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La Lettre du GERPISA no 99

Programme News  - Michel Freyssenet

The Founding Ideas of the First Programme
The initial idea was to choose a research topic or issue of interest to everyone, yet which no one could
properly deal with, by virtue of the great mass of knowledge and skill - and the very disciplines and tools -
which would have to be mobilized. This issue had to present both a major scientific challenge and a major
strategic challenge for the automotive manufacturers and their employees. The question of the emergence of
one or more new industrial models had been of interest to several members of GERPISA for a number of
years. Moreover, this issue was lent practical significance by the search being undertaken by manufacturers
to give more coherence to the changes they had been making. The impact of MIT's 1990 book on "lean
production", which aspired to define a production model consistent with the new characteristics of the
market, pushed the topic onto centre stage.

What was now needed was to go beyond the classical form of cooperation between researchers which
consisted of selecting a topic assembling the specialists in an area and publishing a collective work under the
guidance of a project director. That form of organization, which is very useful and necessary, is the most
widespread; its objectives and modalities are known and accepted by everyone. No surprises or risks there. It
has been and is practised by several of us. However, its inadequacies are also obvious. It often leads to the
juxtaposition of viewpoints with no means of progressing further, or to the amassing of partial illuminations.
It does not allow for dealing with major research issues, which are therefore left to the pen of a few more or
less inspired researchers, more or less well documented.

Hence the recurrence in the social sciences of certain issues that are never properly dealt with, because the
scientific community does not offer itself the theoretical or practical means to do this. The idea of new
industrial models was destined to become one of these issues with no outcome, because it was giving rise to
hastily arrived at, diverse and contradictory conclusions. The first GERPISA programme endeavoured to
extricate itself from this situation by suggesting one or more new answers, solidly argued both empirically
and theoretically.

The second idea at the basis of the programme was quite logically to create the means to respond, whether
negatively or positively, to the issues surrounding the possible plurality of viable and successful industrial
models. Those who leaned towards the thesis of a plurality of models, like those who favoured a
convergence process, accepted the risk of having to evolve as a function of the actual results. To be sure,
researchers participating in the programme shared a critical perspective concerning the "lean production"
thesis. However, this perspective ranged from the need to add nuances to radical opposition. Most of us also
believed that it was necessary to accord greater importance to working relationships and to the employment
relationship in the formation of models. Yet some of us thought that these components created variations on
a single model, whereas for other participants they formed components of different models. Even the issue
of whether models exist or not was open for discussion at the start of the programme. The decision was
made on very pragmatic grounds to utilize the idea of a model as a temporary interpretive tool and to define
it as a process to promote coherence. Here again we took the risk that this tool would turn out to be of little
use in practice.

The third idea was that initial perspectives could be surpassed (not by arriving at total agreement, but instead
at new positions that are theoretically more elaborate than their predecessors) if we defined some shared
procedural points.

For this reason much attention was paid to creating a study programme consistent with the main issue of
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industrial models, despite the risks, uncertainties and inherent restrictions this would entail for our collective
activity. Five major veins of investigation were identified during the final stages of the first year of the
programme. What kinds of transformations have been undertaken by companies over the past twenty years?
How and why have they occurred? How are the subsidiaries located abroad organized and how do they
function? When did the diversification of automobile product variety take place, and what solutions were
found to implement it? When did a crisis of work occur, and what type of social compromise was formed?
These four questions formed the basis for the four working groups that were established: "trajectories of
firms", "transfer and hybridization", "organization of production", "employment relationships". The fifth
question lay at the basis of our attempt at a general synthesis; how were these transformations made
mutually compatible and coherent with the economic, social and institutional environment?

Moreover, we have not stopped attempting to articulate historical and structural analysis, symbolized by the
ideas of process and model, which initially lay at opposite poles. The historical analysis helps us identify the
problems underlying the transformations of companies and to understand their significance. Structural
analysis is one means of understanding the process of selecting solutions as a function of their compatibility
with a given environment. The need to reconcile the two approaches has been concretely translated into
analytical frameworks (notably for the trajectories of firms and the transplants) which the various group
members have been encouraged to follow, after these frameworks had been tested and discussed.

Lastly, over the past four years a process of clarifying the conceptual framework and developing the
theoretical content has been carried out, in order to move away from recurrent debates and relaunch
empirical analyses.

The fourth idea was that we would find the competencies and means to carry out such a project as the
project developed, because it served as an intellectual stimulus and united the concerns of automotive
manufacturers and those of other organizations.

We were convinced that there existed a number of dispersed studies which might be used to document the
different parts of the programme, on condition that they were assembled, analyzed and synthesized. Hence
we sought out existing studies from both GERPISA members and non-members. The latter were contacted
and invited to participate in the programme, and, since, the network has considerably grown and gradually
developed into an international programme. The collection of the available results revealed the gaps and the
need for verification in order to make decisions over controversies. Some gaps then became subjects of
specific research.

We also considered that interest in participating in an intellectual project aimed at developing theoretical
arguments in terms of company history and organization would serve as adequate motivation, so that
researchers who possessed expert knowledge on various automotive companies would become involved in
the programme, writing summaries on this or that point, this or that firm, or even doing a particular piece of
research. Collaboration could not be obtained by funding the research necessary to realize the programme, as
done by IMVP with the researchers it enlisted.

GERPISA had neither the means to apply to automotive companies for the substantial funds needed to
conduct such studies, nor the desire to do so, due to the mode of relationships between researchers that such
a form of organization would entail. On the other hand, GERPISA was reasonably well able to gather the
financial means to enable the exchanges and meetings indispensable to network members. This was possible
due to a contract with the European Union, as well as aid received from the Ministry of Higher Education
and Research, PSA, Renault and CCFA.

The fifth idea was to find the rules necessary for an efficient and equitable cooperative relationship in order
to reach the programme's objectives. The rules prevailing in the classical mode of cooperation (a joint book
bringing together the different viewpoints of specialists on an issue, introduced by the person who took the
initiative) was not adequate. Given the subject matter and the way it was constructed, the programme was
constituted at various levels of analysis and synthesis of the data available or specially produced: whether at
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the level of the company or group of companies, a subsidiary or transplant, a set of subsidiary or transplant
case studies, an inter-firm comparison, a set of comparisons on a given topic, or even at the level of
industrial models. These levels each required personal original and detailed research, with each person
filling information gaps and trying to provide parts of the answer to the shared question according to the
procedure we adopted. One of the permanent roles of the initiators-leaders of the programme was at the
same time to ensure that these syntheses were as complementary as possible, by organizing the necessary
debates and proposing operational conceptual clarifications.

Responsible for these different levels, other, of course, than those who had taken the initiative to start the
programme and had planned it, those who accepted responsibility for this or that level of synthesis and who
effectively took these tasks on did so with consistency ? In the first place French, responsibilities then had to
be internationalized at the same time as the network, as a function of actual involvement and intellectual and
material contribution to the completion of the programme as it had been defined. A process of cooptation
thus took place in concentric circles, starting from the original core, then the GERPISA Secretariat, and
finally the International Steering Committee. Generally this was done on the basis of interest shown, work
done, and actual intellectual contribution. In the few cases where the task conferred could not in fact be
done, responsibilities were changed.

More generally, the rule, announced at the start, was that each person's contribution should be duly
recognized and mentioned, reflecting what it actually had been. We wrote then: "leaders, contributors or
mere participants in GERPISA are obliged to mention, in their own work, whether or not published by
GERPISA, that which is due to their participation in the programme, its overall questions and issues, the
debates that took place within it, the studies undertaken by the various members of the network. References,
it goes without saying, should not simply concern a few secondary points, but also the real contributions
made, whether at the level of hypotheses, analyses or information. At the same time, if one wants to criticize
this or that cited contribution, it is proper to verify with the other party, who is a member of GERPISA,
whether it is a case of real and scientific divergence which would be fruitful to explore".
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