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1. INTRODUCTION

The advent of the Labour Relations Act, 66 of 1995 and other related labour legislation brought
about substantial and fundamental changes to labour law.  This required labour relations spe-
cialists to be familiar with the latest developments and trends in the field. This project explores
the role played by labour relations officers in the public service.  At the end of the report recom-
mendations will be provided on what the ideal role of labour relations practitioners should be.
These recommendations are based on best practices that were identified during the study.

The primary objectives of this project are to, among others, compare the role of Labour Relations
Officers against that of Labour Relations Practitioners in parastatals, the private sector and inter-
nationally, assess the impact of the labour relations officers on the workplace culture and serv-
ice delivery, and come up with recommendations on how this occupational group should be uti-
lized to benefit both the employer and the employees.

2. METHODOLOGY

In order to meet the objectives of the project, the following methodology was adopted:

2.1 The project covered a sample of labour relations components in national departments,
provincial administrations and private institutions and parastatals.

2.2  A literature study was undertaken to obtain information on the role, requirements and
duties of labour relations officers. 

2.3  Questionnaires were developed to utilise during structured interviews with heads of
labour relations components in order to determine labour relations practices within the
public service, parastatals and the private sector.

2.4  The information obtained during interviews was assessed and measured against the
information obtained during the literature study.  That process informed the findings and
the recommendations that are contained in this report.

3.  BROAD PERSPECTIVE ON THE ROLE OF THE LABOUR
RELATIONS OFFICER

3.1  The following information emanated from the literature study:

3.1.1  The developments in the field of labour relations, which call for workplace democracy,
brought about a paradigm shift in the role played by labour relations officers. The incum-
bent of this position should be removed from the management camp and be used "as an
intermediary with the most essential task of promoting effectively the 
interests of the organization as well as its employees and to facilitate the relationship
between the parties".

3.1.2 As a facilitator the labour relations officer's role includes interfacing with people at vari-
ous levels.
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3.1.3 As conflict is an inherent part of the employment relationship, the labour relations officer
should be an expert in handling issues such as conflict management and should train oth-
ers to do the same.  The labour relations officer should also establish processes and
structures aimed at minimizing conflict and promoting co-operation and integration.  

3.1.4 The labour relations officer should continually monitor the climate within and outside the
organization.  The expertise gained from such monitoring, will equip the functionary to
plan and strategize with the purpose of preparing all stakeholders, thus avoiding immi-
nent pitfalls and bringing about the necessary changes. 

4. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

4.1 The following findings were made:

4.2.1 A total of 49% of the sampled organizations indicated that labour relations officers are
perceived to be either disciplinarians or catalysts for management. This is ascribed to the
fact that labour relations officers are involved in disciplinary cases, grievances and 
disputes from beginning to end and their objectivity and impartiality is perceived to be
compromised by the fact that they act on behalf of management. 

4.2.2  The conclusion is drawn that organizations are still rigid in stating tertiary qualifications
as a requirement for appointment in this position. 

4.2.3 Where it is the duty of the labour relations officer to monitor the utilization of the griev-
ance procedure, and to advise on possible solutions to resolve a grievance, it was found
that in the public service, only 10% of labour relations components are not involved in the
investigation of grievances.

4.2.4  One of the important roles of a labour relations officer is to facilitate the administration of
discipline and to assist during disciplinary investigations and enquiries in a consultative
capacity. It was found that in 71% of the sampled organizations (both private sector and
public service), labour relations officers are actively involved in the disciplinary process,
in that they have to investigate disciplinary cases, act as employer representatives and
as chairpersons of disciplinary hearings. 

4.2.5  In the majority of organisations (63%) labour relations components are responsible for 
representing their organizations during conciliation or arbitration at the respective 
bargaining councils or the CCMA. 

4.2.6  Labour relations officers in the public service are involved in collective bargaining in their
respective sectors, provinces and departments.  The level of involvement would depend
on the level of the incumbent as against the complexity of the matter to be negotiated.

4.2.7  It was found that only 55% of the organizations assess workplace behaviour. 

4.2.8 Half of national departments and provincial administrations indicated that they do not
have contingency plans in place to handle strikes. It was interesting to note that 
departments such as GCIS and DACST indicated that they rely on directives from the
DPSA to handle strikes, whereas the DPSA requires from departments to put their own
strike contingency plans in place.
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4.2.9 The study has indicated that in 86.4% of sampled state departments training in labour
relations is conducted by the labour relations components, while 4.4% has indicated that
the labour relations component would only sensitise management on the need for 
training. In order to locate responsibility for labour relations training, respondents were
requested to comment as to whether there is synergy between labour relations training
and other training in their organisations. In the private sector all respondents indicated
that there is synergy between the labour relations training and the rest of the training that
is provided in their respective organisations.

4.2.10 The development and monitoring of policies involves a fair amount of research in order
to keep abreast with the latest developments in this field. All the labour relations officers
indicated that they are involved in some form of policy development in their respective
organizations. 

4.2.11 In view of the fact that labour relations officers are expected to act as change agents, and
are responsible for directing human resources in such a way that they proactively and
constructively promote the objectives of the organization, they should be involved in
strategic planning within their organizations. It is furthermore the responsibility of line
managers to implement labour relations strategies successfully, and for this purpose
labour relations officers should form part of strategy formulation.

5. OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 The following observations and recommendations were made:

5.1.1 In the public sector, the labour relations officers are involved in functions that are, at the
most, the domain of managers. In line with the theoretical view that labour relations offi-
cers should be seen more as specialists, rendering expert advice, and looking at the best
practices identified through this project, a job description has been developed to assist
departments in developing their own models.

5.1.2 It has emanated from the project that there is a lack of role and responsibility clarification
between line managers and those of labour relations officers, and how the interfaces
between the two should be managed. In some departments managers do not accept
responsibility for discipline, in others there is no clarity as to who should accept respon-
sibility for training. An accountability matrix to ensure that role confusion is avoided and
accountabilities are clearly defined has been developed.

5.1.3 In order to improve communication, a need for a representative from the labour relations
component to attend senior management meetings and/or strategic management ses-
sions was identified. In this way, a valuable contribution can be made in respect of sound
employment relationships.
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6. CONCLUSION

6.1 The success of every organization depends largely on its workforce and if effort is not
channeled to this workforce in ensuring that they are happy and willing to contribute their
efforts in the quest to improve productivity, then the future of the organization will look
much bleaker.

6.2 The Commission trusts that the findings in this report will assist in progressing a positive
change and improvement in the current labour relations culture in the public service and
that it will contribute in building upon the significant developments which have occurred
in labour relations over the last decade.

6.3 The Commission will follow up on issues of concern raised in this report especially those
in paragraph 4.2.4.
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Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 THE LABOUR RELATIONS ENVIRONMENT

The advent of the Labour Relations Act, 66 of 1995 and other related labour legislation
brought about substantial and fundamental changes to labour law.  This required labour
relations specialists to be familiar with the latest developments and trends in the field. In
order to maintain sound labour relations, labour relations officers should be able to han-
dle matters such as labour related unrest, discipline, complaints and grievances, in an
objective manner.  According to a study that was conducted by F M Howitz1 , the effec-
tiveness of labour relations practitioners may be limited by a number of factors such as
role ambiguity, role conflict, work overload, organizational pressures and stress as a
result of assuming the role of a change agent in an often unreceptive environment.

The current labour relations environment recognizes the evolution of new collective bar-
gaining relations between management and employees.  The Labour Relations Act,
1995, necessitated a paradigm shift in the way that labour relations officers shape rela-
tions between management and employees.  The current labour dispensation, for exam-
ple, requires proactive conflict management as opposed to the conventional reactive
approach to conflict management. Slabbert2 noted that ineffective industrial relations are
one of the underlying reasons for poor performance and inefficiency of the South African
workforce.

This project explores the role played by labour relations officers in the public service.  At
the end of the report recommendations will be provided on what the role of labour rela-
tions officers should be. These recommendations are based on best practices that were
identified during the study.

1.2 LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK

In terms of section 27(1) of the Interim Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act
200 of 1993, everyone shall have the right to fair labour practices. The Labour Relations
Act, Act No 66 of 1995, was, amongst others, enacted to regulate the fundamental rights
conferred by section 27of the Interim Constitution. The latter Act also provides a frame-
work within which employees and their trade unions, employers and employer's organi-
sations can collectively bargain to determine wages, terms and conditions of employment
and other matters of mutual interest and formulate industrial policy.

Section 7 of the Public Service Act, 1994, stipulates that for the purposes of the adminis-
tration of the public service there shall be national departments, provincial administrations
and organisational components. Subsection 3(b) provides for a head of department to be
responsible for the efficient management and administration of his or her department,
including the effective utilisation and training of staff, the maintenance of discipline, the
promotion of sound labour relations and the proper use and care of State property.

Section 8(1) of the Public Service Act, 1994, stipulates that the public service shall con-
sist of persons who, among others, hold posts on the fixed establishment.

It is within this framework that labour relations are managed within the public service. The
Code for Remuneration (CORE) for Human Resources and Organisational development

1 Horwitz F.M., March 1989, Vol 13 no. 1:7
2 Slabbert, J.A., vol 21/1 Autumn 1997:6
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and related professionals provides for the definition and grading of the job of, amongst
others, labour relations.

1.3 PURPOSE OF THE PROJECT

Cognisance has been taken of the fact that not much has been written about the role that
should be played by labour relations officers. To a large extent, this occupational group is
being used as management agents. They are made to perform certain management func-
tions, such as managing discipline and dealing with problematic employees. This project
will attempt to shed a light on the role of labour relations officers within the public serv-
ice, and identify deficiencies, if any, in the utilization of labour relations officers. The pri-
mary objectives of this project are therefore to-

Compare the role of Labour Relations Officers against that of Labour Relations
Practitioners in parastatals, the private sector and internationally.

Assess the impact of labour relations officers on the workplace culture and serv-
ice delivery.

To come up with recommendations on how this occupational group should be uti-
lized to benefit both the employer and the employees.

1.4 PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSION'S MANDATE

In terms of section 196(4)(b) of the Constitution, 1996, read in conjunction with sections
9 and 10 of the Public Service Commission Act, 1997, the Public Service Commission is
empowered to investigate, monitor and evaluate the organization and administration, and
personnel practices of the Public Service.

The Public Service Commission's mandate to conduct this study is derived from section
196(4)(f)(i) of the Constitution, 1996, in terms of which the Commission should investi-
gate and evaluate the applications of personnel and public administration practices in the
public service, which inter alia, includes practices to enhance labour relations in the pub-
lic service.
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Chapter 2: METHODOLOGY

In order to meet the objectives of the project, the following methodology was adopted:

2.1 SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The project covered a sample of labour relations components in national departments,
provincial administrations and private institutions and parastatals. The sample included
the following departments/institutions. All the sampled departments/institutions respond-
ed to the study.

2.1.1 NATIONAL DEPARTMENTS:

Department of Defence.
Department of Labour.
Government Communication and Information Service.
Department of Agriculture.
Department of Minerals and Energy.
National Treasury.
Department of Water Affairs and Forestry.
Department of Home Affairs.
Department of Health.
Department of Arts, Culture, Science and Technology.

2.1.2 PROVINCIAL ADMINISTRATIONS:

(i) Mpumalanga Provincial Administration.
Department of Education.
Department of Health.

(ii) Free State Provincial Administration.
Department of Education. 
Department of Health.
Department of Social Development.

(iii) Limpopo Provincial Administration.
Office of the Premier.
Department of Health and Welfare.
Department of Sports, Arts and Culture.

(iv) Northern Cape Provincial Administration.
Office of the Premier.
Department of Health.
Department of Social Services.

2.1.3 PRIVATE COMPANIES AND PARASTATALS

Eskom, South African Post Office, South African Bureau of Standards, Mangaung Local
Municipality, University of the North, Coca-Cola Fortune, Free State Technikon, De Beers
Mines, Manganese Metal Company and Transvaal Sugar Limited.
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2.2 LITERATURE STUDY

A literature study was undertaken to obtain information on the role, requirements and
duties of labour relations officers. In this regard, academics in the field were consulted in
order to identify relevant literature. This was augmented by internet searches in order to
see how other countries are utilising their labour relations officers. The role and skills level
of labour relations officers in parastatals, the private sector and other countries were 
studied and assessed.  The study also focused on the indicators that contribute to sound
labour relations.

2.3 DEVELOPMENT OF RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS

Questionnaires were developed to be utilised during structured interviews with heads of
labour relations components mentioned in paragraph 2.1 above, in order to determine
labour relations practices within the public service, parastatals and the private sector.

Labour relations officers were also requested to complete a self-assessment 
questionnaire, which was aimed at identifying the level of skill of labour relations officers
in the public service.

2.4 EVALUATION OF JOB DESCRIPTIONS

The job descriptions of heads of labour relations of institutions that were sampled were
studied and compared to each other.  The aim with this comparison was to establish if
there were any similarities in the way labour relations officers in the public service carried
out their duties as compared to their counterparts in the private sector.

2.5 ASSESSMENT OF INFORMATION OBTAINED

The information obtained during interviews was assessed and measured against the
information obtained during the literature study.  That process informed the recommen-
dations that are contained in this report.

2.6 OBSTACLES ENCOUNTERED IN THE EXECUTION 
OF THE PROJECT

The following obstacles were encountered during the course of the study:

Not much research has been written about the role played by labour relations offi-
cers/practitioners.

While the overall co-operation received can be regarded as satisfactory, in some
departments it was difficult to secure interviews with labour relations managers,
due to their unavailability. A number of interviews could not take place on the
scheduled dates and times, and had to be re-scheduled.
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Chapter 3: BROAD PERSPECTIVES ON
THE ROLE OF THE LABOUR 
RELATIONS OFFICER

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Labour relations are not only influenced by the industrial environment and shop-floor rela-
tionships, but also by socio-political and economic factors that impact on the activities
and attitudes of the various actors in the labour relations field. 

This Chapter provides a synopsis of the literature study undertaken. The literature study
has shown that relatively little has been written specifically about the role of labour rela-
tions officers. There is a need to clarify the role, and to determine whether they merely
serve as technical specialists, or whether they also participate in high-level decision-mak-
ing in their respective departments.

3.2 THE PURPOSE OF THE LABOUR RELATIONS FUNCTION

The current labour relations system in South Africa is dynamic and impacts on the organ-
ization.  It is dynamic because of the constant environmental changes that affect the var-
ious workplaces. These environmental changes require all parties in a tripartite employ-
ment relationship, that is, employers, employees and the state, to contribute fairly in
ensuring sound and healthy employment relations.  A greater share of the contribution is,
however, expected from labour relations practitioners3.

Labour relations is primarily defined as a relationship between managers and employees.
According to Tustin and Geldenhys4, every manager from supervisor to senior manager
is involved in the labour relations process. This function cannot be the exclusive domain
of a single department in an organization, or in the case of a government department, a
directorate, or a labour relations component or a human resources component or a par-
ticular person (labour relations officer).  Every supervisor or manager has the duty to look
after their junior officials and to ensure sound labour relations.  The labour relations offi-
cer will inevitably co-ordinate all the labour relations matters in an organization.

The labour relations officer's role was, traditionally, an extension of management to rep-
resent the employer in dealing with conflicts against the employees. This approach is
based on a unitary perspective of labour relations, where management applies paternal-
istic principles when dealing with employees5.  

The developments in the field of labour relations, which call for workplace democracy,
brought about a paradigm shift in the role played by labour relations officers.  Bendix  is
of the opinion that in order to put the role of labour relations officers in its proper perspec-
tive, organizations should refrain from using the title "labour relations manager".  This title
is in some respect, a misnomer.  Preference should rather be had to the title "consultant".
The incumbent of this position should be removed from the management camp and be
used "as an intermediary with the most essential task of promoting effectively the inter-
ests of the organization as well as its employees and to facilitate the relationship between
the parties".  Bendix6, further argues that the past failures of labour relations managers to
fulfill their tasks of promoting sound labour relations might be attributed to the use of the
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3 Schutte PC and Pieterse, DJC, 1989:45
4 Tustin and Geldenhuys, 2000:101

5 Tustin and Geldenhuys, 2000:102
6 Bendix, S. 2000:301
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title labour relations manager, coupled with the perceptions of this position.

The size of the organization will inevitably impact on the role played by labour relations
officers.  A small department will tend to generalize its duties, and labour relations officers
will be expected to wear many hats.  The bigger the organization, the wider the avenue
for specialization.

3.3 THE RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE LABOUR RELATIONS 
OFFICER

The greater part of the labour relations officers' time is spent on dealing with 
interpersonal relations between managers and employees.  They are also involved in 
collective bargaining with unions and management with a view to enhance labour 
harmony.  The following information is an outline of how, according to various authors,
labour relations is organized:

In most organizations, the labour relations officer's function is integrated in the
personnel/human resources function.  Although the labour relations function relies
heavily on the successful implementation of human resources policies, it also
engages in the negotiation and reformulation of these aspects to meet changing
needs7.

The labour relations officer also oversees the facilitation and development of the
work relationship within the organization.  In this function, the labour relations 
officer deals with internal (management and employees) and external 
stakeholders (unions)8, and also acts as a change agent9.  As a facilitator the
labour relations practitioner's role includes interfacing with people at various 
levels.  However, this role should not subjugate that of the supervisors10. 

As conflict is an inherent part of the employment relationship, the labour relations
officer should be an expert in handling issues such as conflict management and
should train others to do the same.  Labour relations officers should also establish
processes and structures aimed at minimizing conflict and promoting co-operation
and integration.  Their task is to train and advise fellow managers and employees
in the use of such procedures and in the implementation of sound and fair 
practices.  It is not desirable, however, that training should follow the traditional 
re-active approach.  The current system requires a pro-active approach in order
to deal with labour relations issues effectively11.

The functions of labour relations officers are of such a nature that they should not
be placed in the forefront of negotiations with unions, or to chair disciplinary 
hearings, or to handle problematic employees, except in a counseling function.
Their function is to equip others to deal with these functions, so that they are free
to adopt a wider perspective of facilitator, counselor and adviser.

The labour relations officer should continually monitor the climate within and 
outside the organization.  The expertise gained from such monitoring, will equip
the functionary to plan and strategize with the purpose of preparing all stakehold-
ers, thus avoiding imminent pitfalls and bringing about the necessary changes.
This role is analogous to that of conflict manager.  In this regard the labour rela-
tions officer does not only concentrate on settling disputes or playing the role of a

7 Bendix, S.  2000: 301
8 Schutte PC and Pieterse DJC, 1989:47
9 Horwitz FM, 1989:6

10 Schutte PC and Pieterse DJC, 1989:47
11 Slabbert JA 1997: 15-16
12 Schutte PC and Pieterse DJC, 1989:47
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mediator, but should see to the prevention of conflict through pro-active identifica-
tion of possible areas of conflict.  The labour relations officer should be seen as a
relationship builder.  In this way the labour relations officer contributes towards the
building of meaningful relationships between management and trade unions.12

Furthermore labour relations officers act as change agents. As strategic partners,
they should initiate organizational development and develop relationships by pro-
actively engaging management on labour relations issues, procedures and stan-
dards.  It is up to the labour relations officers to provide information to manage-
ment and to deal with their problems and to conscientise employees on the rele-
vant issues.  In view of the different levels at which labour relations officers inter-
act, they also have to assume the role of strategists.  The strategies adopted have
to be constantly monitored and adjusted to ensure productive utilization of human
resources13.

In order to bridge the skills and knowledge gap between themselves and manage-
ment, labour relations officers should build capacity in this area by creating net-
works.  They should serve as information and clearinghouses by providing train-
ing to management and employees on key policy issues and challenges.

Where necessary, the labour relations officer should hold negotiations with man-
agers and employee representatives separately, in order to widen their framework
by presenting the perspective of both management and employees14.

In order to bring management and employees closer to each other labour relations
officers should hold discussions with both parties simultaneously, so as to promote
co-operation and integration15.

3.4 WORKPLACE CULTURE AND THE ROLE PLAYED BY 
LABOUR RELATIONS OFFICERS IN ORGANIZATIONS

In order to understand what is meant by workplace culture, it is important first to define
the word "culture" in its broadest sense. Hofstede, G as cited by Finnemore defines cul-
ture as "the collective programming of the mind which distinguishes the members of one
group from those of another". Culture is reflected in the values that people attach to var-
ious aspects of life16. According to Finnemore, "workplaces are microcosms of the broad-
er society and yet have their unique blend of cultural influences and practices"17. Cultural
diversity may create barriers and exacerbate conflict in the workplace. The diversity man-
ifests itself in issues such as language differences, difference in perceptions, religious
beliefs and stereotypes.

South Africa has transformed into a democracy and respect of one another is not only
required, it is entrenched in the Bill of Rights (Section 31 of the Constitution).  Cultural
diversity should be viewed as an asset, something that can be used to bring about cre-
ativity and access to new ideas and markets18.  Since managers would be more inclined
to focus on matters that make economic sense and disregard those that hold equal value
such as respect and the right to participate in decision-making, it would be the duty of the
labour relations officers to shed a light on these aspects and ensure that a balance is
struck between what management perceives to be more valuable and what the employ-
ees expect from management.  By so doing, they will influence organizational policies on
workplace culture, sometimes referred to as corporate culture.  A single workplace cul-

13 Slabbert JA 1997: 15-16; Schutte and Pieterse, 1989: 47-49; 
Howitz FM, 1989:6

14 Tustin C and Geldenhuys D, 200:102

15 Ibid
16 Finnemore, 1999: 73
17 Ibid 18 Finnemore, 1989:74

P
E
R
S
P
E
C
T
IV

E
S
 



10

ture would promote the spirit of collectivism where individuals are expected to sacrifice
their individual interests in favour of the collective good.  This is part of the labour rela-
tions officers' relationship-building and change agency roles.  The rationale here is to min-
imize conflict.

Labour relations systems are the product of specific national, historical, cultural and polit-
ical circumstances. Although there is "institutional diversity amongst the industrial rela-
tions systems of countries, similar issues and problems tend to determine the pan-conti-
nental industrial relations agenda." 

3.6 INTERNATIONAL FOCUS ON THE ROLE OF THE LABOUR
RELATIONS OFFICER

On the labour relations front there has been considerable divergence across nations
laws, trade union strengths and collective bargaining systems and practices. The role
played by labour relations officers in the United States of America and Canada is 
accordingly discussed.

According to the United State Department of Labour20 attracting the most qualified
employees and matching them to the jobs for which they are best suited is important for
the success of any organization. However, other organizations are so large that such
close contact between management and employees is virtually impossible. Human
resources, training, and labour relations managers and specialists, are therefore used as
a link between management and employees. In the past, these workers have been 
associated with performing the administrative function of an organization, such as 
handling employee benefits issues or recruiting, interviewing, and hiring new personnel
in accordance with policies and requirements that have been established in conjunction
with top management. Today's human resources workers juggle these tasks and, 
increasingly, consult top executives regarding strategic planning. They have moved from
behind-the-scenes work to leading the company in suggesting and changing policies.

Labour relations officers and their support staff are supposed to implement industrial
labour relations programmes.  The position in the USA is that when a collective 
bargaining agreement is up for negotiation, it is the duty of labour relations specialists to
prepare information for management to use during negotiation, which requires familiarity
with economic and wage data as well as extensive knowledge of labour law and 
collective bargaining trends. The labour relations staff interprets and administers the 
contract with respect to grievances, wages and salaries, employee welfare, health care,
pensions, union and management practices, and other contractual stipulations. As some
employees may not be unionized, labour relations personnel should work more with such
employees who are colloquially referred to as "yellow dogs"21.

Alternative dispute resolution, as known to many practitioners in the field of labour rela-
tions, but which we would refer to as "appropriate dispute resolution", has become
increasingly popular in view of its cost effectiveness and the desire to avoid costly litiga-
tion, strikes, or other disruptions. This also has become more complex, involving employ-
ees, management, unions, other organizations, and government. Specialists involved in
dispute resolution are expected to be highly knowledgeable and experienced, and often
report to the manager of labour relations. Conciliators, or mediators, advise and counsel
labour and management to prevent and, when necessary, resolve disputes over labour 
agreements or other labour relations issues. Arbitrators, sometimes referred to as

19 Brewster, 1991: 67
20 www.dol.gov

21 www.dol.gov
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umpires or referees, decide disputes that bind both labour and management to specific
terms and conditions of labour contracts.  Labour relations specialists who work for
unions perform many of the same functions on behalf of the union and its members.

A lesson that can be learned from the United State's labour relations system is, firstly, that
labour relations managers are specialists in this field and are used as a link between
management and employees.  Secondly, they are used as advisers and help shape com-
panies through suggestions and policy alignment.  Thirdly, apart from administering, inter
alia, employee grievances and welfare, as well as other contractual stipulations, labour
relations practitioners work more closely with employees who are not unionized.

On the other hand, in Canada labour relations form part of the functions of the human
resources specialists22.  Human resource specialists develop, implement and evaluate
both human resources and labour relations policies.  They also advise management and
employees on the interpretation of personnel policies, benefit programmes and collective
agreements.  They are furthermore responsible for negotiating agreements on behalf of
employers and employees, mediating labour disputes and grievances, as well as devel-
oping occupational classification job descriptions and salary scales.

The challenges facing human resource specialists are, amongst others, that they must
understand labour laws and monitor changes to legislation and/or government regula-
tions. They are often expected to administer benefits, employee equity and affirmative
action programmes, as well as maintaining related record systems.  Other duties include
coordinating employee performance and appraisal programmes and researching employ-
ee benefit and health and safety practices, and recommending changes or modifications
to existing policies.

The lesson that can be learned from the Canadian labour relations system is that labour
relations is not a specialized field, it is integrated in the human resource function.

3.7 CONCLUSION

Despite the enlightened system of labour relations that exists in South Africa, the fact that
there has been constant legislative amendments in this environment is testimony to the
fact that there is still room for improvement in the South African labour relations system.
A further reason for this assertion is that even though the South African labour relations
system is structured in such a way that enables the social partners to engage in contin-
uous dialogue in order to enhance good labour relations, such structures are not always
successful.  The system of consultation is also encouraged in the Labour Relations Act,
1995, which provides for the establishment of workplace forums, whose purpose would
be to promote the interests of all employees in an organization, irrespective of whether
they are unionized or not; enhance efficiency in the workplace; and to consult and partic-
ipate in joint decision-making with the employer.

As will be seen in Chapter 4 infra, the South African Public Service has a mixture of both
the USA and Canadian labour relations systems.  This is seen in respect of their role in
employment contracts (USA), the implementation of national programes relating to labour
relations and the integration of the labour relations function in the human resource func-
tion (Canada).

22 Human Resources Development Canada: www.sk.hrdc-drhs.gov.za
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Chapter 4: ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The literature review has confirmed that the role of the labour relations officer is that of
overseer of the work relationship in the organization, by ensuring that the interests of both
employers and employees are promoted. The study attempted to establish whether, in
practice, this is the case. An attempt was also made to establish how different organiza-
tions go about ensuring that the interests of both the employer and employee are promot-
ed and thus, enhancing healthy working relationships.

This Chapter provides an analysis of the information obtained during the interviews with
heads of labour relations components in the public and private sector, the skills assess-
ment questionnaires, as well as the job descriptions provided by the sampled institutions.
This process will assist in demystifying the role of labour relations officers, attempt to
identify deficiencies in the utilization of labour relations officers, and ultimately inform the
development of best practice in the utilization of labour relations officers.

4.2 PERCEPTIONS AROUND THE ROLE OF THE LABOUR 
RELATIONS OFFICER

While the literature review has identified the role of the labour relations officer as being a
consultant that has to ensure that the interests of both employers and employees are pro-
moted, this study has shown that this is not necessarily the case in practice. Chart 1
below reflects the responses of labour relations officers in the sampled organizations on
the perceptions of employees on the role of labour relations officers.

Chart 1 reflects that in only 45% of the sampled organizations, labour relations officers
are perceived to be independent, promoting the interests of both the employer and
employee. This figure includes the departments of Defence, Home Affairs, Arts and
Culture, Health, Mpumalanga Department of Health, Office of the Premier in Limpopo and
Free State Department of Social Development.

A total of 49% of the sampled organizations indicated that labour relations officers are
perceived to be either disciplinarians or catalysts for management. This is ascribed to the

3%

26%

23%

3%

45%

LR is independent

LR is there to assist employees

LR as disciplinarian

LR is catalyst for management

Depending on the scenario

Chart 1: The role of the labour relations officer
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fact that labour relations officers are involved in disciplinary cases, grievances and dis-
putes from beginning to end and their objectivity and impartiality is perceived to be com-
promised by the fact that they act on behalf of management. It was interesting to note that
in the Department of Health in the Free State, employees perceive labour relations offi-
cers to be there to assist them.

Given resource constraints within departments, labour relations officers are often expect-
ed to be actively involved in labour relations matters which is in actual fact management
functions, e.g. the handling of discipline and grievances. The above analysis identifies a
need for role-clarification in respect of the overall utilization of labour relations officers.

4.3 RIGID QUALIFICATION REQUIREMENTS SET FOR 
APPOINTMENT AS LABOUR RELATIONS OFFICER

Where job descriptions have traditionally focussed on the job content of posts, current
trends focus on the objectives as well as the job outputs and competencies (skills, knowl-
edge) which are required to perform them successfully at the various post levels. 

The White Paper on Human Resource Management in the Public Service, in paragraph
5.1 states that qualifications should not be defined primarily or solely in terms of educa-
tional attainment, but should, for example, include skills and relevant experience. If edu-
cational requirements are essential, these should be set at such levels which balance the
need for competence with the goal of accessibility. 

In the Public Service the minimum requirement is a three year degree, whereas in the pri-
vate sector attainment of a post graduate qualification is, in most instances, a prerequi-
site.  There is a general trend, however, in both the public service and the private sector
whereby labour relations officers undergo training in the form of short courses relating to
labour relations.  Examples of these short courses are postgraduate diplomas in labour
relations, as well as certificate programmes.

The conclusion is therefore drawn that organizations are still rigid in stating tertiary qual-
ifications as a requirement for appointment in this position. Scrutiny of the job descrip-
tions and skills assessment questionnaires completed by respondents have assisted in
identifying the following competencies that are required to perform the job of labour rela-
tions officer successfully at the various post levels:

Knowledge of labour relations legislation and how it is applied in different sectors
as well as other statutes that govern employment in the public service. 
A broad spectrum of dispute resolution processes and techniques and 
relationship-building strategies including interest based conflict resolution.
Administrative law and principles of fair administrative process.
Research and analytical skills - ability to determine the applicable policies, deci-
sions, collective agreements and legislation.
Exceptional interpersonal skills including excellent listening, superior oral and
written communication, presentation, and interest based conflict resolution skills;
ability to assess the people being dealt with, be seen to be neutral, impartial,
and fair.
Mediation/facilitation skills - ability to work with various parties understanding the
influences on their behaviour and attitudes.
Ability to establish, develop and strengthen individual relationships with a wide
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range of persons by establishing credibility and trust. 
Ability to manage a wide variety of highly sensitive and confidential files, proj-
ects, and processes while meeting multiple deadlines.
Ability to draft policies and procedures in addition to recommending changes to
departmental practices based upon analyzing trends.
Ability to use discretion and flexibility with considerable independence and to
adapt policies and procedures to individual cases.
Ability to manage complex group and personal dynamics and relationships while
contributing effectively in a team environment.

4.4 INDISTINCT ROLE OF LABOUR RELATIONS OFFICERS IN 
THE PUBLIC SERVICE

According to the literature study, the main objective of labour relations officers is to over-
see and ensure the facilitation and maintenance of a healthy work relationship within the
organisation. In order to attain this objective in practice, labour relations officers have to
perform a variety of functions. An analysis of the more significant key 
performance areas required for the management of labour relations, and how it is applied
in the private and public sectors are accordingly discussed below:

4.4.1 MANAGERS DO NOT ASSUME RESPONSIBILITY FOR 
RESOLVING GRIEVANCES

Various organizations have their own way of dealing with and resolving grievances. In the
public service, the Grievance Rules were agreed upon between the employer and organ-
ized labour.  These rules provide a step-by-step procedure that has to be followed when
an employee is aggrieved about an official act or omission.  Ideally according to the rules,
the grievance is supposed to be first dealt with by the immediate supervisor.  If the griev-
ance cannot be resolved at that level then it will follow the whole reporting line until it
reaches the Executing Authority of a particular department.  The aim, however, is to have
the grievance resolved in as far as possible at its point of origin, or as close as possible
thereto.  The same holds true for the private sector.

Respondents were requested to indicate whether the labour relations components in their
organization are involved in the investigation of grievances. Table 1 below is a reflection
of the responses received.
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Table 1: Involvement of labour relations components in the investigation of  grievances

Where it is the duty of the labour relations officer to monitor the utilization of the griev-
ance procedure, and to advise on possible solutions to resolve a grievance, it was found
that in the public service, only 10% of labour relations components are not involved in the
investigation of grievances.

In respect of the 90% of labour relations components in the public service that are
involved in the investigation of grievances, some indicated that they assist managers with
the investigation of grievances, while most indicated that all grievances in their institutions
are referred to the labour relations component for investigation, and to recommend
appropriate remedies to resolve the grievance. This arrangement is not regarded as a
sound labour relations practice, as grievances should be resolved as close to the point of

Is your labour relations 
component involved in the

investigation of grievances?

No

Yes

National/Provincial/Private

National Department

Private sector

Provincial Administration:
Free State

Provincial Administration:
Limpopo

Provincial Administration:
Northern Cape

Provincial Administration:
Mpumalanga
National Departments

Private Sector

Name of organization

Agriculture
National Treasury
Manguang Local Muni
SABS
South African Post Office
University of the North
Education
Health
Social Development
Health and Welfare
Office of the Premier
Sports, Arts and Culture
Health
Office of the Premier.
Social Services
Education
Health

Home Affairs
Labour
Art and Culture
Defence
GCIS
Health
Minerals and Energy
Water Affairs and Forestry
Coca-Cola Fortune
De Beers Mines
ESKOM
Free State Technikon
Manganese Metal Company
Transvaal Sugar Limited
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origin as possible. In the public service this would mean that only those grievances that
cannot be resolved by managers should be referred to designated employees who are
specifically assigned to facilitate the resolution of grievances. 

4.4.2  ACTIVE INVOLVEMENT OF LABOUR RELATIONS 
IN THE MANAGEMENT OF DISCIPLINE

One of the important roles of a labour relations officer is to facilitate the administration of
discipline and to assist during disciplinary investigations and enquiries in a consultative
capacity.  This does not however entail active involvement in the disciplinary proceedings,
as line managers should be responsible for the management of discipline, in both the pri-
vate and public sectors. In the public service, this ground rule for the effective 
management of discipline is provided for in the Disciplinary Code and Procedures for the
Public Service (Public Service Co-ordinating Bargaining Council (PSCBC) Resolution 2
of 1999). 

Chart 2 below contains an analysis of the responses from labour relations components
as to their involvement in the disciplinary process. 

Chart 2: Responses from labour relations components as to their involvement in the dis-
ciplinary process

An analysis of the above-mentioned chart reflects that in 71% of the sampled organiza-
tions (both private sector and public service), labour relations officers are actively
involved in the disciplinary process, in that they have to investigate disciplinary cases, act
as employer representatives and as chairpersons of disciplinary hearings. Labour rela-
tions officers are often actively involved in discipline as a result of the fact that line man-
agers are reluctant to discipline, they do not have time to discipline as a result of the oper-
ational requirements of their jobs, they are not trained on the disciplinary procedures or
they see discipline as a labour relations function. 

Only in the Departments of Arts and Culture, Defence, and the Department of Sport, Arts
and Culture in the Limpopo Province, do labour relations officers play an administrative
support service. These three departments represents 29% of the sampled public service
departments, and the remaining 71% are therefore actively involved in the disciplinary
process.

In the Department of Labour the role of disciplinarian is intensified in that labour relations
officers indicated that they regard it as their duty to root out fraud and corruption.  As the
Disciplinary Code and Procedures for the Public Service clearly indicates that discipline

71%

29%

Administrative Support

Actively involved in disciplinary
process
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is a management function, the above-mentioned analysis identifies a need for role-clari-
fication in respect of the handling of discipline.

4.4.3 AMBIGUITY REGARDING THE ROLE OF THE LABOUR
RELATIONS OFFICER IN RESPECT OF DISPUTES 
REFERRED TO THE BARGAINING COUNCILS OR THE 
CCMA

In terms of Resolution 5 of 2000, signed in the Public Service Coordinating Bargaining
Council (PSCBC), sectoral councils are, with effect from 1 June 2000, responsible for
resolving disputes with regard to matters concerning the interests and rights of employ-
ees in the public service. Where it is ideal for labour relations officers to assist or even
represent their employers in disputes that have been referred to external adjudication, it
is imperative that they strive, at all costs, to ensure that conflict is resolved at the earliest
possible stage and at the lowest possible costs. - At this stage they will be 
playing a mediating role and ensuring that conflict is managed effectively.  If, however,
the matter proceeds to external adjudication, the labour relations officer, in both the pri-
vate and public sectors, would be justified, after properly having advised the employee,
to represent the employer. 

Chart 3 below provides an analysis of the responses received from the sampled organi-
zations in respect of the role of the labour relations component in the handling of disputes
referred to the bargaining councils or the CCMA.

Chart 3: Analysis of the role of the labour relations component in the handling of disputes
referred to the bargaining councils or the CCMA

The previous chart reflects that in the majority of organisations (63%), labour relations
components are responsible for representing their organizations during conciliation or
arbitration at the respective bargaining councils or the CCMA. The two public service
departments that render advice on the handling of disputes, are the Department of Social
Services in the Northern Cape, and Department of Health in Mpumalanga. In the latter
department, labour relations officers advise managers about the policies pertaining to a
specific case, prepare them as witnesses, and obtain mandates from top management.
The above analysis reflects ambiguity in the public service as to the role of the labour
relations component in respect of the handling of disputes referred to the Bargaining
Council.
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It was alarming to note from the responses that in 40% of the sampled national depart-
ments, there are labour relations officers who are not sure whether they should take sides
or not when approached by management and employees, simultaneously, seeking advice
to resolve a particular dispute. These responses are indicative of role ambiguity emanat-
ing from lack of proper training in respect of the role that these functionaries should be
playing in order to ensure harmonious relationships in the workplace.

4.4.4 INDISTINCT ROLE IN COLLECTIVE BARGAINING

Collective bargaining in the public service is structured in such a way that the whole gov-
ernment as employer is represented by the Department of Public Service and
Administration on transversal matters that are negotiated at the Public Service Co-ordi-
nating Bargaining Council (PSCBC). Collective bargaining at sectoral level deals with
matters specific to the relevant sector. The four sectors in the public service are Public
Health and Welfare, Education, Safety and Security and General Public Service.
Collective bargaining at departmental level involves matters with regard to which execut-
ing authorities have the requisite power. Collective bargaining also takes place at provin-
cial and departmental level. Labour relations officers in the public service are involved in
collective bargaining in their respective sectors, provinces and departments.  The level of
involvement would depend on the level of the incumbent as against the complexity of the
matter to be negotiated.

Table 2: Representation at bargaining forums in the Public Service

Department National level Provincial level Sectoral level Departmental

Agriculture None None None Negotiation

Defence Rep. None None Negotiation

GCIS None None None

Home Affairs None None None Negotiation

Labour None None Secretariat

Minerals and 

Energy None None None Consultation

National 

Treasury None None None None

Art and Culture None None None Negotiation

Health

Representative None None None

Water Affairs 

and Forestry Observer None None Representative

Education, 

Free State None Representative None Representative

Health, Free State Representative Negotiation None None

Social Development, 

Free State Representative Representative None Representative

Health and Welfare, 

Limpopo Representative Representative Representative Representative
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Department National level Provincial level Sectoral level Departmental

Office of the Premier, 

Limpopo Representative Negotiation Representative None

Sports, Arts and 

Culture, Limpopo None Representative None Representative

Education, Mpumalanga   Representative Negotiation Representative None

Health, Mpumalanga        None Negotiation Negotiation None

Health, Northern Cape     None Negotiation Representative None

Office of the Premier, 

Northern Cape Representative Negotiation None None

Social Services, 

Northern Cape None Representative None Negotiation

The DPSA, which is the major party that negotiates on behalf of Government during 
negotiations, is assisted by employees from the Departments of Defence and
Correctional Services, in the PSCBC.  The South African Police Service, National
Department of Education and the National Department of Health represent their respec-
tive sectors at the PSCBC.  The nine provincial administrations are each represented by
their respective Offices of the Premiers.

According to the information contained in Table 2, the Department of Water Affairs and
Forestry indicated that they have observer status at the PSCBC.  This is, however, not
the case.  The same goes for the Free State Department of Health and Social
Development, Department of Health and Welfare in Limpopo as well as the Department
of Education in Mpumalanga, all of which indicated that they have 
representation status at the PSCBC.

It appears also from the information in Table 2 that the National Department of Health
indicated that they do not have representation at sectoral level.  This is ironic as this
Department is supposed to play a leading role in the public health and welfare sector bar-
gaining. The Free State Departments of Health, Education and Social Development, as
well as that of Social Services in the Northern Cape also indicated that they have no rep-
resentation at sector level.  This is not possible, as the relevant sectors have been demar-
cated to cater specifically for their needs, in view of their uniqueness.

These responses are not reliable and it can be deduced that they were provided by offi-
cials in those departments, who are not au feit with collective bargaining.  Otherwise there
is a serious and alarming ignorance in these departments, especially in as far as labour
relations is concerned.

At the time of the study, the departmental chambers were still in place.  The role played
by labour relations officers in departmental collective bargaining varied according to
department.  For instance some labour relations officers were used as negotiators on
behalf of management, while others were used as consultants and were there to provide
guidance on proper procedures to be followed (e.g. Minerals and Energy).  In the
Department of Labour the labour relations component provided secretariat services to the
departmental chamber.  The situation in the said two departments is regarded as a good
practice.
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It was concerning to note that in other departments (GCIS, National Treasury, National
Department of Health, Free State Department of Health, Office of the Premier: Limpopo,
Departments of Education and of Health: Mpumalanga, and Office of the Premier:
Northern Cape), the respondents indicated that they do not play any role at all in this
regard.  There are three probable reasons for these responses.  Firstly, it could be that
someone other than the labour relations officers was responsible for collective 
bargaining.  Secondly, there were no chambers and consequently no collective 
bargaining at all.  Thirdly, the respondents were not aware of the existence of collective
bargaining structures within their respective departments.

It is clear therefore that the information provided by these departments was not accurate.
The reason for this could be that the labour relations officers in these departments are
not familiar with the structures and processes of collective bargaining in the public 
service.

In the private sector it was found that some companies have persons appointed 
specifically to represent the company in collective bargaining.  For example, at Eskom
Distribution, the Chief Employee Relations Advisor is responsible for negotiations in col-
lective bargaining, and in the South African Post Office, a Manager: Collective Bargaining
has been appointed specifically for this purpose.  In other companies, though, persons
who are responsible for labour relations are also, in view of their expertise, tasked with
collective bargaining duties.  This would, for instance, be the Manager of Labour
Relations, as is the case with the University of the North, or Senior Industrial Relations
Officer, in collaboration with the Human Resources Division as is the case in De Beers
Mines and Transvaal Sugar Limited Company.  The approach is different in SABS,
Mangaung Local Municipality, Manganese Metal Company and Coca Cola Fortune where
collective bargaining forms part of management's functions.  The labour relations officers
are only there to provide advice and guidance where necessary and to ensure compli-
ance with current legislation and procedure.  In the Free State Technikon, collective bar-
gaining is handled by a team of three managers.

The manner in which collective bargaining is approached in the private and public sec-
tors differs substantially, and role clarification in this area is not specific.

4.4.5 INSUFFICIENT ASSESSMENT OF WORKPLACE 
BEHAVIOUR

The assessment of workplace behaviour is significant in order to ensure that a balance
is struck between what management perceives to be valuable and what the employees
expect from management. Labour relations policies and strategies also do not exist in iso-
lation, but are formulated upon analysis of the environmental threats, opportunities and
constraints. The sampled organizations were therefore requested to indicate whether
labour relations officers assess workplace behaviour to determine trends for, among oth-
ers, labour unrest.

It was found that only 55% of the organizations assess workplace behaviour, 3% (repre-
senting one organization) did not respond to the question. Table 3 below indicates the
names of the remaining 42% organizations which do not assess workplace behaviour.
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Table 3: List of organizations that do not assess workplace behaviour

National/Provincial/Private    Name of organization Reason
National Agriculture Strikes are organized 

by NEHAWU
GCIS None provided
Home Affairs Strikes are organized 

by NEHAWU
Minerals and Energy No labour unrest
National Treasury No labour unrest
Health Essential service

Provincial Administration: Education Shortage of personnel 
to perform 
assessment

Free State Health Essential service
Provincial Administration:      Sports, Arts and Culture Not indicated
Limpopo
Provincial Administration: Health Not indicated
Northern Cape Office of the Premier. Not indicated

Social Services No specific reason
Private SABS Not indicated

It was interesting to note that the National Department of Health and Department of
Health in the Northern Cape Province do not assess workplace culture, "because they
render an essential service", and the Department of Agriculture and the Department of
Home Affairs do not assess workplace culture in view of the fact that "strikes are organ-
ized by NEHAWU".

Due to the fact that there appears to be a great deal of uncertainty around the need for
the assessment of workplace behaviour and its effect on the organisation, there is a need
for inclusion of this key performance area in the job descriptions of labour relations offi-
cers.

4.4.6 LACK OF CONTINGENCY PLANS TO THE MANAGEMENT 
OF STRIKES

The Labour Relations Act, 1995 has bestowed upon the employees the right to partici-
pate in protest action. Although this right can only be exercised within certain specified
parameters, managers should be prepared in the event that employees strike. Strike con-
tingency plans should therefore be developed by the labour relations officer. These plans
should, for instance, contain guidelines for the following:

The handling of striking employees.
The protection of non-striking employees and the property of the employer.
Internal and external communication during the strike.
How and to what extent services can be continued with during the strike.
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Chart 4: Availability of contingency plans to handle strikes

An analysis of chart 4 indicates that half of national departments and provincial 
administrations indicated that they do not have contingency plans in place to handle
strikes. It was interesting to note that departments such as GCIS and DACST indicated
that they rely on directives from the DPSA to handle strikes, whereas the DPSA requires
from departments to put their own strike contingency plans in place.

The following departments indicated that they have contingency plans in place to 
handle strikes:

Defence
Labour
Minerals and Energy
Health: Free State, Limpopo and Mpumalanga Provinces
Social Development: Free State Province

It is noted that in all three departments of health in the provinces that formed part of the
sample, contingency plans are in place to handle strikes. In terms of the Labour Relations
Act, essential service is defined to mean a service that the interruption of which endan-
gers the life, personal safety or health of the whole or any part of the population. These
departments therefore render an essential service, and persons that are engaged in an
essential service may not take part in strikes. It is therefore assumed that these contin-
gency plans apply to the employees that do not render an essential service.

The respondents in both the public service and the private sector agreed that they see
the role of labour relations officers in the management of strike actions as advising both
management and employees, as well as taking active steps to avert strikes. The above
analysis clearly identifies a need for labour relations officers to develop strike contingency
plans that are unique to their workplaces.

4.4.7 LOCATING THE TRAINING ROLE OF THE LABOUR 
RELATIONS OFFICER

Training is normally the responsibility of the human resources development components
of organisations.  The study has indicated that in 86.4% of sampled state departments,
training in labour relations is conducted by the labour relations components, while 4.4%
has indicated that the labour relations component would only sensitise management on
the need for training.  In two (2) of the sampled departments (National Treasury and the
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Department of Labour), they prefer to make use of outside service providers such as con-
sultants who specialise in labour relations for training purposes.

In order to locate responsibility for labour relations training, respondents were requested
to comment as to whether there is synergy between labour relations training and other
training in their organisations. In the private sector all respondents indicated that there is
synergy between the labour relations training and the rest of the training that is provided
in their respective organisations.

Chart 5 below provides an analysis of responses received from public service depart-
ments.

Chart 5:  Analysis of responses to the question whether there is a synergy between labour
relations training and other training in departments

It is interesting to note that 38% of the sampled government departments were of the
opinion that there is no synergy in training provided by the labour relations components
and that provided by the rest of the department.  The various reasons that they have
advanced, as motivation for their opinion, are that labour relations training is conducted
separately from other training; some are of the opinion that training is not well organised;
others feel that their Human Resources Development components are supposed to con-
duct all training, but when coming to labour relations training they shift the responsibility
to the labour relations component.  Surprisingly, 5% of the respondents indicated that
they have not commenced with labour relations training.

The training that is provided mostly focuses on procedures and prescripts relevant to
labour relations and is offered to both employees and management, alike.  Trade union
representatives (shop stewards) are also trained as part of the staff to ensure that they 
understand procedures to be followed when representing their members.  All the respon-
dents agreed that the labour relations units must play a role in the development of both
management and staff on areas such as dealing with grievances, discipline, trade unions,
disputes, bargaining councils' agreements and labour legislation.

5%

57%

38%

Yes

No training

No

A
N

A
L
Y
S
IS

 &
 F

IN
D
IN

G
S



25

The following table indicates the extent of the labour relations components' contribution
in the development of both management and staff in the areas that have been indicated:

Table 4: The extent of labour relations' components contribution in the development of
both management and staff.

Area of involvement Extent of involvement Public Service Private Sec.
Grievances Sensitize X

Train X X
Conscientise X
Advice X X
Workshops to 
update managers X

Discipline Sensitise X
Train X X
Advice and guidance X X
Workshops to 
update managers X

Trade unions Train shop stewards X
Provide advice X
Train on policies 
and procedures X

Disputes Sensitise X
Train X X
Conscientise X

Bargaining Inform management
Council Agreements and employees X X

Provide training X
Labour Train X X
Legislation Workshops to 

update managers X

The above-mentioned table shows that there are many similarities in the manner in which
labour relations training is conducted in both the public and private sectors. Analysis of
the responses from the two sectors has confirmed that the public service's labour 
relations component's contribution in the development of both management and staff is
more comprehensive. More specifically, in the public service, it was found that the labour
relations officers play co-ordinating and supporting roles.  In the private sector, the labour
relations specialists identify training needs and assist with the content of the material.

4.4.8 ALIGNING DEPARTMENTAL POLICIES WITH LABOUR 
LAW DEVELOPMENTS

The legislative mandate to develop policies relating to labour relations in the public serv-
ice is conferred on the Minister for Public Service and Administration. Departments have
to develop departmental policies within the framework determined by the Minister. The
development and monitoring of policies involves a fair amount of research in order to
keep abreast with the latest developments in this field.

All the labour relations officers indicated that they are involved in some form of policy
development in their respective organizations. In view of the fact that the current labour
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10%

90%

Yes

No

relations system in South Africa is dynamic, there is a constant need for the review of
departmental policies to be in line with national norms and standards. However, an analy-
sis of Chart 6 below indicates that 10% of the heads of labour relations components inter-
viewed, indicated that they do not ensure that human resources and labour relations poli-
cies are in line with labour law developments. These are the Office of the Premier and the
Department of Social Services in the Northern Cape. The latter department furthermore
indicated that their component is also not involved in research in the labour relations field.

Chart 6: Ensuring that human resources and labour relations policies are in line with
labour law developments

Labour relations officers were requested to indicate the type of policies that have been
drafted by their organisations. An analysis of the organisational policies that have been
developed in the private and public sectors thus far are indicated in table 5 on the next
page:

Table 5:  Policies which labour relations officers have been instrumental in their development

Type of policy Private Sector Public Service
Disciplinary Code X X
Departmental 
grievance procedures X X
Sexual harassment X X
Suspensions X
Strikes and lockouts X X
Negotiations X X
Abscondment procedure X
Employee Assistance Programmes X
Recognition of trade unions X

The above table indicates that the policy development function of labour relations officers
in the public service is wider than that in the private sector.  It can be observed from the
above table that labour relations officer in the public service are instrumental in almost
every policy relating to labour relations except for recognition agreements with trade
unions.  The table further indicates that the sample of private sector organisations has not
developed policies relating to suspensions, abscondment procedures and Employee
Assistance Programmes.
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4.4.9 LACK OF STRATEGIC EMPLOYMENT RELATIONS 
PLANNING

In view of the fact that labour relations officers are expected to act as change agents, and
are responsible for directing human resources in such a way that they proactively and
constructively promote the objectives of the organization, they should be involved in
strategic planning within their organizations. It is furthermore the responsibility of line
managers to implement labour relations strategies successfully, and for this purpose
labour relations officers should form part of strategy formulation.

Chart 7: Involvement in strategic planning of organizations

Chart 7 reflects that labour relations officers in only 52% of the sampled public service
departments, are involved in strategic planning, whereas 80% of labour relations officers
in private sector organizations are involved in strategic planning. Given the important role
of the labour relations officer, a need is identified for them to occupy a central position in
management strategy. This would ensure that they do not just play a role in the overall
labour relations style of the organisation, but can pro-actively act if there are changes in
an organisation's environment which might have labour relations implications.
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Chapter 5:
OBSERVATIONS
AND RECOMMEN-
DATIONS



Chapter 5: OBSERVATIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 JOB DESCRIPTION MODEL FOR THE LABOUR 
RELATIONS OFFICER

In the public sector, the labour relations officers are involved in functions that are, at the
most, the domain of managers. In line with the theoretical view that labour relations offi-
cers should be seen more as consultants, rendering specialist advice, and looking at the
best practices identified through this project, the following job description has been devel-
oped to assist departments in developing their own models.

JOB DESCRIPTION OF THE LABOUR RELATIONS
OFFICER

A. JOB INFORMATION SUMMARY

Name of the jobholder :
Job title : Labour Relations Officer
Post level :
Directorate :
Location :
Post reports to :
Date of job description :
Organogram :

B. JOB PURPOSE

MAIN PURPOSE

To encourage employees and employers to work towards labour relations improvement
for the development of effective organisational practices. 

OBJECTIVES

Overseeing and ensuring the facilitation and maintenance of a healthy work rela-
tionship within the organisation.
Provide high level consulting and advisory service in the organization on all labour
relations policies, agreements, strategies, procedures and legislation.
Conflict is managed through facilitation of disputes and grievances, and expert
advice is rendered towards dispute resolution.
Labour relations policies/procedures are developed in order to ensure compliance
with current labour legislation.
Continuous liaison takes place with management, employees and their represen-
tatives on labour and other related matters.
Labour relations training needs are identified.
The workplace culture within the organisation is monitored, trends identified and
corrective measures proposed.
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C. INHERENT REQUIREMENTS OF THE JOB 

Competencies refer to the blend of knowledge, skills, aptitude, etc. that a person can
apply in the work environment, which indicates a person's ability to meet the require-
ments of a specific post.

KEY COMPETENCIES
1. Knowledge of, among others, the 

following legislation and prescripts:

Constitution, 1996
Public Service Act, 1994, and 
subordinate legislation
Labour Relations Act, 1995, 
and subordinate legislation, 
including collective agreements
Basic Conditions of Employment 
Act, 1997
Employment Equity Act, 1998
Skills Development Act, 1998
The Promotion of Access to 
Information Act, 2000
Promotion of Administrative 
Justice Act, 2000
Public Finance Management Act, 
1999, and subordinate legislation

2. Ability to analyze, interpret and 
apply policies, decisions, collective
agreements and legislation

3. Ability to conduct research and to 
formulate policies in the field of 
labour relations.

4. Good written and verbal 
communication skills with specific 
reference to -

exceptional interpersonal 
skills including excellent 
listening, superior oral and 
written communication, 
presentation, and interest 
based conflict resolution 
skills; ability to assess the 
people being dealt with, be 

Resources Management or related fields

An appropriate three year tertiary 
qualification in Labour Relations, 
Human 
Appropriate experience of legislation 
and prescripts
Demonstration of knowledge of 
practices relating to labour relations.

Demonstration of ability to interpret and 
apply policies.
Appropriate experience and 
qualifications.
Well-developed sense of judgement.

An appropriate tertiary qualification 
(degree or diploma)
Appropriate experience of research 
methodology

Successful completion of appropriate 
training courses
Practical demonstration of abilities
Appropriate experience of the 
communication environment
Computer literacy (MS Word, 
PowerPoint, Excel and Outlook)
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seen to be neutral, impartial, and fair; 

mediation/facilitation skills - ability to work 
with various parties understanding the 
influences on their behaviour and attitudes; 
ability to establish, develop and strengthen 
individual relationships with a wide range of 
persons including legal representatives, 
facilitators, mediators, organized labour by 
establishing credibility and trust; 
ability to draft and substantiate departmental 
policies and procedures in addition to 
recommending changes to departmental 
practices based upon analyzing trends in 
the labour relations environment; 
ability to use discretion and flexiility with 
considerable independence and to adapt 
policies and procedures to individual cases; 
and
ability to manage complex group and 
personal dynamics and relationships while 
contributing effectively in a team 
environment.

D.   KEY CUSTOMERS

Customer/Stakeholder Requirements/Expectations

Internal

Management Strategic direction
Employees To provide unbiased professional advice

External

Bargaining Councils Strategic direction 
Professional advice

Legal representatives of employees Strategic direction 
Professional advice

Organised labour Strategic direction 
Promotion and strengthening of trust 
relationship
Dissemination of information
Facilitation of meetings

Department of Public Service Obtain advice and input on policies and 
and Administration procedures
Furnishing of statistics
Public Service Commission Provision of statistics for monitoring 

purposes and referral of grievances
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5.2 ACCOUNTABILITY MATRIX ON THE MANAGEMENT 
OF LABOUR RELATIONS

The role played by labour relations officers in government departments is viewed with
skepticism by the majority of employees in a sense that they are perceived as acting in
the interest of the employer.  The situation is different in the private sector as labour 
relations officers are seen to be striving to strike a balance in respect of their dealings with
the employer as well as with employees.

It has emanated from the project that there is a lack of role and responsibility clarification
between line managers and those of labour relations officers, and how the interfaces
between the two should be managed. In some departments managers do not accept
responsibility for discipline, in others there is no clarity as to who should accept 
responsibility for training.

An accountability matrix could assist in this regard. Such a matrix should detail what is
expected of line managers, and the roles and responsibilities of labour relations officers.
This measure will ensure that role confusion is avoided and accountabilities are clearly
defined. The following matrix has been developed as a guideline:

Managing grievances

Managing discipline

Policy development on
labour relations
Collective bargaining at
departmental/provincial
level
Strike management

Dispute resolution at the
relevant bargaining 
council
Labour relations training

Monitoring labour 
relations and identify
trends

Labour Relations

Render advice and
monitor
Render advice and
monitor

Formulate policy

Facilitation and
render advice

Formulate policy
and specialist
advice
Represent the
employer

Specialist advice
and monitoring
Monitor, evaluate
and render advice

Human
Resources

Render advice

Implement 
decisions and
record keeping

Execute 
policy

Facilitate

Line Manager

Manage 
grievances
Manage 
discipline

Provide input

Establish 
mandate

Execute 
policy

Identify training
needs

Provide input

Senior
Management

Provide 
oversight
Provide 
oversight

Establish policy
parameters
Determines
mandates

Establish policy
parameters

Determine
mandate

Key playersKey accountabilities
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5.3 THE INVOLVEMENT OF LABOUR RELATIONS 
COMPONENTS IN STRATEGIC PLANNING

Bendix  remarked that the role of the labour relations expert gains its greatest import in
the stragetic sphere. They must know what is happening within all spheres of the organ-
ization and at the same time monitor external developments which can impact on the
workplace and on the work relationship.

A lack of communication between senior management and the labour relations compo-
nent has emerged as a challenge for the effective management of labour relations. This
is more so if one considers the fact that labour relations concerns itself with interaction
between management and employees and that strategically speaking labour relations
must flow from and be dependent on the organization's overall strategy.

In order to improve communication, a need for a representative from the labour relations
component to attend senior management meetings and/or strategic management ses-
sions was identified. In this way, a valuable contribution can be made in respect of sound
employment relationships. Management-initiated information on the organization, on
issues such as organizational changes and operational plans, would be disseminated to
employees in a more structured manner.

5.4 CONCLUSION

The success of every organization depends largely on its workforce, and if effort  is not
channeled to this workforce in ensuring that they are happy and willing to contribute their
efforts in the quest to improve productivity, then the future of the organization will look
much bleaker.

The Commission trusts that the findings in this report will assist in progressing a positive
change and improvement in the current labour relations culture in the public service, and
that it will contribute in building upon the significant developments which have occurred
in labour relations over the last decade.
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