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Topics Covered

• Approaches to IR



Approaches to IR

 The approaches to IR constitute how an organization or the parties 
to IR perceive their relationship. The following are the popular 
approaches:
▪ Unitary Approach

▪ Pluralist Approach

▪ Marxist Approach

▪ Dunlop’s Approach

▪ Gandhian Approach



Unitary Approach

 In unitarism, the organization is perceived as an integrated and 
harmonious system, viewed as one happy family. 

 A core assumption of unitary approach is that management and 
staff, and all members of the organization share the same 
objectives, interests and purposes; thus working together, hand-in-
hand, towards the shared mutual goals.

 Unitarism has a paternalistic approach where it demands loyalty of 
all employees. 

 Trade unions are deemed as unnecessary and conflict is perceived 
as disruptive.



Pluralist Approach

 In pluralism the organization is perceived as being made up of powerful 
and divergent sub-groups - management and trade unions. 

 This approach sees conflicts of interest and disagreements between 
managers and workers over the distribution of profits as normal and 
inescapable. Consequently, the role of management would lean less 
towards enforcing and controlling and more toward persuasion and co-
ordination. 

 Trade unions are deemed as legitimate representatives of employees.
 Conflict is dealt by collective bargaining and is viewed not necessarily as 

a bad thing and if managed could in fact be channeled towards 
evolution and positive change.

 Realistic managers should accept conflict to occur. There is a greater 
propensity for conflict rather than harmony. They should anticipate and 
resolve this by securing agreed procedures for settling disputes.



Marxist Approach

 Propounded by Karl Marx.
 This view of industrial relations is a by product of a theory of 

capitalist society and social change.
 This perspective focuses on the fundamental division of interest 

between capital and labor, and sees workplace relations against 
this background. 

 It is concerned with the structure and nature of society and 
assumes that the conflict in employment relationship is reflective 
of the structure of the society. 

 Conflict is therefore seen as inevitable and trade unions are a 
natural response of workers to their exploitation by capital.



Dunlop’s Approach

• According to Dunlop industrial relations system consists of three agents –
management organizations, workers and formal/informal ways they are 
organized and government agencies. 

• These actors and their organizations are located within an environment –
defined in terms of technology, labor and product markets, and the 
distribution of power in wider society as it impacts upon individuals and 
workplace. Within this environment, actors interact with each other, 
negotiate and use economic/political power in process of determining rules 
that constitute the output of the industrial relations system. 

• He proposed that three parties—employers, labor unions, and government--
are the key actors in a modern industrial relations system.

• He also argued that none of these institutions could act in an autonomous or 
independent fashion. Instead they were shaped, at least to some extent, by 
their market, technological and political contexts.



Gandhian Approach
 Propounded by Mahatma Gandhi
 His concept of trusteeship is a significant contribution in the 

sphere of industrial relations. 
 According to him, employers should not regard themselves as 

sole owners of mills and factories of which they may be the legal 
owners. They should regard themselves only as trustees, or co-
owners. 

 He appealed to the workers to behave as trustees, not to regard 
the mill and machinery as belonging to the exploiting agents but 
to regard them as their own, protect them and put to the best use 
they can. In short, the theory of trusteeship is based on the view 
that all forms of property and human accomplishments are gifts 
of nature and as such, they belong not to any one individual but 
to society. 

 The trusteeship system is totally different from other 
contemporary labor relations systems. It aimed at achieving 
economic equality and the material advancement of the “have-
nots” in a capitalist society by non-violent means.
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