"two,'n the po l f t Ice l unions of South Africa nnd 

Amorican bua i ne sa unioni sm); thB totAlly di freront life and ma tprial 

circumstances of th~ South Afric n black worker; and the disparities in 

orll,enis tiona) structure (South African organisations have been noted 

for their extreme form of racial bureaucracy (Wiendieek, 1979)). 

Consequently, instruments developed in the Uni ted States to measure 

these factors may have very little applied relevance in a South African 

context. This is well illustrated when one tries to generalise American 

theories of union commitment to black workers in South Africs. Research 

in the Uni ted States indicates that workers become attached to unions 

for extrinsic, calculative and economic reasons. This concords with 
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social theorists' perceptions of American unions as following a business 

unionism phi losophy (Kochan, 1980); they are primarily concerned with 

satisfying the short-term economic and job-related needs of their 

membA.rs, rather than concentrating on long-term socio-political issues. 

This may be because of a work ethic which is "job" rather than "class" 

orientated. Attachment to unions in South Africa, in most instances, is 

dependent to a far greater exten t on the perceptions of workers that 

unions are instrumental to achieving more intrinsic outcomes, such as 

the improvement of worker rights and dignity, greater control over the 

work process, participation in decision-making, pOlitical redress, as 

well as fincancial and job security. Furthermore, feelings of alienation 

and exploitation, together wi th a strong development of class 

consciousness have been found to be important determinants of union 

loyalty in South Africa (Fullagar, 1986). As Webster (1985) has noted, 

"It is precisely because of the different material 
and political conditions of labour in South Africa 
that we have seen emerge over the past decade a 
powerful and militant labour movement. In Its wnkp 
i t has also g~n"rsted a qui te distinct typ" of 
labour studies." (p.8) 

But perhaps an equally serious problem wi th Lh.. psychologic" l 

research that has been conducted on orgunised Labour is thp ovt'rf'mphssill 

on the experimental and survey traditions. Thes" traditions are 

concerned with discovering a priori caus laws or da ta-based 

relationships. Experimenters working in these Lraditions control subject 

actlvities and define appropriate responses. Problems are defined either 

through a process of deduc tion from theory, or II process of induction 

from data. There are serious disadvantages associated with this type of 

approach, especially in ill-defined, under-researched areas. An 
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al ternati ve, more appropriate approach is needed, especiall y at this 

stage of the relationship between psychology and labour and with the low 

levels of trust that exist between organised labour and psychologists. 

It is necessary to move away from doing research on labour co doing 

research with labour. A more participatory form of research is needed 

which places greater emphasis on a democratic process of investigation. 

To this end, the authors conducted an exploratory investigation to 

ascertain various unions' needs for psychological services and their 

attitudes toward psychologists as a precursor to defining a mor~ 

"relevant" role for organisational psychologists. To reiteratp, 

ol though the psychological research outl Ine-d above is an attempt to 

br t dge th", gop b~tw('cn psychology nd J bour, the probl "ms have br-en 

d 'fl ned nnd r,'st'orched by academica uBlna lheor .. tical mod .. la and 

rl'aBarch whiCh may be lotally In pproprlate. Ev.'n t.hough th .. atudy did 

nol dl r('('lly IIddr'ss mnny of the probl .. ma associat.ed wi th survey 

information which hove h .. , n out l tm-d .bov e , Wil fd t it was important to 

tempt to deacr-Jb .. the nppd. hal unionlst8 bel leve to bil the most 

pre.sing and Important. 

The union sample consisted of 44 trade union officials repres,nting 

a variety of unions from ft number of federations (See Table 1). It must 

Tuble 1: Descriptive statistics of the sample. 

FEDERATION MEMBERSHIP 
FEDERATION No. OF No. PAID UP SIGNED UP 

UNIONS INTERVIEWED 

COSATU 33 11 430 000 565 000 
TUCSA 55 15 40 000 
CUSA 11 6 180 000 
SACOL 13 6 100 000 
AZACTU 9 6 70000 

be noted that because the sample consisted of office bearers, the 
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perceptions reported here may not be the same as those of shopfloor 

workers. The survey consisted of a semi-structured interview based on 

analogous research conducted in the USA by Huszczo, Wiggins, and Currie 

(1')84). This research utilised a questionnaire which included a survey 

of organised labour's perceived need for various psychological services. 

In consul tation wi th a number of trade unionists and social scientists 

involved in organised labour, several items were either altered or 

omitted to make the questionnaire relevant in the South African context. 

The interview with union representatives started with a brief 

description of the educational requirements of industrial psychologists 

in South Africa. This was to provide unionists with a clearer picture of 

the services which psychologists are capable of offering. The second 

stage comprised of a number of open-ended questions which attempted to 

ascertain whether the union had ever sought the aid of a psychologist or 

oth .. r profess ional and in what capaci ty; what b~nef1 te were important 

for the union; whp.ther the union would aeek the help of a professional 

person to acht eve lta aims or whether thia type of help would be 

detrimental to the labour organisation. finally, thp third Btage of the 

interview cona i s ted of th,. administration of the adap La t Lon of Huszczo 

et al. 's (1984) se le which ossessed the extent of the perceived ner-d 

for psychological services by trade unions. This acn le cone t s ted of II 

list of twenty psychological s e rvices to which respondl'nts had to 

indicate the extent of the union's need (4 "Very Strong Nt'ed", 3, "Strong 

Need", 2="Some NeedlI, l,.."No Need"). 

The frequency scores for unionists' perceived needs for psychological 

services are presented in Table 2. The questionnai re's four-point scale 

has been collapsed into two categories ("perceived need" or "no need") 

for convenience sake. The resul ts indicate that the need for 
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psychological services was not a pervaaive one, but one which expressed 

itaelf most strongly in certain specific areas. The highest expressed 

need was for the provision of skills which would enhance the 

effectiveness and the democratic function of the union. For example, 

there was a strong need for psychologists to play a strategic rol e and 

provide advice during negotiations with management (73%). This advice 

should include information concerning work study methods, the 

psychological and organisational conaequences of automation and 

production line work, work stress and job overload, human factors 

involved in accidents and safety, Bnd so on (this is the kind of service 

that is st present being offered by organisations such as the 

OraonisBtion for Approprint,. Social ServiC'es in South Africa (OASSSA) 

snd the Technical Advice Group (TAG». Fur ther-mor-e , th .. re was a positive 

Mod for the provision of training in borgalnina t.echni quea (5B%). 

Paycholoaiat8 nave al'nl'lr t"d cone Ider' bl amount, of resl'Brch and 

theory which haa focuaf'd di reet lyon the p8ychoJ oglcaJ compon .. nta which 

opur- t" lit lht'l burgaining t.ab l e , Th!. could bl' Ad,1pt"d for, and located 

In, th .. Soulh African context. In addition th"r,' WBS a high need (70%) 

for th .. dl"velopment of leadership train ina proaramm"s among union 

offic! Ja and the provision of classes/workshops for union members 

(59%). In terms of Incr-ena Ing union democracy, psycholoaical services 

were per-ce rved as being useful in conducting attitude surveys amongst 

union members (73%) and developing strategies to increase participstion 

in union activities (64%). Also the majority of respondents expressed a 

need for paycho) ogists to provide personal counselling for both union 

members (55%) and families of union members (56%). 

There were a number of areas where there was little need for 

psychological services. For example, only 27% of the respondents saw the 
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Table 2: Percentage need for psychological services. 

STATEMENT PERCENTAGE NEED 
NEGATIVE POSITIVE 

70% 
1. Develop leadership training 

programmes among union leaders. 
2. Conduct attitude surveys of the 

union members. 
3. Provide advice during negotiations 

with management. 
4. Develop strategies to increase 

participation in union activities. 
5. Provide training in bargaining 

techniques. 
6. Improve communications between union 

leadership and members. 
7. Improve communications between union 

and management. 
8. Reduce work related stress. 
9. Establish alcoholism and other drug 

abuse assistance programmes. 
10. Provide personal counselling. 
11. Providp career planning counselling. 
12. Provide counselling to families of 

members. 
13. Evsluate disability cases. 
14. Provide classes/workshops for union 

members. 
15. Consult with union staff on techniques 

for improving the work environment. 
16. Develop programmes aimed at increasing 

work comml tml'nt. 
17. Train union leaders on management skil Is 

needpd to work with their own office staff. 
18. Conduct research on factors related to 

enhancing the union's public image. 
19. Consult with unions on enhancing the 

union's public image. 
20. Provide conflict resolution training. 

30% 

27% 

27% 

36% 

42% 

55% 

52% 
51% 

55% 
45% 
51% 

44% 
52% 

41% 

45% 

73% 

55% 

47% 

67% 
57% 

73% 

73% 

64% 

58% 

45% 

48% 
49% 

45% 
55% 
49% 

56% 
48% 

59% 

55% 

27% 

45% 

53% 

33% 
43% 
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need for the development of programmes aimed at increasing work 

commi tment. Here one sees a strong contradiction of American 

psychological labour theory which has tended to emphasise the concept of 

dual allegiance. That is that individuals loyal to their union will also 

be loyal to their work, consequently the goals of the organisation and 

the labour organisation are perceived as similar. The present r- .. sul ts 

indicate that increasing commitment to work was not seen as a priority 

by unions. Eighty percent of the respondents deel ar e d this to be a 

managerial task. As one union official pointed out, 

"We are not busines8 unions invol ved in a 
"sweetheart" ee l ationship with the owners of 
production. I f management want increased job 
commitmen I., t.h Y mUB t fight for it." (3) 

o Jarl!. proport j on of re'sponden ts ([:,7%) fult that 

psychologi"ls should not. provide conflict rpsolution training. Again, 

this mny b. 0 r!lf)"ctlon nf th. vi,·w thot conflict is not eusily 

r-eao l vab l e , bul inh. rent In th .. struct.ure of induslrial r-e l at i one . Th" 

co l l ec t Ive burgulnlng l'elat.lonflhip Is ,'ssent.iBJJy an adver-aar-i a) one und 

consists of u prOCI'BS which ie anti t.het.ical to th trad! t i onal 

psychoJ ogics! concer-n of h rmonious human relations. Al so, most unions 

were not int.er~sted in psychological aid in enhancing the union's public 

image. 

There were a number of areas where there was a relatively ambiguous 

response concerning the need for psychological services. These included 

the improvement of communication both between union leadership and 

rank-and-file members, and union and management, the reduction of 

(3) The anonymity of respondents' remarks has been respected. 
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work-related stress and the establishment of alcoholism and other drug 

abuse assistance programmes, and the provision of career plsnning and 

counselling. These services were not of high priority to many unions who 

are still concerned with negotiating basic substantive needs and 

recognition agreements. 

Overall the results appear to confirm organised labour's scepticism 

and suspicion regarding the possible role of psychologists in trade 

unions. However, it must be pointed out that after completing the 

questionnaire and learning of the services that psychologists could 

provide, 67% of the respondents felt that they would seek psychological 

aid in the future. The results may therefore be an artefact of unionists 

not knowing the kinds of services which psychologists can offer. 

Nevertheless, compsred to the need for other types of services, 

psychological aid wall low on unionist' 8 list of priori ties (see Table 

3). These results indicate that there is a strong need for professional 

involvement in unions. However, there is not necessarily a need for 

psychological services, or, if that need does occur, it is often a low 

priority. Lack of finances prevent the hiring of psychological service •. 

Table 3: Professional services needed by unionist •. 

Legal Aid 

Aid from economists and accountante 

Education in shop-floor and political issues 

Aid from computer specialists 

Training and advice during negotiations 

Health and safety 

8~ 

80% 

36% 

24% 

21% 

19% 
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At this stage of labour development, legal and economic advice, 

recrui tment drives and salaries for full-time union staff are the most 

important financial demands. Many unions are still involved in issues 

such as recruitment, shop-floor participation, recognition by companies, 

and prevention of harassment by the State. Most South African labour 

organisations are involved in distributive bargaining for better wages, 

job security, physical work conditions and fair compensation. 

Consequently, psychological aervices, however beneficial, are less 

important than the basic prerequisites of union existence. Furthermore, 

unions appear more prone to seek the aid of professionals from fields 

other than psycholoa,y in order to perform services such as research, 

counsslling, training nd consulting. In terms of the uae of 

professionals oth!'r thon Bociol scientists, unions consul ted labour 

lawyers, engineers, industrial computer specialists, 

cxplosivl's expert •• he l Lh and safety spacialist8. penaion consul tant.e, 

end aocountnnta. GeneI' lly, t.h~re w s a strong exprpsssd ne d for expert 

adv ice, 1 though the form this dvlce ahou l d take varied across unions. 

One opinion, held by a I rge number- of unionists from TUCSA, CUSA, and 

COSATU was th t professional aid was important in technical areas, but 

th t unions should rely primarily on their workers. Most unionists 

acknowledged the need for advice in specialist or technical iasues 

(e .g., law, health, safety, etc.). This need stemmed from the necessi ty 

to compete with aophisticated management advisors who were seen as 

"running rings" around the less developed unionists. 

Two issues, however, did emerge from the interviews. One was that 

consultants, outside experts and researchers, should not adopt positions 

as neutral or "objective" observers. Any aid should be partisan in that 

it should incorporate, accept, and promote the goals of the labour 
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organisation. Research was seen as being inherently politicsl in that it 

was a means for shi fting the balance of power away from management 

towards labour. As one union official stated, 

"Routing is important, everything a psychologist 
does should be routed through the unions. He must 
work with us, not for US,II 

Thus, professional assistance was considered valuable if it was 

participative in nature and undertaken as a cooperative endeavour. 

The other issue was the perceived social and ideological disparity 

between outside experts and labour organisations. In certain cases the 

contributions of outside experts were seen as a dilution of worker 

ideals; 

" .. involvement by experts would be detrimental to 
our union. The only way to achieve our aims is 
through the backing of our members." 

In other instances, the differences in background and experience were 

perceived as preventing outside experts from a true appreciation of 

worker problems; 

"Experts in all fields are useful and can be of 
great benefit. Social scientists sre experts in 
their fields and we ar-e specialists in ours. You 
could not possibly be able to help us. We grew up 
in the ranks of workers. We know our workers' 
problems and are capable of presenting our own 
cases." 

However, i t must be emphasised the t these issues were raised by 0 

minority of the respondents. Most union officials be l l eved that lh('re 

was a role for professionals and social scientists in the d~velopment of 

union welfare. 

In conclusion, it Can be said that there is scope for psychological 
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involvement in labour organisations. This must be done in areas in which 

labour itself has defined a need for research and not necessarily in 

areas deemed relevant by overseas academic practice. The above survey 

has attempted to identify some of these areas. 

We started this paper by saying that there is a growing interest to 

establish a more relevant and systematic social science in South Africa. 

This interest is by no means I imi ted to psychologists. Several social 

scientists, working individually or in groups (e.g., LMG, HIC, OASSSA, 

TAG, SALB, etc.,) have already begun to address many of the probl ems 

outlined above in what has been termed s "new labour studies" (Southall, 

1984; Webster, 1985). Southall (1984) has commented that this new labour 

studies is, 

"highly committed politically, snd makes no 
pretension whatsoever to "neutrality" as if 
workera and ('mploye-rs pI ay equal but different 
roles in the unending process of capitalist 
production. It is unashsmedly partiaan on behal f 
of work ra in struaal e : and further, in the caae 
of South Africa, it views the non-racial trade 
union movcm~nt na n major vehicle (but not 
n('c"slIerily the preeminent one) for rsdically 
tr nsformtnll re) tions b(jtw~ n capital and labour 
In Lh work plncp nd between oppressors nnd 
Opprf'8s"d 1 n the pol i ty." (p . 89) 

W~bBtf'r (1985) hus delinroLed fivp char cteriatics associated with the 

new lebour SLuditls; (1) labour Is seen BS part or a socio-politiclIl 

movl'm('nt nnd not fl8 an input within an industriel rt'latlons system; (2) 

the I'ocua of concer-n movea b!'yolld the boundaries of the workpJ ac!' to 

take Into eccount sociel and pol i ticel factors which infl uence the 

quality of work life; (3) the major emphasis is on workplace democracy 

and the development of greater control and participation by workers; (4) 

there is a movement away from traditional positivist methodologies 
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toward more qual i tati ve and phenomenological approaches; (5) the new 

labour studies is inter-disciplinary in nature in that it draws upon the 

theories, methods, and research findings of sociology, history, 

anthropology, economics, law, medicine, engineering, and political 

science as well as psychology. These same features must characterise any 

attempt to make organisational psychology more relevant to the majority 

of workers. 

Psychology must show itself willing to research union issues and aid 

in union aims. Consequently a participatory form of research is called 

for. This would place a greater emphasis on socisl change and a 

democratic method of investigation. What is needed is joint research 

action to sol ve shared problems and encourage mutual participation in 

decision making. Furthermore, any skewed distribution of power between 

researcher and researched could be minimalised if researchers adopt the 

ra] e of "resource" rather- than "expert". Once a participatory 

relationship has been established, research will emerge that will both 

benefit the unions and establish a relevant body of theory for 

psychology to use. Perhaps the most appropriate approach at the moment 

is an actional ist one. Action approaches attempt to understand and 

explore the work communi ty nexus as wel J as Lncor-por-e t Lng socially 

gener-atred and distributed sims, attitudes snd actions in any model of 

worker behaviour. The little psycholol1.ical research which has been done 

on labour unions in South Africa has real ised thst the beh viour of 

workers will never be fully understood wi thout pay1nl1. attention to 

factors outside the orl1.anisation whether these are commun 1 ty 

affiliations, social oril1.ins or national culture. 
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