
 
 

“What is the one thing 
I have to do to remain union-free?” 

 
 
That’s like asking, “What’s the one thing I 
need to do to have a profitable company?” 
There is NO one thing that creates a profit – 
there never is!  It is always a mix of 
strategies and tactics plus the right people at 
the right time. And then, everything is 
always changing. 
 
To remain union-free is much the same – a 
mix of strategies and tactics and the right 
people:  

 your supervisors, and 
 your employees. 

  
In Unions are not Inevitable!© [5th Ed.] I 
make the argument that the job title 
‘supervisor’ is a misnomer, especially in the 
context of Positive Employee Relations™. 
Supervisor implies ‘overseeing’, almost a 
controller. The alternative title/role that I 
propose is Front Line Leader. A leader is, by 
definition, not an overseer but one who has a 
vision and, through his/her behaviour, has 
earned the right to have followers. 
 
So, let’s un-package this point: We can look 
at how a supervisor is selected. He or she is 
most often one of the best performing 
employees with a track-record of producing 
good quality ‘widgets’, who is never late, 

infrequently absent, and never presents 
problems for managers to resolve; the ‘ideal’ 
employee.  
 
This employee is perceived as a good 
supervisory candidate. But with a candidate 
who ‘keeps his/her head down’ and always 
follows the rules, is the modus operandi to 
‘make no waves’? A make-no-wave practice 
can indicate conflict avoidance and a 
preference for no confrontation.  
 
Constructive change is usually synonymous 
with ‘making waves’. To always follow the 
rules can also mean not taking 
responsibility: “I was just following the 
manual, it’s not my fault if things went 
wrong.”  
 
So the ‘best performing’ employee is 
selected and appointed as the new 
supervisor, despite that the skills to be a 
great widget maker have little resemblance 
to the competencies needed to be a 
supervisor – let alone a leader.  
 
To remain union-free one requires leaders 
who are motivators, inspirers, and 
influencers. Individuals who are willing to 
judiciously push for better, newer solutions 
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to old problems; establish standards that are 
a little higher than yesterday’s; and be 
willing to do what it takes to achieve 
outstanding customer service. Leaders are 
such because their competencies - people 
and business acumen - will have taught them 
how to turn employees into engaged 
followers. Followers do so voluntarily 
because their leader has earned their respect 
and trust. These living values – respect and 
trust – are hard to come by if a supervisor 
performs authoritatively. 
  
So to eliminate an employee’s perceived 
need for a union, their supervisor becomes a 
leader and the hourly-rated employee 
becomes a voluntary follower. 
 
Let’s turn to your employees. Here is where 
your union-free goal becomes most 
interesting. Every employee in Canada and 
the USA has the right to join a union. No 
company remains union-free by taking away 
rights. To be a union-free employer doesn’t 
mean being anti-union, it means being pro- 
employee. 
 
To be union-free and remain so, leaders 
must present and deliver a company culture 
and work environment that clearly says to 
the employees, “You have no need to send 
monthly dues to a union - we currently are 
exceeding whatever a union could negotiate 
for you!” 
 
In many organizations it is the norm for an 
employee to be assigned to a job, a 
department and a supervisor. Surprisingly, 
this all takes place before the employee has 
been hired! The supervisor is the ‘superior’. 
The supervisor trains, assigns work, 
determines if quality standards are being 

adhered to and then performs a number of 
Human Resource functions such as 
managing attendance, discipline and the like. 
  
It should be noted that no newly-hired 
employee has been involved in this process: 
no discussion about the supervisor, job or 
department. I highlight this as a missed 
opportunity to communicate with the 
employee about the central point for them 
becoming an employee - their job. One 
might not expect a newly-hired employee to 
contribute much – but by being asked to 
contribute, and not being ignored, creates a 
powerful impression.  
The next step is to get the employees 
engaged in their work. The scenario of 
leader versus supervisor goes a long way to 
making engagement happen. For the present 
let’s focus on the hiring of ‘new’ employees. 
[There is no such thing as a ‘new’ employee 
– each and every ‘new’ employee comes 
with education, experiences and discussions 
across the dinner table and/or the local pub. 
One might say that we are all ‘used’ or pre-
owned].  
 
The starting point is not the job posting, it is 
the job itself. Work – all work – has the 
inherent potential of being exciting and 
thereby capturing an employee’s interest. As 
a carry-over from the historic Ford assembly 
line days, most work today is devoid of any 
decision making. “If employees have to 
make decisions, they can and will screw-up 
the works!” Expressed one way or another, 
we’ve all heard this false argument.  
The more that decision-making is absent, the 
greater the organizing opportunity for a 
union.  
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What are innovation, creativity and 
unsurpassed customer service if not 
decision-making, at all levels, applied to 
one’s work?  To put decision making into 
employees’ jobs, we have to take some of 
the ‘overseeing’ component away from the 
supervisor. By putting decision making, 
relative to the job, in employees’ hands you 
are asking them to take personal 
responsibility to perform the work correctly. 
Once this has been mastered, then we ask 
employees to do their tasks smarter. In other 
words, they become invested with their work 
– this is engagement!  
 
To have employees engaged in their work, 
they must be trained, encouraged and 
rewarded for doing so. That’s the leader’s 
job – and we will know it is being done 
correctly, when: 

 employees become excited about their 
work, 

 innovation, creativity and engagement 
become visible, 

 productivity indicators are on the rise, 
 employees voluntarily become followers; 

and 
 the ‘union issue’ is no longer an 

employee concern.  
 
To start with employees who are willing to 
engage with their work, we need to recruit 
candidates with different skills, experiences 
and expectations than we have asked for in 
the past. 
  
When it comes to engaging current 
employees, first begin with the supervisor-
to-leader transition. Having employees 
involved in their job will not occur if the 
supervisor retains his/her ‘boss-subordinate’ 
mindset and subsequent behaviours. 

 
Current employees need to be shown a new 
and exciting vision about the organization’s 
focus on employee engagement. This is a 
responsibility best carried out by the senior 
leaders. The new vision is about working 
smarter, enjoying work more and increasing 
the customer satisfaction quotient. This can 
only happen if employees are trained in 
decision making, personal responsibility, 
and thinking constructively outside their 
traditional scope.  
 
 
The goal is to train employees to be mindful 
and creative in how they work. Do not 
expect an employee, who has been through a 
2-hour training session, to get it right the 
first time. They may have to unlearn years of 
experiences and practices and then re-learn a 
new methodology. By doing these 2 things – 
which are completely interrelated – you will 
end up with better performing leaders, and 
engaged employees. 
 
And the steps to achieve your union-free 
goal will be well on its way. 
 
 

 


