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Résumé de l'article

Dans I'étude et la pratique de la négociation collective, on se heurte toujours a la possibilité d'une
gréve qui peut étre potentiellement néfaste. Lorsque, de plus, les parties sont des novices dans l'art
de négocier et qu'elles font face a un état de gréve pour la premiere fois, il est probable qu'elles
auront un comportement qui laisse a désirer et qui peut conduire a des résultats désastreux.

Cette étude traite spécifiquement d'une « premiere gréve » et propose une série de faits qui
caractérisent de pareilles situations. Ces facteurs sont ensuite utilisés dans I'analyse des
événements qui entourent une gréve dans le secteur de I'enseignement ou les deux parties, le
syndicat et la commission scolaire, en étaient a leur premiére expérience.

Lorsqu'il s'agit d'une premiere gréve, on peut s'attendre a ce que, comparés a des négociateurs plus
expérimentés, les responsables de la négociation soient (1) moins bien informés et plus hésitants,
ce qui conduit a une perception moins nette des événements et a un comportement irrationnel; (2)
qu'ils se montrent méfiants a 'endroit des autres parties; (3) qu'ils s'appuient sur des raisons
émotives; (4) qu'ils adoptent une attitude défensive et agressive; (5) qu'ils optent pour des modes
de communication inadéquats; (6) qu'ils aient recours a des aides professionnels moins
compétents, ce qui a pour effet d'accroitre les autres difficultés.

L'examen de ce qui s'est passé au cours de cette gréve d'enseignants a révélé que, d'une facon
générale, le syndicat a subi des préjudices graves et inutiles comme résultat de sa décision de faire
la greve, en obtenant qu'un petit peu plus que ce que lui avait offert la commission scolaire
immeédiatement avant la gréve. Des communications réticentes et sélectives, alors que l'une et
l'autre parties jouaient a cache-cache, le manque de conseils a la section locale de la part du siége
social du syndicat, la négligence des dirigeants syndicaux a renseigner les membres sur des faits
importants qui se rapportaient directement au conflit comme les offres salariales, des erreurs dans
la stratégie de négociation qui ont placé le syndicat dans une situation désavantageuse, des
attitudes de plus en plus émotives et agressives entre les parties au fur et a mesure que les
négociations se poursuivaient, autant de faits qui ont caractérisé ces négociations. Le syndicat
laissa passer la période la plus propice a la gréve au commencement de l'automne au moment de
T'ouverture des classes alors que la commission scolaire était moins préte a affronter la gréve.

La greve elle-méme fut assez violente; elle a laissé de profonds ressentiments et une méfiance
prolongée entre les parties. Les dirigeants syndicaux ont été emprisonnés une semaine pendant la
greéve. Les cours furent perturbés et les policiers furent forcés de maitriser les grévistes. Les
membres en général furent surpris par la dureté de la greve et par la fermeté de la commission
scolaire & maintenir sa position. Le président de la commission scolaire remet peu apres sa
démission a cause d'animosité et de pressions sous forme d'appels téléphoniques outranciers, de
lettres haineuses et d'altercation publique avec les membres du syndicat.

Les événements et les expériences qui ont marqué cette gréve différent de la plupart des greves
d'enseignants qui ont été analysées jusqu'ici, ce qui indique que les premieres gréves méritent une
étude spéciale en tant que forme originale de conflits qui possedent leurs caractéristiques et leurs
dynamisme propres.

On peut donc conclure que les parties & une premiere gréve devraient se rendre compte de la
probabilité plus forte des dangers dont il vient d'étre question et qu'elles devraient mieux se
préparer aux réalités de la négociation collective, se doter d'une aide professionnelle compétente,
étre prétes a faire des compromis et étre conscientes des effets prolongés de comportements
néfastes pour les négociations futures.
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Ineffectiveness in
Teacher Bargaining
The Anatomy of a First Strike

Philip Harris
Peter Rausch
and

Samuel G. Ryan

The objective of this paper is to identify characteristics which
distinguish first strike situations from other strike actions. It is
based on both collective bargaining and conflict resolution litera-
ture as well as the detailed analysis of a recent walkout by a public
school teachers’ union.

One of the most frequently occurring volatile social events in American
society is the labor union strike. From a broad perspective, such conflicts
may bring about vital and constructive social change, but the immediate im-
pact on the affected people and institutions can be severe.

A particularly intriguing category of labor conflict is the first strike
situation. An initial strike by a particular union or local is fraught with un-
certainties and contingencies which do not exist with the same intensity
when an “‘experienced’’ union strikes. The same may be said for manage-
ment members when they are neophytes in confronting labor unrest. It is
perhaps academic that a first strike carries with it certain unique character-
istics which may disrupt negotiations and increase the probability of de-
structive outcomes for the involved parties. Such factors have not, however,
been subjected to widespread scrutiny in the literature.

OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY

Pursuant to the above reasoning, it is the objective of this paper to
identify characteristics which distinguish first strike situations from other
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strike actions. These characteristics are developed based on both the collec-
tive bargaining and conflict resolution literature and also through the de-
tailed analysis of a recent walkout by a public teachers’ union. This was, at
the same time, the union local’s initial strike and also the first strike in the
particular school district. It was also a case in which the union suffered seri-
ous losses which are apparently due, at least in part, to it being a first strike.
The events in this strike are analyzed in light of the first strike characteris-
tics previously identified. This analysis is offered as preliminary argument
on the impact of the various first strike characteristics on the bargaining
process and the involved parties.

PRIOR RESEARCH

There are few selections in the literature which specifically investigate
the dynamics of first strike situations. Most of what has been published
concerning teachers’ strikes examines the attitudes of the parties involved
and the particular reasons for the strikes in question. A partial review of
these studies was undertaken to understand the subject so that first strike
characteristics might eventually be identified. Among these is Heneman
(1951) who measured attitudes toward unions, their policies and practices.
The research led to the development of the University of Minnesota Em-
ployee Attitude Questionnaire (EAQ) (Uphoff and Dunnette, 1956) which
measures attitudes of employees toward a number of job aspects including
their work, supervision, communications, hours of work, pay, working
conditions and co-workers. Purcell (1953) examined the dual allegiance
which workers tend to feel toward their union and their employer. Seidman
(1958) found that worker dissatisfaction was a necessary, but not sole con-
dition for collective action.

More recently, Hellriegel (1970) conducted a survey of three Seattle
school systems in an attempt to determine how attitudes of teachers affect
their perceptions of the collective bargaining process. Utilizing the Purdue
Teacher Opinionnaire (Bentley, 1967), Hellriegel concluded that:

The possibility that some of the militancy expressed by certain respondents is a con-
sequence of their perception of school board members as being hostile toward the
process of negotiations per se. Therefore, the ability to resolve specific issues may be
compounded by the distrust or lack of acceptance which one or both parties have
toward the other (pp. 395-96).

Smith (1979), in a study of public employee attitudes, found that dissa-
tisfaction with the work situation, among other things, promoted favorable
views toward unionism. Rybacki (1979) analyzed the conflict that occurs
between teachers’ unions and community members as a result of collective
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action, and argued that ‘‘teachers’ unions exist in an environment that has a
high likelihood of inducing conflict between their membership and the in-
dividuals comprising that environment’’ (p. 162). Such latent conflict mate-
rializes when a strike threatens or actually occurs. Smith further states that
“‘patterns of identity-identification become deeply and bitterly entrenched,
and prospects of conflict resolution and a return to conditions existing
before the strike are drastically reduced”’ (pp. 163-64).

Recently, Perry (1979) analyzed the bargaining processes and resulting
contracts in nine different public school systems. This was a more intensive
extension of an earlier study by the same author which examined the bar-
gaining process in public schools (Perry, 1970). In the later study, Perry
reviewed the bargaining record in each of the school systems since 1965. He
found that the community was not actively interested in either the proce-
dural or substantive aspects of negotiations, and that the strike, rather than
generating fact-finding, tended to be the basis for impasse resolution.

When viewed collectively, the above literature tends to characterize
teachers’ unions as existing in a) hostile or, at best, indifferent environment,
b) where ambiguities of fact and allegience are common, c¢) where the poten-
tial for distrust and conflict is high and d) where strikes and other job ac-
tions are often behaviors of choice. The probability of institutional and per-
sonal damage in such settings is high and in the present case, became reality.

PUBLIC EMPLOYEE UNIONIZATION
First Strike Likelihood

The public sector is a fertile area to investigate first strike situations
simply because public employee unionization is a more recent phenomenon
vis-a-vis the private sector and there has been correspondingly less opportu-
nity to strike. In addition, however, there have been inhibiting effects of
traditional legal and socio-moral norms which have viewed public unioniza-
tion and associated activities as illegal and essentially contrary to the greater
public interest. As these norms either relax or are challenged by unions, the
potential for first strikes resulting from long standing grievances would be
expected to be high.

The public sector is also of interest per se since the growth of public
employee unionization has an ever-increasing impact on the environment in
which our business, economic and social institutions operate. The contrac-
tual agreements that result from labor negotiations not only define the
wages, hours and other conditions of employment for rank-and-file mem-
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bers, but also for the surrounding work force which often use public em-
ployee gain as base criteria for its own negotiations. In addition, the prob-
lems which result from public sector labor conflicts, especially the more
severe ones, such as job actions and strikes, can have widespread conse-
quences, often causing serious damage to the public at large. Consider the
obvious examples of police, fire or sanitation work stoppages.

Among the more militant public unions are those representing school
teachers, primarily the National Education Association (which in recent
years saw fit to abandon its no-strike policy); American Federation of
Teachers; and unaffiliated, predominantly single district organizations.
Perhaps the most powerful indication of the militancy of the professional
organizations occurred during the 1977-78 school year when no less that 145
teacher strikes occurred in twenty-one states (Duncan, 1979). This pattern
will probably continue, given the Proposition 13 initiatives and fiscal aus-
terity postures which are evident across the nation. These adversities will
likely cause the affected employees to unify and take assertive action as a
matter of self-interest and survival.

Therefore, public sector labor-management relations offers both a high
likelihood of strikes in general and of first strike situations in particular.
There is a need for research which will contribute to an increased under-
standing of the dynamics of situations, specifically, first strikes. Insight
gained may lead to more constructive negotiations and outcomes in the
future.

CHARACTERISTICS OF FIRST STRIKES

The paucity of writings specifically dealing with the first strike situa-
tions lead, in the present study, to a survey of the general social psychology/
behavioral management conflict literature to aid in the identification of first
strike characteristics. Prevailing models of conflict and conflict manage-
ment propose that conflict behavior is a function of two primary antecedent
conditions. These are perceived inter-party incompatibility and interdepen-
dence between the parties (Boulding, 1962; Katz & Kahn, 1978; March &
Simon, 1958; Ryan, 1977; Schmidt & Kochan, 1972; Thomas, 1979). Ac-
cording to these views, the greater the number of issues that are seen as in-
compatible, the greater the potential for overt conflict behavior, in this
case, a strike.

Of key importance to a strike situation, where contact and communica-
tion between the parties is extremely guarded, is the perceptions of each side
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concerning the positions and intent of the other. It has been repeatedly de-
monstrated that certain incompatible perceptions both of opposing parties
and of the prevailing environment can materially increase the occurrence of
conflict of behavior. Some of these factors seem particularly applicable to
first strikes and thus form the bases for characterizing such situations.

1. Parties in first strike situations are likely to have less knowledge, experi-
ence and perspective on which to base their expectations and decisions. It
would be expected, therefore, that such parties would experience more
uncertainty and ambiguity, leading to less stable perceptions and, thus,
““irrational’’ conflict behavior.

2. Neophytes in a strike are also more likely to mistrust the other party since
there is little perspective as to the impact of negotiation behavior.

3. First strike parties would be expecied to act more often based on emotion
than experienced strikers. Intense, almost religious involvement in the
feared job action is more likely.

4. First strike parties are more likely to feel vulnerable and defensive since
they lack prior experience. This can lead to more aggressive behavior to
overcome self-doubt.

5. Parties involved in their first strike are less likely to be able to secure high
quality assistance, both legal and otherwise. This can exacerbate the ef-
fects of lack of knowledge and mistrust.

6. Finally, first strike situations are more likely to suffer from poor com-
munications both between and among the parties, thus heightening the
misperceptions and ambiguities which prevail.

In summary, first strike situations appear to offer a higher potential
for less stable negotiations, more intense feelings, poor communications,
more defensive/aggressive behaviors and actual strike actions. The follow-
ing case analysis is offered as a demonstration of classic first strike be-
havior.

A CASE STUDY OF A FIRST STRIKE

The particular job action studied here is a public school teachers’ strike
which occurred recently in a suburban community of a large northeastern
city.

The reported information was gathered from public records of the
strike and, intriguingly, from personal conversations with eight union lead-
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ers and several key union figures who made disclosures upon promise of
confidentiality. No member of the school board would agree to discuss the
strike. It is therefore a caveat emptor to the reader that no information or
opinion of a non-public nature from the school board is included. Since the
specific interest of this paper is the attitudes and behavior of the union, this
lack of school board input should not be critically damaging to the study’s
completeness or objectivity.

One might question the justification for studying another strike such as
this, given the numerous teachers’ strikes which have been documented in
the literature. There are, however, certain characteristics which make this
particular action rather unique and set it apart from the average teachers’
strike.

One major factor is that this was both the union local’s first strike and
the town’s first teachers’ strike. Second, the strike was relatively violent in
nature. Third, the union was extremely ineffective in its bargaining activi-
ties and made many costly mistakes.

The analysis of the key events and apparent causes of this job action
may lead to a better understanding of the particular dynamics of first strike
bargaining processes and, perhaps, to more constructive resolution alterna-
tives in all strike situations.

THE PRELIMINARY NEGOTIATIONS

The teachers’ union and the board of education had their first meeting
in the early fall, nine months before the existing contract was to expire. At
this meeting both parties presented their initial series of demands. Al-
though, the content and character of the proposals of each party are impor-
tant to acquire a feeling for the negotiation climate, there were many offers
and counter-offers at various stages of the negotiations. To list each group
of demands in this text would yield a cumbersome narrative both overly
complex and disruptive of the flow of thought.

For these reasons, the numerous specific offers and counter-offers of
the parties are listed separately in Appendix A, and are referred to as neces-
sary in the text.

As a beginning to the negotiation process, the initial demands of the
parties give a feeling for the extent of their differences, the kinds of issues
involved and set the stage for subsequent bargaining.
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As might be expected, both parties reacted negatively to each other’s
initial proposal with strong disagreement on almost every issue.

According to the union, the school board’s proposal constituted a to-
tally unacceptable overall reduction in total benefits. Indeed, it is true that
the only proposed benefit in addition to the existing contract was the offer
for increased retirement compensation based upon unused sick leave. The
board of education, in turn, was unwilling to accept any part of the union’s
proposal.

Negotiations continued with bargaining sessions scheduled about twice
a month. On several occasions the union indicated that it was somewhat
flexible in its demands for a pay raise and in the amount and timing of the
proposed additional fringe benefits. The board offered to drop its demand
for restrictions of tuition reimbursements for cases involving job-related
degree programs. Otherwise, it remained steadfast in its refusal to negotiate
on other issues and essentially stuck to its initial offer.

Consequently, almost five months after the negotiations had begun,
and with no great change in the parties’ positions, impasse was declared.
The state responded immediately by appointing a fact-finder to study and
report on the impasse. Although both of the negotiating parties had the
right to approve the selection of the fact-finder, neither party was obligated
to abide by any recommendations that might be made.

As soon as the union and the school board had agreed upon the fact-
finder, hearings were scheduled to present the positions of both sides. After
analyzing the two sets of proposals and accompanying arguments, the fact-
finder delivered his report and made the recommendations which are detail-
ed in Appendix A.

Negotiations resumed, and both the union and the school board modi-
fied their proposals as a result of the fact-finder’s recommendations. These
modifications represented the first significant revisions made by either party
since the negotiations began six months before, and are also listed in Ap-
pendix A.

It can be seen that the school board essentially accepted all of the fact-
finder’s recommendations, even surpassing the salary increase recommen-
dations. The union made small modifications on two issues but remained
adament on the others, claiming that these were the keys to any possible
contract settlement.

The negotiations continued on an intermittent schedule through the
summer, but neither side was willing to make further concessions towards a
contract agreement.
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The union held its first general membership meeting of the new school
year at the end of September. The agenda included a report to the rank-and-
file on the status of the contract negotiations, and a discussion of the possi-
ble courses of action that might be taken by the union to break the dead-
lock. A vote taken at the end of the meeting showed that more than 95 per-
cent of those in attendance favored a teachers’ strike if the deadlock conti-
nued, despite the fact that such action would violate state law.

Proceeding into the month of October both parties, prompted by the
prospect of possible job actions, agreed to hire a mediator to assist them in
reaching a settlement. A mediator acceptable to both sides was selected by
the middle of the month and began participating in the negotiations. De-
spite the efforts of the mediator, the month of November marked the begin-
ning of the second year of negotiations with no contract settlement in sight.
The state was set for the crisis that would shortly erupt.

In retrospect, two factors are evident during the preliminary negotia-
tions stage which suggest that the naivete of the union’s first strike strategies
may have seriously weakened its bargaining position.

First, some previous experience on the union bargaining team could
have markedly helped the situation. During the summer the union was in a
very advantageous position with the new school year coming up. Had the
union threatened and prepared for an immediate job action on the first day
of the school year, it could have had considerable leverage at the summer
bargaining table. It would not have been possible for the skeleton summer
staff of the school board to make contingency plans as effectively as after
school started and the board was again fully staffed. The union, however,
in this first strike situation failed to seize the opportunity and paid a consid-
erable price for ignorance later on.

Another factor which weakened the union was the absence of state af-
filiate involvement until very late in the bargaining. According to Duncan
(1979), ‘‘a strike decision usually involves some combination of the
resources of local, state, and national (union) organizations’’. This was not
the situation in the present case. It is, in fact, surprising that the state
organization did not provide more immediate support to this local while
facing the growing possibility of a first strike.

THE PRE-STRIKE PERIOD

The teachers’ union decided to take the initiative in a final attempt to
force a break in the deadlocked negotiations and bring about a contract set-
tlement. Bolstered by the nearly unanimous vote of confidence demonstra-
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ted by the poll of the rank-and-file, the union issued an open letter to all
parents in the school system. This letter contained a statement of the teach-
ers’ unhappiness over the lack of a contract agreement, and identified pub-
licly for the first time what they considered to be some of the central issues
in the negotiations. The union executive committee had discussed many of
the issues with its rank-and-file, but only at meetings which are restricted to
union members. The letter set a one week deadline to reach a contract settle-
ment. Although no definite action was threatened if an agreement was not
reached by that date, the letter warned that the responsibility for the conse-
quences would rest with the board of education.

This was a very unusual step for the union to take. As Perry (1979)
reports in his study of nine different school systems, ‘‘few of the protago-
nists reported any serious efforts to enlist the support of community groups
in the negotiation context’’. Yet here we see the teachers’ union making a
first serious attempt to attract the sympathy and support of the parents in
the community. This is just one more incident that makes this particular
strike unique, and it was a particularly significant gamble on the part of the
union.

Perry (1979) goes on the conclude, ‘‘Collective bargaining in most sys-
tems was a remarkable private and apolitical process.”” He reports that
“‘there were a few isolated cases of community relations efforts’” in his stud-
ies, ‘‘but those, too, were not designed or used to strategic advantage in bar-
gaining.”’ In the present instance the teachers’ union was clearly straying
from the norm in issuing its open letter.

Another significant fact was that the union’s letter specifically stated
that the board’s offer of salary increases was only ‘‘slightly more than 2 per-
cent’’, and was decried as a pittance in the fight to keep up with inflation.
This was an outright lie. The school board’s last offer was actually six per-
cent and not two percent as reported in the letter. So even, though the
board’s offer would not permit the teachers to keep up with inflation, the
amount of the offer reported in the union’s letter was an apparently deliber-
ate misrepresentation of the facts.

This was the first attempt by either party to take advantage of the se-
crecy of the negotiations and mislead the public for the purpose of gaining
sympathy and support. Actually, it was discovered after the crisis was over
that the public was not the only group that was misled by the union regard-
ing the status of the negotiations. The union members themselves were also
given false information by the union leaders prior to the strike. This was ap-
parently an attempt by the leaders to provoke the union members and make
them more willing to support a stand against the school board. Whether
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such prevarication was due to poor judgment, naivete, lack of sound advice
or a deliberate militant move, it appears quite likely that the union’s first
strike status may have led it to take actions that it otherwise might recon-
sider.

The school board was reportedly caught off guard by the union’s letter
and reacted quickly in an attempt to avert a public outcry in support of the
union. An immediate request was sent to the mediator, who had been parti-
cipating in the negotiations, to begin scheduling more frequent bargaining
sessions. A written rebuttal of each of the claims made in the union’s letter
was also drafted and prepared for public distribution. The school board
also made some significant modifications to its proposal, listed in Appendix
A, and presented them at the next negotiating session.

These modifications by the school board represented the first signifi-
cant changes to take place since the fact-finder’s report was delivered six
months earlier. It was the opinion of the union officers at the time that this
letter had directly forced the board’s response, and that the way may have
been opened to possible settlement. It is possible here that the school
board’s first strike posture may have lead it to be too lenient at an inoppor-
tune time.

The negotiating session at which the new proposals were presented last-
ed six hours. The union was very much interested in the benefits for the spe-
cial education teachers, but the parties could not reach any agreement con-
cerning the elementary preparation time issue. The talks recessed until the
following day.

When the bargaining resumed, it was immediately apparent that posi-
tions of both sides had hardened again. The union demanded additional
concessions with respect to the salary offer for the special education teach-
ers. The board refused, claiming that it felt that its offer for medical cover-
age for this group was more than generous. Also, despite the board’s offer
to discuss the question of elementary preparation time, it would not give in
on its refusal to provide this time during the regular work day.

The school board met the following day in a special closed-door emer-
gency session, ostensibly to discuss the negotiations. It was subsequently
learned that the board actually met to finalize emergency plans in prepara-
tion for a possible strike. These preparations included: a. the compilation of
a large list of available substitute teachers who might be hired in order that
the schools be kept open during a strike. b. provisions to delay the bus
schedules so that the schools could be opened late on the morning of a strike
to permit implementation of the other contingency plans before the students
arrived. c. preparation of alternate class schedules and student rosters so



