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Shock Absorbers, Tax Wedges and White Resignations: Translation Issues in Comparative Industrial Relations 
This article examines linguistic issues arising from the discourse of comparative labour law and industrial relations. In an analytical framework based on the work of cognitive linguists such as George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) and Lakoff (1987) the article takes as its starting point certain ideologically loaded terms that are contentious in their country of origin, and then considers the most common problem, that of identifying connections between concepts, institutions and practices across national systems. The focus then turns to intralinguistic variation, arguing that in the disciplinary domain under examination several terms are often used for what is substantially the same concept. The question of faux amis is then considered, followed by a discussion of metaphor and the problem of attempting to transpose metaphoric from one language into another. The conclusions highlight the importance for the translator of identifying specific regional and national terms in the globalized labour market.
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1. Introduction: language in comparative labour law and industrial relations 
The rise of globalization has seen an intensification of competition not just between companies but also between national systems as investors seek the most favourable conditions for production, as reflected in business competitive rankings (World Economic Forum 2016). The labour law and industrial relations (IR) framework in countries competing for investment is a key factor for multinationals, giving rise to the need for an analysis of these institutions and practices in a comparative perspective. This entails identifying common features across national systems characterized by culturally specific concepts and practices, where possible adopting a clear and unambiguous terminology. In the domain of labour law and industrial relations, language is rarely value-neutral, with Hyman referring to a battle of ideas carried out through a battle of words (Hyman 2007a), instantiated in collective bargaining, social dialogue and public discourse relating to industrial action (Bromwich 2006). In some cases, apparently similar terms may denote different practices in the various national systems, adding a further layer of complexity. As an interdisciplinary field, labour law and industrial relations has been investigated from different research perspectives, along with its linguistic component: Kahn-Freund (1966, 1972) and Schregle (1981), exploring the subtle interaction “between discourse, ideology and practice” (Hyman 2012). 
This article seeks to cast further light on translation issues in comparative labour law and industrial relations, and is structured as follows. First, the article considers examples of ideologically loaded terms that are contentious in their country of origin (Section 2). This leads on to the most common problem, the absence of equivalent institutions or practices in other national systems, with a focus on the translation of IR concepts and practices primarily with reference English-speaking countries and Italy (Section 3). Linguistic variation across national systems is then considered (Section 4) after which the article provides examples of faux amis in the disciplines under examination (Section 5). The analysis then addresses problems relating to metaphor (Section 6) and a selection of terms giving rise to particular epistemological or conceptual difficulties (Section 7). Section 8 concludes the discussion.

In methodological terms, the analysis deals with terminology in official sources and documents, including the ILO, the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, and the OECD, in addition to national sources and trade union publications. In a number of cases, the frequency of the terms under examination is considered in a specific dataset, in order to identify the prevalent terms. In considering Deborah Cao’s classification of legal texts (2007), most of the documents analyzed in the study were found to have been translated for informative rather than normative purposes, to enable the parties, and those concerned more generally, to access the content in different languages. In other words, they perform “constative or descriptive functions” (Cao 2007, 11). For comparative labour law scholars the ultimate purpose of comparative research is to contribute “to the better perception of one’s own national system” (Blanpain 2010, 5) and to enrich one’s own understanding of industrial relations, while improving “one’s own skills in analyzing a variety of industrial relations” (Schregle 1981, 24). However, in a cognitive linguistics perspective the aim is rather to cast light on how meaning is constructed in various cultural contexts with the creative use of metaphor, based on the insight that there is “more metaphor in Manchester than Middlemarch”, and in translation studies the focus is on the clarity and consistency of the terminology adopted by the translator.
2. Ideologically loaded concepts contentious in the country of origin

2.1 Illegal aliens taking US jobs

The fact that in employment discourse words are rarely value-neutral may be illustrated with reference to the debate about the status of “undocumented workers” in the United States, a formulation that could be seen as an attempt to identify these workers in a manner that is as value-neutral as possible. Depending on the point of view of the writer, these workers are conceptualized as “illegal aliens taking US jobs” (Federation for American Immigration Reform 2013), “illegal immigrants” or, to use an even more demeaning term, “illegals” (Thomas 2014; WCMB Talkradio 2014). They may also be charactized as “undocumented immigrants” (Pastor 2014), “unauthorized migrants potentially eligible for legal status” (Center for Migration Studies 2013), “immigrant farmworkers” (Human Rights Watch 2012), or the “unauthorized immigrant population residing in the United States” (Department of Homeland Security 2010). The Associated Press has officially discontinued the use of “illegals” and “illegal immigrants” as dehumanizing, and recommends using the term “illegal” to refer to actions rather than people (Costantini 2013). The debate has attracted considerable attention also on this side of the Atlantic, with The Guardian referring to “mislabeling”: “No human being is illegal: Linguists argue against mislabeling of immigrants” (Gambino 2015).
Particularly in his second term of office, President Obama attempted to reframe the issue by raising the level of abstraction to that of public policy, arguing that “America’s immigration system is broken” (White House 2013a) focusing not on the “illegal immigrant” but on “America’s system,” at the same time promoting the concept of “earned citizenship” (White House 2013b, since moved by the present incumbent to the Obama Archive). The White House at that time aimed to frame the issue in a way that concentrated on the legal provisions rather than focusing on the workers and their family members who found themselves in this legal limbo, deliberately avoiding the use of demeaning terminology for undocumented workers. In this connection, immigration policy may be conceptualized as a “mould constructing certain types of workers through selection of legal entrants, the requiring and enforcing of certain types of employment relations and the creation of institutionalized uncertainty”. (Anderson 2010, 313)
An adequate characterization of the terminology relating to immigration needs to focus not just the terms used in public discourse, that may be more or less contentious and ideologically loaded, but also on the conceptual framework within which these terms are replicated. This brief overview of contentious conceptualizations, with the issue framed mainly in polarized terms, reflects the theoretical insights into rhetorical framing devices developed by Lakoff and other cognitive linguists (Lakoff 1987, 1993, 2002; Lakoff and Johnson 1980; Kimmel 2010). On the basis of the terms discussed above, it is evident that the choice of terminology points the argumentation in a certain direction, with the initial conceptualization giving an indication of what the conclusions are intended to be. Translators need to be aware of the connotations and ideological implications of the terms they are translating within a given discourse framework, and take account of the contentious nature of demeaning and dehumanizing terms.
3. Institutions and practices with no exact equivalent in other frameworks
3.1 Functional equivalence 
Researchers from many disciplines have highlighted the problems arising from attempts to establish a functional equivalence between institutions and practices across languages, legal frameworks and cultures: Schregle (1981), Bamber and Lansbury (1987), Bean (1994), Singam and Koch (1994), Hyman (1995, 2005, 2007b), Blanpain and Colucci (2002), Blanpain (2010), Blanpain and Baker (2010), Kaufman (2004), Whiteside (2005), Bromwich (2006) and Manzella (2012). In examining the issues arising from cross-national research, Lincoln and Kalleberg (1990, 49) have argued that “the necessity to translate measurement instruments from one language into another poses a significant threat to the validity of comparative research”. Functional equivalence appears to be easier to establish between systems that are historically closely related, as is arguably the case with Germany and Sweden, each with its own particular form of Mitbestimmung (co-determination) (Eurofound 2014), medbestämmande in Swedish (IATE 2017), whereas in systems with major differences in historical development it may not be possible to identify a functional equivalent at all. In the Fiat-Chrysler takeover, a body such as the Voluntary Employee Beneficiary Association (VEBA) is specific to the US (United Auto Workers 2011), with no counterpart in the Fiat group prior to the takeover. The degree to which a functional equivalent is to be found has to be ascertained on a case-by-case basis, as discussed below.
3.2 Accountability

Conveying the meaning of a concept from the source language in the target language is problematic when the concept does not have a counterpart in another national system, as it is culture-bound. In some cases the impression is that a term in public discourse simply cannot be translated, due to the incommensurability of translation, as argued by the economist Luigi Zingales in relation to “accountability”:
La trasparenza dei dati rende possibile rendere i regolatori come si dice, accountable. Questa parola non è traducibile in italiano e non è un caso perché in Italia nessuno è accountable. Accountable vuol dire rendere conto a chi ti ha eletto, rendere conto ai tuoi dipendenti, ai tuoi azionisti, rendere conto ad altri del tuo operato. Questo è uno dei principi fondamentali di trasparenza ed è uno dei principi fondamentali che in Italia non conosciamo”. (Zingales 2012, from minute 39.00)
Data transparency enables us to make regulators accountable, as they say. This word cannot be translated into Italian and this is significant because in Italy nobody is accountable. Accountable means being held to account by those who elected you, being held to account by your employees, being held to account by your shareholders, being held to account by others for your actions. This is one of the fundamental principles of transparency that we are not familiar with in Italy (our translation).
However, Zingales does manage to establish a neat connection between two culture-bound concepts in public discourse in Italy and the United States: “noi abbiamo la casalinga di Voghera, loro hanno Joe the Plumber” (Zingales 2012, from minute 45.50). “We have the housewife from Voghera, they have Joe the plumber,” (our translation). In this case Zingales makes a cultural transposition, with a view to conveying the concept to speakers of the target language in a way that resonates with their own cultural background.
3.3 Esodati

An increasingly important term in Italy that does not have a counterpart in other national systems is esodati, from Esodo or Exodus, the second book of the Old Testament and the Torah. This term refers to workers no longer entitled to a pension on retirement after the 2011 legislation that raised the retirement age (the Fornero reform). As a result, they find themselves in a kind of no-man’s-land between employment and retirement: though at one stage eligible for retirement benefits, this entitlement has been postponed sine die. The term was used in 1992 in different circumstances by the then Minister of Labour, Franco Marini, to refer to redundant railway workers (personale esodato). However, “shifts in meaning and intentionality within and across generations are constant” (Steiner 2008, 67), and the term is now used to refer to workers who are neither in employment nor receiving a pension. 
Translating this term into English is problematic without resorting to a paraphrase. For esodato, the translation database of the European Commission (IATE 2017) gives “pension reform victim”, which manages to convey the idea. In a discussion forum for translators, the version proposed is the rather cumbersome “income-deprived (voluntary) early retirees” but then it is suggested: “If you want a snappier term, you could call them something like ‘pension reform victims’” (Watson 2012). An alternative is to leave the term in Italian: “the issue of the esodati is being examined by Italy’s parliament. In the meantime certain people in Italy find themselves in a kind of perverse limbo and will be potentially without any form of income for around 5 or 6 years” (Roe 2012). The Washington Post opts to leave the term in Italian, after explaining the predicament:
Vincenzo Di Vita celebrated his retirement after nearly 40 years with the Italian postal service with a modest toast [only to find himself] [...] suddenly without a job and without a pension. As many as 390,000 older Italians are in a similar predicament, and these esodati have moved to the center of the debate over whether austerity cuts are going too far.  (Eunjung Cha, 2012)
The term is clearly culture-bound, justifying the decision by the writer to leave it in the original.
3.4 Patronato 
The specificity of certain national institutions is evident in the case of the patronato, that has no word-for-word translation in English as there is no equivalent body in the English-speaking world. The term “patronage” has an entirely different meaning, and should therefore be considered to be a false friend. The specific characteristics of these bodies are apparent in their origins and main functions. The first patronati were set up in the 1850s as voluntary associations to help working people. In the 1900s they became eligible for public funding, and local authorities started supporting them. At the end of the Second World War, the first patronato affiliated to a trade union was set up. Whereas in most European countries bodies affiliated to unions are funded by their members, patronati are legal entities set up under private law governed by national legislation, affiliated to trade unions and providing a range of services free of charge. The services provided by the patronato include legal, tax and social security advice, primarily to safeguard individual rights. Calderini and Cammilli (2012) carried out an interesting comparative study of bodies, both affiliated to trade unions and independent of them, that might be considered to be analogous to Italian patronati. In spite of certain common features, the patronati were found to be specific to the Italian IR system. The research examined the Fnath (Association des accidentés de la vie) (France), the Sozialverband Deutschland (Germany), the Citizens’ Advice Bureaux (UK), and the Pensionärernas Riksorganisation (Sweden), concluding that “there are no other similar organizations [to] the Italian patronato” (Caldarini and Cammilli 2012, 4).
3.5 Liste di mobilità

The complexities arising from context-bound concepts are evident also in liste di mobilità, a term used in Italian to refer to lists of workers made redundant. Employers recruiting from these lists pay reduced social insurance contributions. There is no word-for-word equivalent in English, and the concept is often rendered with “mobility list”. In examining Italy’s system of social security, Pedersini and Coletto report that “According to the provisions of law 223/1991, the act of terminating the employment relationship also places the dismissed worker on ‘mobility lists’ (liste di mobilità), which are special job placement registers compiled to favour labour-market re-entry” (Pedersini and Coletto 2009). This expression is likely to be clear only to those familiar with Italian industrial relations. Emire (2007), the online glossary of European Employment and Industrial Relations, translates the term as “availability list”, which is less literal, and not idiomatic English at all. In everyday usage, mobility is usually associated with workers who are willing to relocate (“labour mobility” or “geographic mobility”). It should be noted that workers on these lists are entitled to an indennità di mobilità, or redundancy allowance. The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions refers to “mobility lists” drawing a distinction between “cyclically redundant workers” and “structurally redundant workers” (Paparella 1998). Clearly, different words are used for concepts that are alike only at the highest level of abstraction, and specialized terms do not always convey the full meaning in translation.
4. Linguistic variation across national settings
4.1 Short-time working
The problematic nature of translation is evident also when there is a lack of biunivocity between the source language and the target language, in the sense that what is substantially the same concept may be expressed in a number of different ways. This may be illustrated by considering the translation of the Italian contratto di solidarietà into English. The International Labour Organization (ILO 2000, 190) explains that such agreements are “intended to assist in maintaining employment during periods of business difficulties”, bringing to mind the German Kurzarbeit, as in Italian the term is used for an agreement between the employer and the trade unions concluded under special circumstances, by which the workers agree to reduce working hours and pay in order to safeguard overall employment levels.  “Solidarity contracts” (Rinolfi 2010; Sanz 2013), is a literal translation that is not frequent in the literature, though “employment solidarity contract” is used with reference to the French system (Insee 2014).  
“Job-security agreement” is the term in the European Glossary of Employment and Industrial Relations (Emire 2014), expressing the idea concisely, though the sense of mutual support among workers conveyed by solidarietà is lost in translation. A report for the Nordic Council of Ministers (Cahuc and Carcillo 2011) refers to “short-time compensation” or “short-time work” (STW), and in fact “short-time work” has been put forward as the “German Answer to the Great Recession” (Brenke et al. 2011). The same term is used by the OECD (2012), whereas in the UK a slightly different term is adopted by the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (Acas): “Short-time working occurs when employees are laid off for a number of contractual days each week, or for a number of hours during a working day” (Acas 2014). 
The US Department of Labor refers to “short-time compensation (STC) also known as work sharing or shared work” (US Department of Labor 2014). In Arizona such an arrangement is called a “shared work program” (Arizona Department of Economic Security 2014), whereas in Florida it is known as a “short-time compensation program” (Florida Department of Economic Opportunity 2014). In California “short time working compensation” is used, often as an acronym, STWC (Mesa 1984). 
In an international comparison, although “short time work” suggests elements of commonality, it is important not to lose sight of the specific characteristics of each arrangement, usually the outcome of legislative provisions, collective agreements and local bargaining. The employment status of the workers covered may well differ from country to country:
[Unlike] Europe, where workers on layoff have a strong job attachment, even during lengthy layoffs, because they are employed under work contracts, in the USA, Canada and Australia persons on lay-off, who are awaiting recall to their jobs, count as unemployed. (European Commission 2010, 20)

4.2 Work sharing 
In Canada “work sharing” is the preferred term. “Work-Sharing (WS) is an adjustment program designed to help employers and employees avoid layoffs when there is a temporary reduction in the normal level of business activity that is beyond the control of the employer” (Service Canada 2014). Official sources in Canada also provide French translations, but for reasons of space they will not be considered here. The Canadian term “work sharing” should not be confused with the US “worksharing” or “work-sharing” which refers not to a reduction in working hours, but rather to a division of institutional responsibilities:
An individual has 300 days from the date of alleged harm to file a charge with this office against a covered employer. Since the Unidad Anti-discrimen (Anti-Discrimination Unit), Puerto Rico Department of Labor, and the Virgin Islands Department of Labor has a work-sharing agreement with EEOC, the individuals in Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands have 300 days to file a charge. (US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 2014, 3) (emphasis added)

In choosing the most appropriate term in a given instance, reference should be made not only to international but also to national or regional preferences since these terms tend to be context-bound.
The instances examined are summarized in Table 1. According to the figures computed from Google (with all the methodological caveats applicable to this type of survey), “short time work” and “short time working” are the most frequent, followed by “work sharing”, whereas references to “employment solidarity contracts” and “solidarity contracts” are the least frequent and should therefore be used only in specific national cases.
[TABLE 1] 
A lack of conceptual clarity sometimes arises over the difference between “work sharing’ and “job-sharing’ or “job sharing”, sometimes used erroneously as if they were synonyms. Jon Messenger has pointed out that: 
Work sharing should not be confused with job-sharing, which refers to a voluntary arrangement whereby two persons take joint responsibility for one full-time job; for example, a common form of job-sharing is to split one full-time job into two part-time jobs. Unlike work sharing, job-sharing is generally not used as a measure to avoid layoffs or create new jobs. (Messenger 2009, 8) 
However, the distinction is clear in Italian, as the schemes are known by different terms: contratto di lavoro ripartito for job-sharing, and contratto di solidarietà for work sharing. 
4.3 Redundancy 
In the United Kingdom and in the English version of European Commission publications, large-scale dismissals are known as “redundancy programmes” associated with “redundant workers” and “redundancy payments”. The use of the same term across the EU Member States does not mean that the provisions are the same: 
The legal status of a redundancy programme varies: it may constitute a unilateral undertaking by the individual employer to the union or works council, or it may form part of the provisions of the relevant collective agreement. No statutory obligation to provide a redundancy programme exists in the Netherlands”. (Eurofound 2009)
This brings to mind Marco Biagi’s observation about the dangers of relying too heavily on English as a lingua franca in comparative industrial relations: “linguistic standardization due to universal use of English is not always matched by a similarity of structures and functions”. (Biagi 2001, 483)
Whereas the term “redundancy” appears to be prevalent in Europe, in the US and Canada reference is usually made to “lay-offs” and “laid-off workers”, and in some African countries including South Africa and Kenya (Kandie 2014), along with Singapore, the preferred term seems to be “retrenchment”: 
Under the Employment Act, an employee who has been employed in a company for at least three years can request for retrenchment benefits if he/she is retrenched (Ministry of Manpower of Singapore 2014, 3). 
However, there does not appear to be a neat geographical division in this respect: in Hong Kong reference is made to “redundancy” (LegCo 2001) and to “retrenchment”, even interchangeably within the same statement: “Labour chief to HSBC: Minimise the impact of retrenchment [...] Mr Cheung says he hopes the bank will minimise the impact of the redundancies”. (Hong Kong Business 2011, 5)  In Australia, official publications tend to refer to redundancy: “Notice of termination and redundancy pay forms part of the National Employment Standards” (Fair Work Ombudsman 2017) though “retrenchment” is also used:
The [Fair Work] Act prescribes that employers must provide a written notice of impending retrenchment and a pro-rata minimum period of notice based on how long the employee has been working for the employer. […] Most employers will also provide [...] a redundancy payment based on their years of service.  (Victoria State Government 2017)
In New Zealand both terms are in current use: redundancy (Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment – Māori: Hīkina Whakatutuki 2014) and retrenchment (Weber et al. 2014).
5. Faux amis
5.1 Stipendio 
A common misconception is that “words exist in the foreign language with the same meaning as in the language of habitual use” (Newmark 1991, 79). In this connection, reference may be made to stipendio, i.e. remuneration paid to white-collar workers. In Italian IR discourse this is often used in contrast with salario, i.e. wages paid to blue-collar workers. In this case the Italian usage is closer to the French than the English, as salaire refers to the wage of a blue-collar worker. In English, however, “stipend” is used for an allowance paid to interns, volunteers, and members of the clergy (in their capacity as office holders, not employees). “The normal remuneration package for parochial clergy in the Church of England includes a stipend and the provision of housing” (Archbishops’ Council 2009, 6). In the United States, the Department of Labor refers to “the application of the Fair Labor Standards Act [...] to a fire protection district’s plan to provide […] stipends to its volunteer firefighters and other volunteers” (US Department of Labor 2008). The prima facie similarity between stipendio and “stipend” is misleading and is illustrated in the example provided below. In the Italian version of a debate on the website of the European Parliament on the “Second progress report on economic and social cohesion: regional trends, debate on future developments [COM(2003) 34 – 2003/2095(INI)]” the Italian “Critico soltanto i tentativi di molti deputati di proteggere i loro interessi costituiti e di assicurarsi il proprio stipendio” (emphasis added) was translated as follows “I only have criticism for the attempts being made by many Members here to protect their vested rights and secure their own stipends”. (emphasis added) (European Commission 2003)
5.2 Mancanza di lavoro
Problems arise also in the case of a seemingly straightforward expression such as “labour shortage” in the sense of insufficient applicants to fill vacancies since a literal translation would be misleading for the Italian reader. The term “labour shortage” should not be rendered in Italian as mancanza di lavoro, but as mancanza di manodopera. In a note issued by CEDEFOP on the mismatch between labour demand and supply, reference is made to the Labour Shortage Indicator, which is rendered in Italian as indice di scarsità di offerta di lavoro: “Al termine del 2013, l'indice di scarsità di offerta di lavoro (Labour Shortage Indicator: LSI) superava la relativa media pre-crisi in soli cinque Stati membri” (CEDEFOP 2014, 2). Our translation: At the end of 2013, the indice di scarsità di offerta di lavoro (Labour Shortage Indicator: LSI) was higher than the average reported in the pre-crisis period in only five member states). However, in English a labour shortage means there are insufficient workers. Conversely, in the case of mancanza di lavoro, there are not enough jobs. Just the opposite.
5.3 Caporali
At first sight the term caporali (literally: corporals) to refer to unauthorized recruiting agents in the agricultural sector, particularly in the Mezzogiorno, a term loaded with connotations of bullying, brutality and exploitation, may appear to find its counterpart in “gangmasters” in the UK. However, there is a fundamental difference, due to the fact that measures have been adopted to regulate the activities of “gangmasters” in the UK, so the term no longer denotes criminal activity, whereas caporali operate entirely outside the law. The Gangmasters (Licensing) Act 2004 was enacted after 23 migrant cockle pickers lost their lives in Morecambe Bay, a case that highlighted the presence of gangmasters in the UK. This Act is included in the ILO Good Practices database: 
This practice represents tripartite cooperation and oversight over the recruitment practices and actors of the agricultural and food processing sector of a major labour migration destination country in order to enforce a law requiring recruitment agents and supervisors to pay for and receive an official license and to ensure that migrant workers hired in the sector are provided decent working and living conditions. (ILO 2014)

Although this is not a faux ami in the sense of a misleading resemblance, as in the case of stipendio / stipend, there is still potential here for misunderstanding since the apparent one-to-one correspondence fails to capture this fundamental distinction. The fact that seasonal agricultural workers are subject to extreme forms of exploitation by caporali has been reported on numerous occasions in the media: Rinchiusi in un casolare senza cibo e acqua, riescono a scappare e a denunciare caporali / Locked up in a farmhouse without food or water, they manage to escape and report the caporali (Foggia Today 2013). Leogrande (2008) describes these workers as “the new slaves in the countryside in the South”. The distinction between (regulated) recruiting agents and (unregulated) modern-day slavemasters is clearly an important one.
6. Metaphorical terms
6.1 The Construction of Reality Using Metaphor, Symbol and Myth 
In connection with industrial relations discourse, Stephen Dunn has argued that “we construct reality from information by drawing up a range of both literal and figurative devices, including metaphor, symbol, and myth” (Dunn 1990, 12), noting that the discipline is “full of figurative language […] borrowed from the vernacular of workers, trade unionists, and managers” (Ibid.). Some examples of the problems arising from metaphor may provide further insights.
6.2 Ammortizzatori sociali
In Italian the ammortizzatori sociali are the measures devised by the government to support redundant workers. They are called ammortizzatori (shock absorbers, from the source domain of mechanical engineering), as they are intended to soften the impact of dismissals. In an attempt to maintain the metaphorical sense of the expression, some of the official documents in the IATE database use “shock absorbers”, a literal rendering. Yet the formulation and interpretation of metaphor is highly culture-bound: the meaning of a given expression may not be universally recognized as it is “true for certain purposes, certain respects, and certain contexts” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 40). The significance of this expression is unlikely to be clear to native speakers of English, who in IR discourse use “safety-net measures” to express the concept, as shown in Table 2. The use of “shock absorbers” is comparatively rare, and translators need to be aware of the different frequency of these terms in order to make informed choices.
[TABLE 2]
The difference between the two expressions is significant: the metaphor used in Italian implies that workers are carried along by the employer and need to be protected from unexpected developments, whereas the metaphor in English implies that they are engaged in a risky activity in which they can easily lose their footing.
6.3 Cuneo fiscale
Dunn has argued that in IR “metaphor, though useful, is dangerous” (Dunn 1990, 12). This argument is particularly relevant to comparative analysis. In Italian IR discourse, reference is frequently made to the cuneo fiscale, the difference between labour costs for the employer and the worker’s wages. The literal translation “tax wedge” is unlikely to be immediately clear to English-speaking readers, as it is far less common than “non-wage labour costs” (Table 3).
[TABLE 3]
6.4 Dimissioni in bianco 
A verbatim translation of metaphor is sometimes provided in quotation marks, followed by a paraphrase. For example, the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions provides an explanation of dimissioni in bianco by referring to an undated letter of resignation. The literal translation is placed in inverted commas, “white resignation”, though without further information this expression is likely to be clear only to Italian readers. In an awareness that they have coined an expression that comes close to being meaningless, the authors provide an explanation:
The widespread practice of “white resignations”
Law 188/2007 of 17 October 2007 establishes new procedures which aim to combat the widespread phenomenon of so-called “white resignations” in Italy. This practice occurs when an employer asks a worker to sign an undated letter of resignation at the moment of hiring. The employer can use this letter at a later stage to bypass legal restrictions regarding individual redundancies, transforming a dismissal into a resignation. This illegal practice is frequently adopted for women, so that they can be conveniently dismissed when they become pregnant. (Rinolfi and Paparella 2008, 6).

The authors introduce the verbatim translation into the discourse after preparing the reader for what would otherwise be a rather opaque expression. However, they are careful to mark their distance with the hedging device “so-called”.
6.5 Cassa Integrazione Guadagni
In some instances a metaphor can be transferred from one language into another without any loss of meaning, and in fact una ondata di scioperi finds its counterpart in English in “a wave of strikes”. In translating metaphor more than one solution may be acceptable. This is the case with Cassa Integrazione Guadagni, or Cassa Integrazione, often translated into English as “wage guarantee fund”, or, more generally, as “income support measures” or simply “income support”. The first formulation might be used in cases where the target audience is presumed to be familiar with the Italian system, whereas the more general term (income support) would be appropriate for the less specialized reader. In some cases an even less specific formulation may be adopted: “Some 5,700 workers have been put on extended leave in Italy” (The Economist 2-8 November 2013, 60). Here there is no attempt to provide an exact translation of Cassa Integrazione Guadagni but the gist is clear. 
7. Nationally specific terms with elements of epistemological complexity
7.1 Cross-national comparison
In contrasting IR concepts and practices cross-nationally, the main challenge arises in relation to the absence of equivalent practices in the target system. The problem consists not only in translating concepts from the source to the target language, but also in finding ways to express national concepts that might not be clear to the intended reader. 
Language evidently plays a key role, as “conceptualization on any considerable scale is inseparable from language” (Quine 1960, 3). The challenge is not limited to finding the most suitable wording, but to making the reader aware of historical and social factors in a given cultural domain. 
7.2 Contratto unico
Italian IR discourse includes numerous phrases coined during collective bargaining that have gained wider currency over time. A recent innovation that is becoming increasingly widespread is the contratto unico, an open-ended employment contract intended to facilitate access to the labour market for young people, providing newly recruited staff with higher levels of safeguards than atypical employment contracts. Some authors have attempted to translate the term into English as “single labour contract”: 
La sfida teorica, ma anche regolativa, è quella del contratto di lavoro unico (single labour contract) di cui molto si parla sia in Francia sia in Italia (Caruso 2010, 13). 
Our translation: The theoretical and regulatory challenge is that of the application of the contratto di lavoro unico (single labour contract) which is a much-discussed topic in both France and Italy.
However, “single labour contract” is likely to be misleading as it appears to refer to a collective agreement, which is not the case at all, as the contratto (di lavoro) unico is an individual employment contract. 
7.3 Contrattazione collettiva di prossimità
Reference should also be made to the expression contrattazione collettiva di prossimità which is increasingly widespread in trade union and political discourse to indicate decentralized bargaining. Prossimità or proximity has a positive connotation, and contrattazione collettiva di prossimità is frequently cited as an example of good practice. It is intended to result in contratti di prossimità, collective agreements concluded at company and local level. In this connection, Spinelli argues that “Decentralised bargaining enacted by Article 8 – known as ‘proximity bargaining’ can take place both at company and regional level” (Spinelli  2015, 122). The new industrial relations scenario is shaped by the underlying assumptions related to these concepts, since “words available in language provide the categories we use to think about the world” (Kelly 1998, 55). 
7.4 Bilateralismo and bilateralità
In Italian IR discourse, reference is often made to bilateralismo and bilateralità. There is some dispute about the difference between these two terms, and at times they are used interchangeably. As a general rule, bilateralità means the process by which certain bodies are set up by the parties to a collective agreement. On the other hand, bilateralismo is frequently seen as the theoretical framework for bilateralità. In most cases bilateralismo is translated into English as “bilateralism” (Biagi and Tiraboschi 2010, 548). Conversely, no direct equivalent exists in English for bilateralità, and the problem is usually dealt with by reference to “bilateral bodies” or “joint bodies”, or by making use of the term bilateralism, thus further increasing the ambiguity between the two terms. Leonardi and Sanna (2015) examine the Italian case and use bilateralism to refer to bilateralità, placing the original formulation in parentheses in a translation couplet: “Bilateralism (Bilateralità) is one of the original forms of volunteer occupational welfare” (Leonardi and Sanna 2015, 226). 
7.5 Rappresentanza and rappresentatività
Clarifying the difference between rappresentanza and rappresentatività in Italian is also complicated. Legal scholars and case law offer divergent views about a clear definition of these concepts. According to Giuseppe Santoro Passerelli (2013) rappresentatività and rappresentanza pertain to two different discourses. Specifically, rappresentatività is more of a socio-political notion concerning the ability of trade unions to gain consensus among workers and to represent their interest as a collective entity. To translate this concept, Hyman (1997) makes use of the word “representativity”. While apologizing for “inflicting this somewhat barbaric term on the reader” he argues that “a literal translation of the Italian rappresentatività seems however appropriate” (Hyman 1997, 19) to attempt to convey the original idea. In another study, the author employs “representativeness” to translate the concept, a term that is frequently found: “The growing attention to the question of rappresentatività--‘representativeness’--suggested that this was indeed a serious problem” (Hyman 2001, 49).

However, these terms do not seem to entirely capture the sense of trust between the worker and the trade union, nor the sense of belonging to an organization. As a result, a further explanation should be provided to allow international readers to fully appreciate these practices. As for rappresentanza, this is a legal concept which in industrial relations refers to the legal power granted to trade unions to act on behalf of their members (Santoro Passerelli 2013). “Representation” is traditionally used to translate this concept into English. This terminology is also employed by Eurofound, which specifies that “representation is linked to trade union membership and exists only for employees who are members and only in relation to another party who freely agrees to maintain relations with a given trade union organization” (Eurofound, 2014).

8. Conclusion: Language in Comparative Industrial Relations 
This article has attempted to cast light on the main language issues in comparative labour law and industrial relations. After a brief overview of certain ideologically loaded terms that are contentions in their country of origin, the analysis turned to concepts and practices that are specific to national systems and hence difficult to translate. Mention was made of intralinguistic variation, highlighting the fact that there is often no one-to-one correspondence between concepts and terms even in the same language and in the same country. The use of more than one term for the same practice has been pointed out also in connection with restructuring: “Downsizing. Call it downsizing, layoff, rightsizing or smart sizing; in essence, it is all one and the same thing. This restructuring strategy is about reducing the manpower to keep employee costs under control” (Thakur 2011).
 
Globalization does not mean standardization but rather cultivating an awareness of culturally specific phenomena, highlighting specific national practices and concepts rather than seeking standardized terms that do not always facilitate an in-depth understanding of regional and national practices. Translators need to consider the relative frequency of the various available terms in order to make informed choices in order to achieve the right degree of cultural resonance. The issue of faux amis was also examined, including terms such as gangsters / caporali, that at first sight appear to be functional equivalents, but on closer scrutiny reveal at least one fundamental difference. The discussion then turned to metaphor, though clearly there is a degree of overlap between this category and that of specific national terms, as in the case of esodati, that is both a (Biblical) metaphor and specific to a particular national system.  An adequate analysis of these terms is required in order to achieve an in-depth understanding of the processes taking place in modern society, ranging from so-called “illegal aliens taking US jobs” all the way through to “reengineering, downsizing, rightsizing and delayering” (Pop 2011).
As Jean-Claude Barbier  and Michele Letablier (2005, 6) have argued, “It is only in mathematics that no problem exists for translating concepts”. If mathematics is taken here as a metonym for all the hard sciences, then reference may be made also to chemistry. The term “carbon monoxide” is biunivocal in that there is an exact correspondence with the Italian monossido di carbonio, a concept expressed even more neatly with the symbol CO. Such concepts are international, or rather universal, as their meaning does not change as they cross national borders, unlike “institutional concepts”, as characterized in the analytical framework developed by John Searle:

When I was an undergraduate in Oxford, we were taught economics almost as though it were a natural science. The subject matter of economics might be different from physics, but only in the way that the subject matter of chemistry or biology is different from physics […]At no point was it ever suggested that the reality described by economic theory was dependent on human beliefs and other attitudes in a way that was totally unlike the reality described by physics or chemistry. (Searle 2005)

Regional and national differences are evident in practically all the institutional concepts in the present study, presenting challenges for the translator that are entirely absent in the translation of concepts in the hard sciences, such as the term “carbon monoxide”. Multilingual databases are clearly an essential resource but the informed judgment and critical thinking of the translator will always be paramount particularly in the disciplinary domains examined above, characterized by multiple layers of complexity not always encountered when translating the natural sciences. 
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[Tables 1-3]
Table 1: Frequency of terms for “short-time working” in official discourse
	Source
	Preferred term
	Google Hits 
(million)

	ILO
	Work sharing
	890

	European Employment and Industrial Relations Glossary
(Emire)
	Job-security agreement
	190

	Canada
	Work sharing
	896

	France (Insee)
	Employment solidarity 

contract
	13

	Germany (IZA) / OECD
	Short-time work
	1,720

	Italy (Eurofound)
	Solidarity contract
	11

	Nordic Council of Ministers
	Short-time compensation
	58

	UK (Acas)
	Short-time working
	1,510

	US Department of Labor
	Short-time compensation 

(worksharing / shared work)
	58

	US – Arizona – Missouri - New York – Washington State
	Shared work program
	290

	US - California
	Short-time working compensation
	64

	US - Florida
	Short-time compensation program
	39


Source: www.google.com
[TABLE 2]
Table 2: Frequency of the terms “safety-net measures”, “safety net” and “shock absorbers”
	
	ILO 
	OECD

	safety-net measures
	1305 
	5440

	safety net
	4378
	6040

	shock absorbers
	106
	124


Sources of data: http://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm and http://www.oecd.org/ 
 [TABLE 3]
Table 3: Frequency of the terms “non-wage labour costs” and “tax wedge”
	
	ILO 
	OECD

	non-wage labour costs
	637
	6170

	tax wedge
	360
	1820


Sources of data: http://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm and http://www.oecd.org/ 
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