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Abstract

Most people would agree that an objective measurewfeskill in work is not possible. Many
perceptions of what is skilled work privilege ‘matever ‘female’ occupations, and pre-1950
industrial and craft jobs over more recently-essdigld and service sector jobs. Theories of social
construction of skill centre around claim-making inyerest groups, structural conditions that
allow or prevent such claims, and the institutisslon of those claims. As skill cannot be
measured objectively, the social construction dll skkes on immense significance in defining
what are worthy and non-worthy occupations, andrdieing that is available and valued within

those occupations.

A recent NCVER-funded research project on traingssimvolved the author in a case study of
training in the cleaning industry. The levels oillsknd underpinning knowledge in cleaning jobs
were at odds with the low status of the industrgm® responses clearly revealed attitudes
coloured by social construction and perceptionibbur aristocracy. One effect of these views
was a sort of ‘false consciousness’ among somaicigavorkers. Views about cleaning training
varied from ‘a bit of a shadowy thing’ to ‘meaningtraining... (which) should lead to a career

path .. and a more sustainable and better workforce

I ntroduction

Beliefs about the value of different types of wae closely linked to the training system as
those occupations deemed to be skilled have toadilly attracted qualifications and government
funding for those undertaking such qualificatiohs. Australia apprenticeships are the most
obvious example of this process although over disé twenty years many other fields of work

have joined the ranks of credentialed occupatibrsugh the traineeship system. Cleaning is an



occupation that has generally been viewed as latust This paper reports on data from a case
study that was part of a larger project, fundedHhsy National Centre for Vocational Education

Research, on quality of traineeships. Cleaning evesof six occupational areas selected for the
study. The paper uses theories of social construaif skill and worker false consciousness to

analyse data from the case study.

Background and literature review

Social construction of skill

In Australia as in other countries, skill has beeaancentral concept in understanding social and
economic progress (Wolf, 2002). Concepts of skife@ the perceived worth of different
occupations and of individual workers and the gbibf national economies to respond to
change. Recent debates on skill shortages hacegued without a fundamental examination of
the nature of skill. ABorghans, Green & Mayhew (2001: 376) point outthe absence of
examination of what ‘skill means, the rhetoric dlicy ‘could turn out to mean very different
things to different people’. A precise understagdof what we mean by skill is particularly
important for the 2% century as western economies continue to move dway primary and
secondary industries towards the service sectopléfir & Bosworth, 2004) Because of this,
many jobs formerly regarded as among the mostskilave become relatively unimportant, and

newer jobs contain new forms of skill that did egist a hundred years ago.

Positivist/technicist approaches view skill as aproblematic, measurable ‘quantity’ (Attewell,
1990, Felsteackt al 2005). Within this positivist framework, relianpon indicators such as
complexity and autonomy (Adler, 2007), skills reigtto working with people are generally seen
as being of less importance than skills relatingvtoking with things. This view emphasises the
supremacy of so-called ‘traditional trades’ suclplasnbing or machining over occupations such
as aged care and retailing. Positivist attempt¢asure skill are mainly recorded within the
human resource management and economics literdtutlee US, the Dictionary of Occupational
Titles (DOT) has been widely used (Spenner, 1990).

Social construction theory helps to explain soméhefanomalies that surface when looking at
positivist notions of skill. This broad theory ¢es on claim-making by interest groups,



structural conditions that allow or prevent sudhirals, and the institutionalisation of those claims
(Schneider, 1985, in Steinberg, 1990: 455). Apmptee skill, social construction theory attempts
to account for beliefs about skill and the job arehies that are then operationalised through pay,
job evaluations, industrial relations and qualificas systems. Littler (1982: 10-11) in a seminal
discussion of this topic from a labour process dpamt asserts that jobs gain a ‘skilled’ label
because collective organisation by workers has wwat label. Feminist approaches (eg
Steinberg, 1990, Healy, Hansen & Ledwith, 2006gedtthis labour process approach to account

for the influence of gender and race as well asnisation.

The cleaning industry

The cleaning industry in Australia as in all deysd countries is large; there was a national
turnover of $2 billion a year at the time of theelt Australian Bureau of Statistics report on the
industry, in 1989-99, (ABS, 2000). The industryalso diverse, with a preponderance of small
employers — half of companies are sole propriet@hough there are three major companies,
Big Clean Services, ISS Facility Services and Mes4nternational (IBISWorld, 2008). There
was a workforce of 95,000 in 1999 (ABS, 2000) butisi likely that the numbers have
considerably increased since then. Most cleaningkeve are employed in the commercial sector
(e.g., cleaning services for hospitals, officeshosts and hotels) but there is also a strong
domestic sector and specialisations such as celgsaters. Technological development is rapid
although the take-up of new technology is uneverosac the industry. The industry is
characterised by low pay, high labour turnoverrge proportion of part-time, casual and ‘self-
employed’ workers, workers with literacy and langeadisadvantage, and an international
student workforce (ineligible for traineeships)tite metropolitan areas. A recent government
report (DEWR, 2006) into the cleaning industry fduhat there were substantial recruitment
difficulties, especially in Western Australia, atigat the available pool of workers was often of
lower quality than employers would have liked. Trhajor complaints were about work ethic,
insufficient technical skills, and communicatiorilisk(DEWR, 2006:9) — issues that would be
readily addressed through training. Reasons prdvidg employers for difficulty filling
vacancies were low status, the unsociable workimgrdrand the nature of the work (DEWR,

2006: 7). DEWR concluded that the tight labour neagkrovided an opportunity for the cleaning



industry to consider recruitment from traditionatigird-to-place groups such as parents returning
to the workforce.

The major employer associations in the industry #re Building Services Contractors’
Association of Australia (BSCAA) and the Australig®leaning Contractors’ Association
(ACCA). The major trade union is the Liquor, Hogfity and Miscellaneous Workers’ Union.
The industry is part of property services whiclaatational level is covered by the Construction
and Property Services Industry Skills Council (CES).

Traditionally, training in cleaning has been infalnand on the job. Trainees are now present in
the cleaning industry and they undertake qualibcet in Asset Maintenance (Cleaning
Operations) which are included in the Asset Maiatexe Training Package PRMO04, which is the
second iteration of the Training Package. The farfutbe case study was on the Certificate Il in
Asset Maintenance (Cleaning Operations). Certéidhtippears to be most commonly offered as
a pre-employment course, and Certificate IV is galheundertaken by supervisors. There is also
a Certificate | in Asset Maintenance (Cleaning @tens) which contains only three units and

appears to be offered to particular client grougs @otential early school-leavers.

Research method

This cleaning industry case study consisted of owsu analysis of the Training Package
qualification, interviews with industry stakeholdencluding managers in a public and private
RTO, an in-depth study in one organisation, anerimews with senior staff in two other

companies (one a Group Training Company) and onditiadal Registered Training

Organisation. Stakeholder interviews were conalbietelephone and were of 45-90 minutes’
duration. The interviews were recorded and trabsdriwith permission. The research took place
in late 2007 and early 2008; the fieldwork was ictdria and the telephone interviews were all

in the eastern States. Interviewees are listechbiell (at the end of this paper).

The in-depth study was of ‘Bill Saunders Cleani(@mseudonym) which was a privately-owned

cleaning business in a regional city in Victoridnefe were 18 employees, all of whom were



employed on a casual basis, although many workeskdo full-time hours at least some of the
time and had been with the company for some y&ées work was divided amongst commercial
and domestic work, the majority commercial withlieed schools as well as office and other
premises. The work was fairly gender-segregatedh wien normally doing windows and
handling heavy equipment such as carpet cleanéike women undertook the lighter work. The
men’s work tended to be daytime while the womeeisded to be early mornings and after-
hours. The company had been operating for 18 y@aesbusiness presented many management
challenges associated with managing a large casuéiforce, with substitute staff often needing
to be found for staff who were sick or absent fitveo reasons. The company study involved face
to face interviews at the company office (which w0 the manager’'s home), a worker’'s home

and the RTO that provided traineeship trainingtfier company.

For the purposes of examining the social conswuaabif skill, this paper focuses primarily on the
responses of training providers: ‘State TAFE’, ‘Re@l Public’ (also a TAFE provider),

‘Institute of Training’ (private RTO), STEP (commtnRTO) and Clean Co (enterprise RTO),
and on the responses of the interviewees from ‘Bdlnders Cleaning’. These interviews are
marked in Table 1 with an asterisk. However, datenfother interviewees is included where

appropriate.

Findings and discussion

The nature of skills within cleaning

The Certificate 11l PRM30104 has five core unitglai electives, of which three may be from
another Training Package. The core units are shiowable 2 (at the end of this paper).

Electives include units on working with particukurfaces, types of furniture/fitting or cleaning
systems, infection control, and responding to tliequiries and complaints. Nominal hours are
between 295 and 600 depending on electives seld@&dE, 2004). In Victoria, cleaning

traineeships last for a maximum of 18 months fiatlet, 36 months part-time (OTTE, 2004: 33).

These data contrast with, for example, the vari@eneral Construction Certificate Il



qualifications, which attract nominal hours of andu®00-1000 and apprenticeship terms of three

to four years.

The traineeship qualifications (Certificate 1l alij were considered to be of high quality and
had good industry acceptance among those who weareaf them. However, the industry was
not yet routinely demanding qualified people, gatgrasking for ‘experience’ but it was
expected that a demand for the qualification wdoltbw. Qualifications were sometimes used
by companies to help them win government tendedsf@anBill Saunders, for example, this was
an important level for him to qualify his staff.Meanwhile, possession of the qualification
undoubtedly helped people get jobs because it wad pf experience and skills. As the BSCAA
representative said
‘They (traineeship graduates) would have starteel pihocess to understand and learn the
industry. There are obviously physical aspectgahing like learning to vacuum, learning
to clean toilets... they’re all important and if teenployer doesn’t have to go through that
process with a new employee then obviously it'sigaa lot of time... a significant part of the
traineeship is OH&S. You and | might think thattiopet the cleaner to check his (sic) cord
before he plugs his vacuum cleaner in is a nornaat pf the process — well it's not easy to

get them to do it... they've got to self-regulate. ’

Those nearer the delivery area recognised deepkr iskolved in the work as well as the risks
that training could address. The ‘Regional Pubfitérviewee said
‘.. the equipment that is out there now, the resgulities and security factors — these
cleaners are locking up multi-storey buildings abdnks with guards and a lot of
responsibility ... people are getting very, veryillthis industry. The chemicals we use can

kill people..’

While most people found the content of the qualiiien suitable there was a criticism from the
‘State TAFE’ respondent, He said
It's pretty, you know, lots and lots of differenits, you know, ... ‘ clean a glass table’ or ‘ a

window’



This comment was obviously based on a misinterpogtaf the unit ‘clean glass surfaces’. Such
a misconception from the ‘State TAFE’ curriculum mager responsible for the area could
indicate the lack of interest from this major paohifaining provider in cleaning training and a

readiness to believe that the qualification isriigie

Attitudes towards the cleaning industry and clegrtirining

Many stakeholders talked positively about clearang cleaning training. They had hoped that
traineeships would professionalise the industry laad to a training culture, and felt that on the
whole this was happening. They discussed the lexfeskill inherent in the job of cleaning and
the way in which the traineeship validated anedifskill levels. They felt that quality of work in
the industry and particularly OH&S and sustain@pilivould be lifted by traineeships. The
BSCAA representative said
(it needed to) really tackle the OH&S area becatlze are a lot of shonky practices, this is
an area where obviously OH&S has such a big impacbrrect movement, correct bending
techniques, and using heavy equipment.
He said that OH&S consumed greater and greater misi@i managers’ time and hence good
training of workers in this area was a businesessty:
‘(As a manager) ten years ago | would probably hgpent an hour a week on it, and I'm now

spending probably a day a week.’

The union representative thought that with moreéné@ staff more full-time jobs might be

created and more people attracted into the indastrgt career choice. The industry was diverse
and the traineeship qualification offered a pathwath for employees and for small business
owners. The BSCAA representatives said that theageeage of business owners was rising and
traineeships offered a chance to provide pathwagemnior management for younger workers. It
was stated that for the area to take off, peoplk aipassion’ were needed and this was certainly

evident among several interviewees.

All stakeholders agreed that there had been sostanices of ‘abuse’ of funding systems by

employers to gain incentives but those with broddwmwledge tended to say that this had not



been severe in the industry and that there weedlyrgood solid experiences’ as well, according
to the BSV interviewee. Attrition rates of trainegere believed to be around the middle range.
Since many workers were part-time and often of lbtgracy or non-English speaking
background (NESB) the qualification had been vdlidor equity reasons. A view was
expressed that managers taking on trainees sheuappropriately qualified and/or that AACs
should assess companies for suitability. Poor memagt was identified by respondents as a
major problem in the industry, and so more engagenmeCertificate 1V programs would help
both generally and with supervision of traineeswdts strongly felt that training improved the
status of the industry.

The ‘State TAFE’ respondent oversaw delivery ofanleg qualifications in his State as part of
construction services, his own background beinghhiéding industry. He did not have high
regard either for traineeships in general or fos tualification in particular. There were not
many students enrolled in this area in ‘State TARHEd no full-time teachers employed; it was
described as a ‘bit of a shadowy thing’. The reslamt felt that the training was low-level, did
not move beyond what was already undertaken invthr&place, and felt it was not important for
‘State TAFE’ to worry about its quality, feelingahcleaning traineeships were better left to
private RTOs and enterprise RTOs. He said:
We’'re not talking about something that’s a criticadcupation, an important one, we are not
talking about someone who is doing something tHatislamental to human health and safety
for example, so ... I'm not sure there’s any majangda this type of thing.
He believed that there were no technological adesuntthe cleaning industry.

This interview contrasted starkly with the co-owtior of cleaning training at ‘Regional Public’

in another State, who was interviewed as part ef8il Saunders case study. This co-ordinator
managed a great number of cleaning training progrentiuding, but by no means limited to,

traineeships that extended throughout his State iated two adjacent States. The range of
programs included on-site partnerships with majmustry partners. He employed three full-
time staff and a large number of part-timers anatre@tors throughout the different locations. He
mounted ‘field days’ for local employers where thenuld inspect and try out new equipment.

Mindful of the comments of the ‘State TAFE’ inteewee, the researcher asked the ‘Regional



Public’ interviewee whether his section in the itigé received any derogatory comments from
traditional trade areas, such as construction,imhis Institute. He responded
No. Definitely not. If anything, | mean, we’re patity getting more and more out there now
than a lot of other areas. We’'re sort of luckydiewve’re one of the — what would we call it —

bigger players probably in the trades as far aslstut contact hours go, and our numbers go

Provenance of views about the worth of cleaning @adning training

Stakeholders’ own backgrounds seemed to be verypriammt in the value they put on the
cleaning industry and cleaning training. Those Whd worked in traditional trades seemed more
likely to consider cleaning work to be unskilleddain be willing to believe that the training was
inferior. However this was not always the case. Regional Public’ interviewee was also from
a trade background but had entered cleaning ascm@dgob when he needed extra money while
his family was young. It was clear that many of geople he worked with and the industry
contacts he had were passionate about the inditrgaid

Look you won't slow us down on it; we're mad on ol@aning, all of us, all over the state and

once we start, we get into it.

Those interviewees who worked closely with disadzged clients also seemed more aware of
the skills involved in the job and the benefitsti@ining. For example the Brotherhood of St

Laurence staff were able to point very clearlyhiie generic skills as well as the technical skills
developed during cleaning training; one descrilbed ilike getting an arts degree ... it gives you
the skills to do something else.” The generic skiticluded the important social and negotiation
skills needed in an industry where almost alwayskexs are working on the premises of another
employer.

‘False consciousness’ of workers in cleaning



The Marxist term’ false consciousness’ is used rfregjuently to explain workers’ complicitness
in their oppression by their capitalist masterghis paper the term is used in a different wag — t
explain the way in which cleaning workers percehr job as low skilled and of low status, and
perceived lack of power in their own careers.

Training was reported by some stakeholders to teweaorkers the skill inherent in their jobs
and their own potential for taking more control oteeir working lives. The ‘Regional Public'
interviewee’ described the excitement that workkelswhen they saw the new technology that
was available in their industry

And it’s fantastic — you know they’ve got a rottéa stick at work with a few bits of hair on it

- that’s called a mop, and they say ‘Look at witla¢ equipment) you’'ve got — wow.

The 'Big Clean’ traineeship co-coordinator referreml workers’ pride in their traineeship

qualifications.
A lot of these traineeships are you know, targetingglue collar audience... like someone
who's been a cleaner, may have been a cleaner5{oi0 years, but there's been no formal
recognition of what they've done, and ... they semmf#elves as just a cleaner.The
recognition that what they're doing actually doeavéa some value somewhere in an
educational framework, has made them feel, | thunt, a lot more prouder about what they
do, in themselves, with their self esteem ... If weeha big group that finishes their
traineeships on the same site, or from sites thatcosely related, we’ll have like a little
graduation ceremony for them, and just to see meegho may have never enjoyed an
educational accolade in their whole life, this ibig deal for them and it's really special and
it's really nice to see that and to see that priieg the fact that, you know, something they’ve
done has got a perceived value now that may not had before, or they didn’t think had
before.

However the perceptions of low status - or what mespondent referred to as the ‘stigma’ of
working in cleaning - appeared to be quite perstsit& female cleaner in the ‘Bill Saunders’ case
study, was appreciative of the learning she undg&rtio her off-the-job training. Yet when

talking about the tasks and skills she learnedo$tesm used the word ‘just’; for example, ‘mostly
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just going over ways to learn floors’, ‘mostly justat sort of thing’. It took a great deal of
questioning to draw out from her the different areavered in her work and in the training. Yet
when asked if she would undertake further qualifoces in the industry said

I wouldn’t mind it. I'm not sure what there woule lburther along. If he (the manager)

wanted me to do another one, | would do it.
The other, male, worker interviewed had an almdbstiical answer:

If (the manager) wanted me to do it, | wouldn’t say | would go and do it without a worry’
His view of the training was that is was ‘too eaagt yet he was able to describe many complex
operations that had been covered; he seemed td feaby because he had already learned most

of the skills on the job.

This seeming dissonance between the skills thaektdders were able to point to in cleaning
jobs and the ‘false consciousness’ of the workieesniselves could be explained by a number of
reasons. In the ‘Bill Saunders' case study the wedkers were grateful to their manager for
giving them work after returning to work, followirdghild-rearing in one case and a back injury in
the other. The Brotherhood of St Laurence progratagered for similarly and more
disadvantaged clients. The DEEWR (2006) repddrred to earlier in this paper noted that
cleaning work was suitable for such ‘hard to plagebple. Workers with low self-esteem are
perhaps not likely to have a very high opinionta jobs they are able to access. Another reason
could be that most workers appeared to be intratitawéhe concept of traineeships through their
employer, either as existing workers or after hgueen employed as a new worker, rather than
actively seeking a traineeship. In this way thegnsed to become reliant on their employers to
inform them of training opportunities, and indepenidseeking after higher-level qualifications
did not seem to be common. Selecting a qualificatiovolves actively considering that
occupation as skilled; entering one almost by asdiddoes not promote a perception of the

qualification as valued.

What can improve the image of cleaning training?

When asked what was necessary, or what needed angeh to improve the quality of

traineeships in cleaning, respondents hoped foeatgr understanding among some stakeholders
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of the importance of the industry and thereforegadlified staff. A greater understanding of the
match between job roles and the different qualiiices was desired. Respondents mentioned the
need for better quality in training; the intervieevéom ‘Institute of Training’ said that she
sometimes had to resist pressure from companigsdttianot seek much training, reportedly
saying ‘Can’t you just follow them around?’ The ilcption of this comment was that other
RTOs did not provide proper training services dmat some employers actually preferred this.
Some respondents said that trainees needed to He aware of practices across different

workplaces, so that their learning extended beyonak they needed in their immediate job.

It was reported that the low status of cleaning,wasome extent, justified because there were
some ‘cowboys’ operating in the industry. Respotslesuggested that supervisors themselves
might not be well-qualified and compensation nedddae made for this when arranging training
programs. It was mentioned that sometimes peoplglia cleaning business as a pre-retirement
activity and they were not particularly interested or committed to the industry. As the
‘Regional Public’ interviewee put it
We find a lot of people, maybe getting a (redungigpackage; thinking “I'm a bit young to
retire; I'll buy a cleaning business.” So wherdlse knowledge and the background? There
isn't any — but next thing you know there’ve gee ftrainees. So it's going to be always
hard to make it work.

Greater regulation of the industry was suggesteskelvgral interviewees.

Conclusion

Cleaning is an area of work that is vital to societd the study showed that it involves risks to
its workforce in terms of OH&S and to its clientsterms of security. However it has in the past
been considerably undervalued, to the extent tiatréspondent in charge of curriculum for a
State TAFE system stated that there was littlel skilknowledge involved in the job. The

research showed the level of skills and knowledgglired, as well as the difference that training
could make not only in job performance but in impng self-efficacy and learner motivation.

Better training could create better jobs, throughtrskilling, and could attract better candidates

to the industry. There was a clear sense fromdbearch that many key players were consciously
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working with the traineeship system to increasedtia¢us of the cleaning industry and the sense

of vocation among its workers. This was in a contetere other segments of the industry were

responding to pressure from clients by cost-cuttamgl inappropriate employment practices.

However the research also revealed that there riggimhajor stakeholders who were passively if

not actively trying to downgrade the status of nleg training and through this, by implication,

the occupation of cleaner. It may be that staffsmme public providers, State Training

Authorities and intermediary agencies need educatioout the industry and in particular the

level of skills and knowledge required.

Appendix - Tables

Table 1: Interviewees

Interviewee

Position

Organisation

1.

Senior officer

Business Skills Victoria (BSV) —mimmee of CPSISC th
national Skills Council

1%}

TO

2. Committee memberBuilding Service Contractor's Association of Audila
(BSCAA) NSW - employer association. Also the prefor
of a cleaning company with 300 employees.

3. * Senior officer Construction Services Prograi@ste TAFE public RTO
curriculum manager

4, * Director, Business Institute of Training- private RTO

Development

5. Senior officer NSW, Liquor, Hospitality & Misceli@ous Workers Unio
(LHMU) — union

6. * Traineeship Big Clean Cdenterprise)

manager

7. * Senior officer STEP, part of Brotherhood of Stukance (social welfar
organisation) - group training organisation and R
manager

8. Manager Brotherhood of St Laurence’s cleaningrenise
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coordinator and
teacher

9. * Company Bill Saunders Cleaning
owner/manager
10.* Long-standing Bill Saunders Cleaning
employee
11.* Employee for six| Bill Saunders Cleaning
months
12.* Cleaning  course Regional Public RTGervingBill Saunders Cleaning

Note: names in italics are pseudonyms

* denotes interviews used for analysis of sociastauction of skill
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Table 2: Units in the Certificate Ill Asset Maintenance in Cleaning Operations

Unit code Unit title Nominal hours
PRMCL33B Plan for safe and efficient cleaning atigg | 15

PRMCL35B Maintain a cleaning storage area 15
PRMCL39A Support leadership in the workplace 50
PRMCMN201A Participate in workplace safety arrangata | 25
PRMCMN301A Contribute to workplace safety arrangetme 30

(OTTE, 2004: 25)
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