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JUST-IN-TIME AND SOCIAL RELATIONS IN THE
AUTO-COMPONENT INDUSTRY

Valeria Pulignano

In recent years considerable attention has been
directed towards changes that have been occurring
within the impact of JIT production on the labour
process. Much of this debate has been hinged
around attempts to contain and secure the increased
vulnerability and dependency the utilisation of JIT
creates for capital. As such attention has been
focused on the increased opportunities for
tightening the control aspects of the labour process,
highlighting the increased opportunities for
surveillance and monotoring (Sewell and
Wilkinson, 1991; Delbridge et al., 1992; Barker,
1993). Moreover, subsequent attempts to intensify
the work process have been alluded to, with the
huge production of competing concepts (Garrahan
and Stewart, 1992; Elger and Smith, 1994;
Stephenson, 1996). All of these developments have
been well documented and have tended to
dominate the research agenda on the impact of JIT
in motor manufacturing.

This paper has no intention to ‘claim novelty’
with relations to this debate. However, despite the
burgeoning literature on changing patterns of work
organisation and labour relations in the automobile
industry, which continues to operate under the
umbrella of ‘Japanisation’ (Oliver and Wilkinson,
1992), little attention has been focussed on the
impact of JIT on the auto-component workers. In
response, therefore, the aim of this paper is to

contribute to the debate on the new management
techniques by addressing the analysis on the auto-
component workers. In doing this, it will focus on
the impact of JIT on the integrated supply chain,
rather than limiting the research agenda to the
restructuring process into either car assemblers or
auto-component factories treated as separate
entities.

The focus of this paper will be to offer an
analysis concerned with the implications for labour
emanating from the introduction of JIT system in
the supply chain of the car-seats at the Fiat car
plant in Melfi, in Southern Italy. Reporting the
results of this empirical research the paper
discusses questions relating to the introduction of
JIT in the autocomponent manufacturing as the
growth of new partnership-based union approaches
and the impact of JIT on workers in the supply
chain, and their subjective views on it.

At the Fiat car plant in Melfi the process of
rationalisation involves labour and production
reorganisation in the car assembler and in its
relations to suppliers. The factory is characterised
by the integration of Operational Units (Unità
Operativa) which are organisationally separated
into teamwork called Elementary Technology Unit
(Unità Tecnologica Elementare or UTE). Beyond
the factory, the integration is pursued through the
JIT inter-connections of macro production cells
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(suppliers) for the manufacturing of automotive
components. Fiocco (1998) has referred to the
distinctive organisational aspects of the
cellularisation process in the Italian automotive
industry and conied the concept of ‘intensive
cellularisation’ and ‘extensive cellularisation’. The
former indicates the process of work reorganisation
into cells dealing with the teamwork concept,
whereas the latter refers to the division of the
labour force into decentralised production units
(suppliers).

Drawing on this analysis, the understanding of
how buyer-supplier relations underwent
transformation as part of a wider organisational
change in post-Fordism seeks to complement
patterns of market-power analysis (Atkinson,
1984). Indeed, it considers the organisational and
institutional aspects characterizing recent interfirm
dealings. As the paper examines, buyer-supplier
relations have actually coupled with the
development of partnership deals for managing
cross-company employee relations. These
agreements prevent potential sources of conflict
and thereby provide JIT smooth running.
Embedded in this institutional framework different
patterns of labour discipline are generated
depending on the firms’ degree of integration in the
logistic chain. Research accounts demonstrate that
JIT production system affects working practices
along the supply chain, which are shaped to assure
continuity of the production flow. Hence, labour
compliance is produced, without denying the
existence of dissent at work in the context of
Japanese inspired labour processes.

THE STUDY

The research was carried out between May and
September 1999 by utilising a case study
methodology which incorporates extensive
qualitative and quantitative data of the impact of
JIT. In total, 45 in-depth semistructured interview
schedules were conducted at regular intervals with
employees, from production workers and team
leaders to managing directors such as production
and personnel directors in order to explore the
accounts of the research respondents. Interviews
were supplemented by the observation of work
relations and social interactions. Several visits were
made for observation, and interviews were held in

situ. In addition to these qualitative methods,
company documents were examined and
quantitative measures were collected (such as
workforce profiles).

The car-seats supply chain consists of nearly
one hundred companies situated at different tiers
according to the sequential order of production
which involves the welding and the assembly shop.
In the supply chain, firms deliver components
according to their level of logistic integration in the
chain. In particular, delivery can be realised
according to either JIT or stockroom principle. The
former consists of synchronous JIT and JIT via
kanban which are both based on shipping
components directly to the assembly line; while
stockroom delivery is characterised by the
maintenance of a stock of finished products, both
for the supplier and the car assembler.

Based on the differences in delivery, four
suppliers were chosen for investigation : Lear
Corporation Italia Sud, Commer TGS, Bruzia
Monti and FGL. The first two suppliers are located
in an area adjacent to the car assembler labelled
comprensorio. Lear (first tier supplier) delivers
seats to Fiat according to synchronous JIT;
Commer TGS (second tier supplier) delivers the
upholstery to Lear according to JIT via kanban;
Bruzia Monti (second tier supplier) and F.G.L
(third tier supplier) are outside the
comprensorio,both in Southen Italy (300 and 30
kilometers away from Lear) and deliver the covers
and some metal and tissue components for the
production of the upholstery respectively on a daily
and weekly basis. In Lear of a workforce of 519,
110 are skilled operators mostly concentrated in the
welding shop as technicians and maintenance
operators. Around 30 percent of the workforce
composition is women.

In Commer TGS the workforce composition is
100 employees, 40 are semiskilled and skilled
operators due to the chemical nature of the product.
The gender composition is overwhelmingly male –
80 men and 20 women. In contrast, in Bruzia
Monti 70 percent of the workforce composition is
women who are in the suiting shop. Finally, in
FGL the workforce composition is balanced
between skilled (whose tasks is to monotor
numeric control machines) and unskilled operators.
In total, there are 18 employees. A summary of the
supplier firms selected for investigation is reported
in table 1.
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Table 1.- Selected supply  firms by sector, location and size

Company Manufacturing sector Location Size

Lear Corporation Italia Sud Auto-components Comprensorio 519

Commer TGS Auto-components Comprensorio 100

Bruzia Monti Auto-components Southern Italy 295

F.G.L Manufacturing Sector Southern Italy 18

Source : Fiat-auto and interviews with the suppliers. Data are up to September 1999.

CHANGING BUYER-SUPPLIERS
RELATIONS : THE STATE OF THE DEBATE

Much of the existing critical debate regarding
the impact of JIT production on the labour process
in the automobile industry has tended to focus
attention within the confines of the car
manufacturer. However, drawing on Japanese
fieldwork analysis, some studies have mentioned
the role of the subcontracting periphery as an
important source of competitivity for Japanese
manufacturing (Atkinson, 1984; Chalmers, 1989).
According to this argument, suppliers are
witnessing an intensification of the work process.
The aim for buyers is to access the benefits of this
process in terms of increase in productivity
(Newsome, 1996). This possibility is similarly
reported by Sauer (1992) who draws on the notion
of ‘systemic rationalisation’ in order to analyse the
nature of change in the German autocomponent
industry. In particular, he focuses on the
differences between internal and external
production areas and attributes to the former
represented by large companies the object of
breaking class solidarity by creating and
maintaining inequality of treatment among workers
between large and small firms (suppliers).

This conceptualisation considers the dichotomy
underpinning the dimensional aspects of firms,
which leads to a hierarchization of the impact on
the labour process (Tracogna, 1999). Moreover, it
insists upon the importance of viewing buyer-
supplier relations under the power-dependence
perspective which claims the exercise of power by
big manufacturers over their small suppliers.
Hence, under the new manufacturing requirements,
labour conditions within sub-contractors are
marginalised, produced by market fluctuations and
productivity improvements and causing problems
particularly in terms of divergence in wages

(Rainnie, 1991).  However, referring to the studies
of power relations in the capitalistic processes of
accumulation, some scholars query the actual
nature and extent of the power-dependence
approach and, thereby do not straightforward
consider supply relations as shaped by the
dominant control of car manufactures on the
suppliers. In contrast their analysis attempts to
chart reactions to this predicament, with the
intention of contributing to knowledge about the
factors that determine the nature, and the prospects
for change, in buyer-supplier relations.

In this sense, this stream of research considers
JIT integration between car assemblers and the
suppliers as the main mechanism through which
control at work is exercised (Delbridge et al., 1992;
Lowe et al., 1996; Oliver et al., 1998). As Turnbull
(1989) argues JIT leads to the reduction of all
productive inefficiencies so as to achieve the ‘zero
stock’ production flow. In this sense, JIT tends to
intensify work rhythms and labour control for
sustaining continuous improvement (kaizen) and,
therefore becomes the key factor in explaining the
new managerial forms of control on suppliers that
is of concern here.

Despite these qualifications, control is often
equated with the system of direct discipline and
thereby ‘should not be regarded as an alternative to
Taylorism’ (Turnbull, 1989 : 144-145). In
particular, it is suggested that the basis of JIT is
ratcheting up stress allied to attempts to
reconfigure the interest of the workforce. Hence,
by emphasising the intensification of labour and
the reduction of  workers’ autonomy as a
consequence of the implementation of JIT
requirements, this stream of research contends the
Tayloristic nature of JIT as an attempted solution to
a traditional central problem, that of placing
workers’ knowledge at the service of
rationalisation.
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To take the critique further, we argue that the
requirements of JIT production are introducing new
forms of power arrangements into the labour
process. These new patterns are combined in a
more complex manner than under Taylorism and it
is for that reason that they require a more complex
analysis of control strategy inside the theoretical
development of the labour process. In the context
characterised by labour control as a necessary
element of the managerial production system, it is
argued that JIT establishes the organisational
interconnection between the macro production cells
for the creation of the cellularised system. In so
doing, it defines the new organisational aspect of
inter-firm dealings through which labour control is
filtered.

FROM HYPER-TECHNOLOGICAL TO
ORGANISATIONAL INTEGRATED
GREENFIELDS : THE MELFI EXPERIENCE

At the end of the 1980s, Fiat-Auto realised that
the defensive strategy with which it approached the
1970s – reducing conflict by making production
less dependent on labour with the introduction of
high technology and the decentralisation of
components to suppliers – ceased to be the best
means to achieve high levels of product quality and
productivity.

During the 1980s Fiat’s management was based
on an organisation system built on the automation
principle (‘Highly Automated Factory’), according
to which production problems are rare and can be
worked out by temporary improvements.1 The
process began in the ‘greenfields’ of Termoli and
Cassino - the two plants with the most advanced
technology. The highly automated solution was
combined to the management strategy to
decentralise to a large number of small-medium
subcontracting firms, with mostly unskilled
shopfloor workers, the production of simple part
components. The nature of the buyer-supplier
relationship was market-based due to the lowest
price criteria for selecting suppliers.

This configuration started to collapse at the end
of 1980s when at Termoli, dedicated to the

                                                                        
1 The technology strategy in Fiat can be interpreted as a two
phase processes: a first phase (1972-78) of rigid automation,
and a second phase (1978-88) of more flexible, partial, or full
automation (Camuffo and Volpato, 1998).

production of the Fire engine, production became
more complex due to the increase in the production
of the engine designs. Because of the high
frequency of stoppages and the increasing
competitiveness in the car market, automation
ceased soon to be the driver of productivity.
Moreover, reference to the Japanese experience
shows that market competitiveness implies not only
production and work re-organisation but also a
change of the relations to suppliers. Hence, it
became necessary for Fiat to adopt a new
production organisation rationale by taking into
account the available evidence of work and
supplier relations restructuring practices, derived
from the wave of Japanese auto transplants (Honda,
Nissan, Mazda, Mitsubishi) in the USA and in
Western Europe.

The re-organisation programme became the
focus of the whole restructuring project, labelled
‘Total Quality’ by Fiat, and based on ‘lean
production’ techniques. In order to understand its
rationale it is necessary to focus attention on the
project : the ‘Integrated Factory’ (Fabbrica
Integrata o IF). A comprehensive implementation
of the IF programme was achieved only with the
development of two new plants at Melfi and
Pratola Serra in Italy.

At Melfi a total of around $200 million was
invested with a planned production of 450,000 cars
a year (1,600 a day). The biggest part of this
production was to be for the domestic market. The
plant opened in 1993 on a ‘greenfield’ site and was
presented by Fiat as a major development in
vehicle assembly. The local government’s financial
backing existed for Fiat to move to one of the
depressed regions in Southern Italy with a labour
market characterised by a high rate of
unemployment, a highly scholarised and young
workforce composition. Hence, the plant was
opened with considerable publicity with both the
company and the local government emphasising its
enormous significance for the rise of the Southern
Italian economy. At Melfi public support has been
awarded to the Fiat investment in the boost to
employment, supported by government grants
under regional policy.

Site employment had increased to 6,500
employees by 1999. In the integrated production
system at Melfi considerable attention has been
paid to both the role of the supply chain in the
management of production and the dynamic
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processes associated with sub-contracting firms.
In the Melfi plant, in fact, a revolutionary change
took place as suppliers were brought in the area
called comprensorio adjacent to the place where
the assembler plant was built up. Here, their role
was transformed to one of integrated supplier and
an involvement in the day-to-day running of their
components into the assembly process, according
to the JIT principle. Supply chain management at
Melfi reflects the wider restructuring project
occurred in Fiat in the 1990s. As an effect of this
project the car assembler moved from an
‘horizontal’ to a ‘vertical’ structure of the supply
chain which required the selectionand the reduction
of the number of first tier suppliers according to the
following items: quality, time-to-market and
service.1

Moreover, the first tier suppliers become big
firms (multinationals) with a high skilled
workforce due to both the responsability for the
products quality (on the behalf of the second tier
suppliers) and the ‘codesign’ or ‘simulteneous
engineering’ practices.

In the comprensorio at Melfi twenty first tier
and two second tier suppliers are located
(delivering 43 per cent of the car’s value). Most of
them are component manufacturing firms
concentrated in the electronic, chemical/plastic,
metalworking sectors which transferred their
production units from the North to the South of
Italy. Some of them are the product of alliances and
acquisition between Italian and American
companies.2

Subcontracting firms have been directly
involved in the construction of the new installation
and contributed around $20 million of the initial
$200 million invested in the plant. A full
description of the suppliers located in the
comprensorio at Melfi is reported in table 2.

An average 30 percent of the workforce
composition are women and it is mostly staffed by
skilled operators due to the work re-organisation

                                                                        
1 Between 1990 and 1994 the number of first tier suppliers in
Fiat decreased from 723 to 370. In 1998 there were 300 first
tier supplier (Fiat-auto internal document).
2 In 1993 Sepi Sud, the Italian company in charge of producing
car-seats for Fiat, was acquired by the American multinational
Lear Seating which in 1999 incorporated also Pianfei Melfi, a
small-medium supplier delivering dashboard to the car
assembler at Melfi. Moreover, in 1998 Commer 1, an Italian
company delivering door trim to Fiat at Melfi, was
incorporated by the American Johnson group. Interview to the
ACM director – Potenza -  July, 1999.

process suppliers insight as a result of the
‘Integrated Factory’ model. Suppliers’ workplace is
slightly unionised (30 percent of the workforce).
As the result of the unitary unions’ representations’
election (Rsu or rappresentanze sindacali unitarie)
at Melfi in 1998 findings demonstrate that the
Italian trade union national federations in the
metalworking sector FIM (Federazione Italiana
Metallurgici) and FIOM (Federazione Impiegati
Operai Metallurgici) are the biggest union
federations. However, there has been the
introduction of a new union federation: the UGL
(ex CISNAL) which adds to UILM (Unione
Italiana dei Lavoratori Metallurgici) and FISMIC,
a union operating as something of a ‘company
union’ at Melfi, which follows the company’s lead
on all matters.

While operating the integrated production
system with the suppliers, Fiat seems to have been
aware that disparities between the workers of the
different companies might be a source of conflict.

With an eye to this it introduced homogeneous
cross-companies employee relations including the
extension of wage rates, social benefits and union
guarantees of Fiat’s employees to suppliers.

However, company and local government was
aware of the fact that the wages at Melfi were
lower than those paid to workers doing similar jobs
in Northern Italy.

According to the FIOM metalworkers local
union leader :

‘(..) Wages at Melfi are lower than in the north
of Italy. The average pay here is 15 percent
lower than that paid at Turin. This was claimed
on the basis of the lowest cost of living in the
South of Italy and it was possible since the
company-level agreement arranging working
time and wages for the employees at Melfi; I’m
referring to the Fiat accord in June 1993 (..)’

Moreover, due to the young workforce all the
workers in the supplier firms are employed
according to the national training contracts
provisions (contatto formazione e lavoro).
Notwithstanding the divergence in wage levels, the
notion of harmonisation seems to be a powerful
one in the analysis of JIT production control at the
Melfi factory. Some further considerations are
therefore required on this front.
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Table 2. - The comprensorio at Melfi

Supplier Name of the group Product Employees

Autocomponent Suspension Rigamonti Assembled wheels 119

Bundy Sud Bundy Sud Brake and fuel lines 28

CF Gomma Sud Pirelli Flexible tubes 59

Sylea Italia Labinal Clutch cables 250

Commer 1 Siano Door trim 78

Commer TGS - 2° tier supplier JV Commer-Toscana
Gomme

Upholstery for seats 100

Componentistica Zanini Zanini Metal parts for wheels 31

Complasint JV Maione-Enichem Module dashboard, bumper 277

FDM Fontana Screws, mounting elements 20

Magneti Marelli Fiat Silencer 56

Tower Automotive Simes Stamped parts 55

Iplam Itca Small stamped parts 150

LA SME Lames-Sogemi Pre-assembled window
glass

69

Lear Corporation Italia Sud Lear Seats 519

Me.Co.Flex Sila Gear system 99

OSL Delfo Welding and stamped parts 137

Pianfei Melfi Johnson Tapestry, carpenting 130

Rejna Simes Insulation, noise absorber 74

SMP Melfi JV Michelin-Pirelli Rubber parts like wheels 49

Stampi 4 Fontana Welding sub-components 146

IMAM – 2° tier supplier Ilva Small stamped parts for
seats

137

EMARC Emarc Mechanic parts 123

Innomatel - R&D Complasint Innomatel R&D 20

Total Employees                                                                                                                                             2.706

Source : Fiat – Melfi - June 1999

Note : JV = Joint-Venture
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'PARTICIPATORY’ FRAMEWORK FOR
EMPLOYEE RELATIONS

The new integrated system at Melfi is guided by
the application of the JIT  principle. The JIT
production system requires a radical research
agenda to better address the contradiction related to
the fragmentation of the workforce into different
firms (suppliers). The main contradiction is the
presence of a potential source of conflict due to the
latent differentiation of the working conditions
between suppliers and car assembler within a
highly vulnerable context.

Fiat’s concern at Melfi was in guaranteeing the
JIT production system by finding a way to manage
employee relations in its supplier firms. To avoid
disputes, the company insisted on formally
harmonising the industrial relations characterising
the organisational and labour change occurring in
the suppliers. In particular, Fiat’s response to the
need for harmonisation has been to develop
innovative ‘partnership deals’, which provided for
a participatory approach to cross-company
employee relations and concurred to extent the
wage levels and social benefits already occurred in
Fiat to the twenty-two enterprises supplying the
Fiat’s plant. The common participatory system
covers employee relations within the
subcontractors in the consortium of ACM
employers (Consorzio Auto Componentistica del
Mezzogiorno).

Initially, the consortium aimed to extend the
benefits of public funds and vocational training
programmes to all suppliers. However, it soon
became an institution representing the employers in
negotiating working conditions such as wages,
health and safety, work organisation and working
time with the trade unions (EIRR, 1998). Employee
relations have been covered by two agreements :
the first was agreed within the framework of the
metalworking sector accord of 1994 (the ACM
agreement of 28 July). The second was established
on 25 May 1998 between the ACM Melfi
consortium of employers and the FIM, FIOM,
UILM and FISMIC metalworking trade union
federations. The rationale behind both agreements
is to integrate production organisation more closely
between Fiat and the suppliers by harmonising
working conditions and management-labour
relations.

By stipulating negotiation at the consortium
level the sector agreement of 1994 recommended
harmonising working conditions as follows: wages,
working time, working hours, training, overtime,
nightshift, union rights. Moreover, as concerns
working hours the agreement provides a
decentralised company-bargaining system where
this issue may be further negotiated in accordance
to the metalworking sectoral accord of 1994. In
addition, employers and unions have agreed to
maintain the system of awarding employees in the
companies of the ACM consortium a so-called
‘competitiveness bonus’ (premio di competitività)
which is already in place in Fiat.

As regards union rights the agreement in 1998
introduced a representative participation system
through joint consultation committees, including
those between unions’ representatives and
management, which have rights of information and
consultation. This was realised through providing
bipartite bodies for a participatory model of
relations between employers and unions. These
bodies are : consultative body, inter-company
committee, integrated plant-level commission,
committee for the environment and health and
safety. The consultative body informs workers’
representatives of its deliberations and keeps them
up to date on the development and progress of the
participatory model and the resolution of social
problems that could have a general impact on the
working conditions of the employees in the
comprensorio. Yet, the inter-company committee
and the integrated plant-level commission’s main
role is to prevent potential industrial conflicts and
encourage positive ‘social dialogue’.They will also
be responsible for examining training provisions
and monotoring measures aimed at preventing
workplace accidents. Membership of the
committees will comprise, on the enployers’ side,
representatives of the ACM consortium and
individual company concerned, and, on the unions’
side, one Rsu representative for each union.
Furthermore, the role of the committee for the
environment and health and safety is to run
workers information campaigns on accident
prevention and to organise training programmes to
allert workers to the health and safety aspects of
their work. By harmonising working conditions
and promoting the creation of consultative bodies
for  the prevention and the tempestive solution of
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workplace disputes, the two Melfi agreements aim
to guarantee the achievement of JIT through
reducing industrial conflict and thereby avoiding
production stoppage. In this view, the consortium
is considered as the counterpart of trade unions in
negotiation and represents the formal organism for
developing ‘horizontal information exchange and
learning’ practices amongst suppliers for disputes’
solution (Delbridge e Oliver, 1999: 3).

The partnership-based union approaches at
Melfi incorporate a belief that the new workplace
agendas hold the prospect of forging common
interests and co-operation between management
and labour, around issues such as health and safety,
working time, etc. Nevertheless, the findings of the
study related to the existence of consulative bodies
for the prevention of disputes suggest that the new
workplace agendas may contain, many points of
conflict around such issues such as multi-tasking,
job rotation and extended working hours, which
according to Kelly (1998) reflect the conflict of
interest between employers and labour. Local
union leaders in many ways reflect the inherent
tensions of ‘social partnership’ by considering the
lack of transparency in union-management
relations :

‘(..) Discussing with the company according to
the social partnership model means anything
else than to give consent to the company
decisions rather than satisfy workers’ needs (..)’

Together with accumulating evidence of
operational links between firms to complement the
operation of JIT, the ACM consortium has
suggested the emergence of a new mode of
managing employee relations taking the form of a
network of autonomous firms linked institutionally
with one another. This network is more centrally
concerned with the matter of workplace
subjectivity characterising workers under the JIT
production regime. This understanding of
subjectivity is grounded in the accounts workers
provide of their experience of the lean workplace.

JUST-IN-TIME AND LABOUR CONTROL IN
CHANGING BUYER-SUPPLIER RELATIONS

With the introduction of ‘lean production’, the
subcontracting system has been reorganised into an
integrated supply chain whose nodes are the

supplier firms, each dedicated to the manufacturing
of autocomponents for the car assembler. The JIT
system is the organisational principle inter-
connecting these nodes. Ohno (1988: 4) defines
this organisational rationale and clearly describes
its mechanism : ‘just in time means that the right
parts needed in assembly reach the assembly line at
the time they are needed and only in the amount
needed’. Hence, the sequential linkage generated
by the JIT production pattern connects the different
phases of the production process that constitute the
nodes of the integrated production system.

Nevertheless, this system is highly vulnerable
because any technical (plant breakdown, lack of
material) or human (workplace dissonance)
dysfunction risks paralysing the production
process. Referring to the metaphor of the ‘crystal
pipeline’ conied by Bonazzi (1993) transparency
and fragility are the two key factors describing the
JIT production flow. This implies that waste,
recycling of materials and variation in the
production programme are inconveniences which
must be eliminated at an early stage due to the
rigidity of the ‘pipeline’. In other words, once the
mix is decided, its sequence must be respected all
the way along the ‘pipeline’ to the end.

The fact that the dictates of JIT require
organisational inter-connections along the supply
chain states a sharp argument in favour of seeing
JIT as the new form of control over the suppliers’
labour processes. It is supported by evidence
showing how labour control is transferred to each
production unit along the supply chain through the
apparently neutral nature of the ‘tense flow’.
Equally, working conditions (work rhythms, work
loads, ect.) in the suppliers represent the apparent
workers’ response to assure continuity of the
production flow, rather than being due to the
interests of the organisation. Hence, it could be
argued that workers’ perception of their physically
and mentally demanding work goes beyond the
confines of their own company (that is the supplier
firm), and this in turn stimulates them to establish
rules of conduct in order to achieve the JIT. In this
sense, as an interviewed team leader in the
assembly shop in Lear remarks, some degree of
compliance is simulated for the purpose of
‘keeping up the standard for customer’s
satisfaction’ and, therefore, it is driven by the
‘management by fear’ (Delbridge, 1998;
Danford, 1999).
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Drawing on this analysis, the dynamic of the
supply chain management pushes in the direction
of the ideological incorporation of labour discipline
(Delbridge et al., 1992). In the inter-connections
along the supply chain this process implies the use
of ‘disembodied’ forms of control such as the
electronic warning for JIT delivery which is
realised through computer-based technology
connecting one firm to another (Sewell and
Wilkson, 1992a). However, the ideological
incorporation of discipline under the JIT system is
mainly to be thought of as a mechanism developed
by employers through which effective control of
the workers is contrived. In this view, employees’
behaviour is not so much achieved by them as
allowed or licenced by employers. In the supply
chain workers behave in ways that employers find
appropriate and thereby transfer onto the buyer
both the reason of their acting and the social
tensions in the production unit. In so doing, they
follow the employers’ interpretation of the relation
to car assemblers.

The practice of JIT makes work survivable for
workers and thereby it sets up the social basis for
labour compliance. In other words, the
organisational mechanism of JIT paradoxically
leads to the subordination of the production process
becoming an object of workers’ acquiescence, as
two line workers - one assembling the seat in Lear
and the other manufacturing the upholstery for the
seat in Commer TGS - revealed :

“(..) If you don’t work well and fast enough you
risk  failure. In this case you don’t send the
seats, so the line stops; we must always work so
as not to disrupt production; we cannot stop JIT,
we cannot stop Fiat! (..)”
“(..) When you work JIT you do not even have
time to look up, or blow your nose because
other pieces arrive and you must work on them
(..) you must get on with the production because
Lear is waiting for your upholsteries. If you go
to the toilet when you are very busy or make a
piece wrong then you risk finding yourself with
lots of pieces to do on your desk, and then it is
you that has to catch up because you cannot
stop the line in Lear (..)”

Yet, a worker whose task is to drive the trailer
to deliver seats to the car assembler makes clear the
socially constructed mechanism (the dependency
relations for the realisation of JIT) through which

job pressure is made rationally survivable for
workers in Lear :

“(..) When you work JIT you must always look
at the clock, you cannot have seats missing at
Fiat; the main aim for a trailer driver is not
stopping the line in Fiat; so when it is time you
have to leave and that’s all! You leave
everything you are doing and go (..)”

The subjective worker’s view of the rhythm
imposed by the vulnerability of the JIT production
flow clarifies the specificity of the new practice of
labour control in Fiat’s road to ‘lean production’.
Along the supply chain the nature of control
follows the instruction originating from the internal
organisational structure and, therefore is diffused
as an autonomous, objective and mutual necessity
of the JIT system. In short, the control relationships
are more complex and varied than the either direct,
or technical, or rigid hierarchical imposition
exercised by the authority of the employer
(Edwards, 1979). This is due to the fact that control
has increasingly been transformed from ‘an
external disciplinary fact into intelligent
conformity with production procedures’ (Bonazzi,
1994: 288). Moreover, it has been embedded in
patterns of employee relations (the ACM
partnership arrangements) which contributes to
generate a ‘collective entity’ at the lean workplace
between co-employees by establishing harmonised
working conditions for those working under the JIT
system. It is from the ‘zero stock’ necessity that, in
fact, management and workers become apparently
locked into a situation of their own making,
whereby agreement depends upon a manifest
reciprocity in maintaining the JIT production
system. In this sense, the impersonal and objective
rules of the lean flow which have been
institutionalised within specific formal
arrangements, generate a process through which a
dialectic of consent to work is, quite literally,
manufactured as a result of obscured control at
work (Burowoy, 1979).

This is clearly evident if we analyse the
specificity of management control in those
suppliers that are not subordinated to the
restrictions of the JIT and to the harmonised labour
regulation of the ACM consortium. In these firms
employees continually participate in obscuring the
fact that work is indeed a capitalist labour process,
but this is achieved by developing a set of apparent
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circumstances of the workers’ and the
management’s choosing, specific to that firm,
which consist of preventing the scaling-down or
closure of the factory. This is illustrated by the
following statement of a technician in FGL :

“(..) If the product is not good the customer
does not accept the load and it comes back. If
this happens we are in trouble; our employer
has made us understand clearly that whenever
production orders fall we risk staying at home
(..) personally I do everything I can to ensure
this never happens (..)”

In this instance, as Kondo (1990) found out in a
Japanese factory, although the workforce
complained bitterly of their treatment they
conformed to the wishes of the owner in order that
they may continue to be employed. Hence,
workplace labour control is primarily mediated by
the opportunistic action of the workforce intent on
keeping their jobs due to the absence of other local
job opportunities (Garrahan and Stewart, 1992)
rather than by a proper ideological managerial
control strategy. As Collinson (1992) reported the
pressure of the capitalist labour market should
never be understimated and the awareness of being
readily dispensable affects workers’ co-operative
and productive efforts. Despite the economic
pressure, an interview with a woman working in
the suiting area in Bruzia shows that there is no
failure in recognising the management as the direct
counterpart in exercising control :

“(..) I work until I am out of breath because it’s
better to work well and not have any problems
than to work badly and have a lot of problems
with the boss; as a worker I must obey orders, in
terms of both the quantity and the quality that
the company imposes; this means that if I want
to smoke a cigarette and stop production I
cannot do it because the boss will come and tell
me off; there is leadership, there is always
someone ready to tell you ‘do this and do that’
(..)”

To recapitulate, the importance of
organisational aspects in examining the
contemporary changes in buyer-supplier relations
has guided the analysis, emphasising how these
changes have affected internal forms of labour
regulation. Whilst examining the specific forms of
labour discipline along the supply chain, this

analysis has offered an account of the variety of
structures of control depending on the use of the
JIT operational procedures. Obviously, this variety
was claimed in the past (Thompson, 1989), but
what is interesting is the extent of continuity of the
social mechanisms supporting these structures
under the new regime.

Management practices at the contemporary
workplace

Analysis of the different subjective perceptions
legitimating labour control along the supply chain
leads to an examination of the social mechanisms
shaping management and labour relations at the
contemporary workplace. These social mechanisms
are well reflected in the adoption of responsible
individual and/or group  working practices which
involve the development of self-monotoring
practices for continuous improvement (kaizen).

Interviews with line workers in firms
characterised by different degrees of integration in
the supply chain tend to reinforce the asymmetrical
power dynamics that both stimulate and induce
them to carry out their own tasks. At one extreme
the harnessing of tacit skills is explained as an
effect of the ideological incorporation of company
needs; at the other extreme, co-operation of
employees is due to structural factors identified in
the relationship between the  local economy and
the conventional supervision practices at work.

The varied structures of workplace control offer
some basic arguments to understand the diverse
workers’ response to management control. Under
the new regime these responses reflect the
management’s attempt to harness employees’
commitment by using discourse for making
workers feel part of  the enterprise. In short, in the
new context characterised by the increase in the
cognitive aspects of labour due to the re-
combination of conception and execution,
employers symbolically inverted the class-based
hierarchy of the organisation (Collinson, 1994).
They redefined the shopfloor as a site of authentic
knowledge, a belief that facilitated workers taking
an important part under the JIT production system.
Indeed, they are obtrusively directed by the
organisational need to satisfy the customer’s aim.
The object is to transmit the idea of JIT as a
common interest through the ideological force of
language (a case of  ‘we are all in the same boat’).
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Hence, in the informal flow of labour relations
under the lean regime, JIT becomes the
autonomous and mutual imperative par
excellence whose cruciality in regulating the
production flow process is shared at all levels of
the company’s hierarchical organisation, from
the the middle-management to the line workers.
The worker responsible for the assembly body
shop in Lear and the production manager in
Commer TGS respectively remark :

“(..) I always say to workers that JIT is a
‘beast’; this means that our customer must never
face problems that we have caused. In this
sense, my relation with the workers is direct and
continuous. It is aimed at exchanging ideas and
useful advice in order to make sure that
everything works fine; workers must feel the
importance of certain situations and accept them
as their own! Communication makes them
aware day-by-day of what working JIT means
for us (..)”

“(..) Talking with workers, making them
understand that JIT production means having to
do certain things rather than others, being under
certain rules imposed by the customer who is
located just few metres away from us  is very
important because it is in this way that they
[workers] understand the problems and,
therefore, become aware (..)”

As the second interview points out at Melfi the
geographical proximity of suppliers to the buyer
contributes to give immediate visibility to the
incessant flow of production, and thereby to create
the structural conditions for developing workers’
perception of the JIT pressure. This is shown by
both the continuous loading and unloading the
chests where the components have been placed and
the fast transit of the trailers (tradotte) up and
down the road connecting the customer to the
supplier. A platform worker, whose task is to load
the trailers for the delivery of seats to Fiat
describes :

“(..) We [platform workers] must always run
into the site; we all work under the same roof
and therefore we can see each other; sometimes
it may happen that you go directly to the worker
who is assembling seats and take directly from
him the seats you need to complete the load; it

may also happen that the worker who is in
charge of assembling seats sees for himself that
we are in difficulty and therefore he gets
moving (..)”

In contrast, in those nodes of the supply chain
that are not integrated into the JIT system nor
located in the geographical vicinity of the
customer, the pressure of work is filtered through
the symbolical contractual dependence of the
supplier on the buyer. In particular, it appears as a
structural condition for avoiding redundancy. This
in turn is facilitated by the co-existence in Southern
Italy of an advanced capitalist infrastructure, good
schools, a high level of education and high
unemployment. For many people having a job in
the manufacturing sector can be seen as the way
out. In the supplier firms not delivering JIT when I
asked the workers whether they had positive
feelings about working in the plant they often
responded in this way :

“(..) Yes, we have; we need the salary and this
is the possibility to get it in southen Italy (..)
day by day the company faces many difficulties
and if we do not reply as the customer asks then
we will all go home (..)”

The varied dynamic of control along the supply
chain does not neglect the conditions of workers’
resistance, which are shaped conversely by both the
extensive power asymmetries in contemporary
organisations and the historical structured
antagonism between management and labour.
Workers’ misbehaviour (Thompson and Ackroyd,
1999) is a response to conditions of management
control mediated through the commodification of
labour (Edwards et al., 1995). However, by
emphasising the complexity guiding the innovation
of power arrangements under post-Fordism, the
investigation reaffirms the need to discuss the
complex notion of subjectivity taking into
consideration the very existence of JIT.

The contradictory nature of workplace
social relations

Although the effectiveness of new management
practices of labour control along the supply chain
does not eliminate the potential for workplace
resistance, research has produced a much more
complex picture of subjectivity in which the
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interrelations and boundaries between consent and
resistance have become increasingly blurred.

The ideological force of management, in
transferring to employees the sense of common
interests, in fact, did not translate into a harmony of
interests within the organisation as a whole. The
research revealed a great deal of mistrust and
defensiveness on the shopfloor. Hence, initiatives
by employers to generate employees consent have
merely been followed by activities of shopfloor
dissatisfaction.

At Melfi, some of the interviews observed that
colleagues claiming co-operation with the company
goals, as an effect of their self-discipline, create
manipulation just to provide support for each other
in the workplace around work issues. Some
researchers have read this type of situation as the
‘social collectivism’ of everyday life (Stephenson
and Stewart, 2000). Despite obscuring those
traditional forms of resistance as in other contexts
has been claimed (Sewell and McGraw, 1999;
Delbridge, 1998), the study reveals that the effect
of this new dimension of collectivism is the growth
of tricks for the employees’ reappropiation of time.
A line worker in Commer TGS argued at this
point :

“(..) When you work under JIT you must get on
with production because you cannot stop JIT;
while I’m working I often feel I won’t be able
to carry on, the rhythm is so fast! But I hang on;
I get a pain in my wrist but I keep on because I
must make that production, because Lear is
waiting for that upholstery (..). It sometimes
happens that we have problems of waste so the
group leader asks me why we have so much
waste; so as not to let him know that the worker
over there has made a mistake I reply that it’s
the pressing plant that isn’t working propely; so
we take the boss and the technicians over to
check it. By inventing something  we make the
boss stop the plant even for a moment so we can
have a rest (..)”

The awareness of the ever-present possibility of
distancing from the corporate culture leads workers
to engineer some element of control over their
working day manipulating (by resisting) the
production process. Nevertheless, most of these
reported practices of resistance do not actually
disrupt the labour process (Durand and Stewart,
1998). A team leader in the welding shop in Lear

remarked: ‘It is so easy to manipulate and avoid
wrong pieces becoming waste, I’m personally
engaged with the help of the workers to repair
those’. This suggest that middle management (like
the team leader in Lear) are aware of manipulation
and it would seem that there is some complicity
there. Thus, both workers and middle management
are engaged in resisting senior management.

 It is notable that under a rubric of ‘mutual
interests’ employees at the workplace use all their
tricks while maintaining a persuasive image of
compliance to the demands to management. This
evidence would discourage the use of mechanistic
and dualistic patterns of nominal (or espoused)
consent and resistance but neither the notion of
‘false consciousness’ would seem a non-debated
concept which may help to elucidate employees
experiences of work (Burowoy, 1979; Friedman,
1977). Hence, to interpret research findings we
have underlined a conception of subjectivity which
focuses on the contradictory workers’ response. In
other words we refer to a complex, contradictory
and shifting notion of employee subjectivity which
reflects the way in which individuals understand
and interpret their own circumstances (Knights and
McCabe, 2000).

The relationship between a rationality and a
workers’ counter-rationality represents an on-going
tension in the notion of subjectivity. Through an
ethnografic study of a Japanese factory, Kondo
(1990) contends actors should be seen as ‘multiple
selves whose lives are shot through with
contradictions and creative tensions’ (p. 224).
Kondo’s argument turns to a critique of a modern
assumption that ‘a pristine space of authentic
resistance’ and a ‘fixed, statical and singular
identity such as a true resister or class warrior’
exist (p. 224). Our analysis flatly contradicts this
view as well by showing a complex representation
of the workplace. Accordingly, employees can
rarely be understood as class conscious
revolutionaries who are either preoccupied with the
‘effort bargain’ (Baldamus, 1961) or determined to
overthrow the system (Edwards et al. 1995) but
neither are they totally subordinated, ‘docile
bodies’ who passively accept current practices of
managerial control (Sewell and Wilkinson, 1992a).

Under this representation the nature of JIT as
the form of control over the suppliers’ labour
processes is further defined. In the cellularised
system, in fact, the principle of JIT makes sense,
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conveys significance and accordingly masks
repetitiveness, continuity and work stress and
thereby forms the basis for the manufacture of
consent at work. However, the new management
system cannot be understood as producing the
straightforward consensus, which advocates of the
lean production appear to believe in (Wickens,
1987) and even some critics appear seduced to
claim under the pervasive and totalised character of
management control (Webster and Robins, 1993).
The research demonstrates, in fact, that any
production concept introduced by management
ultimately depends for its success on the outcome
of ‘its necessary reinterpretation by those on the
shop-floor’ (Durand and Stewart, 1998: 151) and
therefore is far more likely to lead to simple
‘adaptation’ or ‘reduction in counter-control and
resistance’ (Delbridge, 1992: 814) at the new
workplace.

CONCLUSION

What significance might be attributed to JIT and
to its implications on workers in the integrated
supply chain and in what sense can it been seen to
extend the debate on labour discipline under the
‘lean production’ regime? In the dominant Anglo-
Saxon literature on Japanisation, JIT has been seen
as a manufacturing system which intensifies work
as a result of increased and monotoring of
workers’activities (Turnbull, 1989; Delbridge et al.
1992; Sewell and Wilkinson, 1992b). For these
researchers, exploitation is emphasised in such a
way that the continuity between a new regime of
control and older ones is considered lost since the
reduced option JIT manufacturing leaves to
workers due to the continual and controlled
pressure they are exposed to. The principal reason
for this lies in the emphasis of control and
subordination in the new management regime.

However from our research it is evident that
other elements can at the same time assist us in
analysing the pattern of labour discipline. This
pattern is, in fact, embedded in a system of
management-labour relations which prevents
conflict by harmonizing working conditions and
creating consultative bodies for management-
unions negotiation. In other words, harmonisation
concurs to equate to employees acting as a
‘collective entity’ in order to achieve a particular
goal, JIT. Hence, it might appear to be legitimising
the need to management’s control along the chain.

Furthermore, in our opinion, the belief of
consensus as the simple product of the new
management practices leading to transformations
of manual work (Bonazzi, 1994) is instrumental
and risks missing the main point about the social
organisation of the labour process. Indeed, as same
aspects of trade unions demostrate we cannot
overlook the fact that the implementation of new
management concepts has often been confronted by
opposition and conflicts (Graham, 1994; Kumar
and Holmes, 1996). Indeed although situations may
vary from plant to plant, the level of application of
the new management  practices at work is
depending on the employees’ reinterpretation of
those practices that makes the ‘work acceptable in
the manufacture of consent’ (Durand and Stewart,
1998 : 151).

Accordingly, this research agenda allow us to
recognize the contradictory nature of workplace
social relations by rescuing the question of
subjectivity. This evidence contradicts the position
of those claiming the possibility for management to
completely control labour and encourage us to
believe the existence of the space for (individual)
opposition (misbehaviour) which might become the
means to identify employee autonomy in the new
workplace by overlooking the taken for granted
typicality of collectivist trade union practices.

Valeria Pulignano

Universita Calabria - Italie
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