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In this paper we explore the changing character of internal mobility in Russian industrial enterprises over the period of reform. The first part of the paper discusses the dualistic character of the Soviet labour market, reviews the evidence for the rigidity of the internal labour market and reports survey data that indicates a significant increase in internal mobility in the period of reform. The second part of the paper reviews qualitative data, based on work history interviews, to characterise the changing forms of internal mobility from the perspective of employees. The third part of the paper reviews the same phenomena as aspects of managers’ employment strategies. The paper concludes that increased employment insecurity has reinforced rather than reducing the dualism of the Russian labour market, but that there has been a significant growth of multi-skilling and multi-tasking as line managers try to preserve the core of the labour collective in the face of financial and employment constraints and as workers seek to protect themselves from redundancy by acquiring a range of skills. The cost of this increase in flexibility is an intensification of labour, a degree of deskilling, and the ‘closure’ of the labour market. 


Dual labour markets in the Soviet system of production


The ideal in the Soviet period was for the worker to find a suitable workplace and then to remain in the same enterprise or organisation for his or her entire working life. This was an ideal for the Party-state, since the enterprise was the core social institution and the primary locus of social integration and social control. It was the ideal for enterprise management, because it encouraged the formation of a socially integrated labour force and the development of job- and enterprise-specific skills, while seniority, and the benefits associated with it, provided an essential lever of informal managerial control. But it was also an ideal for the worker, for many of whom the workplace was their second home and their work mates a second family. Although this ideal was not fully realised, and the regime indulged in frequent breast-beating about the problems of high levels of labour turnover, in fact by the 1980s labour turnover in the Soviet Union was not excessive, and was heavily concentrated among young people, who would wander around in search of a suitable opening, and unskilled workers and workers in low-paid low-prestige industries, who would be constantly on the look-out for something better.


The norm of stability was reinforced by a number of quite substantial incentives to stay in one workplace. The fact that many benefits were allocated through the enterprise on the basis of seniority was a very significant barrier to labour mobility in the Soviet period because in general entitlements were not transferable from one enterprise to another.� Many workers had job-specific skills and if there was not another enterprise in their town in the same line of business they could only apply their skills in their current workplace. The idiosyncrasies of the social organisation of the workplace and the technical characteristics of the equipment meant that there were also considerable enterprise-specific skills to be acquired as a condition for effective working.� Although all employers were keen to attract the most skilled and experienced workers, they had a limited range of incentives at their disposal, and poaching was not looked on favourably by the authorities. Finally, it was almost unheard of for enterprises to close, not least because of the substantial investment in social infrastructure that was associated with them, so that an outdated enterprise would be reconstructed or would diversify. Even exhausted coal mines did not close, but were merged with neighbouring mines which would take over social responsibility for the labour force, including the pensioners of the defunct mine. New enterprises were frequently established as ‘daughter enterprises’ of  established and successful enterprises in the same branch, often drawing a large proportion of their founding skilled and managerial labour force from the parent, sometimes thousands of kilometres away.


From the point of view of a liberal economist this system represents an extreme labour market rigidity which was one of the principal barriers to economic progress in the Soviet system and whose dismantling should be a major priority in the transition. However, the Soviet system was based on a quite different conception of the enterprise and its labour force, a view of the enterprise not as the ephemeral physical form of a sum of money capital, to which the minimum necessary number of workers are attached for as long as they can be profitably employed, but a view of the enterprise as a social organism, a ‘labour collective’, which can be equipped with the appropriate physical resources and mobilised to any productive end. This is not to imply that the ends to which the Soviet enterprise was directed were any more laudable than the capitalist accumulation of profit, nor that Soviet workers enjoyed more humane working conditions, but only that the Soviet enterprise was a very different form of exploitation which rested on a very different social organisation of the labour force and which had a very different dynamic. As a system of production and a mode of exploitation there is no doubt that the Soviet enterprise was far less efficient than its capitalist equivalent, but as a social institution it is by no means clear that it was any less satisfactory in meeting the needs of its members.


This system has all of the characteristics on which the ‘dual labour market hypothesis’ of Doeringer and Piore (1971) was based.� Although there was an initial allocation of employees to the workplace by distribution on graduation from educational establishments, the regime never managed to get control of the allocation of labour through the external labour market. The external labour market accordingly had the features of a relatively competitive market throughout the Soviet period (references). However, the prevalence of job-specific and enterprise-specific skills, the importance of on-the-job and in-house training, the formalism of the system of accreditation, the rigidity of job hierarchies, the pervasiveness of administrative and customary regulation, the stability of production and the stagnation of technology are the classic features which, according to Doeringer and Piore, are conducive to the segmentation of labour markets in which accession to the more prestigious and better-paid jobs is primarily through internal transfer and promotion, with very limited access to outsiders. Similarly, if we refer to later developments of the theory of dual labour markets which have stressed the social organisation of production as a key determinant of the segmentation of labour markets,� we find the Soviet Union characterised by giant enterprises with very rigid bureaucratic hierarchies and pervasive formal regulations, but in which managers had to rely almost entirely on informal mechanisms of managerial control because they had very few formal incentives or disciplinary powers. With fixed pay scales and in the absence of the power to hire and fire, managers had to use the levers of their informal control of the allocation of work and payment and access to promotion to motivate and discipline the labour force, the effectiveness of which depended on stable social hierarchies which rewarded loyalty and long-service as much as productivity and technical skills. While the theory of dual labour markets has not proved notably successful at explaining labour market segmentation in the capitalist countries, the Soviet economy should turn out to be its home ground. 


If it is the case that the Soviet economy was marked by a radical segmentation of the labour market, developments in the external labour market should have only limited implications for the internal organisation of the enterprise. The Soviet enterprise should already have developed the capacity to respond to the needs of production flexibility from within the existing resources of the enterprise, to a greater extent than is the case for a capitalist firm which can more easily draw in necessary workers from outside.  The Soviet enterprise could draw on the external labour market for new entrants to junior skilled and managerial positions and for the very large number of unskilled auxiliary and ancillary workers who played an important role in production, but the enterprise had to meet its production plan, and respond to any changes in the scale or profile of its plan, primarily on the basis of its existing labour force. One side of this was the need for the enterprise to retain a disposable reserve of labour within the enterprise, so that the ‘reserve army of labour’, which in a capitalist society is manifested in unemployment, was expressed in the so-called ‘labour hoarding’ typical of the Soviet system. The other side should have been the existence of flexibility in the internal labour market that facilitated the transfer of workers from one post to another or from one department to another in accordance with production needs. 


The critical question is to what extent did such internal labour market flexibility compensate for the rigidity of the external labour market? If the internal labour market was highly flexible, then we would expect enterprises to be able to adapt to the demands of transition by relying on their own internal resources, without radical changes in the social organisation of labour and without any need for the dismantling of the barriers to external labour market mobility advocated by liberal Western economists, which have proved so damaging to the social infrastructure as the housing, social and welfare apparatus has been transferred to inadequately staffed and funded local authorities. On the other hand, if the internal labour market was extremely rigid, then changes in the external environment would not be sufficient to remove the barriers to the transformation of the Soviet enterprise, which would require more radical changes in the social organisation of production.


There is not the space in one article to explore all of these issues in the depth that they require. In this article we want to look at one specific aspect of the question, which is that of internal labour mobility in the Soviet and post-Soviet enterprise.� 


Internal mobility in the Soviet enterprise


The expectation in the Soviet period was that enterprises would meet many of their needs for labour from their own resources, through the retraining of employees and through internal transfer, whether this be transfers between shops, between occupations or promotion to more senior positions. The whole system of occupational training and retraining was adapted to this expectation, in being based on the enterprise, with little or no provision for retraining through independent training agencies or employment services. In the event of redundancy the enterprise first had the obligation to find the person another job within the enterprise, and only if there were no suitable vacancies could the redundant employee be required to leave. The campaigns to eliminate surplus labour (‘releasing labour resources’) in the first stages of perestroika envisaged that many of those removed from their jobs would be found work elsewhere in the same enterprise, and indeed a large proportion of those displaced were redeployed internally. The 1986 wage reform gave enterprises a significant incentive to reduce their labour force, but by the beginning of 1990 only 5% of the labour force had been displaced, of whom one-third were redeployed within the same enterprise, one-third retired and one-third found jobs elsewhere. Zaslavskii and Moskvina found that two-thirds of those made redundant remained in the same enterprise, usually moving to similar jobs. The relatively small scale of the reductions, however, means that this did not necessarily imply a high degree of internal flexibility in the enterprise.� 


Although the problem of labour mobility was a favourite topic of Soviet economists and sociologists, there was surprisingly little published research on the topic of internal mobility. Two large parallel projects researching internal mobility were undertaken in the 1970s, one by a group headed by V.S. Nemchenko, which studied internal mobility at AZLK, the giant Moskvich auto plant in Moscow, and the other by a group of sociologists based at the Institute of Economics and the Organisation of Industrial Production in Novosibirsk, who researched several large Siberian engineering factories. Even this research was informed by the perennial problem of labour turnover, in focussing on the structure and interrelation of various kinds of intra-factory mobility and its connection with external mobility. Apart from the economic and statistical investigation of mobility, these projects also looked at the motives underlying internal mobility, potential internal mobility and the adaptation of workers to new jobs.� In general, this research confirmed the impression of the rigidity of the structure of the Soviet enterprise, finding that internal mobility was relatively rare and that the vast majority was on the initiative of the worker:� the internal labour market did not appear to provide flexibility in the deployment of labour to make up for the limitations of the external labour market. In the absence of flexibility in the deployment of labour, we would expect each shop to have to maintain a correspondingly larger reserve of labour to enable it to accommodate to absence and shortages of staff and to respond to the varying demands of production: the price of inflexibility was what by capitalist standards appears as massive overstaffing and the existence of a substantial ‘labour surplus’.


This impression of very limited internal flexibility is reinforced by the research of Kathie Hendley, who studied internal transfers in Moscow and Kaluga in 1990. One conclusion drawn by Soviet academics from earlier research indicating very low levels of transfers was that management was severely restrained in its ability to transfer workers by the provisions of the Soviet Labour Code which put very rigid constraints on the ability of the employer to transfer a worker without his or her consent. In general, management was only free to transfer an employee to another job of the same skill and professional requirements, the same rates of pay and in the same location as the existing job, unless the transfer was connected with organisational changes, in which case the trade union had to approve and the worker had to be given advance notice of the transfer. In order to facilitate the internal restructuring of enterprises the Labour Code was amended in 1988 to remove most of these restrictions (the restrictions were largely reimposed in a further revision in 1992), and there was a widespread assumption that this would lead to a substantial increase in internal mobility. However, Kathie Hendley found in her study that the internal transfers through the 1980s had almost always been on the initiative of the employee, with fewer than one per cent of the labour force (two per cent in one of the seven enterprises studied) being transferred on the initiative of the administration each year. Most workers regarded a transfer to another shop as being akin to a transfer to another enterprise. There was no internal labour market, in the sense that vacancies were not advertised internally and there was no procedure for applying for them so that ‘workers tend to stay on the same shop and often on the same machine for their entire work life’.� Moreover, she found that the changes to the law had no discernible impact: most managers did not even know that the law had been changed. The implication was that the law was not a significant barrier to internal transfers. Since the dominant forms of management relied heavily on informal negotiation rather than formal regulation we would expect most transfers to be arranged on the basis of the consent and often at the initiative of the employee.


Kathie Hendley’s research was conducted on the eve of radical market reform, when workers were still not subject to the threat of unemployment and enterprises were still constrained by acute shortages of skilled labour, exacerbated by the outflow of skilled workers to co-operatives and small enterprises where wages were not subject to the regulation which persisted in the state sector. In this paper we want to look at what has happened to internal labour mobility in former state enterprises under the impact of the fundamental changes in the labour market which have taken place over the past eight years. Have enterprises been forced by growing competition to save money by using their labour resources more flexibly? Has competition broken down the barriers which reinforced the segmentation of the Soviet labour market? The paper is based on research conducted between 1996 and 1998 in a total of sixteen former state enterprises in four regions of Russia.� 


Researching internal mobility


Research into internal mobility has always been impeded by the fact that even in the Soviet period enterprises were not required to report on the scale or forms of internal mobility and so did not keep systematic records. Although all enterprises maintained their own internal records, not least because transfers had to be documented according to specified legal forms, these records were non-standard and not kept up systematically. This meant that we had to collect our own data from the primary records of each enterprise. 


The personnel department still maintains a register of transfers. This register records all transfers which have been formalised by an official enterprise order – in relation to the reorganisation of divisions, transfers on the worker’s own initiative, transfers inside shops and between them, and also transfers within the framework of one shop or one occupation when they involve changes of working conditions, salary, etc.. The latter kind of transfer is quite widespread, but it does not involve any change in post or location. Apart from this, in a number of enterprises we secured access to the personal registration cards of the workers in the shops on which our case studies were focused. These cards contain basic demographic and biographical data, but also include all the details of the work history of the worker in that particular enterprise, including changes of post (profession), grade (category for ITR) and transfers both inside and outside the sub-division. Finally, this data was supplemented with a survey of 807 employees of the sixteen enterprises covering their work history since the job held in 1985 or their first job in some detail.� In addition to this quantitative data we conducted 90 more detailed qualitative work history interviews, as well as observation and extensive interviewing of workers and managers.�


Internal mobility is a complex of interrelated forms of movement. In this paper we will focus on three dimensions of mobility: inter-shop mobility, inter-occupational mobility and vertical mobility. It is important to stress at the outset that these are not independent forms of mobility: transfer from one shop to another will typically involve a change of occupation, because of the division of labour between shops, and may well involve upward, or more rarely downward, mobility.


The first point to make is simply to confirm the findings of previous research, that internal mobility is relatively rare, as can be seen from our survey data. Although the survey is by no means a representative sample of Russian industrial employees, it has the advantage of being based on self-reporting, not on formal registration which might well give a false impression if a substantial proportion of transfers are not registered.


Table 1. Summary data of intensity of various kinds of internal mobility





�
Occupational mobility�
Increase of status/post�
Decreaseof status�
Transfers between divisions�
�
Percentage of respondents not experiencing given kind of mobility, at all places of work �
85�
77�
95�
88�
�
Average number of transfers per respondent (at the present place of work)�
0,31�
0,39�
0,06�
0,23�
�
Average number of transfers per respondent (at all places of work)�
0,65�
1,01�
0,13�
0,52�
�



It should not be surprising to find that there is a strong and very significant correlation between the length of tenure of a particular job and the number of incidents of each kind of mobility (with a coefficient of around 0.3-0.4 in each case).� Only half of our respondents with more than five years service had never increased their status or qualification, against 82% of those with less than five years service. On average an employee in this sample could expect to be promoted every nine and a half years, to change profession every fourteen years, to transfer from one shop to another every 16 years and to be demoted once every 34 years.� All of these transitions occur less frequently than job changes, the average duration of job being a bit under nine years in the weighted sample. Unfortunately we do not have sufficiently detailed information of the timing of transfers to make a precise assessment of the extent to which internal mobility has increased. If we compare jobs which began after the start of radical reforms in January 1992 with jobs which started before 1992 we find a dramatic increase in the rate of mobility,� the average time between changes of profession falling from fourteen to just over five years and the average time between transfers between divisions falling from sixteen to just over five years, the most dramatic change of all being in the incidence of downward mobility. As would be expected, the change is less dramatic if we exclude jobs started before 1985.


Table 2: Median survival time before event, in months


�
�
�
�
Only jobs starting since 1985 (unweighted)�
�
�
Overall weighted (unweighted)�
Jobs started before 1992�weighted (unweighted)�
Jobs started after 1991�weighted (unweighted)�
Overall�
Jobs started before 1992�
Jobs started after 1991�
�
Promotion�
113 (93)�
121 (108)�
62 (61)�
77�
92�
61�
�
N�
2388�
1328�
1060�
1703�
1328�
1060�
�
Demotion�
409 (468)�
409 (468)�
>65* (>65)�
>149�
>149�
>65�
�
N�
2053�
1054�
999�
1581�
582�
999�
�
Transfer between subdivisions�
193 (202)�
198 (229)�
64 (63)�
132�
137�
63�
�
N�
2209�
1190�
1019�
1626�
607�
1019�
�
Change of profession�
169 (180)�
178 (193)�
64 (63)�
119�
136�
63�
�
N�
2257�
1221�
1036�
1659�
623�
1036�
�
* 56% survive 65 months. Jobs before 1992: 56% survived 407 months. (Unweighted: 63% survive 65 months. Jobs before 1992: 63% survived 408 months).


There are not very substantial differences in mobility rates by occupation, other than the expected relationship between seniority and promotion, with managers and high-skilled workers much more likely to have experienced promotion. Skilled workers (as opposed to both high-skilled and low or unskilled workers) and middle managers were about twice as likely as other categories to have experienced a transfer between divisions, a result which confirms the findings of our qualitative research that skilled auxiliary workers and line managers are especially mobile. Men were promoted almost twice as frequently as women and men also transferred twice as frequently as women, in both cases even when we control for occupational category. It is immediately obvious that although the internal labour market may have become more flexible, it is still not marked by its dynamism. Let us now turn to look at the different types of mobility in a bit more detail.


Internal mobility and employees’ career choices


Inter-shop mobility


As already noted, transfers between subdivisions are quite rare. For example, in the two shops in the plastics factory that we researched the average number of inter-shop transfers per employee in the course of his or her entire service at the enterprise was 0.4 transfers in one and 0.77 in the other. In Motor, 70% of the employees had never experienced such a transfer. This situation has not changed in the last 20 years – the Novosibirsk researchers also noted that inter-shop mobility was the least intensive of all kinds of movement (13.4% of all kinds of transfers, or 5-7 % of the average number employed in the enterprise per year). One surprising finding is that the incidence of such transfers is similar in various enterprises, despite their very different structures. We might expect the volume of transfers to be lower the larger and more specific are the shops, since there would be more room for redeployment within the shop and less scope for transfer, but in fact this is not the case: no fundamental differences between enterprises of different types of structure were observed. Our research also indicates that the size of the enterprise does not have a significant influence on the degree of internal mobility,� at least as far as traditional enterprises with more than 300 employees are concerned, which is a surprising finding since we would expect there to be less scope for mobility in a smaller enterprise.� This would seem to confirm the impression gained from qualitative research that as far as the workers are concerned a transfer to another shop is regarded as little different from a transfer to another enterprise, so that even in a very large enterprise it is the shop that defines their work horizons. In general, workers have little information about the characteristics of production in other shops and there are no formal channels through which they can find out about vacancies. The rigid system of shop organisation characteristic of the Soviet enterprise is therefore a powerful inhibitor of inter-shop mobility. Where enterprises have adopted integrated production systems, without shops, workers have much more knowledge of related trades and work opportunities.


A characteristic of inter-shop mobility is that it is typically combined with other kinds of internal mobility so that the transition from one shop to another is practically always accompanied by a change of profession and/or post. However, this is also a limitation on inter-shop transfers since, in general, the occupational structure of different shops is different as a result of the technical division of labour between them. To be able to transfer from one shop to another, the workers must usually be able to move directly from one occupation to another. This means that the characteristics of the production technology can have a substantial influence on the possibilities of inter-shop transfers.


Conveyor and mass production technologies demand only relatively simple skills and facilitate occupational mobility. In this case the general ‘degradation of labour’ allows the worker ‘to degrade in breadth’, mastering quite a large number of different labour operations during his or her work career, whether in search of higher earnings or simply looking for a change of routine. Manual and machine production of various kinds usually involve specific skills, which narrow the possibilities of transfer, but, as a rule, repair, servicing and complex machine work cover a wide range of skill grades, improving the possibilities of promotion. The specificity of the skills involved in this kind of production process usually confine the worker to improving his or her position through transfers within the enterprise, while workers with all-round specialities (mechanics, plumbers, drivers, electricians, decorators) are more likely to find better opportunities on the external labour market. There are also cultural barriers to mobility which are linked to the status hierarchy of occupations. Traditionally, main production ranked above auxiliary production and ancillary services, with trade, services and transport enjoying lower status still. This meant that people tended to move, even when changing occupations, within their familiar sphere of activity. Although these status hierarchies are changing with the emergence of a market economy, and young people are losing the traditional aversion to working in trade and services, industrial workers are still reluctant to move, for example, to the social and welfare departments of the enterprise or to its new trade or marketing divisions, so that employees for these expanding spheres tend to be hired from outside the enterprise even where there are production workers looking for redeployment. 


As already noted, on our data the inter-shop mobility of auxiliary workers and foremen is significantly higher than that of main production workers, which was also a finding of the Novosibirsk research. Technical constraints on inter-shop mobility are less marked in the case of middle managers, who are more likely to move from shop to shop to widen their experience. 


‘The salary here was about the same, but in main production there are, nevertheless, better prospects. Almost all the shop has passed through here, the senior foreman has been in almost all the sections – you deputise for this or that person in case of illness or leave, anything at all.’ (senior foreman, middle special education, 45 years)





In many enterprises, one particular shop is traditionally regarded as the training ground for future managers: 


The working career of the trade union chairman of the pre-fabricated housing plant began as a sanitary technician in sanitary cabins shop 2, which, as he said, is ‘the forge of staff for the whole factory’ � – the present director of the factory, the chief of the ventilating blocks shop, the chief of the steam power shop, the head of the garage and the chief of shift SK-1 had all worked in this shop. From brigadier he became shift chief and then deputy head of the technical control department, from which he transferred to trade union work, having been president of the trade union committee of the factory for fifteen years. Now he is full-time president of the trade union committee and deputy president of the association of trade unions of DSK-1 (the official trade union of the building and building material industries). (57 years-old, worked at factory 34 years).


The chief of the steam-power shop of the pre-fabricated housing plant came to the factory in 1970 after the army, worked as a mechanic - sanitary technician in shop SK-2 (together with the present director of the factory), in 4 years he became foreman of the same shop. After two years he began to work in the experimental group attached to the design office, which developed experimental samples of machine tools. Completed VZISI (all-Union correspondence construction institute). He has worked in the steam-power shop since 1987, first as mechanic, then as deputy shop chief and since 1996 as chief of shop. 


Upward professional mobility


Rigid skill and occupational gradings in the Soviet period, most of which remain largely intact, placed quite severe restrictions on the opportunities for promotion within a particular occupational category. Enterprise data on changes in salary grade is difficult to interpret in the case of workers’ occupations because the salary grade is not a good indicator of the skill level of the worker, depending on a whole range of contingent factors, the most important of which is length of service: for example, even the most highly skilled workers will usually be put on a lower grade when they first arrive at the enterprise, which is, incidentally, a clear indicator of the importance of enterprise-specific social and technical skills. Moreover, changes in grade or post often have a purely formal character, as a means of raising the pay of particular workers or being a result of a general re-grading, changes in payment systems or enterprise reorganisation. Individual changes in skill level are hardly ever recorded in the register of transfers, but only on the personal cards of the workers, but even there it is impossible to distinguish automatic changes of category in connection with revision of tariffs from an actual increase of skill level. A number of recent tendencies (such as the filling of unskilled jobs by skilled workers as a result of job losses, that we will discuss below) also distort the picture of occupational mobility. These factors all make it very difficult to make meaningful comparisons of data on professional mobility between enterprises of different industries, and in one enterprise over time.


 The limited scope for mobility can be indicated with an example from the plastics factory. A typical worker in one of the main production shops, with an average twelve years’ service in the enterprise, has only ever increased his or her grade once. However, this is a reflection of the objective features of the pay scale and career progression of operatives. The pay scale has only five grades. A new worker, who has no experience of work in this trade, is immediately put on grade three, and once he or she has mastered the work, after 3-5 years, he or she is put onto grade four. Workers who come to the factory from other chemical enterprises, who already have experience of working as an operative, are put immediately onto grade four, so for quite a lot of workers joining the enterprise there is only one more grade available on the pay scale. 


Our work history interview data indicates that there has been some increase in the incidence of promotion and this may be a reflection of the fact that a growing number of skilled and experienced employees, who in the past would have held their jobs for life, have left the enterprises to seek better rewards elsewhere. There are other factors which are likely to reduce both the incentive and the opportunity for promotion. On the one hand, the main incentive for a worker to increase his or her grade in the past was the associated increase in pay. For production workers, most of whom are on piece-rates, this incentive has almost disappeared because of the widespread practice which has developed in the period of crisis of paying according to the grade of the work done, not that of the worker. Among those on time-wages the very short scale means that only young workers have significant opportunities for promotion, and they rarely stay long enough in industrial enterprises to be considered. 


On the other hand, many specialists in the enterprises noted that there had been a tendency either to the ‘ossification’ of the skill structure or even to the reduction of grades over the last 10 years. Many more sophisticated forms of production, particularly in the military-industrial sector, have been abandoned and replaced by much less skilled and technologically less complex activities.� At many enterprises the lack of funds for new investment, reconstruction or even repair of equipment has led to the substitution of manual labour for mechanical operations. This is especially the case in the less successful enterprises which suffer both the most difficult financial constraints and the shortage of skilled labour. For example, the chief of tool production of the electronics factory says:


Our production workers are old and many experienced workers have retired. The new young workers who come in to the shop need 12-15 years to reach the required level. Life has forced us to think how it is possible to produce higher quality tools with lower skilled labour. To do this we worked out various new technological schemas to make tools in the shop. In this way the number of demands made on the worker have been reduced, so now he does not have to have such a high degree of skill as the universal toolmaker.





Such changes in technology imply that there has been a relative decline in the opportunities for workers to increase their skills. The same conclusion follows from the partial destruction or degradation of the traditional institutions for the training and retraining of workers within the factory: apprenticeship, UKK attached to enterprises, the system of working with a reserve for the promotion of managerial staff.� The emphasis has shifted to on-the-job training, but this is not without its problems. The researchers at the electrical factory noted that, as against former times, when young people in production were taken care of by instructors who transmitted the secrets of their trade to the novice, today the traditional mechanisms of professional training and socialisation on the job do not work owing to increasing competition between the young and the experienced workers for jobs and wages.� At the same time, there are no mechanisms for resolving this kind of conflict of interests in today’s enterprises.


Recently a young woman came to us in the shop, I took her as an apprentice MSR fitter. As an apprentice she should receive an apprentice’s addition to what she makes, so that she would turn out to get the same as the old women workers, or even more. Moreover, on the order of the director, newcomers get their pay month by month, while we are getting our pay for the summer months, which is a smaller sum. So my women categorically refused to take her, it is really insulting to them - they have not given their whole lives to the factory so that drifters can just come and knock out some money and leave. I had to transfer her to another section where she is now an apprentice winder. And I needed her here on the conveyor. But I had to concede so as not to get into a conflict. Earlier you see all conflicts were sent to the Party committee, it hung over us like the Sword of Damocles, but now it is necessary for us to understand all the conflict situations inside the shop (senior foreman of assembly shop).


Line managers are in general a very mobile group in all directions, as is confirmed by our work history interview data. On the one hand, middle managers show the highest upward mobility - two-thirds of our respondents have increased their status at our enterprises at least once. On the other hand, they are also a little more likely than the rest to experience a decline in their status as a result of internal transfers, and also to change their trade (almost a third had changed trade at least once at their most recent workplace). This high degree of mobility is a part of the career pattern of the line manager.�


In the past, even a young specialist with technical or higher education would first have to be blooded by working in an ordinary workers’ job, at least for a few months, before being promoted to foreman, otherwise he or she would have no chance of earning the workers’ respect. These are typical examples of such a career, based on appropriate technical education: 


After leaving school she was directed to study in the polygraphic school attached to the printing house, after which she immediately came to work in the printing house (1989). At the enterprise she started as a photoset operator and then a computer operator (setting text) and within a year became foreman and then senior foreman. At the moment of interview she was standing in for the shop chief, who was away to study, indicating her further potential for progress. (Senior foreman, 26 years old, printing house). 


She came to the factory by distribution after completing construction PTU, and while working finished building technical school, then evening Institute, worked for a year as a tiler-decorator, then shop norm-setter, then economist in the economic department, senior economist and chief economist of the factory (chief economist, pre-fabricated housing plant, 38 years old, 16 years at the factory).


This has begun to change: now it is so rare for young people with an education to want to work in industry that they sometimes have to be given managerial posts immediately. The personnel manager of the engine factory noted in an interview that


Now few young specialists come from the institutes. In 1994, it is true, four young people came at once, and they were immediately given jobs as deputy chiefs of shop. It is unprecedented, nothing like that ever happened in the past, in the past at best they would have been made shift foremen. And what happened? Within six months all of them had been taken into the army. And they, most likely, will not return to the factory.


But those who do stay can expect to progress rapidly, especially if they are well-connected:


A man, 25 years, higher education as radio-engineer/designer/technologist, three years work at the enterprise. Was a foreman for 1.5 years, leading manufacturing engineer (6 months), senior expert of external economic department (while working in the department has studied for two years to get a second degree, in economics, paid for by the enterprise). This young man is the son of the former director of the factory, and is not married, which gives him the time and opportunity to try things out and improve his education to maximise his employment prospects. (the electronics factory)


Foremen with only regular middle or incomplete middle special education usually have worker roots and are less mobile. They do not usually have much desire to change their shop, nor even their section, and their career progression is much slower, with age and experience rather than formal qualifications being the main factor. Even though the job is very stressful, and is still often not well paid, most foremen insist that they find the work interesting, mainly because it gives them an opportunity to communicate with people, and if they change jobs they hope to move to another foreman’s post.


At first they only gave me a job as a moulder, there were no jobs for ITR. I worked for seven months, and began to work as shift foreman in the moulding section, as the former foreman had left on pension. Though the salary of a moulder was 150-170 roubles then, and the foreman – 155.


There was a job as foreman on the large moulding conveyor. It suited me, I am sociable by nature, I do not like to sit around, and a foreman – that is about dialogue.


Until I came to MZhK I worked at the engine factory as senior foreman, but when I returned the job was already occupied, and I began to work as a simple adjuster. I did not choose the work, I had to take what I was offered. A job as senior foreman then again became free, and I have worked in that job ever since. (Senior foreman, 41 years)


Downward mobility


In the past, downward professional mobility could occasionally be observed when an employee was transferred to a lower status post as a disciplinary measure, but more commonly it occurred when people were nearing the end of their career. More recently, however, as we will see below, downward mobility has become almost as common as other forms of mobility, as a by-product of managerial employment strategies, with some workers voluntarily seeking a downward move to ensure their future employment. Three striking examples from the dairy factory: 


Last year I transferred to a worker’s job, the management put the question like that: either to a worker’s job or to the gate. Ok, I thought, I am not going out the gate, let us see what happens in the future. After three months they say, Tatyana, come back to foreman. I went back, I was so proud, well, you think about production. (42 year old woman, dairy technical school, foreman since she came to the factory in 1991.)


Then changes came at the factory, for some reason they closed down our ice-cream shop, why? - still nobody can understand why, well the directors here keep changing, like a rich woman changes her gloves, one of them wrecked our shop, then I found myself without work, that was four years ago. They offered to have me as a cleaner, I immediately lost a lot of money, although now it has kind of smoothed out and I am paid as a high-skilled worker, but then it was a lot, but I did not want to lose my work at the factory, and there were no other jobs in the shop.… SO in the end I thought about it and agreed. Certainly, it is not so pleasant to find yourself a cleaner after working as and being considered to be a high-grade worker, as I was. But what can you do? Now I think I took the right decision then. Those who left to find something better, and I know a lot of people who did that, found themselves unemployed… So from the workers’ aristocracy I almost became the pure water of the proletariat – a cleaner. (42 year old woman, middle education, high skill, 22 years service).


I worked as a foreman for 12 years - and then the way things were going with production it became clear that there will be abrupt changes, the volume of production began to fall, the bosses changed so fast that we had no time to remember the face of the current director. My inner voice suggested that I had to insure myself somehow. Everyone acted differently - some people at that time found other work, some began to lick the boss’s boots, some simply hid and waited to see what will happen. I understood that they would cut the foremen whatever happened and I decided not to wait for it to happen on its own and I asked to be transferred to a worker’s job. I did not have any conflicts with the management, it was not a demotion, I went to a worker’s job on my own initiative, as safer. I judged that they will not dismiss me with special education and fifteen years’ experience of the job. (Woman, 34 years, middle special education, worked at the enterprise 15 years).


Inter-occupational mobility


The typical characteristic of a segmented labour market is that employees are recruited from outside to the lowest grades, but thereafter jobs are filled primarily from internal resources. If the segmentation of the labour market is not to present a serious barrier to changes in production it is essential that there is a dynamic internal labour market not only within occupations and between divisions but also between occupations. 


Limited opportunities for promotion mean that a change of occupation is often the most effective way for an employee to increase his or her pay and status.� There were considerable opportunities for improving one’s pay and status by changing occupations in the Soviet enterprise because the status hierarchy of jobs was not closely connected with the skill demands. Thus, for example, production jobs had higher pay and status than did ancillary services, and main production had higher pay and status than auxiliary production jobs, even when they required little or no additional skill. This situation persists in today’s enterprises. It is very clear in the passenger transport enterprise, in which “every conductor would like to become a controller but not one controller would like to become a conductor”, and there is a similar distinction between mechanics and drivers. The segmentation of the labour market is indicated by the fact that people would often take a low prestige job in order to get into the enterprise and then have a chance of rising up the occupational hierarchy, using their access to information and inclusion in a network of informal connections: 


They immediately offered me work as the driver of an electric car. It is not the best of jobs, a lot of the working day has to be spent outdoors, in bad weather it is especially unpleasant. But I agreed at once, on account of the fact that I would then be able to transfer to a more suitable place. In a year I managed to transfer to the shop as a loader (a place became free), and since then I have worked as a loader. (Loader, 55 years, chocolate factory)


In the foundry of the engine factory at one time there was a queue for the most highly paid jobs, made up of employees of the shop. These places were transmitted almost by right of succession. 


The traditional mechanisms of search for work inside the enterprise were informal. The most prestigious and highly paid jobs in the enterprise were considered to be the posts of specialists and managers in the factory administration, basic production workers, particularly those on piece-rates, workers’ jobs paid on ‘hot scales’ and so on. Information about the availability of such jobs usually reached the personnel department together with a proposal to hire the necessary person for this job. Even before a worker left such a job, his or her successor was already lined up, as a rule, under patronage.


If a good job became available rumours flew quickly, volunteers appeared from our own people, and they also proposed friends and relatives for the job. In such cases we always met people halfway. (shop chief)


A person who had no such friends who wanted to change his or her place of work went around all the shops and services in which he or she was interested, found out whether there was suitable work there, and also asked about vacancies in the factory personnel department. 


Low-skilled workers (ancillary workers, cleaners etc.) with a low level of education and limited possibilities of making a career could still find themselves better jobs, particularly those demanding little skill but not involving heavy physical labour, where the salary was higher (record keepers, controllers, testers, storekeepers).


I came to this factory because many people from our village worked here. But I transferred to this job because it was hard on the machine, my legs began to conk out. A friend came and told me that there was this place here in the stores. (senior storekeeper)


Workers with higher skills who wanted to earn better money were drawn to trades in which they could earn bonuses for harmful and hot working conditions (smiths, smelters, press operators). In other cases it was more profitable to transfer from time-work to piece-work. Sometimes people would change trade in order to get an apartment more quickly, for example by transferring to a construction shop or a scarce specialism where the offer of the job was linked to an apartment. An ambitious worker might take a job as a foreman, although this was not so attractive since foremen usually earned less than the workers they supervised.


After having worked for a sufficient period in hot conditions the time came for the reverse process – to a post with less harmful conditions and easier work.


The work was very heavy, it was not for women. By spring I shall have fulfilled the ‘hot’ and I shall transfer to other easier work, most likely somewhere else in the factory. (woman annealer 35 years, at factory 10 years) 


The work is not pleasant, very heavy, and pay for such hard work is unacceptably low. I shall work out my “harmful” and I shall search for easier work, most likely at the factory, but if good work turns up somewhere else, I shall leave. (woman annealer, 35 years, at factory 8 years)


As they grow older and want easier conditions workers look for jobs which have lower but more stable pay, either on time wages or with a salary. For example, the post of head storekeeper would be the ideal culmination of the career of a female moulder or assembly worker. 


Those managers and specialists who wanted to earn more left functional departments for production, quite often taking a workers’ job. Those who wanted cleaner and quieter work transferred from line management to functional departments. Promotion to management posts was regulated by formal rules, determined by the branch standards. At practically all enterprises there was a mechanism for the replacement of vacant senior managers’ posts – a ‘reserve for promotion’. There were a few candidates from among the specialists working at the enterprise for each management post. For example, for the post of production manager there was a reserve drawn from the chiefs of shops and so on. The system of maintaining a promotion reserve was abolished, along with the liquidation of ministries and departments, at the beginning of the 90s. But this only meant that the official schema has turned into a normative model, without its former bureaucratic characteristics, expressed in the perpetuation of the tradition according to which the home-grown specialist is preferable to a person from outside.


On the data of our work history interviews, occupational changes have become as frequent as promotions. This finding is confirmed by recent VTsIOM data from May 1997, which shows that almost 40% of employees were not working in the profession for which they had originally qualified, almost half of whom had changed profession in the last two years. Only one in twelve had changed because they did not like their former profession, over a third saying that they still preferred their old occupation, the main reasons for a change being low pay and poor prospects in the previous occupation. That this is a crisis phenomenon is indicated by the fact that one in six of the over-50s have changed their profession in the last three years, against one in three of the under-29s, and the fact that the incidence of professional change is lowest in Moscow and Saint Petersburg, where the growth in opportunities has been the highest. Unfortunately the published data and analysis does not indicate how frequently the change of profession is associated with a change of employer, although it clearly is in many cases, since those who have changed have significantly shorter job tenure and the incidence of a change is much higher in the rapidly growing branches of trade and public administration.� The increased scale of occupational changes is connected with the growth of multi-skilling, as workers switch between jobs, and multi-tasking, as a single worker does what were previously two or more jobs. 


Multi-skilling and the combination of jobs


The Soviet enterprise relied on internal mechanisms of promotion and transfer, primarily on the initiative of the worker, to fill posts vacated by those leaving more skilled or prestigious positions, whether for retirement or to take a job elsewhere. Production was determined by the plan and changes in the production profile were known sufficiently in advance that they could be accommodated by drafting in young workers from educational establishments or by retraining existing workers. Although the production plan was known in advance, shortages of labour and the absence of effective co-ordination, both internally and with suppliers, meant that the rhythm of production was very uneven, with the notorious storming at the end of every month. The idiosyncrasies of Soviet technology also demanded a high degree of ingenuity and flexibility on the part of the core production workers.� 


The result was that production depended heavily on the experience and multi-skilling of the core (kadrovyi) production workers who had been at the enterprise for many years and had mastered a wide range of skills so that they could function as `universal soldiers’. The experience of extreme instability in the years of radical economic reform has enormously increased these demands for flexibility, demands which have only been strengthened by the collapse of investment and the continued deterioration of the stock of plant and equipment. These demands have been met by a substantial increase in multi-tasking and multi-skilling, which now extends beyond the core production workers to take in a growing proportion of the labour force. This increase in functional flexibility has mostly occurred spontaneously and is often informal, not showing up in factory statistics.


The principal way in which the `universal soldier’, with a wide range of skills and experience, has developed in recent years has been the repeated redeployment of redundant workers and filling of vacancies internally. The threat of redundancy has been the main factor encouraging workers positively to seek to acquire a wide range of skills. When redundancies occur priority is given not only to high skilled workers, but also to those possessing several trades. In this situation people themselves begin to understand the significance of universality both for preservation of their job at the enterprise, and for improvement of their material situation. The workers frequently want to master as many operations and trades as possible, agreeing to take on unfamiliar work - whether as a demonstration of loyalty to management, or as an instrumental means of protection against redundancy.


 I came to the enterprise straight into the shop and then I transferred from section to section so that I could learn a variety of specialisms, although they are all called the same: ‘worker in the integrated shop’. But I was not opposed to it – you have to know everything so that when they reduce production, apart from your youth you have a trump card in reserve – the ability to work in various sections (High skilled women worker, 21 years old, middle education, 6 years in the factory. Dairy factory). 


I changed trade within the framework of the binding shop, as they demanded the combination of trades so that we could substitute for one another in case of need. So, I was a manual bookbinder and then a machine bookbinder (woman grade 4 bookbinder, 34 years, middle technical education, Typography)


At first I worked as an ancillary worker in the binding shop, then an electric wagon driver, now a cutting machine operator, but as the printing house practises interchangeability, I can work in all three specialities as well as working as a loader (Man, printing house, 29 years old, grade 3 cutting machine operator, worked since 1988).


`In this shop now there is a process of radical reduction of numbers and we are just keeping people who have high skills and a certain universality. Many engineer-technologists, when they move to continuous line production, cannot replace a worker, but if there is a small batch the engineer-technologist will rise to any operation. Now there is such rigid selection - preference is given to people who have a wide range of skills.’ (Deputy personnel director, electronics factory).


The general situation has changed so much that now we cling on to these jobs with both hands for there is nowhere else for us to go. I have already worked here for almost 10 years on sour cream, then they moved me to the packing of oil, in general they throw you where they want. Two years ago we tried to rebel but now we are silent – at least they have not thrown us out of the factory altogether. All of us here are very much afraid of redundancies, well there are very few people left on main production, I think all may be asked to become salespersons, but I am not sure whether will they take me, there you see there is only blat. They have sacked a lot of our people, whether you want to or not, you think what will you do if your turn comes (Skilled woman worker, 47 years old, dairy factory, an accountant by training, worked at the factory since 1988).


Redundancies lead to an intensification of labour as those who remain have to pick up the work of those who have left. In the dairy factory they laid off two builders and kept one working woman - a painter (as she herself said `I have to do the job of three people, but if you object they will quickly show you the gate’), and reduced the number of cleaners from three to two:


Well, we have also had reductions, at first there were three people, cleaners and laundresses were separate, then they combined them like this: they cut one and gave her job to the other two: one does cleaning and washing in the canteen, the other laundress cleans the administration building. All the same, it is better than losing your job. I am glad that when they cut people they did not touch me. It is difficult, it is true, they have cut the pay, and there is no section, but I am at least thankful that it has not increased. Though in general the work has increased - you have to wash, and iron, and clean (laundress, milk factory).


Multi-tasking is often formalised as the combination (совмещение) of trades or professions. The combination of trades or professions always existed at enterprises as a way of overcoming the rigidity of the Soviet system of labour force planning and as a method of supplementing the incomes of particular employees. There would always be a number of posts in the staff list of the shop or section corresponding to particular functions which were necessary, but which did not require the commitment of a full-time employee. These posts would often be filled by somebody as a supplementary job, the work to be done on their day off or after they had completed work in their main job, providing them with the opportunity to earn a bit extra. When this involved valued workers the shop management would often turn a blind eye to the worker doing the supplementary work during normal working hours, alongside their main job.


The role of this kind of combination has increased considerably in recent years with the fall in the level and the increase in the instability of production. Encouraging workers to combine skills makes it easier for the shop chief or foreman to hold onto those workers because it is easier to provide them with continuity of employment, and so earnings, while employing workers with several skills gives the line manager the flexibility to respond to changes in the demands of production or to substitute for workers absent through sickness or on leave without having to take on additional workers.  Managers at every level have therefore become increasingly active in encouraging the emergence of the ‘universal worker’ who can turn his or her hand to anything. 


At the electronics factory, as a result of management policy, there has been a very sharp increase in the number of production workers who combine professions, from 2.6% of production personnel in 1994 to 16.8% in 1995. The most common combinations are OKB engineer and adjuster; technologist/adjuster and worker; cleaner and storekeeper. An electrician may combine work in several shops.


Internal mobility as an instrument of employment policy


Whereas in the past almost all internal transfers were on the initiative of the worker, today the bulk of inter-professional and inter-shop mobility is either directly initiated by the administration of the enterprises, or provoked by it (through redundancies). Internal mobility has therefore become a specific instrument of employment policy.


Enterprise reorganisation


Although there appears to have been a marked increase in inter-shop mobility, much of this mobility is a consequence of reorganisation of the enterprise rather than of increased flexibility in the deployment of labour. Between a third (the engine factory) and a half (RMZ) of all current inter-shop transfers in our case-study enterprises turn out to be an expression of structural reorganisation of the enterprise. One shop may be dismantled and the jobs transferred to other shops. In some cases this represents a real reorganisation, with workers and equipment being physically moved, but in other cases it is only a matter of administrative changes in the structure of authority which may have a purely formal significance. For example, in one enterprise the crane facilities were abolished as an independent division servicing different shops of the factory and the crane-operators were simply subordinated to the management of each shop. Neither their working conditions, nor their trade, nor even their salary changed. Only their boss was changed.


However, even such nominal administrative transfers may be important for the social organisation of the enterprise because they may destroy established social connections and habitual contacts between the workers. They may also have an impact on the ITR, since administrative reorganisations are usually associated with changes in the duties of managers and specialists, even if there are no staff reductions, so that some may now find that they have an increased workload while others have nothing to do. Such administrative reorganisation can generate discontent and even conflict and often provokes a new cycle of transfers of staff from the top level of management down to the bottom as people respond to the changed situation. Thus, internal restructuring not only has a direct impact, but also indirectly provokes the further internal mobility of employees. This can clearly be seen in enterprise records where official transfers of groups of workers (which can be identified because they are formalised with a single list of several names) almost always pull behind them a ‘tail’ of individual transfers. Those who are particularly dissatisfied with the new situation (whether it be with changes in pay, working conditions or work relationships) will tend to leave the enterprise so that in this case internal mobility provokes external mobility. People are obviously more likely to leave a depressed enterprise which pays low wages or which has long delays in the payment of wages.


Staff reductions


A second important reason for administrative mobility is staff reductions, which have been increasingly common since 1995, even when they are achieved by inducing workers to leave voluntarily rather than being formalised through a programme of compulsory redundancy. These reductions can result in substantial changes in the structure of the staff. In enterprises in which the staff was reduced spontaneously, as a result of low and unpaid wages and long production stoppages, the tendency was for younger men to leave, so that the remaining workforce was ageing and increasingly feminised. Where the administration took a more active part in the redundancy programme, which was typical of more prosperous enterprises, the opposite was the tendency, with women and older workers being forced out or transferred to lower paid jobs and younger men being given preference in both retention and recruitment, even for such previously traditionally female jobs as economist, accountant and so on. 


The first phase of staff reduction usually involves the elimination of vacancies and the dismissal of those violating discipline, particularly those guilty of absenteeism or drinking at work. The second phase involves the reduction of real posts, but this is almost always associated with a high level of inter-shop mobility as those made redundant in one part of the enterprise are redeployed elsewhere  (in accordance with the demands of labour legislation and with the traditional preference for filling posts from within).� A growing proportion of these internal transfers, particularly at less successful enterprises, involve downward mobility as those workers who do not want to leave the enterprise agree to move to lower-paid posts which have been vacated by those more confident of finding better jobs elsewhere. Such an internal redistribution often involves a change of occupation and may involve a move from main production to lower status auxiliary and ancillary services or the social sphere (where that remains as part of the enterprise), because these are the only shops in which vacancies remain. For example, in Motor the majority of those who were internally redeployed were placed in the most neglected, problem shops of auxiliary production (steam-generation, water and power supply).


The dairy factory has moved many foremen to vacant jobs as watchmen, workers, laboratory assistants and in security, and workers have been transferred to jobs as cleaners. In the past a woman would not even have contemplated being moved to an unfamiliar machine, but now she will take anything just to hold on to her job. In the weaving factory in 1995 12% of all cases of internal mobility involved an identifiable decrease of skill or transition to a lower skilled job. For example, a controller transferred to a job as a cleaner, an assistant foreman to the job of controller etc. In 1996, 13 out of 43 cases of transfers between shops (30%) were associated with a reduction of skill. Similarly, in one shop in the metallurgical factory in 1996, 23 out of 57 transfers (40%) involved a reduction of status, 24 a change of speciality and 10 a transition to a higher status category. Our work history data reflects the dramatic increase in the incidence of downward mobility (Table Two). In the past, downward mobility was extremely rare, usually associated with the end of a career, but now it has become almost as frequent as other forms of mobility, with which it is often associated.


A more systematic approach to the use of internal transfers as a means of retaining valued workers is shown by the metallurgical factory. In 1994, when the enterprise faced a serious problem of low capacity working, a compromise solution to the problem of employment was put into effect – the so-called ‘concept of zero employment’, marked by the creation of a department of free staff (OSP), whose main task was the preservation of skilled staff during reductions. The employees of the department were supposed to keep a record of the efficient, skilled workers who were facing redundancy and whenever possible to find them temporary work until a suitable vacancy arose. Thus all those who were on the account of the OSP were paid an allowance at a rate of 50 % of their tariff wage or salary. During the two years that the department was in operation about 130 people passed through its books, all of whom were found a job in the factory within one or two weeks. However, the work of the OSP appeared to be pretty ineffectual since redistribution within the enterprise occurred spontaneously, as people traditionally used informal sources of information about the availability of vacancies or the chiefs of divisions carried out exchanges of workers themselves. Therefore for the chiefs the provision of information about ‘free staff’ and about free vacancies to OSP was a superfluous responsibility. The main result was that a significant number of unskilled workers’ jobs came to be filled by skilled workers, who got the jobs as a result of redistribution carried out during the reduction of staff.�


It turned out in reality that there were not many free staff, they cut the numbers primarily at the expense of pensioners and alongside the reductions they immediately offered the young people a range of vacancies. Certainly this was, as a rule, less prestigious work, but they were all promised that they would be able to return to jobs corresponding to their trade and qualification at the first opportunity. Those who did not want to leave stayed, and those who did not like such work left. In the department of free personnel we could also offer low prestige and low paid work, and frequently physically heavy as well.





In many enterprises formal and informal inter-shop transfers were a means by which middle management thwarted the attempts of senior management to reduce staff. Since 1994 there has been a growing tendency for the enterprise administration to tackle the problem of employment reduction by eliminating vacancies, which much reduces the possibility of inter-shop transfers, the only way of retaining redundant employees then being redeployment within the shop. Once redeployment reaches its limits, redundancy enters its third phase which is accompanied by a sharp fall in internal mobility (because of the exhaustion of reserves) and a sharp burst of dismissals.


While in the past you went to the next building and immediately found a job, now you could run through the whole factory without finding anything for anybody.


Evidence of a reduction in the incidence of inter-shop transfers can be provided by Table Three, which provides data for the bearing factory. The fall is most dramatic in the diamond grinding shop, where transfers to another shop had accounted for 23% of all transfers in 1989 and 41% in 1990, whereas by 1995 there were no such transfers at all.





Table 3. Incidence of inter-shop transfers as a proportion of total turnover of staff in the ball and diamond grinding shops.


Year�
Ball shop�
diamond grinding shop�
�
1992�
12 %�
22 %�
�
1993�
16 %�
16 %�
�
1994�
11 %�
5 %�
�
1995�
4 %�
0 %�
�



Once the possibilities of inter-shop transfers are exhausted, the only way of retaining skilled workers is to move them to unskilled positions within the shop, either in place of or in addition to their normal duties. At the metallurgical factory the shop chief recounts: 


Low-skilled workers have almost disappeared. All their work is carried out by main workers. They do their rolling out, and then we send them to do loading, packing, cleaning. It is paid worse, the workers are dissatisfied, but there is no place to disappear... Now we carry out all reconstruction with the labour of main workers. In the past there was a construction shop, but they sacked them all, there are only a couple of carpenters and a couple of painters left, and all the basic work is done by our workers. I mean work like repairing the roof, they break something, chisel something, carry something, clean something’.


Such a strategy enables the shop to hold on to the most skilled and highly valued workers, who can be supplemented by unskilled workers hired from outside in the event of an upturn of production, but if the situation persists there is a risk of large-scale deskilling.


Practically all main production workers are on piece-rates. We try to keep the workers. You have to specialise for a long time in trades like roller or miller. We say - if they have not worked for more than a month - that they have lost their skills. We put them to work in turn on construction, cleaning, packing for a month at a time so that they will not be de-skilled (chief of Labour and Wages Bureau, rolling works). 


In the dairy factory there are examples of the management taking on skilled mechanics and electricians in jobs as loaders and watchmen  so that if a regular worker leaves there is somebody in reserve to take his or her place. 


Enterprise restructuring


In more successful enterprises, redundancy in some parts of the enterprise may be linked with an increased demand for labour elsewhere. Many enterprises have made radical changes in the profile of their production in response to changes in the structure of demand, and this has involved the closure of some shops and the opening or expansion of new production facilities. In some cases this may lead to mass inter-shop transfers and retraining of the workers. It goes without saying that there is increased scope for mobility in an enterprise which is growing rapidly without radically changing  its form or its production profile. However, in some cases we found that management was unwilling or unable to staff the new facilities by internal hiring.


For example, when two food enterprises (dairy factory, sweet factory) set up peripheral sections (transport, trade) the management did not transfer workers from the declining main production shops, but turned to external hiring. When the plastics factory established  a unique technological line for designing and manufacturing press-forms, it found that it did not have workers with the required skills and so recruited staff from outside. In these cases, fundamental inter-professional and inter-cultural distinctions played a role in limiting the possibilities of internal retraining: industrial workers are not inclined to transfer (and even are not capable of transferring) to the sphere of trade, while an engineer with a traditional higher education, even if completed only five years ago, is not able to master complex electronic equipment. Thus, in case of qualitative diversification or the acquisition of a market infrastructure, the enterprise simply has to look beyond the existing labour force and resort to external hiring. 


Another common feature of the process of enterprise restructuring in Russia has been the creation of new enterprises as spin-offs from the mother enterprise. These will usually be independent enterprises established to exploit the most promising market opportunities either as subsidiaries of the mother enterprise, or linked by common ownership, or owned by prominent individuals in the mother enterprise.� These new enterprises will often be staffed by drawing the best workers from the mother enterprise, which provides a labour reserve for the former while offering a refuge for those workers with few other prospects. Such a strategy is “cheap” for the new company, which can take experienced, professionally and socially adapted workers, and it is advantageous to the worker, who would normally retain his or her rights as a shareholder, leave entitlement and a number of other privileges. Moreover the worker does not have to leave a familiar social environment, transferring to a new job with his or her work mates. In one of the enterprises in our pilot study this had been taken to the limit, with the original enterprise being divided into a number of differentiated new enterprises, with the whole process of restructuring, including the allocation of labour to different enterprises, being completely controlled by the top management. Thus, within the framework of the holding company, a closed internal labour market, controlled by the administration, was created, and redeployment took place within this company, without people going onto the external labour market. 


Functional flexibility


In general multi-skilling and multi-tasking has developed spontaneously as line managers try to cope with fluctuating demands of production and try to cut costs by intensifying labour and as workers seek to protect themselves against redundancy by acquiring a range of skills. There are several aspects of this phenomenon. Multi-skilling first develops as workers are moved around between jobs and between shops to avoid redundancy in response to fluctuations in production, but once workers have acquired additional skills multi-skilling and multi-tasking can become a specific object of management policy and of workers’ employment strategies.  This process may remain spontaneous, or it may be consciously formulated. 


Despite massive cuts in employment, real staff shortages remain, in some enterprises as the result of the deliberate policy of senior management of reducing the staff to the technological minimum, in other, particularly unsuccessful, enterprises as a result of the exodus of skilled workers in the face of low pay and the non-payment of wages. The result is the regular transfer of workers from one place to another, frequently as whole brigades, as shop chiefs help each other out in trying to plug the gaps. This does not require any special orders of the administration, the transfers are arranged informally, by negotiation between the middle managers 


If I need people and there are problems in the filling department, I quietly switch the foreman over and he sorts everything out and no questions arise. You can even throw someone into another shop for a day or two – I can’t see any problems there either (chief of shop of chocolate factory). 


When we are very busy we both give and we take from the shops. If there are more people free in the packing section, and I do not have enough, then... It is all completely voluntary, we communicate with one another and she might give me people and I might give them to her if there were problems... that is how it is sorted our. If it is for a long time, of course the administration, the director for production, is involved, but if it is any kind of usual business, we do it ourselves. 


In the case of short term transfers no documentation is made out in any way, the people are usually recorded as being in their main place of work, receiving average earnings, or it is all registered as additional payment for a second job (совместительство). At the more prosperous enterprises (the chocolate factory, the electrical factory) workers are transferred from piece-rates to time-wages in order to simplify the accounting of wages, so that the practice of temporary transfer of workers is legitimated.


Demand for the various products of the chocolate factory fluctuates seasonally, so when the workload of one section falls, some of the workers are transferred as trainees to another section to acquire an additional trade. Most of the operations are quite simple and training in them does not require a lot of time. Once the workers have been trained, the administration has more scope to move labour around in response to changing production demands, without having to recruit additional workers. This is what the chief of shop of finished products said about it: 


When the volume of production increases and we begin to experience a shortage of working hands, we transfer people from other shops for the time required to fulfil the program. When a “hot” time begins for us, there is less work in the other shops. At the moment I have got twenty people from other shops working here. We register such workers temporarily as apprentices and we teach them the trades, and if necessary we use them for work in our shop. And in January the volume of work in their shops will increase, and the workers will again return to their shops.


Multi-skilling and multi-tasking make it possible to absorb fluctuations in production without recruiting new employees, but it is not long before management appreciates that the more flexible use of labour can enable them to make staff reductions. 


We have got a girl on the bottling line, and now we will train her as an operative, even though there is still work for her there. She is young, with prospects, she can master two trades. We do it so that people will have several trades, then it is easier for us to reduce others, and production will not suffer. (director on production)


As multi-skilling and multi-tasking become the norm, those employees with a more limited range of skills have more limited employment opportunities and find themselves the first in line for redundancy. The management can then represent their own interests as consonant with those of their employees, multi-skilling protecting employees from redundancy.


 Now almost everyone is compelled to become multi-skilled, otherwise it is easy to find yourself redundant. We deliberately train young people with prospects on related jobs, one here we have moved to the mezzanine, where the fermentation is prepared, she will be trained in everything and will always be ready for substitution - and it is easier for her, she will never find herself redundant with such qualifications. So that now our people, like “the universal soldier”, have visited everywhere (senior foreman).


Now, because we need fewer people to do the volume of work, we train people in all trades. The assembler who puts together one item can also put together a second and do laser welding, and solder with an electronic beam. 


If we took a person into a concrete trade, he would not earn his money. So we teach them everything. We keep the people who can be retrained and can adapt to other operations. (Chief of main production shop, the electronics factory)


A senior foreman of the milk factory described how he tries regularly to move a skilled young woman (28 years old, incomplete middle education, ten years at the factory) round different sections so that she will have experience of all of them. She cannot resist because has nowhere else to go.


I rely on her, because she is young, for us that is worth a fortune. Sometimes she does not want to be moved from an attractive place, you see nobody gains anything in their wages from moving around. In the past the old women workers stood up to us: if they found themselves on the bottling line, they would not agree for love or money to change to cottage cheese, there it is heavier work. But we relied on them and looked them in the mouth and they swore at the foremen. But now if the foreman offers you the chance of learning a new job - it means that you are lucky, you will be able to do anything - nobody will send you away from the factory. 


But not everyone has such a benign view of these developments. A woman foreman at the dairy factory (42 years old, finished dairy technical school, at factory since 1991) complained:


The bosses decided  that each foreman must master every procedure to perfection - and so they have made us run around in circles for years. Yes, we have long mastered everything, but it has not led to any increase in order. But all the same that is not the point, why put us in such an extreme situation, well you can do it another way, the usual form of organisation when the foreman was on one section and worked with one collective. Certainly, they would need to take on three or more foremen for this, so that there would be enough to go around, but it would certainly be effective, and it would be quite possible to cut more ITR. I want to be a real boss (хозяйка) in my section and as a woman I could be, but they do not want to understand  how we can work better.


We foremen pointed out to management that almost all of our `low skilled’ women workers have mastered several professions and are always interchangeable, and that should be encouraged financially. But all our talk about it falls on deaf ears. Well, they do not even have a holiday schedule.  They are absolutely without rights. A family person - and many have children without fathers - cannot plan her leave in advance. All is organised according to the whim of the senior foreman. (By the way, the foremen have the same problem, but there are fewer of us and we sort things out among ourselves, we try to treat everybody fairly and make concessions to one another). There are a lot of workers and they do not agree among themselves. And the trade union committee will not poke its nose into such matters.


Conclusion: Internal mobility and functional flexibility


We have seen that the persistent labour shortage in the Soviet system required Soviet enterprises to compensate for the absence of a ‘reserve army of labour’ by retaining substantial internal reserves of labour to accommodate fluctuating demands of production and to replace skilled and experienced workers who left or retired. The extreme internal rigidity of the enterprise increased the scale of the reserve required, since there was very limited scope for redeploying labour between shops and between occupations, almost all such mobility being on the initiative of the worker. Flexibility in the use of labour was largely confined to the experienced ‘kadrovyi’ workers who formed the core of the labour force and who were willing or induced to turn their hand to anything in order to make the plan. However, line management had very few formal levers of control and had to rely almost entirely on the use of informal sticks and carrots to achieve the necessary production tasks.


Although registered unemployment in Russia remains very low, employment has fallen by something like 25% and labour shortages are reportedly a thing of the past (only 1% of employers report to the Russian Economic Barometer monthly surveys that they face a problem of shortages of skilled labour). Nevertheless, employers are still very reluctant to turn to the external labour market and most have made every effort to retain the ‘skeleton of the labour collective’, the core of skilled and experienced workers, even when there is insufficient work to justify their continued employment. Shop chiefs almost always try to fill a vacancy by looking for suitable people from the shop - “First of all, we try to search out any kind of reserves from within. If it is not possible - we employ a new worker” (chocolate factory). Relying on `our people’ allows the middle managers to reproduce the established framework of management and to preserve the customary informal labour relations, without upsetting the balance and risking the emergence of conflict. Although many managers declare that they are holding on to workers because of their paternalistic concern for their employees and their families, post-Soviet managers are very selective in their concern for the well-being of their workers, having shown themselves more than willing to force out older, less productive and less skilled workers, so they must have their own reasons for this preference. 


This is not the place to explore this important issue in depth. Suffice it to say that it is indicative of the continuing or even increased importance of job-specific and firm-specific technical and social skills to the reproduction of the shop and the enterprise as a productive social organism.� These skills cannot be taught in the classroom but are embodied in the skills and experience of the core personnel of the enterprise which can only be transmitted through socialisation and training on the job. The only people able to judge the appropriateness of these skills to the demands of the informal web of social relations which makes up the labour collective are the line managers – the foremen and shop chiefs – which is why in practice, whatever may be the declared aim of the enterprise administration, the development and implementation of employment policy is devolved to middle management, while senior management seeks to retain a degree of control by exerting financial pressures and imposing numerical limits on employment.� Unless and until the enterprise decides to abandon a particular line of activity, therefore, the management will do all in its power to retain the ‘skeleton of the labour collective’ intact. Once the skeleton has disintegrated, the viability of the production unit as a whole is called into question, whatever may be the future development of the market for its products. The critical importance of the social characteristics of the core of the labour force is best shown not only by the pivotal role of middle management, but also by the fact that even new production facilities will be staffed preferentially by the transfer of redundant personnel from other divisions, even where the technical skills of these employees are inappropriate so that they require retraining. Where enterprises develop completely new lines of activity, for example in the development of marketing and sales divisions, they face no such constraints on external hiring. 


Russian industry has not only faced a massive reduction in the demand for its products, but demand has also proved to be very unstable as the pressure of domestic and import competition ebbs and flows. Enterprises have sought to accommodate to such instability through diversification and through increasing the flexibility of use of internal labour resources. However, increased flexibility has largely been a spontaneous result of the initiatives of middle managers in seeking to handle unstable production demands in the face of increasingly tight resource constraints rather than a deliberate objective of the employment policy of the enterprise as a whole.


The primary objective of middle managers, which largely determines the employment policy of the enterprise as a whole, has been to retain the `skeleton of the labour collective’. This has involved the redeployment of the more skilled and experienced employees within and between shops in the attempt to give them the opportunity to maintain their earnings by providing them with regular work. Changes in the profile of production led to a burst of inter-shop mobility, as those made redundant in one division were transferred to another. In some of the least successful enterprises this was only a temporary expedient, since senior management cut off the supply of alternative positions by liquidating vacancies as they arose, in an attempt to impose central control of employment policy. In more dynamic enterprises such transfers continue as new divisions are staffed preferentially by transfer from those in decline. Nevertheless, in all enterprises the traditional isolation of shops from one another persists, and the majority of transfers take place within the framework of one shop.


The transfer of workers from one job to another within and between shops was often associated with significant deskilling, but it also enabled some workers to acquire a wider range of skills. The acquisition of a wider range of skills facilitated the redeployment of workers in response to fluctuations in production needs and the development of multi-tasking, either through job redefinition or through the traditional institution of combining jobs. This in turn made it possible to reduce the number employed in the shop, leading to an intensification of the labour of those who remained. On the basis of this spontaneous development, multi-tasking and multi-skilling has increasingly become a positive priority of line management as the chosen means of reconciling fluctuating demands of production, temporary labour shortages (particularly where the enterprise pays low wages or pays only with delays), and increasingly acute financial constraints. Managers deliberately move workers around to encourage the development of multi-skilling, and give priority to the multi-skilled worker when selecting people for redundancy. This has led to some redefinition of the `core’ of the labour collective, as preference is given to those with multiple skills over those with unique, but often outdated, high levels of skill.


Workers have also become increasingly aware of the need to develop a range of skills if they are to maximise their earning power and the chances of holding on to their job. While the development of multi-skilling improves the prospects of the individual worker, it is at the expense of an intensification of labour and is often associated with significant de-skilling, particularly in military-industrial enterprises where the demand for more highly skilled work has fallen most significantly. In many cases the `skills’ which are combined are those which can be acquired on-the-job, with a minimum of training, or correspond to menial tasks, such as cleaning or storekeeping, which have virtually no skill content at all.


Finally, the continued preference for internal recruitment and the increasingly flexible use of the available labour force has helped those already in work to hold on to their jobs, but it has been at the expense of a significant ‘closure’ of the labour market, reinforcing labour market dualism as jobs have become scarcer and there are fewer and fewer opportunities available to outsiders. � The closure of the labour market has been reinforced as competition for jobs has made the existing employees increasingly reluctant to take on their traditional role of training newcomers. This particularly affects young people, for whom recruitment by industrial enterprises has almost ceased.


It is very difficult to say to what extent internal labour market rigidities remain a significant barrier to the reduction of the labour force to a minimum. The notorious over-staffing of the Soviet enterprise was a very  complex phenomenon, involving not only the need to maintain an internal reserve of labour, but also the very low level of mechanisation of many auxiliary and ancillary tasks and the existence of a large and labour-intensive social infrastructure.� Line managers regularly complain that their labour force has been cut to the bone, so that they can barely meet the peak production demands and are doubtful that they would be able to cope with the long-anticipated upturn in the market. At the same time, the rhythm of production in most enterprises continues to be very uneven and there is still a tendency to retain a labour force sufficient to meet the peak demand through all the cyclical fluctuations, and often to hold on to a core of the labour force even if there is no work for them at all, in the increasingly forlorn hope of a future recovery. Thus, while there has certainly been a significant increase in the flexibility of the internal labour market, very few enterprises have developed flexible employment strategies in relation to the external labour market. Thus there is still very little use of contract and temporary labour to smooth the fluctuations in production,� and enterprises will still hire workers not in response to immediate needs but in the expectation that they can be used in future. In short, the Russian enterprise has adapted to the transformation of its external environment within the limits of its traditional form. The enterprise, in the minds of its managers and its workforce alike, remains primarily a labour collective, a social organism ready to adapt to changing production demands, rather than a means for the production and appropriation of profit.


� This paper has been written by Simon Clarke on the basis of research reports prepared by Inna Donova, with the collaboration of Marina Ilyina, Sergei Alasheev and Nina Il’chenko. Earlier versions of the analysis have been discussed by all members of the ISITO research teams at research seminars in Russia and in the UK.


� If a worker could arrange for the move to be registered as a transfer, then some entitlements would be retained. According to the official figures, only 8% of separations in industry in 1989 were transfers, 45% were voluntary quits, 8% for disciplinary reasons, 28% involved departure from the labour force and 12% terminations, most of which involved temporary contracts (IMF/World Bank/OECD (1991). A Study of the Soviet Economy, Vol 2, p. 143). More generally, an enterprise director might offer enhanced benefits, particularly in the form of priority allocation of housing, as a means of attracting experienced skilled workers from other enterprises.
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