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Abstract 
 

This thesis examines industrial welfarism in Australia from 1890 to 1965. This period 

witnessed the gradual spread of the welfarism movement throughout Australian industry as 

employers sought ways to increase productivity and control in the face of external 

challenges. Once reaching its peak in the immediate post-War period, the welfarism 

movement was gradually subsumed as part of the increasing formalisation of personnel 

management.  

Waves of interest in welfare provision coincided with periods of labour shortage 

and/or labour militancy in Australia, indicating its dual role in the management of labour. 

Firstly, by offering benefits and services beyond that made necessary by the law or 

industrial awards, welfarism was designed to create a pool of good quality workers for 

management to draw from. Secondly, managers sought to enhance their control over these 

workers and their productive effort, using welfarism as a technique to build worker consent 

to managerial authority. This could be achieved through subtle methods aimed at boosting 

loyalty and morale, or through more direct programs designed to increase worker 

dependency on the company. In both ways, individual and collective worker resistance 

could be minimised, thereby reinforcing managerial prerogative. 

 Despite its adoption by a variety of companies, a number of economic, political and 

institutional factors limited the extent of industrial welfarism in Australia. These include 

the small-scale of most enterprises prior to the Second World War, state involvement in the 

area of industrial relations and welfare provision, and the strength of organised labour. 

While the welfarism movement did not reach the heights experienced overseas, it 

nonetheless provided an important contribution to the development of formal labour 

management in Australia. 
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