
 
 

DECERTIFICATION 
Is that a Light at the End of the Tunnel? 

 

Moving from a unionized to a 
union-free work environment is a 
process called decertification. It is 
a result of employees, not 
management, deciding that they no 
longer require representation from 
the union. 
 
Decertification is an employee-
initiated process. Sounds simple 
enough? Not quite, certain very 
critical management steps need to 
be considered. 
 
Even though successful 
decertification proceedings are 
becoming better understood and 
more common, the dynamics of 
setting the process in motion, will 
encompass one of the most 
challenging and committed changes 
in paradigms that your organization 
will likely go through. 
 
The challenge is to create a 
workplace environment that 
convinces employees that the 
union is no longer required. 
 
This new culture must be based on 
strategically implemented Positive 
Employee Relations™ initiatives 

that literally reset the labour 
relations landscape in the 
organization. The benefits of a 
properly placed Positive Employee 
Relations program in any 
organization will be far more than a 
union-free light at the end of the 
unionized tunnel. 
  
This sought after cultural 
metamorphosis, like the caterpillar 
that transforms into a butterfly, 
starts with the current union-
management environment, which 
may look something like this: 

 Excess control by management 
 Reduced productivity 
 Diminished work quality 
 Poor communication 
 Job dissatisfaction 
 Large numbers of grievances 
 Unscheduled downtime 
 Tense working relations 
 Generally poor morale 

 
Sound familiar? This situation was 
certainly not the environment that 
management initially strived to 
achieve. It evolved due to 
conditions, such as the following: 

 Lack of awareness 
 Lack of long-term perspective 
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 An insatiable quest for money 
and/or more power: in a word, 
greed 

 
The above conditions usually occur 
because creating and managing a 
business is too often seen as a 
‘technical’ process. That is, the 
products are manufactured items; 
the business systems, policies, 
practices and procedures are rigidly 
documented; the day-to-day 
operational management is 
numbers and control-oriented. The 
processes are all task-driven. Some 
employers will attempt to deal with 
and treat their employees in a 
paradigm similar to the way the 
rest of the business is run.  
The expectation ultimately 
assumes that everyone will follow 
established policies, practices and 
procedures without disagreement, 
disloyalty or dissension. 
 
Here lies the ‘disconnect.’ The 
seeds of unionization that flourish 
in an environment that treats 
people as ‘technical’ items or 
simple extensions of the very 
machines that produce the 
products. Employee relations’ 
cultures that encourage this 
perspective may enjoy short-term 
gains but it will, no doubt, be at 
the sacrifice of long-term benefits. 
 
Managing people as though they 
were technical systems or mobile 
machinery leads to dissatisfaction 
and eventually to alienation.  
 
To reverse this negative outcome 
means refocusing the entire 
organization on a Positive 

Employee Relations footing. This 
change shows that you have 
implicitly decided that what 
motivates your employees’ actions 
is important to you. 
 
The principles of Positive Employee 
Relations are the precise Values 
that your employees will want 
demonstrated before they are 
convinced that decertification is a 
viable and possible step for them. 
 
This paradigm shift will require 
some time to develop in the 
cultural cocoon before the union-
free butterfly takes flight 
[depending on the strength of the 
present union support, a 3 to 5 
year period may be required].  
 
However, the preferred outcomes, 
once Positive Employee Relations 
Values are followed, will be quite 
different: 

 Clarity of mission and purpose 
 People skilled managers 
 A climate of creativity and 
innovation 

 Open and direct communications 
 Loyal and committed employees 
 Better employees attracted and 
retained 

 Reduced waste and fewer 
accidents 

 Quality service and products 
 A customer-centric attitude 

Clearly, the new paradigm places 
Positive Employee Relations at the 
forefront. 
 
So now we have an understanding 
of the differences between the old 
paradigm and the new paradigm. 
How do we set the stage to develop 
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and implement our Positive 
Employee Relations program?  
 
At the heart of this new mind set 
are the Values of the company. 
These Values must be at the core 
of the business model and drive 
decision-making - regardless of 
where in the hierarchy the decision 
is made. The more positive the 
Values embraced, the more the 
employees will feel encouraged 
sharing those Values. 
 
 
 
Let’s examine seven possible Core 
Values of a Positive Employee 
Relations organization: 

 Spirit of Inclusion 
 Solid Belief in Decency 
 Commitment to Self-knowledge 
and Development 

 Respect for Individual 
Differences 

 Health, Safety and Wellness 
 Appreciation that Change is 
Inevitable 

 Passion for Products and 
Processes 

[Please see Chapter 1, Page 6, 5th 
Ed. Unions are not Inevitable!© for 
a further discussion of these 
Values]. 
 
Management will have to do 
business differently in order to 
adopt these core Values and see 
resulting leadership behaviour that 
encourages employees to consider 
decertification. 
 
Essentially, the reclamation of a 
Positive Employee Relations 
position is the elimination of the 

conditions that led to unionization 
in the first place. Acknowledging 
that decertification can be a logical 
outcome, the adoption and 
implementation of the corporate 
Values must be clearly understood 
at all levels of leadership. The 
importance and necessity of 
managerial and supervisory 
commitment to these goals cannot 
be over-emphasized. 
 
The decertification strategy will 
need to be strongly and 
comprehensively managed. Like 
any strategic plan, there needs to 
be a time frame set, keeping in 
mind that the process could be 
lengthy and a senior leader with 
credibility to discreetly champion 
the process. 
 
Implementation steps should 
include: 

 Not letting the existing culture 
interfere with the creation of a 
new culture. 

 Focusing your vision on new 
business processes, not old and 
established relationships. 

 Making the culture change 
obvious. 

 Making significant changes in 
your recognition systems to 
reflect the new culture. 

 Championing the new Vision 
from both the senior and front-
line management levels. 

 Changing the locus of decision-
making from management’s sole 
responsibility to a collaborative 
model that recognizes employee 
contributions. 

 Cranking-up the 
communications. Let all the 
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employees and supervisors 
know about the changes taking 
place and how they will benefit. 

 Be willing, if training, coaching 
and mentoring fail, to replace 
managers and supervisors who 
cannot work within the new 
culture. 

 Recruiting new supervisors and 
managers to a higher standard. 

 Training everyone. 
 
 
 
 
Critical areas of focus in the 
decertification strategy will include: 

 Hiring Practices 
Rigorous screening of new 
applicants must be carried out to 
ensure that only those who are 
best able to perform the tasks of 
the job and operate effectively 
within the new corporate culture 
are chosen. Care must be taken to 
ensure interview policies and 
procedures do not contravene 
either legislation or the collective 
agreement. 
 
Keys to diligence in hiring are: 
• Train all interviewers. 
• Use a behavioural model as 

criteria to objectively assess 
candidates [See Chapter 11, 
Page 464; and Chapter 13, Page 
559]. 

• Have high achievers do peer 
interviews. 

• Interview, test, reference check 
and, if in doubt, interview again. 

• Make supervisory involvement 
and approval mandatory. 

• Reward supervisors who hire 
good employees. 

 
 Communications 

Good communication plays a vital 
role in any Positive Employee 
Relations program. Clear candid 
communications are pivotal to 
gaining respect. Avoiding issues or 
conflicts resolves nothing. A 
credible and employee-focused 
Conflict Resolution program must 
be in place. 
 
 
 
The keys to effective 
communicating are: 
• Open your eyes and ears: listen, 

question, and then listen some 
more. 

• Say what you mean and 
meaning what you say. 

• Encourage feedback from all 
employees. 

• Resolve conflict[s] before 
resentment sets in. 

• Communication is leadership. 
• Leadership is communication. 
 

 Recognition 
Nothing empowers an employee 
like an enriched job [decision- 
making included] and recognition 
for doing the job well. 
 
Recognition that reinforces the 
Values that make your organization 
a better place to work is where the 
initiatives need to land. 
 
Programs of this sort provide 
management an opportunity to 
move away from an environment of 
enforcement where punitive 
consequences are the primary 
responses to negative performers.  
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Reward and recognition allows for 
positive attention to the majority of 
employees who give their all, 
essentially unchecked, each and 
every day. Earmark behaviours 
that can be rewarded, such as 
sales, production, quality, 
innovation, participation, safety, 
team building and internal 
customer/supplier success stories. 
Rewards can come in many shapes 
and sizes from a simple, but largely 
under-utilized, ‘thank you’ to 
company branded clothing, public 
brag sheets, ‘employee of the 
month honour, social media 
opportunities abound and letters of 
appreciation sent to employees’ 
homes from the president. 
 
All must demonstrate, in a tangible 
way, the new corporate culture. 
 

 Leadership Training 
One of the most critical elements of 
any Positive Employee Relations 
culture is directly connected to the 
competencies of the managers and 
front line leaders. Their influence 
and involvement in the success of 
any decertification strategy cannot 
be over-emphasized. This 
involvement is with employee 
relations and not with the actual 
decertification. 
 
Empowering employees can be 
paradoxical to supervisors who feel 
they cannot improve their influence 
by relinquishing some traditional 
power. Explain to them that 
sharing power helps prevent poor 
decisions and that power built on 

fear is an expression of 
intimidation, not leadership. 
 
Managing only the technical 
component of a supervisory 
position is not enough. Managers 
and supervisors must become 
leaders; positive role models 
accountable for making decent 
people decisions. Applying core 
competencies on both the technical 
and human parts of a supervisor’s 
job must be aligned with the 
Performance Review and 
compensation processes. 
Once the implementation of the 
new Values begins, a culture, 
based on Positive Employee 
Relations, will begin to emerge. 
This re-assertion of management’s 
role in the organization will be at 
the heart of the decertification 
strategy. By institutionalizing the 
new corporate Values, a new 
business Vision will be declared.  
 
This Vision asserts that maximum 
attention is paid to creating a 
workplace where people come 
before profits - because it is the 
employees who make the profits. 
Employees treated this way will, in 
turn, treat customers as prime 
stakeholders. 
 
Further to this, proclaiming an 
Employees Charter of Rights will 
help to regain control from the 
union. 
 
An Employees’ Charter of Rights 
recognizes that management is 
committed to the survival, growth 
and development of the company 
and that achievement of these 
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goals can only take place if we 
respect all employees: 
• Thoughts, feelings and fears. 
• Unique strengths and 

differences. 
• Desire to participate and 

contribute. 
• Need for recognition of 

achievements. 
• Desire to learn and develop. 
• Desire for a safe and healthy 

workplace. 
• Need for a balanced work-family 

life. 
In summary, while only employees 
are permitted to run a 
decertification campaign, the 
employer can, through Positive 
Employee Relations, regain the 
employees respect and create a 
working environment that makes 
the union redundant.  
 
Creating and maintaining a 
decertification climate should be as 
strategically important to the 
success of the business as setting 
financial budgets. 
 
Why would employees prefer to 
pay a union to protect their 
interests if, a thorough 
demonstration of core Values, the 
company provides a positive work 
environment seen to be just as 
important as customer 
relationships. 
 
This leap is by no means a short-
term ‘talk-the-talk’ quick fix. It is 
an ingrained commitment at all 
levels to carry out the needs of the 
business while demonstrating the 
company Values. It requires 

patience and integrity but will be as 
gratifying as it is profitable. 
 
 

 


