Williams, Introducing Employment Relations, 5th edition, Chapter 11

Employment relations update: 100 Years of the International Labour Organization
One of the features of Chapter 11 of the book is a concern with understanding the role of the International Labour Organization (ILO). In contemporary employment relations the ILO, with 187 current member states, is concerned with setting international labour standards and promoting the cause of ‘decent work’ around the world. In 2019 the ILO celebrated its centenary. In his new history of the ILO Maul (2019) traces its origins and provides an account of its establishment in 1919 in the turbulent economic and social period immediately following World War One. Since 1946 the ILO has been a specialist United Nations (UN) agency. Maul (2019) points to its distinctive ‘tripartite’ structure – comprising representation for governments, employers’ organizations, and workers’ organizations – trade unions. He argues that in addition to providing an important set of institutional arrangements for promoting improvements in labour standards, the ILO has always provided space for the development of ‘global social policy’, in relation to work, employment, and social and economic development, with the ‘idea of social justice’ underpinning its activities (Maul 2019: 6). The fundamental purpose of the ILO has always been reformist; promoting improvements in the lives of working people in a way that helps to ‘rein in the excessive forces of capitalism without removing the capitalist system itself’ (Maul 2019: 7). This initially involved a focus on standard-setting work, starting with the principle of the eight-hour day, before expanding into technical assistance work, with a greater non-European focus. In the post-World War Two settlement, which included the formation of the UN, the ILO was revitalized, largely because of the incorporation of a human rights ethos to activities – exemplified by the adoption of a convention on freedom of association – and because of its more explicit focus on development work in the context of decolonialization. While cold war tensions caused difficulties between the 1950s and 1970s, perhaps the biggest challenge the ILO faced in the second half of the twentieth century was the rise of neo-liberal globalization during the 1980s. This obliged the ILO to focus more of its work on multinationals and their supply chains. In a more globalized world the ILO has articulated the importance of certain core labour standards as ‘universal’ rights, manifest in its 1998 Declaration of Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work, and has advanced the ‘decent work’ agenda as a route to improve the working lives of people in emerging economies.
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