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5: Current Union Challenges

&b Learning Objectives

o Explain some of the reasons for a decline in union membership over the past sixty years.

Current Union Challenges

The labor movement is currently experiencing several challenges, including a decrease in union membership, globalization, and
employers’ focus on maintaining nonunion status. As mentioned in the opening of this section, the United States has seen a steady
decline of union membership since the 1950s. In the 1950s, 36 percent of all workers were unionized,'!) as opposed to just over 10
percent today.

Claude Fischer, a researcher from the University of California Berkeley, believes the shift is cultural. His research says the decline
is a result of American workers preferring individualism as opposed to collectivism.[?! Other research says the decline of unions is
a result of globalization and the fact that many jobs that used to be unionized in the manufacturing arena have now moved
overseas. Other reasoning points to management and that its unwillingness to work with unions has caused the decline in
membership. Others suggest that unions are on the decline because of themselves. Past corruption, negative publicity, and hard-line
tactics have made joining a union less favorable.

To fully understand unions, it is important to recognize the global aspect of unions. Statistics on a worldwide scale show unions in
all countries declining but still healthy in some countries. For example, in eight of the twenty-seven European Union member
states, more than half the working population is part of a union. In fact, in the most populated countries, unionization rates are still
at three times the unionization rate of the United States.®! Italy has a unionization rate of 30 percent of all workers, while the UK
has 29 percent, and Germany has a unionization rate of 27 percent.

In March 2011, Wisconsin governor Scott Walker proposed limiting the collective bargaining rights of state workers to save a
flailing budget. Some called this move “union busting” and said this type of act is illegal, as it takes away the basic rights of
workers. The governor defended his position by saying there is no other choice, since the state is in a budget crisis. Other states
such as Ohio are considering similar measures. Whatever happens, there is a clear shift for unions today.

Globalization is also a challenge in labor organizations today. As more and more goods and services are produced overseas, unions
lose not only membership but also union values in the stronghold of worker culture. As globalization has increased, unions have
continued to demand more governmental control but have been only somewhat successful in these attempts. For example, free
trade agreements such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) have made it easier and more lucrative for
companies to manufacture goods overseas. For example, La-Z-Boy and Whirlpool closed production facilities in Dayton and
Cleveland, Ohio, and built new factories in Mexico to take advantage of cheaper labor and less stringent environmental standards.
Globalization creates options for companies to produce goods wherever they think is best to produce them. As a result, unions are
fighting the globalization trend to try and keep jobs in the United States.

There are a number of reasons why companies do not want unions in their organizations, which we will discuss in greater detail
later. One of the main reasons, however, is increased cost and less management control. As a result, companies are on a quest to
maintain a union-free work environment. In doing so, they try to provide higher wages and benefits so workers do not feel
compelled to join a union. Companies that want to stay union free constantly monitor their retention strategies and policies.

The Unionization Process

There are one of two ways in which a unionization process can begin. First, the union may contact several employees and discuss
the possibility of a union, or employees may contact a union on their own. The union will then help employees gather signatures to
show that the employees want to be part of a union. To hold an election, the union must show signatures from over 30 percent of
the employees of the organization.

@ 0 @ @ https://biz.libretexts.org/@go/page/106219


https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://biz.libretexts.org/@go/page/106219?pdf
https://biz.libretexts.org/Courses/Northeast_Wisconsin_Technical_College/Labor_Relations_and_Negotiations_(NWTC)/05%3A_Current_Union_Challenges

LibreTextS'”

« Union contacts employees or employees contact union.
Employee
Dissatisfaction

« Initial meeting with union to gather employee support.

Initial
Organization
Meeting

« Must have 30% of employee signatures to move forward
with unionization process.

+ Once 30% of signatures are gathered, a secret ballot election
Secret Ballot is administered by the National Labor Relations Board (if the
Election or company does not accept the card check method).
Card Check
Method

« If the vote is "yes" (51% majority), the National Labor Relations
Board certifies the union as the legal bargaining representative
Voting and of the employees.
Contract

Figure: The Unionization Process

Once the signatures are gathered, the National Labor Relations Board is petitioned to move forward with a secret-ballot election.
An alternative to the secret-ballot election is the card check method, in which the union organizer provides the company with
authorization cards signed by a simple majority (half plus one). The employer can accept the cards as proof that the employees
desire a union in their organization. The NLRB then certifies the union as the employees’ collective bargaining representative.

If the organization does not accept the card check method as authorization for a union, the second option is via a secret ballot.
Before this method is used, a petition must be filed by the NLRB, and an election is usually held two months after the petition is
filed. In essence, the employees vote whether to unionize or not, and there must be a simple majority (half plus one). The NLRB is
responsible for election logistics and counting of ballots. Observers from all parties can be present during the counting of votes.
Once votes are counted, a decision on unionization occurs, and at that time, the collective bargaining process begins.

Once the NLRB is involved, there are many limits as to what the employer can say or do during the process to prevent unionization
of the organization. It is advisable for HR and management to be educated on what can legally and illegally be said during this
process. It is illegal to threaten or intimidate employees if they are discussing a union. You cannot threaten job, pay, or benefits loss
as a result of forming a union. The Figure below includes information on what should legally be avoided if employees are
considering unionization.

Threaten layoff, loss

Threaten with Threaten to
discharge or terminate because
punishment of unionization

of job, benefits or
salary because of
unionization

uestion about union
matters, such as
how employee

will vote in election

A\

Figure: Things That Shouldn’t Be Said to Employees during a Unionization Process

Threaten to shut Prevention of
down business member solicitation
because of during nonworking
unionization hours

Obviously, it is in the best interest of the union to have as many members as possible. Because of this, unions may use many tactics
during the organizing process. For example, many unions are also politically involved and support candidates who they feel best
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represent labor. They provide training to organizers and sometimes even encourage union supporters to apply for jobs in nonunion
environments to actively work to unionize other employees when they are hired. This practice is called union salting. Unions,
especially on the national level, can be involved in corporate campaigns that boycott certain products or companies because of their
labor practices. The United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW), for example, has a “Wake Up Walmart Campaign” that
targets the labor practices of this organization.

Strategies Companies Use to Avoid Unionization

Most organizations feel the constraints of having a union organization are too great. It affects the cost to the organization and
operation efficiency. Collective bargaining at times can put management at odds with its employees and cost more to produce
products and services. Ideally, companies will provide safe working conditions, fair pay, and benefits so the employees do not feel
they need to form a union.

When a union vote may occur, most organizations will develop specific strategies to encourage employees to vote “no” for the
union. Some of the arguments that might be used include talking with the employee and mentioning the following:

1. Union dues are costly.

2. Employees could be forced to go on strike.

3. Employees and management may no longer be able to discuss matters informally and individually.
4. Unionization can create more bureaucracy within the company.

5. Individual issues may not be discussed.

6. Many decisions within a union, such as vacation time, are based on seniority only.

Organizations such as Change to Win are in the process of trying to increase union membership. This organization has four
affiliated unions, with a goal to strengthen the labor movement. Teamsters, United Food and Commercial Workers, United Farm
Workers, and Service Employees International Union are all unions affiliated with this organization.!”) The next few years will be
telling as to the fate of unions in today’s organizations.

The Impact of Unions on Organizations

You may wonder why organizations are opposed to unions. As we have mentioned, since union workers do receive higher wages,
this can be a negative impact on the organization. Unionization also impacts the ability of managers to make certain decisions and
limits their freedom when working with employees. For example, if an employee is constantly late to work, the union contract will
specify how to discipline in this situation, resulting in little management freedom to handle this situation on a case-by-case basis. In
2010, for example, the Art Institute of Seattle faculty filed signatures and voted on unionization.[*! Some of the major issues were
scheduling issues and office space, not necessarily pay and benefits. While the particular National Labor Relations Board vote was
no to unionization, a yes vote could have given less freedom to management in scheduling, since scheduling would be based on
collective bargaining contracts. Another concern about unionization for management is the ability to promote workers. A union
contract may stipulate certain terms (such as seniority) for promotion, which means the manager has less control over the
employees he or she can promote.

Working with Labor Unions as Management

First and foremost, when working with labor unions, a clear understanding of the contract is imperative for all managers. The
contract (also called the collective bargaining agreement) is the guiding document for all decisions relating to employees. All
human resources (HR) professionals and managers should have intimate knowledge of the document and be aware of the
components of the contract that can affect dealings with employees. The agreement outlines all requirements of managers and
usually outlines how discipline, promotion, and transfers will work.

Because as managers we will be working with members of the union on a daily basis, a positive relationship can not only assist the
day-to-day operations but also create an easier bargaining process. Solicitation of input from the union before decisions are made
can be one step to creating this positive relationship. Transparent communication is another way to achieve this goal.

X Key Takeaways

e The reasons for the decline are varied, depending on whom you ask. Some say the moving of jobs overseas is the reason for
the decline, while others say unions’ hard-line tactics put them out of favor.
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e Besides declining membership, union challenges today include globalization and companies’ wanting a union-free
workplace.

o To form a union, the organizer must have signatures from 30 percent of the employees. If this occurs, the National Labor
Relations Board will facilitate a card check to determine more than 50 percent of the workforce at that company is in
agreement with union representation. If the company does not accept this, then the NLRB holds secret elections to
determine if the employees will be unionized. A collective bargaining agreement is put into place if the vote is yes.

o Companies prefer to not have unions in their organizations because it affects costs and operational productivity. Companies
will usually try to prevent a union from organizing in their workplace.

e Managers are impacted when a company does unionize. For example, management rights are affected, and everything must
be guided by the contract instead of management prerogative.

? Exercise

1. Visit the National Labor Relations Board website. View the “weekly case summary” and discuss it in at least two
paragraphs, stating your opinion on this case.

2. Do you agree with unionization within organizations? Why or why not? List the advantages and disadvantages of unions to
the employee and the company.
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