The Academy of Strategic and Organizational Leadership

Collaborative Labor Management Relations - Ready or Not: Assessing Labor and Management's Readiness to Utilize Mutual Gain Problem Solving Strategies 

Jerry D. Estenson DPA

Assistant Professor, Organizational Behavior

California State University, Sacramento

Sacramento, California 

Contact Numbers:

 916-557-5738  (Voice Mail)

916- 966-6370  (Home)

916-967-6410 (Fax)

Jestenso@ns.net
Collaborative Labor Management Relations - "Ready or Not": Assessing Labor and Management's Readiness to Utilize Mutual Gain Problem Solving Strategies 

Jerry D. Estenson, California State University, Sacramento

Jestenso@ns.net
ABSTRACT

The Harvard Negotiations Project helped move the concept of collaborative problem solving to the management stage.  This approach to negotiations operates under a multitude of names: Getting to Yes, Mutual Gain Bargaining, Collaborative Bargaining, and Integrative Bargaining.  Whatever the name, the idea of management approaching conflicts with labor, suppliers, or government agencies from the perspective that a mutually satisfying alternative could be found was both revolutionary and appealing.

This new approach to problem solving is however being meet with resistance by practitioners who viewed the process as soft headed and contrary to the organizational leader’s role.  This is particularly true in the area of labor-management relations where attempts to use the process are few and both management and labor seem reticent to experiment. Recent labor-management issues at United Airlines and Firestone Tire have caused even the most traditional managers to rethink their collective bargaining strategies. 

A model, which may be of value to organizations assessing their ability to utilize collaborative approaches to solving labor management issues, is offered. The model proposes that assessments need to be made at three levels: the external environment, organizational readiness, and individual stakeholder readiness to accept a new approach to conflict resolution. The paper concludes with a proposed strategy to introduce mutual gain problem solving processes to labor-management negotiations. 

INTRODUCTION

With the introduction of the book "Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In." Roger Fisher and William Ury (1981) brought the work of the Harvard Negotiations Project to the attention of the business community. Since then organizations have struggled to make mutual gain problem solving part of their culture.   This approach to conflict resolution now operates under a multitude of names: Getting to Yes, Mutual Gain Bargaining, Collaborative Bargaining, and Integrative Bargaining.  Whatever the name, the idea of management approaching conflicts with labor, suppliers, or government agencies from the perspective that a mutually satisfying alternative could be found is viewed as revolutionary, appealing and sometimes frightening.  The literature indicates that it is only when the organization faces a serious threat that they are willing to experiment with this process (Estenson, 1998)

A model to help assess the organization and individual leaders and followers readiness to utilize this conflict resolution is strategy is offered. The model asked potentials users to reflect on their relationship with current adversaries in the context of a living dynamic system (de Gues, 1997). This system can generally be broken into three elements, which impact behaviors in other parts of the system.  The first element is the external environment, which can be seen as supporting current behavior, neutral about the behavior, or demanding a change.  The second element is the organizational cultures of the individuals involved in the conflict. The third element is the individual involved in the conflict. Careful analysis of the elements and their interaction can provide helpful clues on the readiness of the organization and individuals to change entrenched behaviors. 

SYSTEMS CHECK

A scan of the external environment will reveal attitudes and changes of external stakeholders: customers, political masters, communities, future employees, society, and emerging coalitions calling for change (Walton, Cutcher-Gershefeld & McKersie, 1994). Clues from the external environment can be as subtle as the presence of new competitors or a slow decline in sales.  For public agencies it could be failure of tax referendum, failure of bond issues, substantial decreases in budget allocations, or increased oversight of the governing legislative body (Florio & Abramson, 1996).  At the drastic end of the continuum is calling of the chief executive officers of the Firestone Tire and Ford Motor Company before Congress to testify or United Airlines customers using other airlines. Both public and private organizations would also benefit from careful reading of their treatment in the news media. 

An analysis of the organization will indicate the willingness leaders to accept the risks of a new process and the elasticity of the culture. An external or internal audit of the organization's culture will provide clues regarding the organization's acceptance of the mutual gain conflict resolution strategies (Kraut, 1996).  Answering the following questions may be helpful in an organization's readiness assessment: 

 Is the senior leadership of the organization (company, agency, and union) willing to commit to be personally involved in the process? 

Does the organization have a track record of training its employees in new skills?  If not do they appear ready to do so now? 

Is the organization willing to look outside for models and assistance?

Will they fund site visits to organizations using the process?

Will they utilize outside facilitators or willingness to train internal facilitators? 

Do they have a history of searching for the pathogens creating problems or do they play the blame game?

Are they willing to continually challenge the way they do business?

Will the leadership of all organizations involved share informational power with those involved in the process?

While a "no" answer to any one these question is not enough to derail the process it should be cause for rethinking the use of the process.

The mutual gain process tends to be very personal and simply does not work unless both senior leadership and the membership of both organizations are willing to make a commitment to make the process work. An assessment of a leaders readiness would include their risk taking history.  Another indicator is their track record in exploring unfamiliar territory.  Determining the leaders ability learn from past experience is a worthwhile area to probe since it may help in determining if they are a prisoner of history and habit or a change agent. With most organizations inexperience in the processes it will be necessary for the leader to articulate a clear picture of the process impacts the organization's future. Indicators of skill in the this area could be found in the leader's past ability to explicate complex issues to a broad audience.  Another leadership area to explore is the leaders ability to live with constant change. This attribute is necessary since the mutual gain process is a living process, which creates fluid situations, no easy answers and relationship driven solutions. 

Determining line worker readiness to change can be determined by studying their awareness of the external environment.  This can be done through discussions with informal leaders or organizational surveys. Another tactic can be the review of personnel records to determine employee utilization of tuition assistance programs and attendance at company sponsored training. Further insight can be gained by a careful study of employee behavior during group meetings and with supervisors. Research indicates that employees who are raising questions about how work is performed and the overall health of the organization appear to be demonstrating attributes important to making the mutual gain process work.

LESSONS LEARNED


A study or organizations that have utilized mutual gain problem solving strategies present a picture of helpful behaviors.  These organizations tended to acquire support from outside their organization.  This help can come from international unions, universities, political boards, and governing boards.  These organizations also started the process early in order to avoid the pressure of looming contract expiration dates or political deadlines. In addition leaders in these organizations realized that use of the process requires a serious commitment of not only staff time but of their time.  To make this accommodation, plans were made to shift some of the leader's work to other staff members. It has been found that leaders in successful mutual gain problem solving situations took a long view of their relationship previous adversaries.  These leaders understood that they were creating a process that would continue after the immediate issues were resolved. Last, organizations used the process to teach management skills such  (time management, goal setting, and assumption of personal responsibility for actions, reading financial statements, and budgeting) to all involved in the process.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION


The use of collaborative problem solving strategies is receiving a great deal of attention in the business press.  Failures in the traditional form of bargaining can be seen in the current United Airlines Pilots dispute and in contributing to quality issues involved in the Firestone tire recall. While a collaborative approach is appealing it is important that the organization assess their readiness for change of this magnitude.


A careful study of the external environment; the organization's culture; and the skill, abilities, and attitudes of leaders and line workers will provide an insight into the appropriateness in a using mutual gain processes.  Once this data is collected leaders can make an informed decision regarding their willingness and ability to utilize a process which shares power and requires individual responsibility and accountability.        
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