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Collective Bargaining

Collective means only that representatives are attempting to negotiate an agreement. Bargaining is the process of cajoling, debating, discussing, and threatening in order to bring about a favorable agreement for those being represented.

So, collective bargaining is a process by which the representatives of the organization meet and attempt to work out a contract with the employees' representative—the union.

The collective bargaining process and the final agreement reached are influenced by many variables. The following graph identifies some of the variables influencing the union and management representatives. 
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For example, the state of the economy affects collective bargaining. In a tight economy, a union push for higher wages is less likely to succeed, because it would be inflationary. The firm's representative must also consider whether the company can pay an increased wage based on current and expected economic conditions.

There are three basic types of collective bargaining: distributive bargaining, integrative bargaining, and concession bargaining. 

Distributive bargaining occurs when labor and management are in conflict on an issue and when the outcome is a win/lose situation. 

For example, if the union wins a 40-cent-an-hour increase, management has lost some of its profit. 

Integrative bargaining occurs when the two sides face a common problem, for example, high employee absenteeism. Both parties can attack the problem and seek a solution that provides for a win/win outcome. Integrative bargaining can result in accommodation of both sides' needs without cost or through a simultaneous gain.

   Concession bargaining exists when something of importance is given back to management. Concessions can consist of wage cuts, wage freezes of previously negotiated increases, benefits, reductions, work rule changes that result in increased management flexibility, and other similar actions.

The actual process of negotiating a collective bargaining agreement involves a number of steps: (1) prenegotiation; (2) selecting negotiators; (3) developing a bargaining strategy; (4) using the best tactics; and (5) reaching a formal contractual agreement.

Developing a Bargaining Strategy

     Because the labor agreement must be used for a long time, it is important to develop a winning strategy and tactics. The strategy is the plan and policies that will be pursued at the bargaining table. Tactics are the specific actions taken in the bargaining sessions. It is important to spell out the strategy and tactics because bargaining is a give-and-take process with the characteristics of a poker game, a political campaign, or a heated debate.

     An important issue in mapping out a strategy involves the maximum concessions that will be granted. By shifting a position during bargaining, the other side may build up expectations that are difficult to change. By granting too much, one side may be viewed as weak. How far management or the union will go before it risks a work stoppage or lockout is considered before the sessions begin and is part of the strategic plan.

     Another part of management's strategic plan is to develop the total cost profile of the maximum concession package—what these concessions will cost the company today and in the future.

Will HRM policies or production procedures have to be changed if these concessions are granted? This form of future planning helps management determine how willing it is to take a strike. Planning for a strike is certainly difficult, but the issue should be included in strategy planning.

Using the Best Tactics

     Tactics are calculated actions used by both parties. Occasionally, tactics are used to mislead the other party. But they are also used to secure an agreement that is favorable to either management or the unions.

Both unions and management to secure a favorable agreement have used a number of popular tactics. These tactics are

1. Conflict-based. Each party is uncompromising, takes a hard line, and resists any overtures for compromise or agreement. Typically, what happens is that one party mirrors the other party's actions.

2. Armed truce. Each party views the other as an adversary. Although they are adversaries, it is recognized that an agreement must be worked out under the guidelines specified by the law. In fact, the law is literally followed to the letter to reach agreement.

3. Power bargaining. Each party accepts the other party with the knowledge that a balance of power exists. It would be nonproductive to pursue a strategy of trying to eliminate the other party in the relationship.

4. Accommodation. Both parties adjust to each other. Compromise, flexibility, and tolerance in positive forms are used in favor of emotion and raw power. It is claimed that most managers and union leaders have engaged in accommodation for the bulk of union–management bargaining issues.

5. Cooperation. Each side accepts the other as a full partner. This means that management and the union work together not only on everyday matters but in such difficult areas as technological change, quality of work life improvements, and business decision-making.

Reaching a Formal Contractual Agreement

     The union–management contract designates the formal terms of agreement. The average contract is designed to last for two or three years. Contracts range in size from a few typewritten pages to more than a hundred pages, depending on the issues covered, the size of the organization, and the union. The typical labor contract is divided into sections and appendixes. 

The standard selections that are covered in many labor agreements are shown in the following exhibit. 

Content of a Labor Agreement

Purpose and intent of the parties 



 Vacations

                                     

 Scope of the agreement             



Seniority

                                     

 Management                         




Safety and health

                                     

 Responsibilities of the parties’    



Military service

                                     

 Union membership and check off 



Severance allowance

                                     

 Adjustment of grievance            



Savings and vacation plan

                                     

Arbitration
Supplemental unemployment benefits program

                                     

Suspension and discharge cases     



Insurance grievances

                                     

Rates of pay




             

Prior agreements

                                     

 Hours of work          




            Termination date

                                     

 Overtime and holidays               

The exhibit shows that a major part of the contract is concerned with such employment issues as wages, hours, fringe benefits, and overtime.

Management rights appear in one of two forms. The first involves a statement that the control and operation of the business are the right of management except in cases specified in the contract. 

The second is a list of all management activities that are not subject to sharing with the union. Included are such topics as planning and scheduling production, purchasing equipment, and making final hiring decisions.

The union rights spelled out in the contract involve such issues as the role the union will play in laying off members or in such areas as promotion and transfer. The union stresses seniority as a means of reducing the tendency for discrimination and favoritism in HRM decision-making.

Summary: Organizing and Collective Bargaining

1. When employees are significantly dissatisfied with their situation in the work place, union organizing is a possible outcome.

2. Organizing is the process of forming a bargaining unit and petitioning the National Labor Relations Board for recognition. The bargaining unit is two or more employees who share common employment interests and conditions and may reasonably be grouped together.

3. Conditions in the workplace most likely to trigger organizing are lack of job security, low wages, hostile supervisory practices, and inadequate benefits.

4. Collective bargaining is the process by which unions and management establish the terms and conditions of employment.

5. The steps in the collective bargaining process include

a. Pre negotiation.

b. Selecting negotiators.

c. Developing a bargaining strategy.

d. Using the best bargaining tactics.

e. Reaching a formal contractual agreement.

6. If union and management representatives fail to reach an agreement during negotiations on a mandatory bargaining issue or if the rank and file membership does not ratify the tentative agreement, a bargaining impasse results. Possible outcomes of an impasse include work stoppages like strikes or lockouts and/or seeking the help of a neutral third party to reach agreement.

7. A strike is an effort to withhold employee services so the employer will make greater concessions at the bargaining table. There appears to be a distinct trend toward fewer strikes. Strikes in the public sector are prohibited in most states.

8. The lockout is the managerial equivalent of a strike. Management can continue operating with a skeleton crew of managers, shut down the plant, or lock employees out.

9. The traditional adversarial union–management relationship has been giving way to union–management cooperation. Adverse economic times, foreign competition, and technological advancements have created more interest in both union and management to look for ways to cooperate.
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