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CHAPTER 21

Work process knowledge and
labour relations in the Spanish
steel industry

Karsten Krüger

21.1.  Introduction

It is obvious that the organisation of work determines how workers carry out
their tasks and the competences to be used in the process. Any
restructuring of an organisation implies a modification of its competence
structure. The debate about work process knowledge must be seen in
relation to this (see Kruse, 1985). The green paper Partnership for a new

organisation of work (1996) indicates that introducing forms of work
organisation based on work process knowledge is a bargaining process that
occurs on different levels.

Some of the main questions raised by the restructuring processes in
industry are as follows. Which characteristics will the new labour processes
take? What competences are required by the workers and in which labour
conditions will they work in the future? It is evident that these are questions
dealing with the collective bargaining process. However, we want to
formulate these questions in a different manner, which is: what role does the
structure of industrial relations play with regard to introducing new forms of
work organisation based on work process knowledge and learning?

Before outlining an answer to this question, based on the experience of
modernising processes in the Spanish steel industry, we want to highlight
the fact that the concept of work process knowledge can be used in different
ways. The different chapters in this book show that:
(a)  we must distinguish between work process knowledge as a form of

knowledge, which has always existed, in one form or another, in all
enterprises (see Fischer, 2000) and work process knowledge as a
political concept for improving the learning processes of enterprises, for
defining vocational/professional curricula (75) and for enhancing work
organisation and working conditions;

(75)  See for example the contributions of Felix Rauner and Rainer Bremer in this book.
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(b)  work process knowledge is strongly related to the balance of power
within enterprises, economic sectors, educational and training systems
and society as a whole. In all these areas work process knowledge is a
basic power resource.

Current discussions on work process knowledge indicate that it has been
recognised as a fundamental part of the cognitive structure of enterprises
and professions. This implies that there is a need for new curricula concepts,
which form part of the political discussion about the vocational professional
training system. Furthermore, the experience within enterprises indicates
that recognising work process knowledge as a fundamental part of an
organisation’s cognitive structure forms the basis of modern strategies to
adapt enterprises to the changing environment (76). In both cases we can
observe aspects of power, which are a dimension of modernisation
processes.

From the perspective of power, we discuss the role of industrial relations
in restructuring enterprises. We make reference to the modernising
processes of enterprises in the Spanish steel industry. We will explain the
problems faced in the 1990s and how these problems were addressed by a
sector-wide initiative supported by two ADAPT projects. Both projects were
based implicitly on the concept of work process knowledge and their
objective was to elaborate instruments and tools to enable the steel
enterprises to adapt themselves to new conditions within the sector.

21.2.  Power games and resources

The organisational theory of ‘micropolitics’ (Küpper and Ortmann, 1986)
interpreted organisations as a configuration of multiple linked power games,
where the actors used strategies based on cooperation or confrontation.
Restructuring processes unleashed new forms of power games.
Theoretically these types of power games cannot be explained by classical
game theory. The former is quite different in the following aspects:
(a)  they do not suppose a limited number of players who are fighting for a

clearly defined aim;
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(76)  We maintain that most modern management concepts are implicitly based on recognising the
work process knowledge of workers. The main objective is using work process knowledge for
organisational restructuring processes, often without recompense for the workers. On the other
side, the article of Rik Huys and Geert Van Hootegem (in this book) depicts a scepticism about
the existence of the proclaimed new forms of work organisations. Their chapter argues that the
so proclaimed new work forms do not contribute to an improvement in the work process
knowledge of workers.



(b)  there are no clearly defined game rules. The rules are formed as a result
of the game itself and may be modified during the game;

(c)  the strategies of the players are characterised by a ‘bounded rationality’.
This means that the actors are designing their strategies based on
limited information;

(d)  the interests of the different players are not solely antagonistic. Games
based on antagonistic interests between the players can be termed as
zero-sum-games, where the benefits of one player are at the expense of
one or more other players. However, in organisational games the
benefits or non-benefits are not clearly defined. It depends on the
evaluation of different players. Normally we are talking about non-zero-
sum-games. However, despite this, the different players could design
their strategies based on the paradigm of zero-sum-games.

Defining and evaluating power resources also forms part of the game.
Every player has ‘objective’ resources related either to them personally or to
their position within the enterprise. Nevertheless, it depends on the
interaction between the players if these resources are considered to be
sources of power. Based on Bourdieu’s capital theory, we distinguish four
fields of power resources: a) economic capital; b) cultural capital; c) social
capital, and d) symbolic capital. On the level of organisations, a fifth type of
capital must be added, which can be called ‘organisational capital’. This
type of capital refers to the control of crucial nodes of social communication
in the organisation (Bourdieu, 1992, 1987, 1979).

Economic capital can be differentiated in economic organisations in
relation to:
(a)  the contribution of a person or group to the added value produced by an

enterprise;
(b)  the economic recognition that someone receives regarding their

expected or actual work performance.
There are three different forms of cultural capital:

(a)  objectified cultural capital, such as books, paintings, artistic objects, but
also machines and other types of technological instruments. Within
economic organisations, the last type of objectified cultural capital is
more important than the others;

(b)  cultural capacity, for instance manual and technical abilities as well as
other knowledge forms. This type of cultural capital makes reference to
knowledge in the broadest sense, which goes beyond academic
scholastic knowledge;

(c)  institutionalised forms of knowledge such as socially recognised
educational and professional titles.

Work process knowledge and labour relations
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For Bourdieu, social capital refers to the network of social relations within
and outside of the organisation, in which someone is integrated and can be
used, when a person needs support or help from others. Social capital
according to Bourdieu can be differentiated further. On the one hand, the
notion of organisational capital refers to formal and structured social
relations within and outside an organisation related to the functional position
of an individual in the organisation. On the other hand, the notion of social
capital (in the strict sense) is limited to the informal social relations of an
individual that are considered as relevant by the organisation as a whole, or
by the other players involved in the organisational game. Although formal
relations per se are important for the organisation, it is necessary that the
organisation or its members recognise the value of informal relations.

Through the recognition and positive evaluation of social and
organisational relations by the organisation, or its members, the social and
organisational capital could lead to a re-evaluation of the other types of
capital (see Bourdieu, 1992, p. 64).

Symbolic capital refers to the prestige that is conferred on an individual or
a group within an enterprise. This type of capital has its basis in the other
capital forms, which are converted into symbolic capital through symbolic
recognition. The actors or social groups have ‘credits’ of prestige. An
example of symbolic capital is the symbolic recognition of a cultural capital
by means of certificates or professional titles.

Figure 1:  The ‘capital’ structure of an organisation (77)
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(77)  In the exposition we have only presented five types of capital, but the capital theory of Bourdieu
is open to the inclusion of other capital types. In another project on the evaluation of training
programmes, Bruna and Krüger propose six types of capital, adding corporal capital, which
makes reference to the health of the person (Bruna and Krüger, 2001).



Organisational transformation based on work process knowledge
changes the configuration of the capital structure in the organisation and
between the players. Work process knowledge is one of the main factors
involved in organisational power games; it has been, and continues to be,
one of the power resources of the workers against the impositions of the
enterprise and its superiors. Therefore, restructuring processes focusing on
work process knowledge are of central importance, with regard to the actual
power relations of the enterprise and its industrial relations system.

A critical factor for the success of such strategies is the orientation of the
game. The game will develop differently if the actors are playing in
accordance with a zero-sum-game or of the non-zero-sum-game.

In this context, the configuration of power games within industrial
relations on different levels – national, regional, sector and enterprise –
influences the process of organisational restructuring. Below, an example of
good practice that supports and promotes strategies of human resource
management based on work process knowledge, is provided through
analysing the industrial relations system of the Spanish steel industry.

21.3.  A sectoral project based on work process
knowledge

A project to introduce a ‘new professionalism’ in restructuring the
companies of the steel industry in Spain towards non-Taylorist forms of
organisation began in 1996. The project was promoted by the employers’
associations in response to the profound changes taking place. The
transformation of markets towards trade internationalisation and greater
global competitiveness, as well as the widespread introduction of computer
technology in production processes, created a need to find ways to adapt to
this changing environment. Without expressing this openly, the project was
based implicitly on the work process knowledge (WPK) concept.

The design of the project included the following phases. First, a
conceptual base was drawn up and an initial definition required of the new
professionalism, put forward in terms of organisational changes in the
different industrial sectors. Four basic criteria were put forward:
(a)  transition from manual to more abstract work;
(b)  principles of polyvalence and work enrichment;
(c)  wider worker autonomy, responsibility, initiative and participation;
(d)  teamwork.

Work process knowledge and labour relations
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Figure 2:  The change project

The initial concept was revised following a diagnosis of 10 companies
where analysis was made of the work procedures, cognitive structures and
existing change projects. The diagnosis also served as a means of preparing
companies for change. It was based on a series of interviews with
representatives of all companies: senior management, managers of the
different functional areas, foremen, members of the company committee
and operators.

In the end, the results of the diagnosis – detailed description of the work
processes, the strengths and weaknesses of the company and
recommendations for action – were presented to both the management and
the work councils of the participating companies. Based on this diagnosis,
a broad programme of professional training aimed at new professional
competences was drawn up. Later on, this training was provided in the
different companies of the sector.

The analysis of the companies gave an initial picture of the complex
power structure within the companies and made it possible to identify the
strengths and weaknesses of the continuous training programme to bring
about change in the companies. Interviews with people from different areas
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of the company showed that some perceived that, far from favouring their
position of power, the project and the expected organisational changes
would have the opposite effect.

One indicator of the problems associated with applying WPK concepts is
the failure of companies to introduce mechanisms, implicitly based on this
concept, such as quality circles, groups for continuous improvement and
operative meetings at production level. Although, nearly all of the companies
visited experimented with such mechanisms, none were capable of
continuing with them for long. A certain degree of continuity has been
enjoyed only with regard to the application of project management principles
at a management level. At this level of the organisation the traditional
principle of management by functions (through the strict
compartmentalisation of the management tasks) was replaced by process
management. Other mechanisms introduced to improve the involvement of
the workers in the organisational processes and to make better use of their
knowledge of the work processes, did not bear fruit.

A certain trend may be seen among the companies visited with regard to
the failure of the quality circles or groups for improvement, although the
measures did bear fruit in the first phase of application. According to the
managers and the workers, the latter showed interest in participating in the
different measures and produced ideas for improvement. In the medium
term, however, all the groups failed due to a lack of feedback from the
management. In other words, the failure of the groups was due to the
communicative passivity of the management. It became clear that an active
communicative attitude from the management in reporting on the receipt of
ideas, carrying out ideas or explaining why certain ideas are not carried out
is essential to motivate groups to continue. This would have required
symbolic medium term recognition in the form of incentives for ideas about
improvement, signifying recognition of workers’ knowledge of the work
processes. Company management boards were not willing to accept this
change in the capital structure of the companies, due to the implications this
would have for the structure of organisational capital within the companies.
Explicit recognition would have meant a change in institutionalised roles
within the companies and the reconfiguration of the capital structure.
Managers would have been accountable to the workers for their decisions
with respect to ideas for improvement and which would have introduced a
kind of management based on communicative dialogue, instead of top-
down mechanised information flows.

Nevertheless, the diagnosis of the companies indicated that progress has
been made in the sector towards new forms of organising work and towards

Work process knowledge and labour relations
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a new professionalism, not in the broad sense but in a rather limited way
regarding two of the four criteria outlined above:
(a)  technological change means that work in this industrial branch is less

manual and more abstract than before, requiring a change in the
competences of workers. However, these changes in competences,
which were undertaken through continuous training programmes have,
in some cases, caused functional problems in production;

(b)  technological change and the need to reduce the number of have
compelled companies to introduce principles of polyvalence. However,
most companies did not apply this principle universally, but rather
created a polyvalent scheme that is capable of working in a broad
working area. This entails a new professional category, non-existent in
companies until now. Other workers are offered (or in some cases have
demanded) a certain polyvalence in their work, but within a far smaller
working area. This kind of polyvalence has been generally encouraged
by means of a supplement to salaries, regardless of whether or not the
workers actually rotate jobs. Most companies have also opted for some
measures to enrich work by introducing quality systems to production.
Growing customer orientation makes more demands on the quality of
products, which cannot be satisfied merely by quality controls carried
out in one department of the company. The principle of producing
quality, instead of controlling it, must be followed.

In summary the organisational situation in companies in this industrial
sector may be considered as neo-Taylorist. When compared with classical
Taylorist forms of work, the neo-Taylorist forms are based on workers’
knowledge of the procedures, but without recognising it explicitly and
without using it as a reason for profoundly reorganising decision-making
procedures. Thus, business reality contradicts the business discourse. This
is reflected in the views of managers as is illustrated by the following
examples:

Manager 1: ‘To be able to attain appropriate management levels, to be
able to make these changes and to be able to have people suitably
prepared, it is necessary to have a series of measures that are not
exclusively modifying procedures (setting up a lot of PCs or changing the
systems of applications, which is what we are doing). We need to go further
into matters concerning the working culture or philosophy of individuals and
of the organisation with reference to people.’

Manager 2: ‘Another point to mention is the following: in terms of flexibility
and mobility, people are not very willing or not very prepared for the changes
implied by professionalism, which is already appearing in all the companies.
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It is not only that it changes the day-to-day way I do things. It also means
that I must be willing to do different things each day, to take on different
projects; that is, I need the agility, resilience and mobility that is derived from
organisational structures and from areas of the organisational chart, which is
no longer like a pyramid. This means coordinating with people in other areas
from whom you accept contributions because you are one of their
customers.

These two quotes show that management is aware that it is not enough
to improve standardised work processes and invest in technology. It is also
necessary to change the structure of the company and its processes,
resulting in recognising and improving the competences of workers that
were not recognised up to now nor integrated in organisational processes.

If the business discourse points to the application of WPK concepts, it
may be asked why the reality does not coincide with the discourse.
However, it must be pointed out that changes made in the work process
have already implied recognition of the workers’ knowledge of the work
procedures and that the neo-Taylorist use of the cultural capital of the
workers by the companies has been a source of tension. The changes
introduced in the companies in the sector are based on the application of
work process knowledge. In the first instance, the application of WPK as an
instrument to restructure work processes is mediated by recognising and
exploiting the existing professional competence of the workers. In Spanish
companies, with their rigid systems of professional classification, these are
competences that have not yet been recognised by company management
and are not covered by the collective agreements negotiated at sector or
company level. In companies that have already introduced the principles of
polyvalence and job enrichment, the subject of worker requalification has
been a highly disputed matter. Former tables of worker profiles have
become obsolete and company management boards have unilaterally
introduced new ways of recognising competences. In one case, for
example, workers who agree to work in three different posts receive a bonus
on the top of their salary, regardless of whether or not they actually work in
the three positions. In another company, the revised salary classification of
the workers caused discontent among the staff and also among the
company committees, which demanded collective negotiation on such
matters. Generally, workers have perceived that the principles of
polyvalence and job enrichment (for example introducing quality control in
production or the integrating administrative tasks) increase the intensity of
the work for which they are not sufficiently compensated financially. In some
companies this has been addressed by means of supplements to salaries.

Work process knowledge and labour relations
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However, the reaction of the workers and their representatives indicate that,
in the medium and long term, it will be necessary to review the professional
classifications throughout the sector through the formal recognition of the
competences related to the knowledge of working and organisational
processes.

This discussion on salary categories and the tacit competences of
workers is already under way, not only in this sector but also in many others.
This change must be seen against the backdrop of a Spanish labour market
that has been characterised by:
(a)  a dual employment structure characterised by a segment of fixed term

contracted elder employees, with a high percentage of lowly qualified
employees, and by another segment of young temporary workers with
an increasing educational level;

(b)  a low level of social recognition of professional titles;
(c)  the absence of social recognition of professional competence related to

the work process knowledge acquired through experience.
In recent times, recognising work experience and acquired competences

has become a central theme in collective negotiations (78) in the traditional
industrial sectors such as the metal and chemical industries (79).

The aforementioned experiences relate to the restructuring activities in
two sector-based projects –SIDEPROF y INFOSID – which took WPK as its
basis. These two projects were developed successively in the last five years.
Two sets of instruments were created which included the materials for
several modules of continuous training oriented to reinforce the technical,
social and organisational competences of workers, employers and directors.
The development of these competences at the vertical and horizontal level
of an organisation implies a deep restructuring of the capital structure of the
organisation. The transformation of informal work process knowledge into
formal competences affects the cultural and organisational capital structure
of the enterprise. In media terms this entails symbolic recognition and
economic recognition. This means that continuous training programmes in
the enterprise will transform the internal capital structure, which will
generate pressure to change the labour relations model within the
enterprises.
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(78)  This is, for example, one of the key elements in the discussion of the recently founded Spanish
National Qualification Institute.

(79)  The competence debate has a different impact in different economic sectors. However, this
chapter cannot discuss the Spanish industrial system in depth but only make reference to some
frontrunners in that debate such as the metal and chemical sectors.
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Tayloristic model Current model Future model?

• One worker – one work
place

• Hierarchical relations

• Separation between
production and staff
functions

• More functional flexibility,
but limited to a few
persons

• Hierarchical principles but
much leaner

• Separation between
production and staff
functions but with many
exceptions

• Integration of quality and
work security in the work
process

• Functional flexibility
• Relations of cooperation

among the different levels
• Greater links between

production and staff
functions

• Integration of a larger
number of functions

• Team work

Tayloristic model Current model Future model?

• Logic of numerical
adaptation

• Dominant strategy:
early-retirement

• Rigid system of
professional classification

• Limited continuous training
projects oriented
exclusively to technical
competences

• Formal continuous training

• Logic of numerical
adaptation

• Dominant strategy: early-
retirement combined with
temporary contracts for
new workers

• Rigid system of
professional classification

• More continuous training
projects oriented to
technical competences and
work process knowledge

• Formal continuous training
within centres and
enterprises

• Proactive and anticipative
logic of HRM

• Probable strategy: early-
retirement combined with
fixed contracts for new
workers

• Probable strategy: work
time reduction for those
older than 45 and an
increase in the recruitment
of new staff

• More flexible professional
classification systems

• Continuous training
projects oriented to
technical competences and
work process knowledge

• Continuous training based
on work process learning
and the transmission of
knowledge and experience
between older and new
workers

Figure 3:  Model of work organisation

Figure 4:  Model of human resource management (HRM)
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The provisional results of the two projects had a considerable impact on
the enterprises. The Spanish steel industry is leaving behind the Tayloristic
work organisation principles such as:
(a)  one person to one local work place;
(b)  hierarchical structures;
(c)  separation between production and staff functions.

At the end of the 1990s, the steel enterprises are developing other ways
of organising their work processes based on the concept of work process
knowledge. Nevertheless, it is too soon to classify the new model of work
organisation and labour relations. The two European projects are oriented
towards the development of a human resource and organisational
restructuring programme that ended when the training modules were
implemented in the enterprises. So, in the absence of a follow-up project, it
is impossible to make a clear statement about the actual model of work
organisation and labour relations in the Spanish steel industry. However, in
Figures 3 and 4, we can find some tentative indicators of the main changes
taking place in the two Spanish steel enterprises.

21.4.  Industrial relations and work process
knowledge

This brief exposition indicates some of the changes occurring in the Spanish
steel industry. The concept of work process knowledge is being used as an
instrument to change the enterprise in response to a changing environment,
a contrast with former unsuccessful restructuring projects. A key element in
the success of the two projects outlined above was the support by the two
major trade unions UGT and CCOO on both a sectoral and enterprise level
(see Krüger, 2000). The relationship between the employer’s association and
the trade unions that was implicitly based on the paradigm of non-zero-
games (while acknowledging their different interests) has been crucial in
promoting the initiatives. Thus, the governance structure for industrial
relations in the steel sector was a basic factor for the success of the
modernisation process in the enterprises and the sector as a whole.

The innovative methodology that involved players from different levels in
bringing in their work process knowledge, made it possible for employees to
see the possibilities of winning in this new power game. Within the
enterprise, the project team not only held discussions with the management
and the works council but also spoke to foremen and workers. On the sector
level, representatives of the trade unions were actively involved in the project
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from the start, from design to evaluation of the results. They constantly
informed their representative in the enterprises about the status of the
project, its products and results.

This innovative structure of the projects opened the way to change the
orientation of the power games within the enterprises. The former dominant
strategies of the zero-sum-games were substituted by strategies based on
the non-zero-sum-game. (80) However, it should be pointed out that
agreement between the different social actors (representatives of the
entrepreneur association, trade unions, managers and representative of
works’ councils) that the projects had been a success, the end result cannot
be known without an empirical study of the transformations made by the
Spanish steel enterprises in the last five years.

Another important factor to be considered is that only a reduced number
of steel enterprises survived the conversion process in Spain. In fact, the
Spanish sector is dominated by one big international enterprise. There are
approximately five other large enterprises with more then 1 000 employees
and a number of medium and small enterprises. These enterprises are
concentrated in four autonomous regions (Asturias, the Basque region,
Valencia and Catalonia). That means that one is dealing with an industrial
sector with a small number of enterprises and a manageable industrial
relations structure. This reduced structural complexity, and the proximity of
the representative of the social actors to the enterprises, have been crucial
factors in opening the way for a sector-wide modernisation initiative.

These examples show that at least advanced concepts like new
professionalism and work process knowledge can form part of the discourse
of modern management concepts. At the same time, the strength of the
resistance to change and the risks involved in using these concepts should
not be underestimated. These obstacles can be overcome and the risks can
be reduced by the involvement of the social actors and the use of structured
dialogue to assure that the power game is played on the basis of the non-
zero-sum-paradigm. The definition of rules based on the principle of the non-
zero-sum-game enables each actor to evaluate the modification in his capital
structure and the capital structure of the organisation. In this sense, it is
possible for all actors to win in the restructuring power game. Nevertheless,
this does not mean that the process occurs without conflicts. On the
contrary, this type of modernisation process is full of conflicts that endanger
the success of the whole process. However, the change from a sum-zero-
game to a non-zero-game increases the chance of resolving such conflicts.
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Dia-e-logos war ursprünlich als mehrsprachiges Portal mit einer Zeitschrift für 
Sozialwissenschaften mit deutschen, englische und spanischen Artikeln  und einem 
Dokumentationszentrum konzipiert. Diese Idee konnte sich leider nicht  
durchsetzen. Daher haben wir uns entschieden, die mehrsprachige Zeitschrift als 
auch das Dokumentationszentrum einzustellen und über das Portal dia-e-logos nur 
noch elektronische Bücher, Artikel und Diskussionsbeiträge anzubieten, die zum 
großen Teil Ergebnisse europäischer Projekte sind. 

Dia-e-logos was conceived as a multilingual portal with a journal with articles in 
English, German and Spanish and a documentation centre. This  idea was not 
sustainable. For this reason we decided to close the journal and the documentation 
centre maintaining only the part of the distribution of electronic book, article and 
discussion papers on social science issues. In its majority, these works are results of 
European projects.  

Dia-e-logos fue concebido como portal multilingüe con una revista y un centro de 
documentación. Sin embargo, esta idea se mostró insostenible en el tiempo. Por 
esta razón, se tomó la decisión de cerrar la revista y el centro de documentación del 
portal dejando abierto solo el apartado para la distribución de libros, articulos y 
documentos  de debate electrónicos. Estos libros son, en su gran mayoría, fruto de 
proyectos europeos. 


