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During the past two decades, the majority of private and public sector
employers in the United States have undertaken some form of workplace
transformation that encourages employee involvement and participation.
Among those efforts, the most effective—as measured by productivity
and quality outcomes—are those undertaken in unionized workplaces
(Kelley and Harrison 1992; Black and Lynch 2001). Nevertheless, the
record of success for most of these transformational programs remains
highly uneven and is typically limited. Cappelli and Neumark (2001).

reported that high-performance work practices in the private sector are
associated with higher compensation costs that may not be offset by pro-
ductivity improvements, thus dampening employer interest in these pro-
grams. Employee reports show mixed results, significantly worse in the
public sector. According to Freeman (1996), although an estimated 60
percent of unionized public sector employees participated in employee
involvement efforts, compared to 55 percent in the private sector, only
one in six believed employee involvement efforts were very effective,
compared to one in three in the private sector. Union leaders indicated
disappointment with their participation in transformation efforts, as well.
In all AFL-CIO—sponsored survey, 82 percent of union leaders evaluated
the results of their cooperative efforts as either fair or poor (Levine
1997).

The diffusion of workplace transformation efforts remains a source
of considerable debate. Studies of the incidence of these practices rely
on surveys of private sector experience with results highly dependent on
the questions investigated and the universe sampled. The most common
transformation practices are offline employee meetings held for the
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purposes of information sharing, problem solving, or quality improve-
ment. In the most comprehensive analysis to date, Blasi and Kruse
(2001), using the U.S. Census Bureau's National Employer Surveys for
1994 and 1997, reported that 80 percent of private sector work sites
with more than 20 employees had such offline meetings in 1994 and 74
percent had them in 1997. They also found that among private sector
workers, approximately 52 percent participated in such meetings in
1994 and 55 percent in 1997, indicating broad-based diffusion of these
participatory meeting practices. They also investigated the depth of
these changes by examining the bundling of practices into what is often
described as high-performance work systems. (Such bundling is consid-
ered necessary to institutionalize productivity- and quality-enhancement
processes.) Blasi and Kruse (2001) reported that only 1 percent of U.S.
private sector establishments had adopted a bundle of practices associ-
ated with high-performance work systems.

Thus, private sector studies suggest that the diffusion of offline em-
ployee participation is widespread, but that practices associated with
more fundamental workplace change are not. There is breadth without
depth. The evidence also indicates that the diffusion process may have
plateaued in the private sector during the mid-1990s (Blasi and Kruse
2001; Osterman 1999). However, union involvement appears to be asso-
ciated with the success of those efforts that are more ambitious.

Although recent interest in these programs originated in the private
sector, employee involvement meetings have become widely diffused
throughout both the private and public sectors (Freeman 1996). This is
true even though the labor-management relations environment in the
public sector is distinctly different from that in the private sector. In
contrast with the private sector, for example, public sector union mem-
bership has grown during the last 30 years whereas private sector union
membership has declined by 50 percent, falling from eighteen million
to nine million members. In the public sector, 28 states and the federal
government provide legal frameworks for collective negotiations, creat-
ing a decentralized system of labor-management relations. In contrast,
the private sector is overseen by a single, two-tiered national system of
labor relations, embodied in the Taft-Hartley Amendments of the
National Labor Relations Act (NLRA). Most public sector laws provide
much more stringent restrictions on the use of concerted self-help activ-
ity and on the scope of bargaining, particularly over conditions of
employment. This may make joint transformation practices more attrac-
tive to unions in the public sector.
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Through their political involvement, public sector unions participate
in the selection of political leaders, who serve in a capacity similar to
private sector executives. Politicians more favorably disposed to unions
may consider transformation efforts a more positive and effective alter-
native to privatization. Nonetheless, the challenge in workplace change
efforts in the public sector is to reform a very special bureaucracy, the
civil service. This bureaucracy may impede organizational performance
and stifle flexibility, but it also insulates employees and agencies from
political corruption, nepotism, and antilabor politicians. A final factor
making work change efforts more complex in the public sector is that
the workforce comprises many more professionals and managerial
employees who not only are supervised by management, but who may
themselves supervise union member–employees.

Nevertheless, while recognizing these differences, I believe that the
more intensely studied private sector experience may provide some
insights into the challenges facing public sector union leaders engaged
in workplace change efforts. The impetus for these programs in both
sectors often arises from crisis. In the private sector, the deteriorating
competitive position of a firm or facility, which jeopardizes union-repre-
sented jobs, frequently stimulates union participation. The impetus for
public sector union participation often arises either from a budgetary
crisis that threatens layoffs or the privatization of public services.

The Evolution of Union Involvement in Participative Programs
A series of automobile industry studies have tracked the evolution of

employee-participation programs and their ability to influence plant
performance. Katz, Kochan, and Gobeille (1983) found that
quality-of-work-life ( QWL) programs were associated with modest improvements
in product quality but not in productivity in their survey of 18 General
Motors (GM) plants during the 1970s. More-intensive QWL programs
produced results no greater than those associated with less-intensive
programs. Katz, Kochan, and Weber (1985) studied 25 GM plants dur-
ing the oil crisis of 1978–1980. They concluded that QWL had no effect
on efficiency and a somewhat negative effect on quality. Katz, Kochan,
and Keefe (1987) studied the performance changes of 53 GM plants be-
tween 1979 and 1986, using more rigorous methods than the earlier
studies. They found that both worker and union participation in technol-
ogy decisions was significantly associated with a reduction in the ratio of
supervisors to workers, a reduction in labor hours for car assembly, and
improvements in product quality. Corporatewide employee involvement
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and team initiatives, however, had no measurable effects on productiv-
ity, quality, or supervisory ratios.

The results of that study underscore the importance of local-union
and local-management participation in the design and implementation
of participative programs. There, both employee involvement and team
systems were programs created through corporate and international
union collective bargaining that plants and local unions were expected to
implement, often under considerable pressure and the promise of
rewards from above. There were no officially sanctioned programs for
participation in technology decisions, however. Union and worker partic-
ipation on technology questions originated at the local level. This locally
initiated participation improved operating performance substantially—as
measured by the corporation's plant-level productivity and quality
data—whereas the official programs had no measurable performance
effect (Keefe and Katz 1990). This result reinforces Cook's (1990) survey
findings regarding the importance of local union leadership's involve-
ment as possibly the most critical factor for program success.

The auto industry studies suggest that both managements and
unions were continually learning how to improve performance through
participation. The research based on 1970s data found no effect on pro-
ductivity and mixed results on quality. The research using data from the
early and mid-1980s found no impact from the corporatewide programs,
but positive outcomes from locally initiated cooperation on technology
issues. The most recent data show that the more comprehensive the
joint activity, the larger the economic benefit from participation. The
Dunlop Commission (1994) concluded, based on its review of this re-
search, that if participation remains limited in scope and isolated in spe-
cific shop-floor programs, it will not have a significant impact on firm
performance. Further evidence of the benefits of union participation is
provided by the GM-UAW partnership at Saturn, the ultimate experi-
ment in labor-management relations to date. The major source of Sat-
urn's success (improved coordination and quality) arises from greater
levels of lateral communication facilitated by the union comanagers
(Rubinstein 2000).

Participation programs not only affect productivity and quality
directly, but they may also have indirect effects by influencing the tenor
of labor-management relations. Worker-participation programs have
generally been associated with reductions in grievance rates (Ronchi
1981; Havlovie 1991). Lower levels of grievance activity have been
found to improve product quality and plant productivity (Katz, Kochan,
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and Gobeille 1983; Katz, Kochan, and Weber 1985; Nosworthy and
Zabala 1985; Cutcher-Gershenfeld 1991). Productivity in union steel
mills having an average number of grievances was 1.2 percent lower
than that in mills with no grievances, for example, according to Ich-
niowski(1986).

Another factor that may result in quality improvements and in-
creased productivity is improving employee attitudes through participa-
tion. Nosworthy and Zabala (1985) estimated that between 1959 and
1976 a 10 percent annual improvement in worker attitudes and behavior
would have translated into a 3—5 percent reduction in the annual unit
costs of production in U.S. automobile manufacturing. Central to
improving worker attitudes is constructing positive employee-supervi-
sory relations. In a study that found a positive independent effect on
employee-supervisory relations for workplaces that had active teams,
Cook (1990) concluded that the single most important factor in improv-
ing employee-supervisory relations was union leader involvement in
joint labor-management steering committees.

The Importance of Unions in the Success of
Participation Programs

A growing number of studies have found that local union involve-
ment in workplace transformation programs has significantly improved
labor productivity, product quality, labor-management relations, and
outcomes that are important to employees, such as employment secu-
rity. Eaton and Voos (1992) found that unionized workplaces were more
likely to be engaged in substantive participation processes, such as
teams and employee-involvement committees, than nonunion work-
places. These joint substantive efforts were expected to yield productiv-
ity improvements. Levine and Tyson (1990:197—98) reached a similar
conclusion, finding that substantive participation usually had a positive
effect on productivity. They identified several characteristics of a firm's
industrial relations, each one strongly associated with unionization, that
were likely to influence how employee participation positively affected
productivity over time.

Other studies have found that participation may work best when it
takes the form of union-management joint action, as opposed to unilat-
eral management imposition of teamwork (Bluestone and Bluestone
1992:184—85). A national survey of manufacturing managers found that
the involvement of union leaders in participative programs significantly
improved firm performance in quality, productivity, and the quality of
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wage studies in economics suggest that these wage differentials can
reduce employee shirking and improve productivity and quality because
they impose a significant opportunity cost on workers associated with
job loss.

Unionized workplaces may already be more productive than nonunion
workplaces. In 1978, Charles Brown and James Medoff published the
first quantitative analysis of the union-productivity effects; they found a
union-productivity differential of 22 percent in U.S. manufacturing indus-
tries. A survey of 21 industry-productivity studies found that 15 analyses
reported positive union-productivity effects in industries as diverse as
construction, cement, hospitals, public schools, metalworking plants, and
household furniture. Another 3 industry studies found no union-produc-
tivity effects in hospitals, municipal libraries, and banks. One study of
sawmills found a negative union-productivity effect and 2 studies of coal
found mixed results. After reviewing all these studies, Belman (1992) con-
cluded that unions were associated with higher productivity.

Unionized workplaces have more formal rules and procedures gov-
erning daily operations than nonunion workplaces (Freeman 1992).
These are often thought to he an obstacle to change. Adler (1993a,
1993b), however, reported that the secret of the success of the GM-Toyota
joint venture—New United Motors Manufacturing, Inc., or NUMMI—is
worker participation in changing highly detailed rules and procedures
that regulate the precise standards of quality achieved in this facility. The
UAW workforce is expected to comply with these rules in performing
their jobs. Unionized workers, who are more accustomed to following
rules (though often frustrated by their inflexibility), may be better suited
than nonunion workers to participate in a quality process based on rule
making and conformance to standards. Further evidence for this proposi-
tion is supplied by union-productivity studies by Clark (1980) and Ziga-
relli (1994) that found that the union productivity effects were associated
with rule changes and tighter coupling of administrative procedures asso-
ciated with unionization. Slichter, Healy, and Livernash (1960) decided
that the single most-important impact of collective bargaining on man-
agement was to require management to manage by policy, which in their
analysis significantly improved firm performance. Each of these studies
indicated that unionization improved management's administrative per-
formance, a factor that may also be helpful to workplace transformation
efforts and of central concern to public sector unions and their members.

Unions are the only legally sanctioned form of employee participa-
tion that can deal with substantive issues of concern to employees. The
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NLRA specifically forbids employer-dominated labor organizations
including employee-representation plans that deal with wages, hours,
working conditions, or grievances. This prohibition was upheld by the
National Labor Relations Board in the highly publicizedElectromation
case, which probably transfers directly to public sector settings (Dilts
1993). In unionized settings, employers must bargain with theunion
about participation programs that involve mandatory subjects of bar-
gaining. Since most state public sector labor laws are modeled after the
NLRA, these prohibitions against employer-dominated labor organiza-
tions and the duty to bargain with the union should apply in the public
sector (Ball 1996). Current research also suggests that if programs fail to
address important topics, such as those that are considered mandatory
bargaining subjects, they are less likely to survive. Moreover, employers
who unilaterally implement participative programs could find them-
selves charged with unfair labor practices and required to cease and
desist in these efforts. Thus, public sector management needs to involve
local union leadership in any successful transformation process.

Local Union Leadership and Union Effectiveness

Union leadership is fundamentally political leadership that depends
upon effectively representing and satisfying constituent demands. Ham-
mer and Currall (1988) advanced a stakeholder model of local union
leadership that included three dimensions of leadership effectiveness,
each from the perspective of one of three constituent groups: the local
union members, the employer, and the national union. These three
groups place specific demands on the local leadership that reflect their
own practical needs and political concerns, and they evaluate the local
leadership based on the extent to which the local can satisfy their re-
spective requirements (Hammer and Currall 1988).

The first dimension of effectiveness they call local union strength,
which is the ability of the local union leadership to satisfy membership
demands. Survey research shows that American workers have tended to
focus on better wages, health and pension benefits, and job security as
their most important union goals (Strauss and Gallagher 1991). In gen-
eral, members were more satisfied with union performance on traditional
bread-and-butter issues than on quality-of-work-life issues (Kochan,
Katz, and Mower 1.984). Members were least satisfied with union admin-
istration or internal union-member relations. Yet Fiorito, Gallagher, and
Fukami (1988) found that membership satisfaction was highly dependent
on positive perceptions of good internal union relationships.
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The second dimension of union leadership effectiveness in Hammer
and Currall's (1988) model is the extent to which the employer's require-
ments are met. Employers are viewed as the driving force and dominant
actors in the transformation of the American industrial relations system
(Kochan, Katz, and McKersie 1986). Employers responding to a more
competitive environment place new demands on local leaders that go be-
yond negotiating contracts and handling grievances. The leaders are
pressured to abandon the traditional industrial relations model with its
job-control unionism and adopt a model that enhances flexibility through
worker participation, decentralized bargaining with local autonomy, and
broad job classifications. Employers also often seek a constructive and
stable labor-management relationship, which facilitates competitive unit
labor costs, product quality, customer service, and flexible staffing.

The third dimension of union leadership effectiveness addresses the
concerns of the national union. Its primary goal is to strengthen the
union, or at least not to weaken it with concession bargaining and sub-
standard local agreements that deviate substantially from other agree-
ments in the industry. A study of NEA locals in Pennsylvania found that
when the union president was seen as active, efficient, concerned, and
involved in both internal and external union affairs, the local organiza-
tion was seen as stronger and healthier by national union representa-
tives (Hammer and Wazeter 1993).

The union's internal processes also influence leadership effective-
ness. On balance, democracy increases local union effectiveness in rep-
resenting members' interests (Strauss 1991). Democratic participation
in local unions is greatly influenced by the activist core of union stew-
ards and committee members who serve both as intermediary between
the union leadership and the rank and file and also as countervailing
force preventing the union leadership from becoming autocratic. In
many unions the steward-member relationship is the key for democracy.

Consequently, I add a critical fourth dimension of union leadership
effectiveness to Hammer and Currall's model, the development of shop
stewards and other union activists. Shop stewards play a key role in
union-management relations as the rank-and-file leaders in the work-
place. No other level of action leadership possesses such intimate, direct
contact with the members (Barling, Fullagar, and Kelloway 1992:125).
Stewards fulfill the critical function of handling members' grievances
and daily conflicts with supervisors and one another. As socialization
agents, grievance processors, problem solvers, and communicators, shop
stewards have the ability to influence members' attitudes toward, and
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involvement in, the union (Barling, Fullagar, and Kelloway 1992:145).
In addition, union leaders often rely on stewards as their chief source of
information about members' attitudes (Strauss 1991), and political chal-
lenges to the local union leadership are most likely to come from the
shop stewards.

In transformational workplaces, effective local union participation
requires local leaders to be able to persuade the stewards of the need
for change. Stewards not only exert influence over the rank and file, but
they are most likely to serve on joint labor-management committees
representing the unions' interests in the transformation process. Local
leaders must rely on their own abilities to persuade stewards to adopt an
expanded role in leading workplace change. (In this sense, union leader-
ship has been identified as the very essence of leadership. Unlike man-
agers who have formal authority, union leaders must persuade, since
their limited power resources are highly dependent on constituent sup-

port Marling, Fullagar, and Kelloway 1992:126]). Stewards can greatly
affect a local union's relationship with supervisors and managers, either
undermining or augmenting workplace transformation efforts. In gen-
eral, union stewards have been found to have positive attitudes toward
worker-participation programs (Kochan, Katz, and Mower 1984).

Union Ambivalence about Participation Programs

Union participation in transforming work organizations has neverthe-
less encountered concerns and obstacles from both workers and union
activists. Workers are reluctant to support union participation in change
efforts because they fear diminution of their working conditions without
any real benefit to themselves, the union, or their organization's perfor-
mance. They fear, for example, that participative programs will produce
more stressful work (Parker and Slaughter 1988) or greater management
control (Barker 1993). Nonetheless, employee interest in participation
programs is now fairly well established. Freeman (1996) reported that
interest in participative programs might be even higher among public
sector than private sector employees. Survey responses, starting with
Kochan, Katz, and Mower's 0984) study, have shown a high level of in-
terest among workers in the issues most central to participation pro-
cesses. Research has consistently found that employee participation can
serve as a stress moderator (Quick, Quick, Nelson, and Hurrell 1997), and
Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, and Kalleberg (2000) found no evidence that
the high-performance work systems they studied were associated with
higher levels of worker stress.
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Nevertheless, when some workers accustomed to job-control union-
ism contemplate the prospect of high-performance teams, they react
militantly, often ridiculing management and their peers and denouncing
any union leader who advocates such changes. They anticipate a loss of
their unique identities, their freedom and autonomy, and their well-
defined rights and responsibilities. They fear that without the traditional
sources of protection provided by their job descriptions and their con-
tracts, they will become prey to every capricious whim of their bosses
(Zuboff 1988:404).

In addition, participative programs have become stigmatized as an
important instrument in employers' union-avoidance strategies (Lawler
1990). The purpose of these strategies is to improve employee satisfac-
tion with their employers through participative programs, thereby reduc-
ing the likelihood that a union can successfully organize. Such programs
are not necessarily designed to improve operating performance, though;
their goal is union prevention. The highly publicized Electromation (1992:
996) case reemphasized the importance of this strategy. Shortly after the
NLRB ordered management to disband its employee-representation
plan there, the Teamsters easily won a union-certification election. Not
surprisingly, Kochan, McKersie, and Chalykoff (1986), using Conference
Board data from 1977 and 1983, found that workplace innovation was
less likely in unionized plants, even when the same corporation's union-
avoidance strategy relied on participation programs in their new non-
unionized facilities. To overcome suspicion, therefore, employers often
need to demonstrate a commitment to the union before participative
programs can be undertaken jointly.

A segment of organized labor also views participative programs as a
device to undermine independent labor organizations. According to this
perspective, the purpose of these programs is to allow management
slowly to transform unions into employer-dominated labor organiza-
tions. Over the past two decades, considerable controversy has brewed
about the influence of employee-participation programs on unions,
specifically, whether these programs erode member support for their
unions. The majority of the reported evidence indicates, however, that
on balance local unions were rated as being more effective by their
members who were involved in worker-participation processes than by
those who were not (Kochan, Katz, and Mower 1984:123). Participative
programs had positive outcomes for the union when the union was a
joint sponsor of the program (Verma 1989). Participation was also asso-
ciated with higher levels of union loyalty (Eaton, Gordon, and Keefe



CAN UNIONS BE TRANSFORMATIONAL AGENTS? 223

1992). Grievance-system effectiveness was the single most important
predictor of members' attitudes toward their unions, however. Members
who perceived the grievance system as effective had greater loyalty and
responsibility to the union, were more satisfied with the union, and
believed the participation program would not harm the union. In sum-
mary, there is no evidence to support the critics' argument that the pres-
ence of a participative program undermines workers' support for their
union provided that the union maintains its primary role as advocate of
union-member interests.

In recent years, new sets of concerns have emerged about participating
in workplace transformation efforts among union leaders favorably dis-
posed to these change efforts. First, many union leaders believe manage-
ment is not prepared to make fundamental changes. They see managers
and supervisors as the greatest barrier to these management-initiated
efforts (Klein 1988). Successful change efforts produce some real losses in
authority and employment security for lower-level managers and super-
visors, creating strong incentives for them to undermine the process.
These perverse incentives are frequently not addressed in the change-
management process. As a result, these programs stall at their initial
stages, and union leaders who stake their credibility on selling their mem-
bers on the importance of the workplace transformation have their in-
tegrity undermined when the transformation process stalls.

In many of these programs management salvages its efforts by insti-
tutionalizing the least-threatening elements of the transformation effort,
the occasional offline work-group meetings for information sharing and
problem solving. Many union leaders view these meetings as a positive
step toward good management practices, but as substantially less than
the fundamental transformation promised by the change-management
consultants. Before embarking on a joint transformation effort, union
leaders and political executives must assess and challenge management's
credibility, determination, and commitment. While unions can improve
the likelihood of success, they cannot overcome a lack of commitment
by management.

Union leaders who seek to maintain credibility with their members
are reluctant to support the change-management hyperbole and quasi-
religious fervor often associated with these programs. Many would prefer
that management make a careful and sober self-assessment of what
change efforts it is willing to support. If these efforts will be limited to
occasional offline meetings and joint labor-management discussions,
many union leaders would prefer that the process proceed on an informal
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basis, with neither consultants nor overstatements about fundamental
change. They would prefer to be kept informed about the changes under-
way and to see dear guidelines for managers to avoid mandatory bargain-
ing subjects and to refrain from anti-union remarks. In return, many
union leaders would be willing to support management's efforts to
improve management. From their view, these offline discussions are an
essential part of good management, involving employees and demonstrat-
ing respect for their ideas and contributions.

A second set of union concerns emerges around the scarcity of union-
leadership resources and the appropriate roles for union leaders. Perl-
man (1929) offered two insights into the dilemmas facing contemporary
local union leaders. First, the most distinctive feature of American labor
is its never-ending battle to stay organized. Union leaders must devote
their scarce leadership resources to organizing, socializing, mobilizing,
and building the commitment of their activists and members. They
must train activists in the methods of constructive conflict to advance a
labor agenda. Second, American workers will cheerfully submit to an
almost military union discipline in their struggle against the employer;
but they mistrust, obstruct, and turn out union leaders who have
become shop-floor bosses under any scheme of worker control.

Union leaders, no matter how committed they are to workplace
transformation, cannot become surrogate managers and survive their
union's election process. At the most fundamental level, union leaders
are expected to represent the members' interest by engaging in conflict
with management. Since most members are conflict adverse, they need
leaders who are willing to engage in conflict on their behalf, whether
with a supervisor or with the larger employer organization. This explains
why our research found that members who believed the grievance sys-
tem was effective had greater loyalty and responsibility to the union,
were more satisfied with the union, and believed participative programs
would not harm their union (Eaton, Gordon, and Keefe 1992). Union
leaders need to maintain their primary role as advocate of union-mem-
her interests, which often means maintaining a strong grievance proce-
dure and being a visible and vocal advocate of the members' interests
and concerns to management. This may entail engaging in public con-
flict over and around the participation management program itself,
when needed. While both parties may he committed to the success of
the program, their agreement springs from different interests and
requires periodic symbolic reenactment.
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While union leaders have a strong interest in solving mismanage-
ment, unions often lack the resources to devote their leadership talents
to this endeavor. Mismanagement not only impairs organizational per-
formance, thereby undermining members' job security, it inevitably pro-
duces conflict among employee—members over unequal or disparate
treatment by management (Hodson 1996, 2001).

To support these efforts, local union leaders need to resolve their
scarce—leadership resource and role-violation problems. To that end unions
have collectively bargained new resources for these programs. National
unions sponsoring these change efforts have negotiated union-appointed
joint-program coordinators with an equal number of members appointed
by union and management. While insulating the local political leadership,
this approach is replete with problems. Local union leaders often hope that
their labor-appointed joint coordinators will assist them in organizing their
members and in solving their role-violation problems. But unions have
encountered loyalty problems and issues arising from the ambiguous roles
of these joint coordinators. Because they spend most of their time with
their management partners filling quasi-management roles, their loyalty to
the union is suspect. In 1986, for example, CWA-appointed QWL coordi-
nators crossed CWA picket lines at AT&T to report to work during a strike,
effectively ending the QWL program at AT&T by demonstrating to every-
one that they, the union coordinators, had become agents of management
within the union rather than agents of the union within management.

Local union leadership must also be concerned about how their par-
ticipation in, or support for, workplace change efforts affects their mem-
bers and local union politics. There are debates about how participation
may polarize the membership, particularly if resources are flowing to
one relatively elite group while others are left out. Activists in the local
may also divide philosophically on the participation question. Finally, if
there are jobs created for union joint coordinators, the patronage issue
needs to be explicitly addressed. Patronage has been used effectively to
stabilize the incumbent union leadership. For example, since the 1980s,
the GM-UAW contracts have provided for the appointment of joint co-
ordinators by the international union. By the early 1990s, there were as
many appointed local and regional joint-coordinator positions as elected
local officers and committeemen. The dissidents protested and com-
plained of favoritism in the appointment process. They learned that if
the local leadership was loyal to the international officers, they got to
participate in the selection of the local's joint coordinators. This provided
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the loyalists with patronage jobs to reward key supporters and neutralize
potential challengers with appointed positions. This patronage system
provided local leaders with a strong incentive to support the interna-
tional union's policies and programs. Dissident local leaders reported
coming under pressure from their own activists and supporters who
wanted the appointed jobs and from their opponents who could promise
these jobs to their supporters, if elected. Eventually, these patronage
appointments solidified the support for the international and stabilized
the local unions, even in the face of massive employment losses.

On the other hand, disputes over patronage can also destabilize local
leadership. Central to the defeat of the original local UAW president at
Saturn, for example, were charges of patronage in how he allocated the
400 UAW comanager jobs at Saturn. While these joint coordinator posi-
tions represent a political innovation that distances the political leader-
ship from management, they do not fully solve the scarce—leadership
resources and role-violation problems that confront local union leaders
when they embark on transformational efforts.

Finally, as a result of traumatic plant-closing experiences in manu-
facturing, skepticism pervades union ranks about corporate intentions
for these programs. Based upon my own experiences, discussions, and
observations of older manufacturing plants, some joint union-manage-
ment programs have been cynically but successfully used by corpora-
tions as an end-game strategy in closing facilities that require a skilled
and experienced workforce for their continued operation. In these sce-
narios corporate planners decide to relocate production, triggering a
multiyear implementation process. In the older, home facility, the
union, managers, and workers are told that—because of their high wage
and benefit costs and low productivity—they are losing out to the com-
petition. As a result, concessions are negotiated and a joint productivity
program is undertaken. Productivity and performance improve and
costs are reduced, but in the end it is not enough, and the facility
closes—with a highly profitable end game for the corporation. By pro-
moting and relying on false hopes, the facility successfully retains its
highly productive workforce until it closes, making a seamless transition
for the company. But for the workers, the union, and the local commu-
nity their good faith efforts cannot, and were never going to be able to,
prevent a devastating loss. These end-game programs have generated
skepticism about the misuse of these processes.

Nonetheless, union concerns about the potentially negative effects of
participative programs have not impeded the diffusion of such programs
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in unionized workplaces. Recent surveys suggest that since the late
1980s, roughly half of both unionized and nonunionized firms in the pri-
vate sector have established formalized participation programs (U.S.
GAO 1987; Delaney, Lewin, and Ichniowski 1989; Cook 1990, 1992;
Osterman 1994, 1999). Unionized firms were at least as likely to have
adopted new flexible practices as nonunion firms (Eaton and Voos 1992;
Osterman 1994). The practices adopted, however, were quite varied: no
one pattern emerged. The research provides no support for the notion
of a linear movement away from Taylorist and mass-production models
of work organization (Appelbaum and Batt 1994:68).

The Research on Local Union Leadership

While the research suggests that local union leadership support and
involvement yield positive returns to participation programs, we know
relatively little about the dimensions of this local leadership activity In
the United States, there is no research literature on what constitutes
effective local-union leadership. The few studies published on American
local unions (e.g., Cook 1963; Sayles and Strauss 1953) focused on the
internal political environment of local leaders and not on the dimen-
sions of leadership or leadership skills (hammer and Currall 1988).

Transformational Leadership

In the 1980s, as U.S. companies restructured in order to survive in
the face of increasing economic competition from foreign companies,
leadership scholars began to focus on the role of leaders in the transfor-
mation and revitalization of organizations (Yukl 1989). In 1978, the
political scientist James MacGregor Bums advanced the theory of trans-
formational leadership, which has served as the basis for a major leader-
ship research program. Transformational leadership refers to the
process of influencing major changes in the attitudes and assumptions of
organization members and building commitment for the organization's
mission, objectives, and strategies. Transformational leaders empower
subordinates to participate in the process of transforming the organiza-
tion. Burns contrasted transformational leadership with transactional
leadership under which followers are motivated by appeals to their self-
interest and laissez faire leadership styles.

Since union leaders are political leaders, often without transactional
resources, their circumstances require that they master transformational
leadership skills. In fact, they tend to score high on transformational lead-
ership attributes, although only one published study has systematically
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applied the transformational leadership model to unions. Fullagar, McCoy,
and Shull (1992) studied how transformational leadership developed
commitment to the union among apprentices who were new union
members. Transformational leadership characteristics were strong pre-
dictors of the apprentices' subsequent union commitment and union
attitudes. The authors found that both leader charisma and individual
consideration facilitated the socialization of new union members and
helped develop positive union attitudes. Barling, Fullagar, and Kelloway
(1992) and Clark (2000) believe that effective union leaders place greater
emphasis on the use of transformational leadership to gain strong per-
sonal identification with the goals and objectives of the union, and to
encourage members to transcend their own self-interests and become
more active and ideologically identified with organized labor. Unions
rely more on transformational leadership than their managerial counter-
parts. This may partially explain why union involvement is critical for
the success of workplace transformation efforts.

Challenges of Successful Transformations: Roles of Leaders

During the last two decades, over 60 percent of unionized public
sector employees have participated in some form of employee-involve-
ment program, and a majority of public sector employers have under-
taken some form of workplace transformation process that encourages
employee participation. The most effective are those undertaken in
unionized workplaces. The research literature demonstrates that union
participation in major transformation efforts improves the likelihood of
their success.

Public sector union membership has been growing during the last
30 years. Most public sector laws provide stringent restrictions on the
scope of bargaining, however, particularly over conditions of employ-
ment. This narrow scope of bargaining may make joint labor-manage-
ment transformation practices particularly attractive to public sector
unions. On the other hand, the challenge for public sector workplace
change is to reform a very special bureaucracy, the civil service. The
civil service bureaucracy may impede management flexibility, but it
often provides some meaningful protections to employees.

Unions can contribute to the success of workplace transformation
programs in a number of ways. In particular, unions bring the workforce's
collective voice into the process. As democratic institutions, local unions
aggregate members' preferences through a political process, clarifying
and debating alternatives. Unions also protect represented employees
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from reprisal through the collectively bargained grievance arbitration pro-
cedures.

Union leadership is fundamentally political leadership that depends
on representing and satisfying constituent demands. Union leaders tend
to score high on the transformational leadership attributes that are often
identified as necessary in workplace-change programs. This may partially
explain why union involvement is critical for the success of workplace
transformation efforts. Unions by law are democratic institutions. Local
union leadership must be able to persuade stewards and activists that
they need to adopt an expanded role in leading workplace change. Stew-
ards greatly affect a local union's relationship with supervisors and man-
agers, either undermining or augmenting workplace transformation
efforts. In general, union stewards have positive attitudes toward worker-
participation programs.

Union leadership resources are scarce, and members have a strong
sense of the appropriate roles for their leaders to play. Role violators are
often punished. Union leaders are expected to represent their members'
interests and maintain their primary role as advocates, maintaining a
strong grievance procedure and being visible and vocal advocates of the
members' interests and concerns to management. This may entail engag-
ing in public conflict over the participation-management program itself,
when needed. No matter how committed they are to workplace trans-
formation, union leaders cannot become surrogate managers and still
survive their union's election process.

Many union leaders believe management is not prepared to make
fundamental changes. In fact, managers and supervisors are sometimes
the greatest barrier to these management-initiated change efforts. If
successful, these change efforts can result in losses of authority and
employment security for lower-level managers and supervisors, thereby
creating strong incentives for them to undermine the process. These
perverse incentives must be addressed before any substantial change
effort is launched, or the program will likely be sabotaged and fail in its
initial stages.

Management in many of these failed programs often salvages its
efforts by institutionalizing the least-threatening elements of the trans-
formation effort, like the occasional offline work group meetings for
information sharing and problem solving. Although many union leaders
view these meetings as a positive step toward good management prac-
tices, they represent substantially less than the fundamental transforma-
tion often promised. It is crucial for union leaders and agency managers



230 GOING PUBLIC

to assess and challenge management's credibility, determination, and
commitment before embarking on a joint transformation effort. While
unions may improve the likelihood of success, they cannot overcome a
lack of commitment by management.

Union leaders who want to support major workplace change efforts
also need to resolve the problems of scarce leadership resources and
role violations. If these change efforts involve them in the management
of the organization, requiring a considerable investment of time and
energy in meetings, planning, and discussions, and if they lose sight of
their representational responsibilities, they will lose the trust and sup-
port of their members and their value to the change process. Thus they
may face considerable peril from participating in joint union-manage-
ment change efforts.

Union leaders who seek to maintain credibility with their members
are often reluctant to support the change-management's quasi-religious
fervor and overstatements. They would prefer that management make a
careful self-assessment of what change efforts it is willing to support and
merely proceed on an informal basis if its support is likely to be limited to
occasional offline meetings and some joint labor-management discussions.
It is important to these union leaders for any potential change programs
to have clear guidelines for managers to avoid mandatory bargaining sub-
jects, to refrain from anti-union remarks, and to share information and
progress reports. With such guidelines in place, these leaders would he
willing to support management's efforts to improve management, realiz-
ing that offline discussions can be beneficial as an essential part of good
management, involving employees and demonstrating respect for their
ideas and contributions. By improving the labor relations climate and
employee attitudes, even modest participation programs can result in
increased productivity and quality

References
Adler, Paul. I993a. "The 'Learning Bureaucracy': New United Motors Manufactur-

ing, Inc" In Barry Staw and Larry Cummings , eds., Research in Organizational
Behavior, Vol. 15. Greenwich, CN: JAI Press, pp. 111-94.

. 1993b. "Time and Motion Regained. "
Harvard Business Review, Vol. 71, no.

1 (January-February), pp. 97-108.
Appelbaum, Eileen, Thomas Bailey, Peter Berg, and Arne Kalleberg. 2000. Manufac-

turing Advantage: Why High Performance Systems Pay Off. Ithaca, NY: 11.R

Imprint, Cornell University Press.
Appelbaum. Eileen, and Rose Batt. 1994. The New American Workplace. Ithaca, NY:

ILR Press.



CAN UNIONS BE TRANSFORMATIONAL AGENTS? 231

Ball, Carolyn. 1996. "Is Labor-Management Cooperation Possible in the Public Sec-
tor Without a Change in Law?" Journal of Collective Negotiations in the Public
Sectors, Vol. 25, no. 1, pp. 23-30.

Barker, James R. 1993. "Tightening the Iron Cage: Concertive Control in Self-Managing
Teams. " Administrative Science Quarterly, Vol. 38, no. 3 (September), pp. 408-37.

Barling, Julian, Clive Fullagar, and E. Kevin Kelloway. 1992. The Union and Its

Members. New York: Oxford University Press.
Belman, Dale. 1992. "Unions, the Quality of Labor Relations, and Firm Perfor-

mance. " In Lawrence Mishel and Paula Voos, eds., Unions and Economic
Competitiveness . Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, pp. 41-108.

Black, Sandra E., and Lisa M. Lynch. 2001. "How to Compete: The Impact of Work-
place Practices and Information Technology on Productivity.

" Review of Eco-
nomics and Statistics, Vol. 83, no. 3 (August), pp. 434-45.

Blasi, Joseph, and Douglas Kruse. 2001. "High Performance Work Practices at Cen-

tury's End: Incidence, Diffusion, Industry Group Differences and the Economic
Environment. " Working Paper, Rutgers University.

Bluestone, Barry, and Irving Bluestone. 1992. Negotiating the Future: A Labor Per-

spective on American Business. New York: Basic Books.
Brown, Charles, and James Medoff. 1978. "Trade Unions in the Production Process."

Journal of Political Economy, Vol. 86, no. 3 (June), pp. 355-78.
Burns, James McGregor. 1978. Leadership. New York: Harper and Row.
Cappelli, Peter, and David Neumark. 2001. "Do `High Performance

' Work Practices

Improve Establishment-Level Outcomes? " Industrial and Labor Relations
Review, Vol. 54, no. 4 (July), pp. 737-75.

Clark, Kim B. 1980. "The Impact of Unionization on Productivity: A Case Study. "

Industrial and Labor Relations Review, Vol. 33, no. 4 (Judy), pp. 451-69.
Clark, Paul. 2000. Building More Effective Unions. Ithaca, NY: 11.R Imprint, Cornell

University' Press.
Cook, Alice. 1963. Union Democracy Practice and Ideal. Ithaca, NY: ILR Press.

Cook, William. 1990. Labor-Management Cooperation: New Partnerships or Going

in Circles? Kalamazoo, MI: Upjohn Institute.
. 1992. "Product Quality Improvement Through Employee Participation: The

Effects of Unionization and Joint Union-Management Administration." Indus-

trial and Labor Relations Review, Vol. 46, no. 1 (October), pp. 119-34.
Crosby, Philip B. 1985. Quality Without Tears. New York: Plume Publishing.
Cutcher-Gershenfeld, Joel. 1991. "The Impact on Economic Performance of a

Transformation of Workplace Relations" Industrial and Labor Relations Re-

view, Vol. 44, no. 2 (January), pp. 241-60.
Delaney. John, David Lewin, and Casey lchniowski, 1989. "Human Resource Poli-

cies and Practice in American Firms " BLMR 137. Washington, DC: U.S. DOL,
Bureau of Labor-Management Relations.

Dilts, D. 1993. "Labor-Management Cooperation in the Public Sector. " Journal of

Collective Negotiations in the Public Sector, Vol. 22, no. 4, pp. 305-11.
Dunlop Commission. 1994. Fact Finding Report: Commission on the Future of Worker-

Management Relations. May. Washington, DC: U.S. DOL and U.S. DOC.
Eaton, Adrienne. 1990. "The Extent and Determinants of Local Union Control of

Participative Programs. " Industrial and Labor Relations Review, Vol. 43, no. 5

(July), pp. 604-20.



234 GOING PUBLIC

Sayles, Leonard, and George Strauss. 1953. The Local Union. 2d ed. 1967. New

York: I Harper and Row.
Slichter, Sumner, James Healy, and E. Robert Livernash. 1960. The Impact of Collec-

tive Bargaining on Management. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution.
Strauss, George. 1991. "Union Democracy" In George Strauss, Daniel Gallagher, and

Jack Fiorito, eds., State of the Unions. Madison, WI: Industrial Relations Research

Association, pp. 201-36.
Strauss, George, and Daniel Gallagher. 1991. "Union Membership Attitudes and Par-

ticipation. " In George Strauss, Daniel Gallagher, and Jack Fiorito, eds., State of

the Unions. Madison, WI: Industrial Relations Research Association, pp. 139-74.
U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO). 1987. Survey of Corporate Employee In-

volvement Efforts. Washington, DC: GAO.
Verma, Anil. 1989. "Joint Participation Programs: Self-Help or Suicide for Labor?

"

Industrial Relations, Vol. 28, no. 3 (Fall), pp. 401-10.
Voos, Paula. 1987. "Managerial Perceptions of the Economic Impact of Labor Rela-

tions Programs ." Industrial and Labor Relations Review, Vol. 40, no. 2 (Janu-

ary), pp. 195-208.
Yukl, Gary . 1989. Leadership in Organizations. 2d ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Pren-

tice-Hall.
Zigarelli, Michael. 1994. "Unionization and School Effectiveness." Diss., Rutgers Uni-

versity.
Zuboff, Shoshana. 1988. In the Age of the Stuart Machine: The Future of Work and

Power New York: Basic Rooks.


	page 1
	page 2
	page 3
	page 4
	page 5
	page 6
	page 7
	page 8
	page 9
	page 10
	page 11
	page 12
	page 13
	page 14
	page 15
	page 16
	page 17
	page 18
	page 19
	page 20

