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Cet article traite des problémes que doivent affronter les syndicats industriels contraints d'appliquer les
principes du syndicalisme d'affaires, alors que le milieu et les méthodes des employeurs se modifient en
matiére de relations professionnelles. Depuis le début, les syndicats américains ont adopté une orientation
économique de leur stratégie dans le domaine des relations du travail. Cette orientation de leur activité
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patronat en matiére de relations du travail délaisse les attitudes d'opposition traditionnelles.

Ce qui importe, c'est que ces syndicats doivent agir a l'intérieur d'un régime de relations professionnelles
plus mutualiste, un systéme caractérise par, entre autres choses, un nombre de plus en plus considérable de
programmes de qualité de la vie au travail (Q.V.T.) — 52 pour cent des entreprises de plus de 10 000
employés avaient institué un cercle de qualité en 1982; une forme quelconque de programme de
participation existait dans 36 pour cent de 'ensemble des entreprises et dans 58 pour cent de celles qui
comptent plus de 1 000 employés en 1985; enfin, des cercles de qualité ont été instaures dans 36,3 pour cent
et des groupes autonomes de travail dans 27,6 pour cent des entreprises suivies par Y American
Management Association.

Quoique le nombre de travailleurs syndiques touches par ce changement particulier ne soit pas connu, le fait
qu'il se produit dans des industries fortement syndicalistes, telles que celles de l'acier et de I'automobile, en
fait un sujet qui justifie une investigation. Pendant des années, I'orientation économique des syndicats s'est
fort bien ajustée a I'approche hostile des employeurs en matiére de relations professionnelles.

Celle-ci a été en partie le résultat de I'organisation scientifique du travail adopté par les employeurs dans
I'industrie il y a environ huit décennies. Mais I'orientation économique des syndicats industriels ne s'y ajuste
plus sans heurts. Aujourd'hui, au plan de I'établissement, I'approche inamicale des employeurs dans le
domaine des relations de travail se modifie. Les changements ont affaibli les bases organisationnelles et
institutionnelles des syndicats et mine la philosophie du syndicalisme d'affaires ainsi que la stratégie
économique quil chérissait depuis longtemps.
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socioéconomique requis pour mobiliser leurs membres, favoriser 'adhésion des travailleurs non syndiques
et engager la société dans son ensemble a appuyer leur cause. Sil'on s'exprime différemment, les dirigeants
syndicaux qui agissent a l'intérieur de systémes de relations du travail en voie de transformation doivent
proposer une stratégie, une philosophie et un réle nouveau a leurs syndicats et cesser de s'opposer aux
initiatives stratégiques des employeurs. En conséquence, leur faut-il se poser plusieurs questions. Est-ce que
la négociation collective est encore le mécanisme principal de reglement dans les relations entre employeurs
et salariés? Comment les programmes de la qualité de vie au travail peuvent-ils étre utilises pour renforcer
la situation des syndicats a I'usine? Les syndicats américains devraient-ils encore limiter leur action a la
sphere économique ou ils préconisent un régime de négociation d'affaires fonde sur des contrats? Le
principal objectif des syndicats devrait-il étre encore la gestion des mécontentements au lieu du travail?
Quelles stratégies sont-elles possibles pour contrecarrer les stratégies importunes de la haute direction des
entreprises et du gouvernement en période de ralentissement économique? Comment les syndicats
peuvent-ils résister aux répercussions engendrées par la globalisation du marche des biens et des
différences des couts du travail qui les accompagnent au niveau international? Peuvent-ils utiliser cette
globalisation des marches a leur avantage? Les dirigeants syndicaux devraient-ils jouer un réle quelconque
sur le marche international du travail?

A ces questions, il n'y a pas de réponses simples, de méme qu'a plusieurs autres. En général, cependant, les
dirigeants syndicaux devraient examiner et appliquer des méthodes de relations professionnelles a
T'extérieur de la sphére des négociations collectives, peut-étre méme a I'extérieur des marches économiques.
IIs doivent se sentir libres de concevoir des options stratégiques mises en ceuvre indépendamment des
institutions traditionnelles de réglementation du travail et des pratiques actuelles en matiere de relations
professionnelles.
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Changing Environments and Management
IR Practices

Implications for U.S. Trade Unions

Yonatan Reshef

Since the first oil shock of 1973, in the U.S., significant
changes have shaken long-standing industrial relations patterns in
the union manufacturing sector. This paper concentrates on the
challenges posed to manufacturing unions by changing en-
vironments and management industrial relations practices.

This paper explores the problematics facing U.S. manufacturing
unions executing their traditional «bread and butter» philosophy under
changing environments and management industrial relations practices.
Since their inception American unions have advocated an economic orienta-
tion in their industrial relations strategy. This action orientation is getting
ever tougher to apply as union environments are altering and management
industrial relations philosophy is shifting from the traditional adversarial to
the more cooperative pole.

For years, union economic orientation has neatly meshed with manage-
ment adversarial approach to industrial relations. This approach has been,
in part, the product of the scientific management adopted by employers in
manufacturing some eight decades ago. But, manufacturing unions’
economic orientation no longer applies that smoothly. Nowadays, at the
plant level, management adversarial approach to industrial relations is
changing. Wherever this change occurs it necessitates labor leaders to
rethink long-cherished industrial institutions, strategy and philosophy, if
unions are to regain their position in the U.S. politico-economic market.
Politico-economic environmental changes, however, render union alter-
natives difficult to devise and apply.

* RESHEF, Y., Assistant Professor, Faculty of Business, University of Alberta, Ed-
monton, B.C.
++ The author is indebted to Brian Bemmels and Alan Murray for helpful comments on an
earlier version of this paper.
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The emphasis here, then, is on those unions operating within the evolv-
ing mutualistic industrial relations system; a system which is characterized
by, among other things, a growing number of quality of worklife (QWL)
programs. According to Kochan, Katz, and McKersie (1986, pp. 152-53)
and Verma and McKersie (1987), 52 per cent of firms with more than 10,000
employees had instituted a quality circle program, in 1982; some form of
employee involvement program had been established in 36 per cent of all
firms and in 58 per cent of firms employing more than 1,000 employees, in
1985; and quality circles had been introduced in 36.3 per cent and
autonomous work groups in 27.6 per cent of the firms surveyed by the
American Management association, in 1985. While the number of union
workers affected by this change is unknown, the fact that the change is oc-
curring in highly unionized industries such as the steel and automobile
makes this issue worthy of investigation.

THE ADVERSARIAL INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS SYSTEM

Embedded, in its formative years, in fear, intimidation and animosity
the American industrial relations system has been governed by an adver-
sarial approach toward employee-employer relations. This approach, accor-
ding to Barbash (1981, p. 1), comprises three principles: First, «[a] feeling
on the part of management that unions and collective bargaining are at best
necessary evils in modern industrial society»; second, basic disagreement
between the parties over the scope and substance of collective bargaining;
and third, «[a] conviction on the part of the labor leadership involved that
the union’s main job is to challenge and protest management actions». In
addition, within the adversarial system, unions’ most deep-seated beliefs are
that they should take care only of their members’ immediate economic in-
terests, not challenge the capitalist system, remain outside company deci-
sion making processes, and avoid government. As a result, unions’ main
focus is the job site and a limited collective bargaining agenda — wages,
conditions of work, and meticulously defined job regulations (Deutsch,
1986; Wheeler & Weikle, 1983). In their efforts to achieve these targets,
manufacturing unions have relied on an economic action orientation.

Economic orientation or strategy denotes efforts by labor to realize its
goals through direct pressure on employers. At the union level, this involves
strikes, collective bargaining, and occasional involvement in management
policy making. At the worker level, economic actions also include in-
dividual acts such as turnover, absenteeism, and sabotage. A major
assumption of the economic model is that the economic and political
spheres are, and should remain, separate. Despite this, however, workers
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may seek to advance their interests by lobbying the state on specific issues
(Thompson & Juris, 1985). But in contrast, for example, with the European
unions’ political action, these actions are limited in scope and clearly subor-
dinate to labor’s dominant actions — collective bargaining and strikes.

The objectives of unions pursuing this action model are far more
limited than for those pursuing a political orientation. Instead of seeking
benefits for society as a whole, unions adopting the economic model
primarily seek benefits for their own members exclusively (Murray &
Reshef, 1987).

Because actions are aimed mainly at employers, the state usually
becomes involved in the roles of employer or impartial conflict mediator.
According to the economic model the state does not, and should not, play
an active role in industrial relations (Crouch, 1978). That is, employers and
unions rely on their own sanctioning capabilities rather than on government
assistance — an approach known as voluntarism. Only when the «invisible
hand» of the market is incapable of upholding the balance of forces among
interest groups should the central controls of the state be invoked (Dahl,
1978).

Within the traditional, adversarial industrial relations system, in-
dustrial conflicts are viewed as inevitable but acceptable when governed by
a fundamental societal consensus concerning the «rules-of-the-game». In-
dustrial conflicts, then, can be classified as «normal» and «abnormal».
Normal conflicts, explains Barbash (1980, p. 88), «are the conflicts essential
to the maintenance of the system and without which the system is largely in-
capable of functioning». Normal conflicts arise from pressure tactics
directed at legitimate targets, that is, those targets which have been specified
on the agenda of negotiations between employers and worker represen-
tatives. If actions are directed at targets unrelated to immediate working
conditions, the conflict is deemed aberrant since it is viewed as either irrele-
vant or threatening to the stability of the system.

To sum, the key assumptions underlying unions’ activity within the
adversarial industrial relations system include (Murray & Reshef, 1987):

1. Workers have little interest in broad social issues, they expect their union
to improve their working conditions only and, with it, their own well-
being.

2. Unions should rely on their powers and not expect government to reach
out a helping hand.

3. Labor shares no common interest with management, thus,
4. Unions should stay outside management decision making processes, thus,
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5. Collective bargaining is the unions’ foremost mechanism for the ad-
vancement of worker interests.

6. Labor should challenge management actions, but should neither ques-
tion the legitimacy of the capitalist system nor try to undermine its
tenets.

Since the first oil shock of 1973, however, another model of industrial
relations system has been evolving. Emerging as the parties’ reaction to
their rapidly changing environments, this system has rendered the long-
established union economic model problematic to apply.

AMERICAN MANUFACTURING UNIONS’ CHANGING ENVIRONMENTS

The set of factors which once supported most American unions’
economic orientation has changed!. The U.S. is moving to a service
economy and employment in the manufacturing sector, traditionally the
foremost union bastion, is contracting due to the introduction of new,
labor-saving technologies (Sahiken, 1984, pp. 167-70) and «job export»
policies (Halberstam, 1986, pp. 690-91). Worse, unions are being unable to
keep their share of the manufacturing work force. Between 1980 and 1984,
unions lost 1.4 million members in manufacturing, while the number of
nonunion manufacturing workers rose by 700,000. In the same period,
unions’ share of the manufacturing work force fell from 32.2 per cent to
26.5 per cent (The Wall Street Journal, June 18, 1985, p. 1).

Another important environmental change is the long-term shift in the
demographic characteristics of the labor force. The manufacturing sector is
loosing ground to newly created service-producing firms -—— such as
paralegal, physical therapy, computer programming, retail sales, foods,
and system analysis — which, more and more, employ women, retirees,
part-timers, immigrants, and highly educated and mobile workers (Business
Week, August 10, 1987, pp. 48-53). This shift in labor’s composition in-
creases heterogeneity which, in turn, makes labor harder to organize and
control (Halberstam, 1986, pp. 482-89). Some of these new groups do not
identify with the «blue collar» image of traditional labor but lack any col-
lective identity with which to replace it in the workplace. In addition, tradi-
tional union services, such as seniority and pension plans, geared toward
organizational and career stability may not attract these workers who are
mobile and often perform within dynamic industrial relations systems.

1 This section draws heavily on MURRAY and RESHEF, 1987.
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Juris and Roomkin (1980) point to a shift in manufacturing from the
highly unionized «snow belt» to the «sun belt» as another factor in labor’s
troubles. The move has been caused due to the relocation of employers who
prefer the greater union-avoidance opportunities these areas provide.

Labor’s relative power has been weakened by changing labor market
conditions. Dramatically heightened foreign competition, a series of reces-
sions starting in 1973, and deregulation have all prompted employers to
pursue tough union-avoidance strategies. Strident anti-unionism is now ac-
ceptable, unlike fifty years ago when employers could not resist unionism
without appearing to be conservative elite resistant to the progress of the
New Deal (Piore, 1982). Then, employers responded pragmatically to
unionism by adopting collective bargaining, now they are pursuing a variety
of union-avoidance tactics (Lawler, 1986). Aggressive employer campaigns
in representational elections (Lawler, 1984; Lawler & West, 1985), conces-
sions made by unions even when there was no real need for them (The Wall
Street Journal, March 6, 1984, p. 1), shifting investments from union to
nonunion plants (Verma & Kochan, 1985), the creation of nonunion sub-
sidiaries (Cappelli & Chalykoff, 1985), and the use of mergers to threaten
the unionized segments of the newly merged companies (Curtin, 1985) are
just a few examples of how employers successfully weaken unions.

Recent legal decisions have further reduced unions’ ability to resist
employers so that «[e]ven when employees do select an exclusive represen-
tative, they may find themselves with less influence than organized workers
previously enjoyed» (Craver, 1985, p. 609). Recent NLRB and court deci-
sions have narrowed the scope of mandatory collective bargaining (for a
useful review of such decisions see Schlossberg & Fetter, 1986). The
Supreme Court in the First National Maintenance Corp. v. NLRB?and later,
the NLRB in United Technologies® established the «basic principle that
management need not negotiate over corporate decisions on the capital
structure of the firm, even though such decisions may affect the wages and
jobs of employees covered by collective agreements» (Block & McLennan,
1985, p. 371). Consequently, corporations have been permitted to exercise
unilateral control over strategic decisions such as plant closing and the shift
of capital resources in response to economic change. Unions, on the other
hand, can expect bargaining over such decisions only when they are premis-
ed on labor cost considerations.

2 First National Maintenance Corp. v. NLRB, 452 U.S. 666 (1981).
3 NLRBv. United Technologies Inc., 269 NLRB 162 (1984).
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Unions’ position in the plant has been further eroded by the Sixth Cir-
cuit in NLRB v. Streamway Division of the Scott & Fetzer Co.*. In its deci-
sion the Court held that an in-plant representation committee organized and
established by the company was not a «labor organization» under the
NLRA. While allowing employee-employer cooperation ventures, this deci-
sion might have detracted from the representative role of the union in the
plant and jeopardized the traditional regulatory function of the collective
agreement.

Diminishing membership, an increasing number of successful decer-
tifications (Goldfield, 1984), widespread concession bargaining, and grow-
ing employers’ ability to «cheaply» avoid unions (Freeman & Medoff, 1984,
pp. 233-39) indicate manufacturing unions’ diminishing ability to suc-
cessfully implement their economic strategy. Confounding unions’ ability
to apply the economic strategy is the changing management approach to in-
dustrial relations. Constituting a major break with past industrial relations
philosophy and practices, this development has been giving rise to new in-
dustrial relations patterns. These patterns necessitate unions to reformulate
their traditional industrial strategy if they are to regain their vitality in the
political and economic markets.

NEW MANAGEMENT IR PRACTICES

Since the early 1970s, two recessions, deregulation, and mounting
foreign competition have brought considerable pressures to bear on
American manufacturers. Slowly but steadily, management has been learn-
ing that quality, not only cost, is a key to market success (Business Week,
June 8, 1987, p. 139; Globe and Mail, June 17, 1987, p. B17). Understan-
ding, either by looking at their Japanese counterparts or by probing into
their own past practices, the potential embodied in «productivity through
people» management has adopted a new outlook toward their role and in-
dustrial relations function in the workplace.

It is now a well established article of faith that there is more to manage-
ment then planning, organizing, staffing, and controlling. Nowadays,
managements, at least in the big corporation, play a role transcending that
of day-to-day economic transactions. Managers are now seen as culture
builders (Schein, 1985, p. 2). They are expected to manage their subor-
dinates’ commitment and motivation, thus inducing them to raise their ef-
forts at work and concern for product quality. An instructive reflection of
this is given by Xerox top executives’ claiming that (Business Week, May
11, 1981, p. 89):

4 NLRBv. Streamway Div., 691 F.2d 288 (6th Cir. 1982).
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«[We] honestly believe that most people are naturally innovative, want to work hard,
only don’t because management doesn’t create the kind of environment where they
can.»

And that the creation of such an environment

«requires a change in attitude throughout a company, and that change must be sup-
ported from the top.»

Once this notion has made its way into managements’ frame of
reference, managements recognize (a) the inevitable link between the quality
of industrial relations® in their own house and the quality of the product
they produce, and (b) the importance of the individual worker to quality
production, because «the people down in the pits are the ones who really
understand what’s wrong with the system» (Business Week, June 8, 1987, p.
132; see also Business Week, May 11, 1987, p. 84). Consequently,
managements have been trying to better manage their workers’ motivation
in an attempt to make them invest more energy in producing better pro-
ducts.

But, one cannot extract higher worker motivation and commitment,
arguably indispensible ingredients for manufacturing better quality pro-
ducts, without creating a supportive environment of high trust, openness,
cooperation, and easy communication. An environment where workers will
not be afraid of undertaking higher responsibility and being innovative in
performing their jobs. In short, once realizing that workers might perform
better if their job is redesigned to fulfill both their mental and physical
capabilities, management starts altering some of its traditional industrial
relations practices, thus creating the culture necessary to support the struc-
tural change.

Growing managements’ awareness of the link between worker motiva-
tion and commitment and a company’s competitiveness underlies a radical
change in a major assumption long-held by management and unions — that
industrial relations are adversarial by nature. Now, more and more,
management is learning that industrial relations, when defined in
mutualistic terms, can positively contribute to higher product quality and a
better competitive position. Consequently, management is implementing

s Currently, the quality of industrial relations is considered to be the product of three
factors: First, written rules, namely, a collective agreement and the appropriate laws; second,
unwritten rules in terms of values, norms, customs and practices; and, third, common sense,
an internal gauge which helps one assess the short-term implications of one’s bahavior, even
though this behavior should be regulated by the first two factors. The quality of industrial rela-
tions itself is reflected daily through informal and formal disputes, absenteeism, turnover, or
sabotage.
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various QWL programs aiming at the dual goal of making work more satis-
fying and improving product quality (e.g., Jain & Giles, 1985; Long &
Warner, 1987).

There are numerous examples of recently implemented QWL pro-
grams®. Generally they include «a gain-sharing scheme, pay for knowledge,
single status for unskilled workers, common facilities for management and
workers, problem-solving groups, and even a level of guaranteed employ-
ment for [the majority] of the workforce» (Wood, 1986, p. 437). QWL pro-
grams have emerged within a framework of concession bargaining in basic
industries such as the steel and automobile (Business Week, February 8,
1982, pp. 81-2; Forbes, March 10, 1986, pp. 80-6). By and large, they have
been initiated by management, institutionalized through the concession
bargaining (e.g., Financial Times, October 1, 1984, p. 27), and im-
plemented with the help of the union. In return for its cooperative attitudes
and tangible economic give-backs through collective bargaining, the union
has gained voluntary recognition in certain new ventures, such as GM’s
Saturn venture (The Wall Street Journal, June 3, 1986, p. 7), a seat on the
corporate board, as in Chrysler (for more cases see Business Week, May 7,
1984, pp. 151-53), or more say at the shop level.

The movement toward greater worker participation in decision making
is most intensive at the shop level, where workers can have a voice in
establishing production and quality standards and rules governing their
relations with supervisors. This development marks a major change in
managements’ traditional conception of industrial relations. Presently, in-
dustrial relations, instead of being perceived as a hindrance to the produc-
tion process and marginal to management mainstream strategic agenda
(e.g., finance, marketing, mergers), is being incorporated into
managements’ overall business strategy.

Under the adversarial, scientific management approach, managements’
main desire was to make the utmost use of production machines to increase
production totals. Management, therefore, had tried to isolate the produc-
tion process from any, supposedly, obstructive industrial relations element
by either exhibiting an all-out resistance to trade unionism, or by supporting
the principles of the adversarial industrial relations system.

In contrast, managements’ adoption of QWL programs, together with
concession bargaining, signals a significant overhault in the function they
have assigned to industrial relations at the point of production. Nowadays,
managements are integrating industrial relations into an overall business
strategy geared toward regaining a competitive edge. The function they

6 To review some of these examples the reader may wish to refer to GUEST, 1979;
DONNELLY, 1977; WALTON, 1977; and FULLER, 1980.
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have assigned to industrial relations institutions, old (trade unions and col-
lective bargaining) and new (QWL programs), is unprecedented — to
change the worker-machine and improve the worker-organization relation-
ship. In the process, management learns how to supply workers with certain
benefits without union involvement (e.g., Verma & Mckersie, 1987),
thereby loosening union-member ties. That this might help management
create a union-free environment is an added benefit for management, which
«has never really come to terms with the legitimacy of the union’s function
in the work place» (Barbash, 1987, p. 168). The result might, sometimes, be
a paradox — workplace cooperation projects which relegate unions to a
peripheral role in the industrial relations system.

To sum, since the early 1980s, some managements have switched from
«production-through-machines» approach to «production-through-
people» approach, the precursor of which is QWL programs. By giving
workers more say and higher responsibility in performing their job
managements turn workers into «job owners». Consequently, workers, at
least in some of those places which have adopted QWL programs, are not
merely an extension of a machine or a working tool. They have gained some
level of control over the job with various economic and psychological
benefits (Katz, Kochan, and Gobeille, 1983; Verma & McKersie, 1987).
They can identify problems and stop the production process, decide on the
skill level they would like to acquire, and report directly to management.

This by no means implies that the primal management-labor conflict
over resource allocation has been eliminated. What it does mean, however,
is that management has learned how to manage part of it outside the
grievance procedure and the bargaining table. Some unions, therefore, find
themselves operating in an industrial relations system governed by new
rules-of-the-game. Being significantly different from those governing the
adversarial industrial relations system, the new rules challenge established
union institutions and the industrial relations philosophy which underlies
union action and organizational foundations.

CHALLENGES FOR TRADE UNIONS

By and large, manufacturing unions are not used to performing within
production systems not based on adversarial employee-management rela-
tions. Executing since their inception their «pure and simple» philosophy,
these unions have confined themselves to a limited bargaining agenda
reflecting the immediate interests of their members in the workplace. While
for years this orientation has meshed neatly with managements’ industrial
relations orientation, it is no longer the case. Changing union environments
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and management industrial relations practices challenge union capabilities
to deliver traditional services, regulate the worker-management relation-
ship, maintain intra- and inter-organizational solidarity, avoid decertifica-
tions and attract new members.

It was mentioned above that three of the key assumptions (3 to 5) of the
economic model are that: An inherent exclusivity of interest exists between
the union and management; the union should not involve itself in manage-
ment decision making; and collective bargaining, therefore, forms the basic
regulatory mechanism of the labor-management relationship. QWL violates
all of these assumptions, and the altering union environments render an
alternative action model difficult to devise.

The basic idea of QWL is that workers contribute to the design of the
production process. By doing so workers can improve both their own work-
ing conditions and plant efficiency. This implies that commonality of in-
terest between labor and management does exist. By participating in deci-
sions which influence plant layout and production design, workers and their
union are being drawn into decision making processes that have traditional-
ly been managements’ sole responsibility.

This process seriously erodes collective bargaining’s role as the preemi-
nent regulatory mechanism of the labor-management relationship and with
it unions’ regulatory role in the worksite. To be effective, QWL programs
must be free to consider such issues as manning, relative pay, and job flex-
ibility which were once the sole responsibility of, and arguably still are an
integral part of, the collective bargaining process. In reality, however, the
line dividing the QWL’s and collective bargaining’s jurisdiction is growing
finer. Frequently, the regulatory power of a collective agreement is jeopar-
dized when management and workers are able to short circuit its jurisdic-
tion and settle various problems through QWL arrangements such as
«quality circles» (Bradely & Hill, 1987, pp. 79-80). Thus, whether
deliberately or not, QWL programs have provided management with a
leverage to loosen unions’ grip over job regulation.

Indicating unions’ inability to use traditional institutions to promote
member interests and challenge employers’ practices is the fact that,
sometimes, collective bargaining turns out to be a complementary compo-
nent in management strategy of coping with growing competitive pressures
(Cappelli, 1985; Kochan & Katz, 1983). On these occasions, management
uses the bargaining process to implement their own strategic decisions
which have been formulated at the corporate level, away from the bargain-
ing table. For example, according to recent collective agreements signed in
the auto industry, both Ford and GM can adapt to market changes by
eliminating one out of every two positions left open by attrition and by lay-
ing off workers if demand falls (though not if sales of domestically produc-
ed cars are hurt by those imported by the companies).
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Worse still, since unions are concentrated in declining industries
(Kochan, Katz, and McKersie, 1986, pp. 48-50) they have become less
capable of delivering their two foremost services — competitive wages and
job security. There is growing evidence that nonunion employees are getting
larger pay increases than organized workers (Business Week, December 29,
1986, p. 37), perhaps because in the highly unionized manufacturing sector,
where job losses have been heavy since the 1981/82 recession, unions put
more emphasis on non-wage issues’. Indicative of this development is the
decline in Cost-of-Living-Agreements (COLA) and the increase in two-tier
wage settlements. In 1986, only 3.5 million workers under bargaining
agreements covering 1,000 or more employees had COLA coverage, down
from a peak of six million workers in 1977 (Bureau of National Affairs
[BNA], August 28, 1986). Two-tier wage arrangements (specifying lower
rates of pay for new employees) have doubled from 5% in 1983 to 10% in
1986, and for the fourth consecutive year median wage increases in these
settlements were lower than median increases in all nonconstruction set-
tlements (BNA, February 26, 1987). Employer bargaining objectives for
1988 indicate that more employers are seeking to eliminate COLAs and
negotiate two-tier wage arrangements (BNA, 1987, 12:954).

In addition, unions have difficulties delivering job security. As men-
tioned before, under the 1987 collective agreements in the car industry, both
GM and Ford guaranteed the jobs of current workers but retain the right to
lay them off if demand falls. Moreover, GM can still go ahead with its plan
to shut down 16 facilities, thereby eliminating more than 30,000 union jobs.
Perhaps as aresult of unions’ inability to deliver job security, workers, more
and more, prefer to decertify their union when they believe the union
threatens their company’s competitiveness (The Wall Street Journal, June
13, 1985, p. 22).

Since union capabilities to deliver selective services are weakening and
since the three most important things workers expect from their jobs (a
good salary, job security, and appreciation for a job well done) are increas-
ingly being provided by nonunion firms (Business Week, July 8, 1985, p.
76), unions cannot stem declining popularity and organizational atrophy.
Thus, given that «industrial relations abhors a vaccum» (Barbash, 1987),
when unions loose ground as worker service agents certain union functions
have to be performed by management and/or government agencies. Indeed,
nowadays, more and more, the courts and state legislatures are becoming

7 The recent bargaining round in the mining industry vividly illustrates this point. While
the miners are declaring that they are «pretty flexible on wages», they put job security on top
of their bargaining agenda (Business Week, November 2, 1987, p. 99). The United Mine
Workers’ leaders have realized that to maintain their union organization they must stem their
union’s spectacular decline (UMW?’s active membership has dwindled by one-third since 1984,
to about 85,000).
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the most effective advocates of employee rights (Business Week, July 8,
1985, p. 72), thereby further eroding the needs for unions.

It is not, therefore, surprising that the percentage of all workers — in-
cluding union members — who favor unions declined from 60 per cent to 47
per cent, between 1977 and 1984 (Business Week, September 21, 1987, p.
22) and that unions have lost four million members since 1975. Between
1980 and 1985, while jobs increased by seven millions union membership
fell by 3.1 million (BNA, March 26, 1987). Consequently, nowadays,
unions represent less than 14 per cent of the private nonagricultural labor
force (Business Week, September 21, 1987, p. 22).

Recruiting difficulties also contribute to union decline. Nonunion com-
panies are willing to go to any lengths to keep their workers happy so they
remain union-free. For example, IBM is considering extreme measures to
maintain its full employment policy (Business Week, July 7, 1986, pp. 54-5;
The Wall Street Journal, July 18, 1986, p. 4), and Worthington Industries,
a steel company, keeps its work force at 100 persons per plant to facilitate
communication and increase employee-management trust. Consequently,
nonunion workers are more pleased with their pay, job security, and other
aspects of work than their counterparts were seven or eight years ago, even
though real earnings have declined since 1977 (Business Week, September
21, 1987, p. 22). Perhaps this is why nonmanagerial, nonunion workers’
desire for union representation fell from about 40 per cent in 1977 to 32 per
cent in 1984 (ibid).

The blend of changing environments and management industrial rela-
tions practices endangers another union cornerstone — inter- and intra-
organizational solidarity. In the auto industry, for example, QWL ar-
rangements impinge on a major assumption of the United Automobile
Workers’ (UAW) traditional industrial relations approach — connective
bargaining®. By permitting different working conditions and different pay-
scales through pay-for-knowledge arrangements across plants, QWL under-
mines connective bargaining, thereby directly threatening union solidarity
(Katz, 1985, p. 100). The reason being the growing competition among in-
dividual workers, work groups, and plants (Luria, 1986). For example,
when asked who you are competing with, a GM Personnel Director
answered — «we are competing with every plant in the GM system»
(reported in Wood, 1986, p. 431). And, in the 1987 negotiations at GM,
«the real story... is at the local level, because that’s where productivity gains
will come from» (Business Week, August 10, 1987, p. 25).

8 Under the connective bargaining principle, wages and working conditions had been
standardized across the auto industry and within each company. All workers in the industry
doing the same job earned the same wages. Intracompany wage variation across plants was
avoided by the elimination of piece-rate and the national standardization of job classification
across plants (KATZ, 1985, pp. 29-38).
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In other cases, considerable conflict developed between local unions
and their nationals over the willingness of the former to participate in QWL
programs as a quid-pro-quo for economic concessions (Cappelli, 1985). So
much so that, recently, disillusioned union members created the National
Rank and File Coalition Against Concessions to counteract national
leaders’ will to accept concessions and cooperate with managements who
are involved in plant shutdowns (BNA, February 26, 1987).

Solidarity problems also have occurred among unions representing dif-
ferent work groups at the same company when some unions agreed to create
QWL programs in exchange for monetary concessions while other unions
disagreed. Recently, Pan Am’s unions, trying to attract investors to save the
company, agreed to offer 20% savings through wage cuts and changes in
work rules. But, Pan Am’s largest union, the Transport Workers Union,
refused to join the coalition and is resisting pay cuts or other concessions
(Business Week, October 19, 1987, p. 57).

To recapitulate, changes in union environments and management in-
dustrial relations practices have been challenging U.S. manufacturing
unions on several counts. First, unions have difficulties to deliver tradi-
tional services such as pay increases and job security. Second, they have lost
part of their regulatory capabilities. On many occasions, the worker-
management relationship is regulated outside the collective agreement’s
jurisdiction. Third, union intra- and inter-organizational solidarity has
diminished. The above changes have increased competition among in-
dividual workers, work groups, and locals of the same and of different
unions. Fourth, unions cannot stem the tide of decertifications and to,
finally, attract new members. The question is, what choices do unions striv-
ing to revitalize themselves face?

UNION CHOICES

Unions trying to revitalize themselves as a major force in society and
industrial relations systems face choices at two levels — a long-term,
strategic level and a short-term, tactical level. At the strategic level, unions
should decide on the role they will play in the politico-economic market and
on the type of relationship they will maintain with their environments in the
long-run. Such a decision concerns the action orientation or strategy unions
will employ over the next decades. The choice here is whether to keep ad-
vocating the traditional or seek a new action orientation comprising a new
set of underlying assumptions. Hence, an outcome of this decision may be
long-term changes in the assumptions currently underlying union
philosophy and action.
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At the tactical level, unions’ decisions depend on their strategic choice.
But whatever the strategic decision is unions will face tactical choices as
well. To illustrate, if unions decide to keep implementing their current
economic orientation, they have several tactical choices, each having its
own costs and benefits. For example, it has been argued that to prevent fur-
ther erosion of their institutional power, unions must take a greater role at
corporate level policy making (Kochan & Piore, 1984; Kochan, McKersie,
and Cappelli, 1984). «To survive, unions must develop a compensating role
at the top or the strategic level, and across all levels unions must deliver new
‘goodies’...» (McKersie, 1985, p. 646).

The challenge here is two fold: First, how to convince management that
cooperation cannot be complete if enacted only at the shop level; that no
full-fledged industrial pact can be drawn unless top business and labor
leaders cooperate in determining national economic goals. Second, in case
labor leaders do successfully penetrate corporate strategic decision making
bastions, does it herald the end of labor’s organizational, political, and in-
stitutional decline?

Another tactical path available within the economic orientation con-
cerns unions’ service menu. If they are to attract employees in the growing
service-producing industries, unions should develop a new service agenda
which will reflect the unique needs of these employees. This agenda should
be configured such that the member-service relationship will not be
mediated only by the employing organization. Indeed, adopting a report of
its Committee on the Evolution of Work, the AFL-CIO is offering members
direct benefits (i.e., life and health insurance programs, low-cost credit
cards) outside the structure of a collective bargaining (BNA, June 18, 1987).

This choice entails several problems. First, unions’ direct benefits and
management ideology and interests are not mutually exclusive. Employers
can still provide the very same services, thereby eliminating this incentive to
unionize. Second, the higher the number of members linked to unions
through direct services, or «consumerism», rather than through shared
social experiences, the lower the intra-union solidarity. Third, the higher the
competition among unions offering direct services, the more expensive these
services for unions and the lower the inter-union solidarity. Finally, direct
services fail to cater to the unique needs of minority work groups such as
women and immigrants.

Whether deliberately or out of sheer inertia, evidence presented
throughout the paper suggests that manufacturing unions keep practising
their traditional economic orientation with somewhat altered nuances at the
shop level. Unions still rely on traditional regulatory institutions in their
search for effectiveness, emphasize immediate interests as their major
recruiting and organizational maintenance device, and generally perceive
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QWL programs merely as a tactical adjustment to economic necessity. In
the rare cases when unions try to introduce strategic changes (e.g., union-
management cooperation together with less emphasis on the collective
agreement as the foremost regulatory mechanism) into their action orienta-
tion’s underlying assumptions, they face great difficulties. Internal strifes,
low worker trust, and perhaps a perennial attachment to tradition hinder
the development of a new union strategy and philosophy.

The argument here is that if manufacturing unions are to reemerge as a
vital force in American society they must search for a new action orienta-
tion. The recent decade has demonstrated that it has become difficult, if not
impossible, to maintain the union organization on the basis of a narrow
menu of selective services. Perhaps, a new, more global union orientation
should be devised. It should transcend the bargaining arena and members’
immediate interests. It should emphasize a new «sense of moral outrage»
based on global issues, such as, budget allocation, and how to counteract
the impact of international wage differentials on local employment and the
massive layoffs accompanied technological developments. The crux of the
argument is that, global issues exist which if effectively framed could
restore that «sense of moral outrage» which bound the public to the union
movement in those times when unions enjoyed their greatest success. To ac-
complish this, and regardless of the direction a new union strategy takes,
unions must entertain strategic options which can be implemented in-
dependently of the traditional institutions of unionization and job regula-
tion.

DISCUSSION

Changing management industrial relations practices and union en-
vironments pose various challenges to manufacturing trade unions in the
United States. The former changes challenge long-cherished union «bread-
and-butter» philosophy and economic strategy. The latter changes render
alternatives difficult to devise and apply. Unions, even those which have
shown genuine willingness to cooperate with management in the battle for
market position, are still a far cry from being able to accommodate altered
environments and industrial relations patterns. They have vet to forge the
right socio-economic agenda required to mobilize their members, organize
nonunion workers, and engage the community at large in their cause.
Moreover, labor leaders who operate within changing industrial relations
systems must design an alternative strategy, philosophy, and role for their
unions, and cease constantly reacting to management strategic initiatives
(Shaiken, 1984, p. 270; Reshef & Murray, forthcoming).
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Among questions labor leaders should deal with are: Is collective
bargaining still the foremost regulatory mechanism in employee-employer
relations? How can QWL programs be used to enhance unions’ position in
the plant? Should American unions still limit themselves to the economic
arena where they advocate an ever contracting «bread-and-butter» bargain-
ing agenda? Should unions’ main objective still be the management of
discontent in the workplace? What strategies are available for unions to
counteract top management and government obstructive strategies in times
of economic downturn? How can unions counteract the repercussions
unleashed by the globalization of the product market and the accompanied
international labor cost differentials? Can they use the globalization of this
market to their own favour? Should labor leaders play any role in the inter-
national labor market?

There are no simple answers to these and many other questions.
Generally, however, union leaders should explore and apply methods to af-
fect industrial relations outside the bargaining arena, perhaps even outside
the economic marketplace. They must feel free to entertain strategic options
implemented independently of the traditional institutions of job regulation
and industrial relations practices.

Like management, then, union leaders should think strategically. For
example, improving plant cooperation is meaningless without aligning it
with an overall approach to industrial relations; or, increasing job security
through concession bargaining can be detrimental to unions if not sup-
ported by measures to increase union impact over corporate strategic de-
cision making. In times of slower growth, deregulation, globalization, rapid
technological change, fierce nonunion competition, and hostile policy
unions must integrate and make consistent all aspects of trade unionism —
organization, job regulation, service delivery, political action, underlying
philosophy — if they are to revitalize themselves and revolve outside
managements’ orbit.
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Le milieu changeant et les pratiques des employeurs en matiére de
relations de travail: leurs conséquences pour les syndicats américains

Cet article traite des problémes que doivent affronter les syndicats industriels
contraints d’appliquer les principes du syndicalisme d’affaires, alors que le milieu et
les méthodes des employeurs se modifient en matiére de relations professionnelles.
Depuis le début, les syndicats américains ont adopté une orientation économique de
leur stratégie dans le domaine des relations du travail. Cette orientation de leur ac-
tivité devient de plus en plus difficile a appliquer & mesure que ’environnement
change et que la philosophie du patronat en matiére de relations du travail délaisse
les attitudes d’opposition traditionnelles.

Ce qui importe, ¢’est que ces syndicats doivent agir & I’intérieur d’un régime de
relations professionnelles plus mutualiste, un systéme caractérisé par, entre autres
choses, un nombre de plus en plus considérable de programmes de qualité de la vie
au travail (Q.V.T.) — 52 pour cent des entreprises de plus de 10 000 employés
avaient institué un cercle de qualité en 1982; une forme quelconque de programme de
participation existait dans 36 pour cent de 1’ensemble des entreprises et dans 58 pour
cent de celles qui comptent plus de 1 000 employés en 1985; enfin, des cercles de qua-
lité ont été instaurés dans 36,3 pour cent et des groupes autonomes de travail dans
27,6 pour cent des entreprises suivies par 1’American Management Association.
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Quoique le nombre de travailleurs syndiqués touchés par ce changement particulier
ne soit pas connu, le fait qu’il se produit dans des industries fortement syndicalisées,
telles que celles de ’acier et de ’automobile, en fait un sujet qui justifie une investi-
gation.

Pendant des années, I’orientation économique des syndicats s’est fort bien ajus-
tée a ’approche hostile des employeurs en matiére de relations professionnelles.
Celle-ci a été en partie le résultat de I’organisation scientifique du travail adoptée par
les employeurs dans I’industrie il y a environ huit décennies. Mais 1’orientation éco-
nomique des syndicats industriels ne s’y ajuste plus sans heurts. Aujourd’hui, au
plan de I’établissement, ’approche inamicale des employeurs dans le domaine des
relations de travail se modifie. Les changements ont affaibli les bases organisation-
nelles et institutionnelles des syndicats et miné la philosophie du syndicalisme d’af-
faires ainsi que la stratégie économique qu’il chérissaient depuis longtemps.

Les syndicats, méme ceux qui ont montré une bonne volonté véritable a collabo-
rer avec les employeurs dans la bataille de la conquéte des marchés, sont encore bien
loin d’étre capables de s’accommoder 4 un milieu changé et a des relations profes-
sionnelles de type nouveau. Il leur faut encore forger le véritable régime socio-écono-
mique requis pour mobiliser leurs membres, favoriser I’adhésion des travailleurs non
syndiqués et engager la société dans son ensemble & appuyer leur cause. Si l’on s’ex-
prime différemment, les dirigeants syndicaux qui agissent a I’intérieur de systémes de
relations du travail en voie de transformation doivent proposer une stratégie, une
philosophie et un réle nouveau a leurs syndicats et cesser de s’opposer aux initiatives
stratégiques des employeurs.

En conséquence, leur faut-il se poser plusieurs questions. Est-ce que la négocia-
tion collective est encore le mécanisme principal de réglement dans les relations entre
employeurs et salariés? Comment les programmes de la qualité de vie au travail peu-
vent-ils étre utilisés pour renforcer la situation des syndicats a 1’usine? Les syndicats
américains devraient-ils encore limiter leur action a la sphére économique ot ils pré-
conisent un régime de négociation d’affaires fondé sur des contrats? Le principal ob-
jectif des syndicats devrait-il étre encore la gestion des mécontentements au lieu du
travail? Quelles stratégies sont-elles possibles pour contrecarrer les stratégies impor-
tunes de la haute direction des entreprises et du gouvernement en période de ralentis-
sement économique? Comment les syndicats peuvent-ils résister aux répercussions
engendrées par la globalisation du marché des biens et des différences des cofits du
travail qui les accompagnent au niveau international? Peuvent-ils utiliser cette globa-
lisation des marchés a leur avantage? Les dirigeants syndicaux devraient-ils jouer un
r6le quelconque sur le marché international du travail?

A ces questions, il n’y a pas de réponses simples, de méme qu’a plusieurs autres.
En général, cependant, les dirigeants syndicaux devraient examiner et appliquer des
méthodes de relations professionnelles a I’extérieur de la sphére des négociations col-
lectives, peut-étre méme a I’extérieur des marchés économiques. Ils doivent se sentir
libres de concevoir des options stratégiques mises en oeuvre indépendamment des
institutions traditionnelles de réglementation du travail et des pratiques actuelles en
matiére de relations professionnelles.



