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PREFACE

A contemporary point of view blames unions for America’s
deterioration in international competitiveness. 1In fact, this
view was expressed by one of my peers in a class at Northern
Illinois University. This and other related incidents have
prompted me to explore the issue of whether organized labor has
outlived its usefulness or if a different route would be more
advantageous. It seems as though many of today’s young
professionals see unions as having a negative impact in this new
global economy. Many perceive them as.relics of the past;
serving only to decrease productivity and benefit workers at the
cost of employers and non-union employees.

Much of the research that is prevalent is focused on the
economic effect unions have on competitiveness of unionized
firms. The results of this research is both controversial and
varied. For every article that promotes the positive effects of
unions, there exists research that totes results to the exact
contrary.

The introductory sections of this paper attempt to lay a
framework from which the reader can comprehend the societal
perceptions and current state of unions. Based on this analysis,
I will establish several new roles for organized labor in
America, which better compliment the move to a global economy.

The purpose of the study is to provide a review of current
strategies used to improve union’s contribution to American

businesses. It is my hope that my efforts will improve the



understanding of the economic, social, and strategic role of

labor unions in modern society.

INTRODUCTION

As The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas closed the curtain on
its 1,578th, and last, performancé on Broadway, there was a great
feeling of sadness and remorse; not because their play wasn’t
well receipted by the public (it was!), not because the actors
and producer had thought the play had run its course, but because
the costs stemming from the orchestra were too extensive to make
a decent profit. This would seem to have little bearing on the
role of unions at first glance, but the musical performers were
represented by Local 802 of the American Federation of Musicians.
While the score required only a nine member steel-guitar band,
the union deemed it necessary to require a 25 member orchestra,
with the remaining musicians serving as walkers (just show up and
get paid). Great work if you can get it (Kaus 23).

Scenarios such as these are extremely prevalent in society
and serve to perpetuate the poor images of organized labor,
whether justified or not. An opinion poll taken by the National
Opinion Research Center in 1987 reveals some rather surprising
findings regarding the general perceptions of unions in America:

O Only 10% of respondents expressed "a great deal of

confidence" in unions; lowest among all other

institutions.



O By a six-to-one margin, the respondents said that the
country would be worse off with more labor influence.
O As the education of an individual increases, the opinion

of unions becomes increasingly negative (Heckscher 53).

In addition, Gallup has polled the public in their answer
to, "Do you approve or disapprove of labor unions?" An approval
rating of 71 percent in 1965 has been reduced to 58 percent in
1985 which points to a significant change in the public’s
opinions of labor unions. All of this leads one to believe that
the perceptions and reputation of this institution are in
decline.

Robert M. Kaus sees a move towards the right wing
characterization of unions which he describes as, "Unions
undermine incentives, sap individualism; they are socialistic and
generally bad for America" (24). This view is indirectly

supported by the fact that

membership in U.S. unions

U.S. Union Membership

continues to dwindle with no

end in sight. Currently, only
12 percent or one-third of the
1950's totals account for the

share of the workforce that

belongs to unions (Koretz 26). 50 55 ea’ e’ 70 73 s0° 85 80

Data: Labor Dept.

Furthermore, the trend seems

to be a "distinctly American
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i International Examples

~, It would be useful to supplement this study with a brief
analysis of the role of participation in the realm of
international labor-management relations. Two of the most useful
scenarios involve situations in Germany and Japan. Each country
offers employee involvement methods that are equally significant
but distinctly different.

Germany gives us one European example of a partnership that
transcends anything that has been seen in the United States.
Their model, called "codetermination," requires by law that
workers serve on the board of directors of all major companies
(Heckscher 231). As an example of German labor relations within
the metal working sector, the union of IG Metall, a German
supplier to the automotive industry, "kept track of changing
technologies and promoted their own vision of what the content
and shape of work should be." Despite the lack of interest on
the part of management, the union continued this proactive stance
until it became useful to the company as it better met the needs
of the turbulent industry. Though extensive environmental
analysis, the union allowed the company to weather the demise of
the Volkswagen Beetle, a mainstay for the company for decades
(Hoerr 38).

This German form of participation has not been without its
criticisms though. By having unions become centralized to such a
great degree, they have a tendency to lose sight of the group

they are designed to protect, the workers (Heckscher 123). This
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shift from worker to strategic focus can result in wildcat
strikes which protest the union’s efforts and attempt to "change"
current tactics with management.

In Japan, employee participation is strikingly different
from both the German and U.S. models. William Ouchi’s book,
Theory Z, exemplifies the spirit of employee involvement which
promotes, "the key to effective organization is the formulation
and communication of clear values that draw on the commitment of
all employees" (Heckscher 87). Organizing quality circles and
consensus building has proven to be effective, but the criticism
is that American workers, materialistic and self-promoting, are
incapable of accepting these ideals. The following statement by
Robert M. Kaus best exemplifies the difference between the
Japanese style of involvement and the American’s answer, employee
ownership:

Japanese management asks workers to sing the company song;
while employee ownership gives (workers) a chance to make a
killing (33).

According to Unions in Transition by Seymor Lipet, German
codetermination offers a great deal more than the Japanese model
for considering the circumstances for labor unions in the United
States (71). This is largely due to the subservient role that
the Japanese unions play in their country. On the other hand,
the Germans present labor organizations that are considered a
partner with which all information is provided and autonomy is

encouraged. The major difference these countries, simply put, is
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;that Japan invites participation, while Germany requires it
;(Hoerr 37).

How does this brief mention of the international scope of
;labor organizations assist in providing an answer to our domestic
iproblems? Beside showing the reader an example of variations of
;femployee involvement around the world, it reveals that, unlike
€ that perceived in America, unions are. and can be part of the

' solution rather than the problem.

Cooperation Feasibility-

As we look for a new direction for America’s labor unions,
it is important to examine as to whether management is going to
put its efforts towards making a true cooperative partnership.
If management offers only "lip service" to these ideals, the
efforts will only yield an illusion of cooperation, thus making
it ineffective. I believe scenarios such as these account for
the majority of failures in labor-management ventures.

One reason for failed efforts lies in the rationale for
bringing employee involvemen; to the forefront of U.S. labor
techniques. In the auto industry, the success of efficient
Japanese manufacturing plants has forced the Big Three to explore
Employee Involvement (EI) methods (Zellner 77). As one can
readily observe, most companies take on cooperative efforts only

as a last alternative, instead of promoting them proactively.

| With this in mind, it is not surprising that EI has not been

accepted by the U.S. firms as well as in others. The dilemma for
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b unions in today’s society is to prove to management that it pays
31to work with unions, and to workers that the organization can

f protect them.

Many companies have taken advantage of our present economic
{ decline by using it as an excuse to extract more concessions from
employees and their representatives (Verespej 14). Many experts
feel that unions are to weak to curb these concessions and to
 demand a true extended partnership (Heckscher 121). A great deal
of literature prevalent today sees management as the dominant
force in the U.S. while employees are at the will of employers
that think and act unilaterally. Michael Verespej, in his
article "The Illusion Of Cooperation," stated, "Employers are
taking advantage of their leverage at the bargaining table to
squeeze the workers they profess to need" (13).

In order to make cooperation a reality, management must
discontinue use of the poor economy as club wielded to extract
concessions; with the "rhetoric of cooperation" muffling the blow
(Heckscher 116). Only when management and employees learn to
act as partners, rather than foes, will cooperation become

successful and more accepted.

Government Considerations

It is important to consider the governmental and political
implications of employee involvement/cooperation programs, if
cooperation between management and labor is possible. The Wagner

Act, which governs labor relations in this country, "has hardened
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into a restrictive framework that>fixes old principles rather
than encouraging the exploration of new ones (Hecksher 77).

The main concern from a political point of view is whether
the emerging use of cooperative efforts are legal under the
Wagner Act. Currently, the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB)
is considering the legality of discussion groups, employee
involvement, etc. (McGuiness 83). Critics argue that such
programs act as "company-dominated" unions, which are illegal
‘under the NLRA. As employee participation techniques such as
work teams, quality circles, quality of work life, and joint
labor-management committees blur the lines between managers and
employees, the question of violating the Wagner Act surfaces.

While direct participation may be illegal under strict
interpretation of the legislation, I feel the Courts will realize
that many of the positive programs that have been established
recently do not fit appropriately into the Wagner Act. Thus, the
legislation and political philosophy of this country must be
altered to be flexible and more adaptable to today’s
circumstances. Cooperative teams are far to difficult to
implement without the additional impediment of laws that

discourage their use.

The View of Cooperation in Labor Organizations

Favorable Impressions. Traditional union paradigms have already
begun to disintegrate and many cooperative and teamwork policies

are firmly established in union agendas. Contrary to popular
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belief, unions, particularly the UAW, have not only accepted, but
are embracing employee involvement at all levels of the company .

While opponents of cooperation may get more press, they
constitute a much smaller portion of the workforce. An average
of 25% of workers volunteer to join EI teams of their own free
will with another 70% passively supporting the measures; leaving
a small 5% who oppose any involvement (Hoerr 58). I feel that
once these programs begin to be implemented correctly, the
passive supporters will transfer to volunteers. This calls to
light one of the greatest ironies of industrial democracy: while
management is believed to be the driving force behind EI; it was
the unions who introduced it (Hoerr 58).

Dispelling the doubts of their commitment to employee
involvement and cooperation with management, the United Auto
Workers, under the leadership of President Owen F. Bieber, has
made a declaration of support for these labor-management programs
since the late 1980’s (Zellner 60). Although transforming union
leader’s rhetoric into shop-floor reality will be tough, the UAW,
and its other U.S. counterparts, have firmly established positive
steps toward developing a stronger relation with management. The
leadership of the UAW insists that the only way to preserve
American jobs and compete with imports in an international
economy is to increase cooperation with management (Risen 1).

If unions want participation, in what manner will it be
manifested? According to John Hoerr in his article "The Payoff

From Teamwork, " American unions want real participation that goes




20
beyond problem-solving on the shop floor to gaining a strong
voice in higher-level decisions (61). For the most part, unions
are looking for top-level strategic power, coming in the form of
directorate seats and joint councils, and "Quality of Work Life"
programs. These methods serve the dual role of giving unions a
hand in shaping the organizationband reaping the benefits from

its success (Hecksher 128).

Unfavorable Impressions. "Cooperation rubs me the wrong way. I
like the old way where you beat your fist on the table, get all
you could, and ran." This statement by a Machinist’s
representative in the airline industry echoes some of the
sentiments forwarded by a small, but outspoken, group of laborers
(Hechscher 121). Traditionally, union leaders have been heralded
for their efforts at perpetuating an adversarial relation and
non-cooperative demeanor with management. These leaders, seeking
to remain in office by appeasing the union laborers, continued
this attitude because it added value to the members perception of
them (Belcher 54). These perceptions still exist today.

The largest of these factions that reject cooperative
efforts is called the "New Directions" movement. This dissident
group calls for union’s top representatives to "stop using
competitiveness as an excuse for caving into management’s
demands" (Risen 1). This extremely militant union faction, who
liken themselves to the student demonstrators in Beijing’s Tian

An Men Square, contends that management cannot be trusted as
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 their motives are to erode the collective bargaining system and

I promote changes that will be more favorable to the company than

i employees (Hoerr 61).

While some of the supporters of the New Direction are for
icooperative teams in its true form, many individuals like Robert
' Wilson, five-year veteran of General Motor’s work teams, feel

| that management is not prepared to make full commitment to the
»éprograms. "I'd like to have input into my job," he says, "but

b when the manager said, 'I’'ve got 51% of the decision power,’ that
was the end of that" (Zellner).

In many respects, the New Directions faction, as well as
other dissident groups, have been successful at placing the UAW
president in a defensive position. The dissatisfaction with
employee involvement is not exclusive to auto worker'’s unions.

In fact, the leaders of many local unions have expressed their
discpntent with joint labor-management methods.

What management wants is for us to work like the Japanese.
Everybody go out and do jumping jacks in the morning and
kiss each other when they go home at night. You work as a
team, rat on each other, and lose control of your destiny.
That’s not going to work in this country."

- John Brodie, President
United Paperworkers, Local 448
(Hoerr 56)

In order to change the attitude of these important and

 valuable members of American labor organizations, we must work

towards a new system that will equitably draw these individuals
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4) Utilize a larger variety of tactics to forward ideas
(such as public relations and independent marketing).

'5) Extend and expand alliances to allow labor organizations
to share the benefits of other successful techniques

(189) .

Based on these key elements, the system must look to new
points of leverage for unions to contribute to the
competitiveness of U.S. corporations. John Hoerr, author of
"What Should Unions Do?" proposes a number of points which I

believe will shape the success of labor organizations in the

future.
New Leverage Points Of Union Influence

Training The need for unions to play an active role in
the training of workers will contribute to
social justice and national competitiveness.

Work An effort should be undertaken to represent

Redesign employee interests in work restructuring with
such methods as semi-autonomous work teams.

Employee As employees gain more stock and ownership from

Ownership the company, unions can offer a representative
body to act on behalf of these new owners.

New Work Unions, faced with the same diverse workforce as

Force U.S. firms encounter, need to meet the unique
challenges of providing for this emerging group.

Source: What Should Unions Do, Hoerr, p.1l52

In order to implement these new points of leverage, a
structure must be established to deal with the problems and
dilemmas that arise. Three of the most fundamental issues for

which mechanisms must be developed are power, representation, and
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dispute resolution (Heckshcer 155f. It is impossible to function
effectively when one party has the power to coerce another and
instill fear. Additionally, a representative body that can
legitimately seek the interests of the group without excessive
centralization is needed. Finally, a mechanism for reaching
agreement among parties must be present.

All of these issues must be resolved with a medium that can
appropriately and effectively represent the labor population. My
broposal is that unions, after a transformation, are the best
facilitator to serve this role. The following section will
evaluate the benefits of utilizing labor organizations in this

capacity.

Unions As A Vehicle For Cooperation

As management continues to address reform and cooperative
issues, the need for a structure to guide and voice the opinions
of the employees becomes apparent. Until now, unioné have played
this role. While unions require a dramatic transformation to
change from the outdated goals of the Wagner Act to become
aligned with the current situation facing U.S. business, the
natural solution is to "revamp" or salvage our existing
organizations, rather than starting from scratch.

In our new system, labor unions can govern the development
and retention of skills, provide more valuable information
concerning shop-floor and strategic issues, as well as

maintaining its strong position in improving morale and
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pressuring management to become more efficient (Freeman 3).
Seeing irony in the fact that some of the best examples of
cooperation come from unions, Lynn Williams, president of the
United Steelworkers of America, stated, "Unions make a big
contribution to cooperation by keeping the pressure on employers"
(Verespej 18). While traditional pressure is at the root of the
adversarial relation, the absence of a representative group could
cause the company to take advantage of employees and follow a
short-term wage path. According to a recent MIT study, nonunion
"workplaces were found to lack true prdtection and security for
its workers as well as operating less efficiently than unionized
plants (Hoerr 39).

Unions can also provide a medium for cooperation by virtue
of their democratic nature. Labor organizations do a better job
‘of relaying the true feelings of the employees and getting them
the mix of benefits they truly desire (Kaus 31). While this has
been a role they have served for some time, this means of
determining the employee’s voice could be utilized, additionally,
to carry the workers message upwards. This role in the nonunion
workplace has been often carried, many times unsuccessfully, by
the use of opinion surveys (Farnham 57). As mentioned earlier,
the trust gap is far too wide for workers to openly accept the
judgement of management in matters of cooperation and
participation. Unions could be used to bridge that gap.

Also, there are numerous other reasons why unions would

facilitate more effective uses of employee involvement programs.
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The evidence shows that there are not only benefits to the
- workers, but management as well. Barry and Irving Bluestone cite
the following rationales for labor organizations as contributors
of EI success:

O Additional constituency to assist in "weeding out" poor

EI plans

O Keeps company honest

O Mechanism for addressing glitches in EI

© Gives worker meaningful voice

O Means of educating workers

For these reasons and more, the unions, with proper
guidance, will breed commitment and involvement in moving to
these new and often intimidating cooperation work structures.
While "Quality of Work Life" efforts have often been used to
prevent unionization, strong evidence is in support of the belief
that these programs strengthen, rather than weaken, the union
(Heckscher 130).

This new system of unionism will have different priorities
than those which have been prevalent in existing unions. The
book, The New Unionism, will provide a foundation for the
articulation of my vision of the innovative and divers role that
labor organizations will play in the future. I.identify the

following as the five most salient functions of the new unions:
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Function #1: The union will act as the voice to articulate the
opinions, dissatisfaction and concerns of the
work unit.

Function #2: The union will assist in the active monitoring,
evaluation, and defining of standards, rules, and
procedures that impact the organization.

Function #3: The union will coordinate the cooperative and
participation efforts of the employees through
encouragement, formulation, and feedback.

Function #4: The union will implement more career development
programs which will include cross-company
placement and retraining programs.

Function #5: The union will offer a medium for "outside
concerns, " or of those outside the work unit, to
be voiced and question current methods and

tactics (Hecksher 112).

While some of the functions remain the same, it is the

enhancement of these, as well as the formation of new functions,
that will make the difference. Some labor unions have already
begun to implement these functions, and it is to these select few
that we petition for further growth and to act as leaders for the
development of this new system.

The UAW may have introduced the sit-down strike to
America, but in its relationship with GM management it has also

helped introduce... mutually beneficial cooperation... What comes
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to mind is progress we have made, by working together, in such
directions as providing greater safety and health protection, in
decreasing alcoholism and drug addiction, and in improving
quality of work life.

-Thomas Murphy
Chairman of General Motors
(Freeman 4)
If management and labor can gaiﬁ a better understanding of
their true functions and relations, this new system will make

even greater strides in the areas of company effectiveness and

employee satisfaction.

The Three Track Perspective

Labor unions are now coming to the realization that
traditional "conditions of work" preserve little job security
while productivity, innovation, and quality offer them long-term
prosperity. The three track system of labor-management relations
proposed by the book, Negotiating the Future, offers a view of
the higher plane that must be sought in order for unions to be
effective in the future.

While this framework offers many of the same suggestions as
the "new functions" I have previously mentioned, it transcends
the functions in that it provides a visionary track (the third)
that will seek a strategic focus for unions. The following table

briefly outlines the framework:
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Bluestone’s Three Track Framework

Track #1 This track governs the employee involvement over
traditional issues such terms of employment, wages,
and grievances.

Track #2 This track deals with direct employee involvement
over issues of productivity, quality, and
innovation.

Track #3 This track involves representative involvement over

strategic issues through union-management joint
committees, communication programs, training, and
technology introduction.

Source: Negotiating the Future, Bluestone, p. 156

The second and third tracks are the newest and in need of
the greatest improvement. Concentration on these will make
strides towards creating co-equal status between management and
workers. The third track of the Bluestone’s framework offers the
most radical departure from current practices. As labor gains
more influence in matters of strategic importance, the company
only stands to gain a different perspective and a more committed
workforce.

It is not against the rules for the union to look after the
company; and conversely for management to look after workers.

The irony is that by helping one, the other party reaps greater
benefits. Until both parties realize this, it will be impossible

to make the changes necessary for global competitiveness.

Conclusions

While research and suggestions on the topic of the
usefulness of labor unions in the U.S. have been mixed, it is my

opinion that the answer to successful development of labor unions
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lies between the two extremes. dne extreme holds that organized
labor is inherently destructive to companies and has no place in
the future of American commerce. The other extreme promotes that
a company’s identity lies strictly within the character and

abilities of its employees; therefore, they should assume control

for its well being. Neither offers an absolute view of the world ﬁ
and, if followed, would assure the demise of America’'s business.

My proposal is to realign and restructure the focus of our
'current labor organizations so they can be flexible enough to
preserve the concerns of the workers while contributing the
optimal amount to corporate effectiveness. Using the
aforementioned system, and through the cultivation of an open
mind on the part of both the workers and management, a unique
paradigm could be created which would allow the U.S. regain its
status as the premiere economic power in the world.

We must change the "mindset within corporate America that
encourages management to wield power, instead of dancing with
their partners" (Verespej 16). Well, from the looks of things,
the song that is playing is, "It’s Now Or Never." In order to
change that tune, management needs to accept and cooperate with
labor organizations, and unions need to reciprocate this
adjustment.

As is fairly obvious, the new "system" that I propose is not
a pioneering concept, but a collection of theories and ideas
taken from a variety of managers, experts, economists, and

workers. The purpose of this paper is not to create a completely
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unique and "earth-shattering" answer to an extremely complex
problem. I doubt to whether one such solution exists and am sure
that no one could conquer it in a study of this size. What I do
hope individuals come away with after reading this paper is the
realizaﬁion that there are no easy answers.

In my opinion, labor unions in the United States can and
should have a role in the future of domestic and international
business. The exact scope and function of that role is uncertain
at this stage in the game. But with support of the
infrastructure and stakeholders, the innovative ideas of those
cited in this paper (as well as those who are not), and a desire
by this country to gain long-term prosperity, the most effective

and appropriate role for unions will surface... and all will. be

well!




Appendix

Types of Employee Involvement Teams
Ford Motor Company

Problem-solving teams
A form of teamwork in which 1mmed1ate groups deal with their
own job-related concerns.

Special project teams

Teams usually formed around an important issue or event, such
as process improvement, concept-to-customer, and total quality
excellence.

Opportunity teams
Teams formed on an ad hoc basis as needs and opportunities are
identified, often because of upcoming work-related changes.

Linking teams

Teams usually made up of representatives where a need exists
for interdepartmental, intershift, or cross-functional
cooperation.

Launch teams

Teams formed to participate in final stages of product or
process development, bringing together representatives from
various functions including production, process, and design.

Vendor, dealer, and quality teams

Teams that meet with vendors, dealers, and customers to develop
solutions to problems, to initiate problem prevention strategies,
and to seek new business opportunities.

Line-staff project teams

Teams that are formed to combine the knowledge of line and
staff personnel in the creation of improvement and other types of
projects with potentially wide application.

Cross-functional teams

Teams that work on complex issues requiring a range of
knowledge and experience not normally found within any one
function.

Joint company-union committees
Teams comprised of company and union representatives who focus
on points of mutual interest.




Hybrid teams

In practice, teams are combinations of the preceding forms,
which should not be seen as "pure" types. The key is to fashion
and use teams appropriate to the situation and the goals being
pursued.




Bibliography

Belcher, John J. "The Role Of Unions In Productivity Management."
Personnel, January 1988: 54.

Bluestone, Barry, and Irving Bluestone. Negotiating the Future.
New York: Basic Books, 1992.

Clark, Lindley H. Jr. "Why Are Labor Unions Doing Themselves In?"
Wall Street Journal, February 25, 1986: 31.

Farnham, Alan. "The Trust Gap." Fortune, December 4, 1989: 51.

Freeman, Richard B., and James L. Medoff. What Do Unions Do? New
York: Basic Books, 1984.

Goldfield, Michael. The Decline of Organized Labor in the United
States. Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1987.

Heckscher, Charles C. The New Unionism. New York: Basic Books,
1988.

Henkoff, Ronald. "Cost Cutting: How To Do It Right." Fortune,
April 9, 1990: 40.

Hoerr, John. "The Payoff From Teamwork." Business Week, July 10,
1989: 56.

Hoerr, John. "What Should Unions Do?" Harvard Business Review,
May-June 1991: 30.

Hof, Robert D. "This Team Has It All Except Sales." Business
Week, August 14, 1989: 79. ‘

Kaus, Robert M. "The Trouble With Unions." Harpers, June 1983:
23.

Koretz, Gene. "Why Unions Thrive Abroad- But Wither in the U.S."
Business Week, September 10, 1990: 26.

Lipset, Edwin M. Unions in Transition. San Francisco: ICS Press,
1986.

McGuiness, Jeffery C. "Blunting America’s Competitive Edge."
Industry Week, October 21, 1991: 63.

Risen, James. "UAW Thwarts Drive to Crush Cooperation."
Washington Post, June 24, 1989: A4.

Swoboda, Frank. "Cooperation: A Bone of Contention For Unions."
Washington Post, May 20, 1990: Hl.




Verespej, Michael A. "The Illusion of Cooperation." Industry
Week, August 19, 1991: 13.

Zellner, Wendy. "So Where Does the UAW Go From Here?" Business
Week, ‘August 14, 1989: 77.




