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INTRODUCTION 

Worker and union participation in a business or firm is 
legitimate, beneficial and necessary. I use the term worker-and

union because an employee is not a complete being without his or 
her own labor organization. The union provides an atmosphere of 

freedom for the worker to develop informed opinions and criteria, 

a platform for negotiation and a defence organization to protect 

his or her rights as worker and a citizen. Trade unionism is part 

of the capitalist economic system which recognizes private 

businesses' right to manage its own affairs when there is 
sufficient governmental, public and worker intervention to assure 

the common good and control abuses intrinsic to a free market 
system. 

If we accept that production strategies are changing in favor 

of systems which emphasize quality, productivity and flexibility; 

we, therefore, must change our thinking about workers and their 
role at work. An employee is no longer the brute physical force 

from the shoulders down as the mass production system preached, but 

a thinking person who can help better the place of work. However, 

this human potential is not fully developed if there is no 

protection against job loss, arbitrary action by management and the 

deskilling of work as a result of technology selectively applied, 

as we can see from the following examples: 

1. Two long time workers are qualified mechanics, but only one is 

now employed due to a new technology which requires much less 

ability and experience. He is worried about his job because 

the company will not give him any training on the other new 

technologies being put in place. 

2. A mechanic for Mid-American Airlines is not permitted to 

program new stamping equipment due to a company policy of 

giving this function exclusively to its computer programmers . 

Harvey, the mechanic, calculates that these computer operators 
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waste two million dollars worth of metal due to their lack of 

knowledge and experience with the work. Also, they are 

producing products of an inferior quality than required by 
law. 

The financial speculator Lorenzo B. Pickens bought a roller 
skate factory which is an intensely competitive business 

because of computerized technology. Pickens decided not to 

update the technology but move the operators to Mexico where 

he could pay less than 10 dollars a day to his new employees. 

Worker participation is a controversial concept in the mass 

production system which is based on hierarchical control and was 

developed in the United States at the onset of the present century. 

This industrial strategy tried to eliminate the worker's need for 

unions, but failed to do so because "free markets have their own 

severe limitations. They do not, unless compelled, discern the 

difference between employment and exploitation. . ... Free market 

dispense many values but not justice." 1 

Millions of North American workers joined the Congress of 

Industrial Organizations {CIO) in the 1930s not just to better 

their salaries and working conditions but also because they felt 

"the fundamental need of being recognized as a person, as an 

individual with the dignity and the meaning inherent in that 

term. 112 

In the United States worker participation has gravitated 

around the collective bargaining agreement which has established 

labor-management cooperation in safety & health and, to a lesser 

extent, in the introduction of new technology and decisions which 

affect the organization of work. 

In Europe law has played a much bigger part in labor

management relations than in the U.S. and has offered workers a 

greater role in enterprise decision-making with positive benefits 

for the employee, union, business and community. European private 

• enterprise and governments accept the legitimacy of unionism and 
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~ the idea that unions are a positive force much more readily than 

their U.S. counterparts. 

~ 

Today in my country many businessmen and high government 

officials work towards establishing a "union free" society. 

Due to increased international competition, some North 
American companies are looking for ways to involve their employees 

in the process of flexible production and quality improvement, a 

process commonly known as employee involvement (E. I.) . This allows 

workers to take part (in varying degrees) in decisions which affect 

work and the organization of the workplace. It is a process which 

can be serious or not, can stimulate or frustrate the worker and 

help productivity or waste money. E.I. is a generalized term for 

different plans which can include the encouragement of suggestions 

from workers or the strategic participation of workers and their 

unions in a business. 

If worker participation is to be effective, there must be real 

participation of workers in decision-making. The process of 

achieving this participation is slow, hard work and necessitates an 

acceptance by the firm of union involvement. 

"The very fact that unions can say "no" to participate in 

cooperative programs should lead to changes in those programs that 

increase their long-run viability by making them better balanced

attractive to workers, as well as vehicles of greater 

productivity. 113 

Slowly, U.S. companies are recognizing that their employees 

have to be more than robots as the present management system tends 

to treat them. The ex-Secretary of Labor, Ray Marshall, points out 

that our production system, predominately centered around the use 

of abundant natural resources and mass production, is defective 

because it does not emphasize either the adequate use or training 

of manpower. New technology requires participative organizational 

~ systems to assure quality and productivity. 
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A report by the National Alliance of Business affirms that the 

United States does not use its workers as effectively as other 

countries due to faults in the formal and vocational education 

systems, and, as a result, u.s. firms operate at a competitive 

disadvantage. 

The difference between these businessmen and Marshall relates 

to the role of the union. They ignore unionism while marshall 

stresses that only when a worker has strong independent power in 

the workplace can he or she become an enthusiastic participant in 

a system of flexible production. 

Ford and the United Auto Workers (U.A.W.) negotiated and 
jointly manage an extensive education program of personal, academic 

and professional development for their workers and members. This 

living strategy which assists an employee grow as a person, worker 

and professional is part of a new coordination between workers, the 

union, supervisors and management to produce better and safer cars 

at the lowest cost. One of the best TV commercials today has 

assembly workers, engineers and other Ford employees telling the 

public how they work together to produce a superior product. 

There are also other reasons in favor of worker-union 

participation in the enterprise. 

Friedman explains: 

AFL-CIO economist Sheldon 

"Unions increase their members' wages by redistributing 

profits to workers, and by forcing employer to be more 

efficient .... A unionized workforce can keep management on 
its toes, forcing it to do a better job. When that happens, 
the entire economy can benefit." 

The presence of a union helps management to produce changes in 

a firm's production system because the union gives workers a 

mechanism to exchange their cooperation for benefits whether 

related to salary, job security, training and/or others. Where 

• there is a labor organization, there is less arbitrary treatment of 
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the employees which in turn improves workforce stability and helps 
attract and keep the most qualified craftsmen. 

Growing mass consumption and productivity increases helped 
create the rapid economic development of the United States between 
1945 and 1970. However, in response to the new competition from 

Europe and Asia, American business altered its strategy by 

downgrading the importance of strong, internal demand and took a 
more and more hostile position toward workers' and union rights. 
Our businessmen had not put the same emphasis on developing new 
technology as did the Japanese and Germans due to their historic 

habit of reducing the workforce, cutting social costs and 
pressuring for reductions in taxes and in health and safety and 
environmental regulations when times of crisis hit. If they 

wanted, many businesses would transfer operations to Mexico, the 
Dominican Republic or other countries with low wages and no 
effective, safety and environmental regulations which is the 
opposite of the high wage/high productivity model of other 
industrial countries. The result has been a skewed type of 

competitiveness based on poverty and its prolongation. 

The First Annual Report of the Competitive Policy Council 
(March, 1992) argues that u.s. capabilities in scientific 

innovation are very advanced. The problem is the lack of a way to 

translate these into viable commercial products and ventures in a 

timely and effective way. Top executives from manufacturing 

companies in focus groups sponsored by the National Association of 

Manufacturers arrived at the conclusion that U.S. firms were 

positively changing but only at half the speed needed to become 
completely competitive in today's world market. 

Where government and management respect labor rights, 
democratic processes are encouraged. With a widespread, works 

council system, Germany practices much more democracy in the 
workplace than the great majority of u.s. businesses managed in a 
semi-dictatorial way . 
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Where workers fear to organize as happens in the United 

States, the quality of democracy is hurt. Recognition by society of 

labor's right to organize and represent workers is as fundamental 

to the existence of democracy as the right of business 

organizations to organize and protect their interests. 

Scientific Management 

At the end of the· last century the industrial production 

process was changing radically. Using new technologies, employers 

who were becoming larger and larger and technicians dedicated to 

the concept of social engineering developed systems for organizing 

and controlling their businesses which became known as management. 
The master artisan working as an independent contractor on the work 

site was put out of business and was forced to take the work of a 

semi and unskilled worker. 

The corporations won almost total control of the workplace and 

put management appointed supervisors in place of the artisans. The 

work was divided into simple, repetitive steps based on the 

assembly line concept. The whole production process was 
integrated. 

This age of technological change included not only new 

inventions and machinery but also a revolution in the organization 

and design of work and the way property was managed. "Technology 

is best defined as how things are done. Technology is therefore 

ideas, skills and knowledge embodied in machines and production 
systems. The development of technology thus depends upon the 

generation of ideas .... and the development of skills needed to 

apply knowledge to the production of goods and services."4 

Frederick Winslow Taylor was a product of the Progressive Age 

(1900-1920) which believed in the possibility of making a better 

and more efficient world through the intervention of administrators 

and technicians in the discovery of scientific rules to guide human 
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behavior and productive processes. Taylor, an industrial engineer, 

helped create a system of work organization based on three aspects: 

(1) Greater worker specialization based on the creation of simple 

and repetitive tasks according to time and motion studies. 

(2) Well defined rules established beforehand within a 

bureaucratic hierarchy. 

( 3) The collection of information to permit top management to 
develop plans and control from the top down. 5 

Scientific management became accepted by North-American 

society, including the labor movement. The development of 

professional managers based on specialized study produced a new 

kind of boss in the production process who supplemented owners and 

major shareholders in the running of everyday operations and the 
business as a whole . 

There was an attempt to treat the worker more humanely in the 

large industries but never was there any intention to put an end to 

an abusive labor system ruled by fiat from above where the work 

force was nothing more than another cost. Henry Ford paid much 

better wages than other employers, worked to create a mass 

consumption market for industrial production but would not permit 
a union at Ford. He wanted a work force from the shoulders down. 

Control and direction of the business was an exclusive management 
right. 

The doubling of union membership during World War I frightened 

employers; and with the end of the war, the business sector 

launched an all out offensive against labor which resulted in the 
destruction of unions 

and other industries. 

the states assisted. 

in the meat, port, construction, transport 

Republican governments in Washington and in 

But how did an employer maintain the union 
concept outside of his factory gates? 
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The answer to this question was provided by a program of 

scientific management of personnel. "Production workers needed to 

be made to feel as if they were involved in the enterprise and 
respected as individuals. Actual participation and personal 
respect were, of course, impractical. But professional managers 

could at least manufacture the appearance of involvement and 

respect. Every dimension of management started from systematic 

planning, and it seemed obvious that the social contract of the 

workplace should as well. 116 So began the policy of welfare 

capitalism or American Plan by the large corporations. 

To better understand this philosophy which exists until today 

in both the U.S. and Central America, let us look at the experience 

of International Harvester in defense of the open stop or non-union 

shop. In this analysis which concludes the first part of my 

presentation let us think about the industrial relations systems of 

today and the similarities with this time period. 

• The Industrial Relations Department of International Harvester 
designed a worker participation scheme in 1920. After going 

through 26 revisions by management including elimination of any 

worker representation on the board of directors and of any 

protective grievance procedure, workers were given just two days to 

analyze the proposal and vote on it. 

Labor-management councils soon became puppets in the hands of 

management once worker representatives with an independent mind set 

were eliminated. Sports, cultural and small welfare activities 
were created. Yet when workers engaged in strikes, they were 

dismissed. The so-called labor representatives stoutly defended 

International Harvester's decision to give only one wage raise in 
the 1920's, plus reduce wages by 12.5 in 1921. 

During the Great Depression this management plan for 

controlling their employees failed. Worker representatives at one 

plant used the council structure to organize a c. I. 0. union in 

• 1937, the same year that the Supreme Court declared that labor 
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management committees such as those at International Harvester were 

dominated by management and therefore, illegal under the 1935 
National Labor Relations Act. 

It is illegal for an enterprise "to dominate or interfere with 

the formation of any labor organization or contribute financial or 
other support to it." A labor organization is "any organization of 

any kind .... which exists for the purpose of ..... dealing with 
employers concerning grievances, labor disputes, wages ..... or 

conditions of work."7 American working men and women believe in 
a union movement of workers, 
exclusively. 

for workers and by workers 

International 

in Central 

So let us compare this approach used by 

Harvester known as American Plan with solidarismo8 

America today and ask ourselves the following question: 

If one goal of today's culture is to create more effective, 
popular participation in bettering the life of the individual 
citizen, including the process of work, then how much have we 
really progressed if solidarismo is now one of management's 
principal goals in Central America? 

From Abundance to Crisis 

"Both the mass production system and demand management 

policies were justified by the American economy's remarkable 

performance in World War II. After the war the combination of 

economies of scale, abundant natural resources, strong global 
demand, and a backlog of technology (much of it, including the 
computer, developed by the military), ushered in the longest period 
of equitably-shared prosperity in U.S. history. Progressive 

government policy and collective bargaining counteracted the 

market's natural tendency to produce inequality."9 

Real salaries and family incomes in the u.s. rose until 1971-

• 1972. The number of families classified as poor declined 
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significantly. University education became accessible to workers 
and their children, and especially war veterans like my father. 

Housing patterns changed from an apartment or small row-house in 

the city to a larger separate dwelling with a garden in the 

suburbs. The government created public programs for the old and to 

help children. 

As labor correspondent John Hoerr explains, the new industrial 

unionism which organized millions of workers from 1936 to 1945 "was 

not just for union members but for the economy as a whole. The new 

industrial unions created procedures to protect workers from 
arbitrary treatment on the job. But the labor-relations system 

that grew up around industrial unionism did far more than that. By 

organizing all the major companies in steel, auto, rubber and other 

mass-production industries, industrial unions successfully took 

wages out of competition. This put a stop to the destructive wage 

cutting among companies that had often taken place during 

downturns. And by raising living standards for a broad segment of 
society, industrial unionism made possible the mass consumption on 

which a healthy mass-production economy depended. In the postwar 

era, U.s. companies and unions thrived on the rapid growth in 

productivity and output made possible by mass production and its 

economies of scale."w 

However, "the majority in management has always held to an 

attitude of conservative "realism" and remained unreconciled to the 
principles of unionism, dealing with unions only as a necessary 

evil. " 11 When in 1946 the United Auto Workers tried to involve 

collective bargaining in General Motors' strategic policy-making, 

the union lost. Labor was forced do agree to an extensive 

management rights concept. In exchange, G.M. and other large 

enterprises guaranteed salary increases, cost of living, 

productivity payments, retirement, medical insurance and the use of 
a grievance and arbitration system to resolve work related 

problems. Just as Frederick Taylor, so called "modern management" 

did not believe in the capability of workers to play a thinking 

part in the business, nor did it accept that workers had any right 
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to ask for participation in these matters. One G.M. executive 

described this important policy as giving the union money, whatever 

was necessary, but never, never, any control of the company. 

To protect the individual worker in this system which 

separates those who administer from those who labor, unions 

negotiated work conditions to control the shop as much as possible. 

As Hoerr writes: 

"But the very success of industrial unionism also sowed the 

seeds of its eventual decline. cut off from decision-

making responsibilities, unions focused on protecting workers 

from exploitation by using Taylorism as a base of shop-floor 

power. They negotiated multiple job classifications, linked 
wage rates to the job instead of a worker's skills, and 

established seniority as the basis for promotion. This "job 

control unionism" gave unions a negative power to hamstring 

management but not a positive power to influence operations . 

Rules bred more rules, eventually straitjacketing the 

production system and creating unproductive hierarchies in 

both companies and unions. 1112 

With the exception of Great Britain, Northern Europe took 

another tack in industrial relations. In 1919 German employers 

recognized the legitimacy of the labor movement and accepted the 

principle of collective bargaining at the industrial level for 

application to all members of an industry to avoid disloyal 

competition from businesses unwilling to pay the agreed upon wage 

and benefit rates. 

Labor was part of a political movement (social democracy) and 

put much more emphasis on the development of labor standards 

through law, than was the case in the u.s. where unions looked to 

collective bargaining for their major gains. 

With the obvious exception of the fascist years, European 

• governments have been more disposed to the use of legal mechanisms 
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for the creation of more balanced labor-management relations. 

Historically, the idea of labor-management cooperation has been 

much more widely accepted in Europe than in the United States. 

"It is important to note that we in the United States have 

avoided class struggle. If you ask an American about his social 
status, he will most likely say middle class while a worker in 
England will respond working class. However, it is the United 

States which has had the most conflictive labor-management 

relations among all the industrial countries."~ 

Beginning in the 1970's the U.S. experienced a great surge in 

imports. In the 80's this became an avalanche in part because of 

the increased consumer demand produced by the 1981 tax reductions, 

the neglect of technological innovation on the part of North
American firms, the absence of a national policy to encourage 

better use of U.S. developed technology and a blind adherence to 

free market idealogy. Overseas commercial investment by U.S. firms 

became more and more oriented toward the manufacture of goods by 

cheap labor for re-importation to the U.S. As a result, we have 

seen a large drop in levels of domestic employment at decent wages 

and a weakening of the u.s. labor movement. 

To make the situation 'worse, the 1980's developed an economy 

of speculation in the sale and break up of profitable businesses. 

Billions of dollars were invested in the buying and selling of 

businesses without adding any new technological gains or jobs. Due 

to huge debt obligations acquired in the takeover battles, many 

businesses went bankrupt or had to restructure with drastic cuts in 

workforce and numbers of production centers. The free market of 

the 1980's became a casino economy. 

"In the 1950's the G-7 countries were briefly dominated by 

elderly right-of-center politicians from the Work War II era. But 

Eisenhower, McMillan, DeGaulle and the rest were starchy figures of 

a fading generation; the conservatives of the mid-1980s, by 
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contrast, were aggressive, evangelical capitalists of a secular 

faith ...... " 

"Not only did the right favor the rich but right-wing groups 

proclaimed the idea of an economy without frontiers - a creed where 

there are only markets; countries and people do not count. 

people and business should be totally free to move 

countries at their own volition. 1114 

Money, 

between 

The results to the United States of this economic thinking 

have been: 

An agricultural sector more and more dominated by big, 

agricultural commercial companies which are progressively 

eliminating the family farm and a democratic way of life in 

rural areas. 

A world of growing injustice; and 

A ferocious attack on trade unionism and the right of workers 

to freely organize, among other things. 

However, the experience of the 1980's as represented by u.s. 
savings and loan crisis and the Japanese stock market scandals is 

making us take a second look at our economic and social policies. 

Representatives from government, management, academia and labor in 

the Competitive Policy Council recommended that the U.S. pay close 

attention to six vital areas so as to improve its competitive 

position worldwide. 15 

- Saving and Investment 

- Education and Training 

- Technology 

- Corporate Governance and Financial Markets 

- Health Care Cost 

- Trade Policy 
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One example of this new thinking can be found in the garment 

industry where 60% of the items sold are produced off-shore. To 

protect the more than 1 million jobs, including some 180,000 in the 

New York City metropolitan area, the u.s. garment industry must 

continue to improve quality and to create more up-to-date styles at 

the same rate as public tastes change. More and more success 

depends upon just-in-time production or a system which can supply 

a particular product or style exactly when it is needed by the 
seller. 

To maintain New York City as a leading fashion center, the 

International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU), employers and 

the state and city of New York created the Garment Industrial 

Development Corporation in 1984 to help the garment industry (much 

of which is composed of small shops) solve specific problems of 

economy, efficiency and timely fashion development. Specifically, 
it helped a group of small "chinese" shops find a suitable type of 

building with reasonable rents. It assists enterprises to learn 
how to use and maintain up-to-date technology. If an enterprise 

wishes to invest in new technology, the Corporation will assist in 

the feasibility study and the installation. Another central 

objective is to involve workers in the new technology, including 

computerized machines. New York area garment workers freely 

participate in this technological advancement because they 

understand their importance in this process; and being protected by 

a strong union, they feel more assurance that any changes will be 

of benefit and not of harm to them. This worker is much more 

efficient than his or her counterpart in El Paso, Texas, who does 

not always receive full payment for the number of hours worked and 
is not protected by a labor organization. The union plays a key 

role in the Corporation due to the fact that it represents workers 

in an industry dominated by small and medium sized enterprises. In 

the present century the two unions representing men's and women's 

wear (ACTWU and ILGWU) have been the principal force behind a 

semblance of order in an industry prone to internal warfare . 
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In conclusion, I suppose that Honduras and Latin America 

confront these same challenges; and in this context, I believe that 

the experience of my country serves as both a good and bad example 

- something I wish you will take into consideration when deciding 

on future economic and social policy. 

Looking at the U.S. economy since 1980 or perhaps earlier, a 

neutral observer would conclude that many of our economic and 
political recipes have created a less productive and more unjust 

society, due in part to the radical application of free market 
ideology in all areas of u.s. life. As Professor Adam Przeworski 

of the Economic Department of the University of Chicago reminds us: 

"Freedom and material security are values most people share. 

But ideological zeal can only increase human suffering, and 

many of the currently fashionable policy prescriptions are 

based only on zeal. Every time I apply for a government 

grant, I have to sign a form declaring I will not experiment 

on human subjects. I wish governments had to do the same. " 16 

Looking to the Future 

How do we create a competitive economy without violating 

working people's dignity? 

How do we stimulate workers to participate in the new 
technological systems? 

How do we create a production system which embodies industrial 
democracy? 

What is organized labor's role in the world, competitive 
economy? 

I cannot categorically answer these questions, but I can point 

out some ideas and experiences of the North-American and European 
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trade union movemen.ts which indicate possible directions towards 

the solution of these challenges. 

The world labor movement does not accept the argument that 

competitiveness is based on low salaries, environmental 

degradation, and gross concessions of taxation and . regulatory 

powers by governments to business. There will always be a country 

with lower wages than yours and mine; and once a country accepts a 

competitive strategy based on the poverty of its workforce, it can 
only conserve its competitiveness by perpetuating the general 
poverty of its citizens. 

"Since the 1970s, American companies have been 
mainly through reducing domestic wages and by 

productive facilities to low-wage countries."n 

competing 

shifting 

"In the more competitive global information economy, success 

requires greater emphasis on some factors which were much less 

important in traditional mass production systems. These new 

factors are quality, productivity, and flexibility." 18 

Technology or a system to order work in the most efficient 

form, is the key and depends more than anything else on people, on 

all the people who participate in it. 

The General Works Council for all Volkswagen plants prepared 
an eloquent position paper on how to maintain and better their 

production system of high productfvity and high wages and workers 

participation in management. 

"We need to move toward group forms of organization both 

because Japanese and American auto firms are doing this and to 

get rid of Taylorism. We are conscious of the particular role 

of VW (as a model) , and of the general position of West 

Germany as an export nation now facing serious competitive 

challenges from countries with much weaker social rights 

(including weaker unions). We need to develop a democratic 
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culture to show the way for modern democracies. Our task is 
to meet world market risks with our own strengths, those that 

emerge from a democratic firm culture (as at VW) based on 

social progress. Good performance and top quality do not come 

in the long run from pressure or incentives but from 

interesting work, good teamwork, and appropriate opportunities 

for input. " 19 

Part of the reason for the decline of American industry is due 

to the absence of a national industrial policy which the 

Reagan/Bush style of free market theory rejects. The fact that 
Japan and Europe have surpassed the U.s. in many aspects of 

productivity and wages, in part because of their industrial 

policies, is ignored. Once again we see the divergence between 

what ideology tells us will happen and what occurs in reality. The 

U.S. has to carry out a conversion 

War has ended, but we will only 

significant government support 
industrial plan. 

of its economy now that the Cold 

succeed in this when there is 

for developing a national, 

George Kourpias, President of an important u.s. union, the 

International Association of Machinists (IAM), argues in favor of 
industrial planning: 

"So industrial policy is back. 
clothes, but back. 

Wearing a new suit of 

As the Sunday Times article declared, "The issue is no 

longer whether government should intervene, but when, where, 

and how." 

And I don't see a sane industrial policy picking winners 
or losers. 

I don't see that policy trading on the rights of 

management to manage . 
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I do see the policy as a weapon in the competitiveness 

battle. 

Not a hindrance to American Industry. But an aid. 

A partnership. With government working for industry, 

American industry, -- in the same way the government works 

for industry in Japan, or Germany, or our other trading 

partners. 

And with input from trade unions as a key part of that 

function. 

And within the framework of an industrial policy for this 

country, I see government help. 
these general areas: 

-- help, not hindrance, in 

Trade . 

Technology. 

Finance. 

Regulation. But only for citizen protection. 

Citizens as consumers. Citizens as workers. 

Education. Training and Re-training. 

I see a policy as including, --besides government,-

industry and labor both. 

The academic community. Economists, 

macro, -- also should be included. 1120 

both micro and 

This type of labor/management/government cooperation would 
help attack another obstacle to better productivity: anti-
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~ unionism. In Europe the banking industry recognizes that powerful 

unions increase worker proQuctivity which is higher than that in 

the United States. European bank workers have more training and 

exercise more responsibility. They think of their work as a 

career, not as a street without real opportunity and a job for only 

a short number of years, as do so many non-union American bank 

employees. 

~ 

~ 

The head of the Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service, 

Bernard DeLury, spoke of his preoccupation with this problem in the 

following way: 

"We had better get back to fair relationships between 

employers and employees. The United States as a democracy 

cannot exist without unions .... We must begin to repair the 

damage (done to our industrial relations system). 1121 

This is an important warning because U.s. history is 

cluttered with wars between workers and bosses due to businesses' 

refusal to recognize the right of workers to form their own, 

independent labor organizations. The phenomenon of Ross Perot is 

a signal that the way of doing business in social, economic and 

political affairs over the last 20 years is no longer acceptable to 

the American people. The public wants more people oriented 

policies from its government. 

Under these circumstances, it is urgent that organized labor 

establish new goals, functions and structures which more adequately 

relate to widespread changes in work organization, workers' needs 
and politics. 

In focus group discussions sponsored by the National 

Association of Manufactures (NAM) , a businessman gave thanks to God 

that he did not have to treat with, fight with a union. However, 

an extensive study by Professor Harrison and Kelley has found that 

unionized metalworking businesses are more productive than non-
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these have some sort of worker 

"Many managers, labor leaders, and government officials have 
come to believe that tapping worker knowledge and energy is key to 

overcoming our problems of competitiveness. " 23 

But there is much less reason for workers to cooperate with 

management when they have no independent voice in the most 

important decisions shaping their role in worker participation in 
management. 

Unions can help in the transition to new work organization. 
In many cases they have helped maintain employment levels and 

bettered working conditions while assisting in productivity 

advances as the example of Xerox Corporation and the Amalgamated 

Clothing and Textile Workers Union (ACTWU) shows. 

• Due to intensive competition in the business machine market of 

• 

1980, Xerox and ACTWU negotiated a collective bargaining agreement 
to bring important changes in the production system. After years 

of confrontation, both management and labor agreed to the active 

participation of workers in production decision-making to assure 

product quality, customer satisfaction and improved productivity. 

In 1983 Xerox proposed reducing the workforce to save some 3.2 

million dollars in costs. The union made an alternative offer 

which led to a joint worker-management team for cost cutting. As 

a result, the company found ways to save 3. 7 million dollars 

without any cutbacks in jobs. 

The majority of ideas which resulted in significant savings 

came from workers: ideas for bettering quality, improving safety 

and health conditions, saving on material and inventory expenses, 

making work and machines more productive and much more. For the 

first time management, with the help of ACTWU, was consulting with 

ordinary workers and asking for their help . 
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Over time and with experimentation, the workers and management 
of Xerox developed confidence in each other and mutual respect: a 

confidence on the part of the union that management would respect 

the collective bargaining process in the development of worker 

participation and confidence by the company that workers and the 
union wanted to help it become more competitive. By sharing power 

and functions which had been the exclusive prerogative of 

management, Xerox won more control over its future in the 

marketplace. 

This example at Xerox is very different from certain 

experiences of the IAM. One typical example was of a firm 
proposing worker participation but with management controlling all 

key decisions including the agenda for discussion with the union. 

When IAM made a counter-proposal incorporating real participation 

by members and the union, management dropped its worker 

participation proposal. In essence, the company talked of worker

management cooperation but was not willing to change its culture of 
control, of fiat from above, to allow for effective and real worker 

participation. 

Effective worker participation is dependent in part upon a 
better educated and trained workforce. For example, new 

computerized tools and machines require higher levels of learning 

and expertise. Smart cars and smart tires are why Ford and others 

put great importance upon worker training and continuing education. 

By nature, unions are the group most interested in education 

and training for their members and see this as an important step to 

building a high wage/high productivity economy. Teachers unions in 

the u.s. have done more to better the quality of education at the 

school level than all the speeches by politicians and programs by 

our Department of Education in the last 15 years. 

Changing work organization and the need to organize a growing 

number of non-union workers require substantial modifications in 
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union thinking and structure. Recently, Bro. Howard Sammuels of 

the Industrial Union Department (AFL-CIO) commented: 

"Most of us have never regarded technology at the top of the 

list for labor. A lot of us have to inform ourselves ... on 
these technological issues. They do mean quality of the 

workplace. Labor has been almost an invisible man when it 

comes to . . . . these issues. 1124 

Unions will need to help workers become informed and develop 

analytical skills about technology and its impact. Creation of 

union/worker-organized technology committees can bring about 

monitoring of technological developments in the workplace. The 

the information from these committees is vital for unions 
negotiation of technology clauses during bargaining. 

in 
It also 

allows the union to offer advice to management on making technology 

more productive and more "friendly" to the workforce. We should 

never forget that scientific management used technological advances 

to try to turn the worker into a robot, pay him less and take 

absolute control of the workplace. 

A union strategy on technology not only helps organized 

workers but can be a useful tool for organizing the unorganized who 

have been less protection from the pernicious effects of technology 

than their unionized counterpart. 

Once again, we return to the positive role of unions for 
employers: 

If unionized workers can decide to resist innovation, they 

also can decide to enthusiastically support it. This positive 

frame of mind will help increase productivity much more than 

imposition from the front office as the work of I. G. metal in 

Germany shows. Pressure by the metal workers union encourages 

companies to train, maintain and retain their workforce; use 

workers in more flexible and imaginative ways; and develop a 

• production system based on high productivity and quality. 
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Volkswagen has a unionized workforce much more disposed to 

innovation and new productivity processes that do non-union 

businesses. 25 

In today's world we have two alternatives: 

Create a production system based on high productivity, 

flexible production and reasonable living standards or competition 

through low salaries, mediocre productivity and the perpetuation of 

poverty. 

The latter alternative does not require any major changes in 

our culture of production as does the former. It maintains a 

system of imposition and total control from the top down. It does 

not accept the legitimacy of unionization but deals with it only as 

a necessary evil. It creates governmental policies which favor the 
rich and the powerful and condemn the rest of the population to 

lower levels of existence . 

In contract the first alternative implies new ways of thinking 

about management, organized labor and government. It believes in 

the capability of workers to participate in decisions which once 

were the exclusive prerogative of the boss. Unions have an active 

role to play. There is also an opportunity to try to overcome one 

of the biggest faults of capitalism: the ability to produce in 

much greater quanti ties than the people can consume because of 

inadequate income levels. 

Which road do we take? As a union member, I prefer the first. 

I want to work with my brain. I want to give my family a decent 

life. I will work with management to create a high 

productivity/high skill and wage workplace. Are you in management 
ready for this challenge? 

• RVO/llh 


