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“Lloyd is a person of extreme integrity and believes that managing in an ethical and 
value based manner is not only the right thing to do, but is also good business that brings 
results. As an executive coach, I can think of no better person to act as a confidante and 
mentor to senior leaders, who often find themselves confronting difficult organizational 
problems that require clear thinking, strong action, and a value based compass. Lloyd 
has the ability to help an executive effectively work through strategic issues, making the 
organization stronger and helping the leader develop capacity for the future.”

- Dieter E. Kays, President/CEO of FaithLife Financial

“There are all kinds of people who will coach you and encourage you in your career. 
Lloyd is one of the few that recognizes the seamless interconnection of the professional, 
personal and spiritual you and wisely cautions you to consider the ramifications of only 
paying attention to one at the exclusion of, and often at the expense of, the others. When 
Lloyd speaks, I listen.” 

- Cheryl Leis, PhD, Ethics Advisor, International Ethics Advisory Boeing Canada Ltd.

“What makes Lloyd so unique? The answer—the time he invests up-front in building a 
trusting relationship with those he works with and his ability to learn and understand the 
vision and values of the organization and its people. This guarantees that the systems and 
strategies he recommends can not only be easily integrated into the culture but that they 
also work in tandem with the organization’s leadership philosophy.”

- Sandra Watt, Director, Human Resources, Lutherwood

“A number of years ago, I invited Lloyd Field to be ‘a voice from outside’. Someone I 
could trust to give me honest, constructive feedback in my role as a leader. The time spent 
with Lloyd as my ‘coach’ or ‘trusted advisor’ has been a very worthwhile investment. As 
a result, I have made difficult decisions with confidence and added greater value to my 
credit union. I highly recommend Lloyd Field as a leadership coach!”   

- Nick Driedger, CEO, Mennonite Savings and Credit Union

“We appreciate your open and honest critiquing of our plans and helping us to assemble 
our thoughts and ideas into a more powerful approach to achieving our goals. Changing 
culture is a very difficult process and in many cases you aren’t given a second chance to 
right a wrong. We are confident that we will be successful and that with your help we will 
achieve our mutual goal of GUNG HO employees.” 

- A. D. (Tony) Kerwin,Vice-President & General Manager, Forsheda Silcofab/TI Group

“Your work on our cultural guides helped set the new cultural boundaries and gave us a 
very useful tool for managers to follow. Your individual consultations with managers and 
direct reports have helped the Company to move towards more effective communication 
and your help with Performance Management has helped us improve our results in the 
Division. You have personally helped me develop a better relationship with both my 
direct report and with my managers.” 

- President, Plastics Manufacturer

recommendations
for Dr. Lloyd Field’s Work



“Lloyd’s involvement with our leadership team has been nothing short of a watershed 
moment in the history of our company. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. Your 
brilliance, skill, energy and patience are extraordinary.”

Founder. President, CEO, Custom furniture for the hospitality industry.
Vancouver, British Columbia

“Lloyd, you played a significant role in helping us to achieve our goals. Your ability to 
involve participants from all facets of our organization, allowing them to contribute and 
to be recognized for their input bought together disparate segments of our organization 
not seen in many years. Your perseverance would not allow us to rest on our reputation 
in the community. We greatly appreciate your gentle insistence that we devise a concrete 
plan of action… and stick to it.”

Executive Director, Museum and Art Gallery
Major city, Midwest US 

 
“The tools that Lloyd shared with our management group during a strategic planning 
session enabled us to quickly identify core areas of concern. He also helped us to develop 
values and guiding behaviours to support our up-dated mission and vision statements. 
Implementing these ‘simple truths’ will ensure our continued growth in our service 
sector.”

CEO and General Manager, Technology Hardware Leasing,
Calgary, Alberta 

“Our relationship with Dr. Lloyd Field has been nothing short of transformative for our 
organization. He led us through a strategic plan last year, getting a very diverse Board 
of Directors to find compromises. As we began to implement the strategic plan, Lloyd 
was able to recruit four new Board members, thus helping us to round out the ‘skill sets 
around the table’. The results… we’re in a better position to seek out, with confidence, 
new community funding for our programs.” 

Executive Director, Community Food Bank
Ontario, Canada 

“Dr. Field persuaded us to dig deep and answer some tough questions. The results of this 
very necessary organizational assessment resulted in a greater fiscal commitment from 
our Board and staff to meet the challenges of the current economic downturn. I would not 
hesitate to recommend Lloyd to other not-for-profit community-building organizations 
that are interested in seizing opportunities to increase their capacity to make a difference.” 

Chair, Board of Directors & Executive Director, Arts and Literacy organizations 
New England State, USA

“I found the coaching process with Lloyd helped me to explore, determine and actualize 
many personal and professional commitments. I strongly recommend coaching – especial 
for people eager to evolve to a higher level of personal and professional satisfaction.”  

Employment Attorney, Practicing in one State only
Southwest, USA
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Some nineteen years ago, I was introduced to a man who profoundly 
changed the way that I would look at employee relations. In the simplest 
of explanations, he proposed a culture based on trust and respect, and it 
struck a chord. That man, I am proud to say, has been a close friend and 
mentor ever since.

As I look back, my transformation was not a given. This book gives you 
a great deal in the form of advice, but also demands a great deal from 
its readers. Holding yourself and leading others to a higher standard of 
principled behaviour is tough. It is not something that you visit periodically 
to ensure you are staying in check, like the thermostat on your wall. It is a 
day in and day out way of life that requires deliberate dedication, but rest 
assured, once you get it, you really get it!

The fact that there is a Fifth Edition of this book is testament to the still 
growing need, and sadly, lack of providing dignity, respect and recognition 
in the workplace. My personal experience, in the nineties, practicing Dr. 
Field’s methodologies, in a large automotive OEM assembly facility of 
more than 2000 employees, transformed my entire outlook on the value 
of employees. 

Value creation is often described, today, as the elimination of waste. 
Arguably, the experts often quote seven or eight types of waste that will 
influence customers. Seldom do any of those types of waste describe what 
I have come to recognize and term as “the waste of disrespect”. This type 
is insidious and gradual in nature—like dirt building up on a window. 

foreword
by Terry Bruni
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Soon it causes distortions and vision difficulties, yet it is often overlooked. 
Left unchecked, this condition will drive good employees out the door 
and short circuit communications for those who choose or have to stay. 
Managers will soon resort to old school techniques in a desperate effort 
to deliver on the business obligations. Sound familiar? Unfortunately, 
“the waste of disrespect” still rears its ugly head. Even after hundreds of 
successful workplace transformations, Dr. Field’s principled methods of 
building Positive Employee Relations™ are more valid than ever. 

Today’s speed of business can be exhausting and unrelenting to ill-
prepared managers. The need to leverage the positive energy of your 
employees is essential to achieving levels of excellence required in a 
viciously competitive, global environment. More than ever, Dr. Field’s 
Positive Employee Relations™ blueprint, outlined in this book, is a 
compelling and competitive narrative. In an era where lean methods drive 
waste reduction of every type and sophisticated statistical methods like 
Six Sigma DMAIC are tools of battle, our edge continues to be the quality 
of the people using those tools. Can managers inadvertently beat down 
innovation and creativity in their employees? No manager would admit to 
or even want to, but the pace and pressures on managers to succeed may 
very well draw out these prehistoric behaviours. 

There is no standard deviation calculation that can measure employee 
relations. Additionally, things move so quickly that managers are often 
empowered without the requisite and corresponding training. That is 
just the way it is. Technology has significantly raised expectations, which 
applies pressures on managers to ensure that employees stay engaged.

Managers at every level have to become adept at coping. Coping means 
clearly communicating and understanding not only the customer, but also 
those who create the value for the customer. Realistically, that is a tall order. 
There simply has to be a foundation of trust and confidence on all sides. 
Without that foundation, coping with the increasing demands of staying 
competitive could force employees to look outside the organization for 
answers. 

The need to continue practicing Dr. Field’s methodologies is not only 
timeless, but more than ever, essential. The Fifth Edition of this book 
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for union-free management continues to progressively hit the marks in a 
complete and comprehensive fashion. It literally contains everything you 
could possibly want to know about growing a Positive Employee Relations 
culture from any starting point.

As you use this systematic guide to stay union free, you will start seeing 
changes. Gradually, management will look at returns, specifically with 
respect to the employees who are counted on day in and day out to 
deliver results. This is not about submitting or eliminating accountabilities; 
it is about positively engaging employees, so they are inspired to take on 
responsibility with a fervour that drives desired behaviours and outputs 
yet imagined. 
 
This book for “doing the right things” is comprehensive and complete. 
Like the Toyota Way for lean techniques, “Unions Are Not Inevitable!©” 
represents the proverbial toolbox for Positive Employee Relations. The 
advice is clear, practical, workable, adult, and yes, very wise. It contains 
relatable examples, templates, and step-by-step instructions where results 
can be counted. 

Even someone like me, who was not only a student of Dr. Field, but a 
full-up practitioner for almost twenty years, often reaches into my office 
bookcase for that dog-eared copy of the 4th edition for constant refreshers. 
The 5th edition, twice as large, is an essential part of my library.

Like no other organizational publication, “Unions Are Not Inevitable!©” 
takes the notion that respect and trust can drive self-responsibility from the 
pages of a book to actualization in the workplace. Reading is recognizing, 
practicing is believing. My experiences following these suggestions have 
never failed. They also have some very important outcomes, such as 
productivity, the ability to adapt to changing external environments, and, 
of course, staying union-free. There is no question that Dr. Field stresses 
the fact that staying union-free is an effect, not a cause. In other words, 
creating the employee relations environment that provides employees 
with all they need to take on responsibilities, unencumbered by trust and 
respect issues, is clearly the job of well-informed and trained managers. 
This does not and will not happen by accident. It takes the structured 
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approach outlined in this, the Fifth Edition of Unions are Not Inevitable!©.

Dr. Field teaches us that a workplace is a self-contained, socio-occupational 
environment, requiring a clearly defined set of values that underwrite the 
very things that really count in building a foundation of respect. Would 
you have imagined that the workplace was a place where you should 
expect to find a “spirit of partnership” or a “solid belief in decency”?  Or 
that Positive Employee Relations requires, as an essential element, that 
these egalitarian principles be taken seriously, as a matter of the most 
urgent practicality? When was the last time you sat in a staff meeting with 
your human resources specialists and management co-workers to talk 
about these principles?

My own experience has taught me that, over the long haul, the workplace 
has to be fit for humans. If employees hate coming to work, it will cost 
the enterprise a significant amount in the areas cared most about—
productivity, return-on-investment, value creation, and the ability to 
compete successfully. Getting leadership to come to terms with this 
imperative takes patience, care, and true dedication from the top down. 
Actual execution of the steps that are required will be an even greater 
challenge. “Unions Are Not Inevitable!©” will make this all possible. It 
is more than a “how to” of Positive Employee Relations; it is a real life 
blueprint that extends way beyond the walls of the factory.

Terry Bruni, B.Sc
Vice President of Global Operations

Veyance Technologies, Inc.



BACKGROUND

I begin this Fifth Edition of Unions Are Not Inevitable!© A Guide to Positive 
Employee RelationsTM during the worst economic downturn since the 
Great Depression of the 1930s. Consumer spending is down dramatically, 
resulting in a drop in manufactured goods and related services. While the 
initial cause of the contraction is debatable, some blame can be attached 
to the practice of outsourcing millions of jobs from developed countries 
to low-wage, less developed countries, which began in the late 1980s. 
According to the U.S. Economic Policy Institute, 5.7 million jobs were 
sent off-shore in 2007 alone. Statistics Canada has recently reported that 
between October 2008 and October 2009 Canada lost 400,000 jobs.

When North American corporations (more specifically their executive 
teams) began shipping jobs overseas, was it not foreseen that the “ benefit” 
of cost reduction (e.g., lower labour cost) would eventually lead to these 
same jobs never returning? The profit motive, as experienced by both 
the producer and the consumer, has dramatically changed the economic 
landscape. This new economy will require a significant paradigm shift to 
adapt to its new scope and consequences.

Given the unrestricted movement of free enterprise today, I have little 
confidence that the shipment of future jobs to cheaper labour markets (or 
a similarly devastating economic practice) will not re-occur. Capitalism, 
as we have seen it practiced in the last half of the 20th Century and so 
far in the 21st Century, gives me no confidence that corporate greed—

introduction
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versus the unemployment of millions of North Americans—would not 
happen again! What mechanism is in place today that would ensure 
that more positive human values supersede (or at least balance with) 
the economic values that caused, and are still causing, such human 
hardship?

When this recession abates, the business community will emerge from 
the doldrums and begin to manufacture, distribute, and sell goods and 
services again. Likewise, after a period of hesitation, consumers will regain 
their psychological and financial confidence and begin to spend again. 
Employees will be hired, plants will become more productive, and the 
service sector will begin providing more and, very likely, different services. 
What the economic recovery will look like and the number and types 
of jobs it will produce is unknown. However, the certainty is that these 
jobs will be created. There cannot be a recovery without the creation of 
employment! 

It is generally outside their normal paradigm for business leaders 
to think that an economic recovery will also mean a recovery for 
unions. However, that is the reality!

FIFTH EDITION

The publishing of this Fifth Edition brings me to another milestone: a 
North American Edition. The Positive Employee Relations ideas and 
practices offered are as applicable in Toronto as they are in Minneapolis. 
This edition continues to outline the steps needed to achieve and maintain 
a healthy and sustainable employee relations culture. Legislation with 
respect to unionization, applies either when a dissatisfied employee and 
a union organizer begin campaigning or when an employer decides to 
communicate and behave in ways that are threatening, applying undue 
influence, coercion, or discriminatory behaviours.

To follow a path of Positive Employee Relations has less to do 
with the law and more to do with values, intentions, and 
behaviours that uphold by the culture of the organization.
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Labour regulations change frequently, especially when a legal case 
calls for a unique response. Under our system of case law, literally 
thousands of cases come before Labour Boards/Tribunals monthly. When 
considering the number of cases in play at any point in time in Canada 
and the United States, a percentage of these cases will not be run-of-the-
mill, but will require a new interpretation of either country’s case law or 
labour legislation. Hence, new precedents are routinely established, and 
eventually, the legislation and regulations are updated. Hence including 
current labour law in this Fifth Edition would not be helpful to the reader. 
Please contact a labour lawyer/attorney for current precedents and their 
interpretations, as they relate to your jurisdiction.

My argument is also that developing and maintaining a non-union 
workplace is not a legal issue in the first place—it is a leadership and 
cultural issue. If the ethical intentions of the senior leadership team are 
to place both people and profits on a level playing field, then labour 
legislation will be a secondary concern.

I have included Canadian and U.S. Chapters on how to win against a union 
drive and how to manage a decertification. These guidelines have proven 
to be successful. Please note, we are not giving legal advice, and we 
recommend contacting legal counsel that specializes in the management 
side of labour law when these situations arise.

Another change in this edition is the use of the term “leader” and not 
“manager”. Why? My experience is that managers tend to focus on 
administration, while leaders focus on inspiring. Positive Employee 
Relations is about inspiring employees to become enthusiastic, engaged, 
and innovative. Leaders are more likely to model these characteristics 
and to bring out these characteristics. Leaders become leaders because of 
those they lead. Senior managers frequently give subordinate managers 
authority or power over those whom they control—this is the nature of 
traditional hierarchies. Leaders, who inspire others to do great things 
for their organization, will present any union organizer with the greatest 
challenge. 

In writing this book I received lots of free advice, from those I asked—
and some I did not—about whether to use Canadian or American English. 
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I have come down on the side of Canadian English for two reasons: a) 
the obvious, I’m Canadian; and b) after thousands of public and in-house 
workshops, in virtually every U.S. state—whether in the 1970s or the 
2000s—not one person made a negative comment about my language. 
(Well, on second thought, a few managers at a Louisiana plant 
thought I talked like a “Yankee”. Then I told them that we won the war 
of 1812—actually the Brits did, not the Yanks. There were smiles all 
around and it became a non-issue.)

THE BIRTH OF GLOBAL UNIONS

After decades of declining revenue and dwindling membership, unions 
are redefining and reinventing themselves with new goals, sophisticated 
strategies, and aggressive tactics. One example worth a quick review is the 
Journal of New Organizing presented by the New Organizing Institute—
www.neworganizing.com. This site for union organization now defines 
organizers as “Engagement Organizers”.

In fact, the first of many iterations of this change in growth is already 
here! Unions have globalized, in much the same way corporations grew 
into multi-national organizations through mergers, acquisitions, and 
consolidations. North American and British unions, when acting jointly, 
now have a larger financial and power base (more revenue from a greater 
number of members), which is leading to fewer non-aligned unions. Small, 
single-issue unions and stand-alone independent unions with declining 
membership are quickly becoming part of labour history. 

Within this decade, I predict that the union movement will rebound from its 
recent decline by finding new services and creative ways of communicating 
(e.g., innovative social media applications) with existing and potential 
members. They know that “job security” is a dead issue, so they will seek 
new issues to advocate. In addition, just as corporations periodically re-
brand themselves (a new image for changing demographics, products, 
services, etc.), so unions are re-inventing themselves. The advent of the 
global union is just one step in this process.
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Global Union Movement in the United Kingdom
Mergers have recently punctuated the history of the union movement 
in the UK—smaller and more specialized unions have combined their 
resources and collective strength to increase their bargaining power. 
One of the more significant actions in the 1990s and early 2000s was the 
merger of the Amalgamated Engineering and Electrical Union with the 
Manufacturing, Science and Finance Union, creating AMICUS (Latin for 
friend or comrade). AMICUS quickly merged with UNIFI (a financial sector 
union) and then the Graphical, Paper and Media Union. In 2007 Amicus 
supported a further merger with the Transport and General Workers Union 
to form UNITE. Today, UNITE has about 1.5 million members in the UK.

British trade unionist Elliott Robinson says in his 2009 book Trade Unions 
and Neoliberalism: “As union membership has declined and union 
finances squeezed, mergers have altered the landscape of trade unionism 
in the UK [arguably in North America as well]. In 1979 there were 453 
British unions; by 1997 it had fallen to 245. In 1997 the TUC (Trade Union 
Congress) had 74 affiliated unions; by 2008 it was 59. In June 2012, the 
TUC membership included 54 unions representing 6.5 million people. 
Although some mergers have taken place within sectors, the dominant 
pattern has been the ‘augmentation of conglomerates’ as against the 
development of industrial unions.”

Workers Uniting—A Global Union
The United Steelworkers (USW), one of North America’s largest private-
sector unions with approximately 850,000 members, and Unite, the largest 
labour organization in the United Kingdom and Ireland, agreed in 2008 
to create Workers Uniting; what is being called the world’s first global 
union, with just under 3 million members. The organization claims the 
merger was prompted by the challenges of globalization, most notably 
“the casualization of employment and reductions in pay and conditions for 
millions of working people in North America and Europe.”

A year in the making, the Workers Uniting (www.workersuniting.org) 
agreement is expected to lead to the eventual synchronization of collective 
bargaining at companies with operations on both sides of the Atlantic and 
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beyond. The merger will also enable joint political campaigning. Unite is the 
British Labour Party’s biggest affiliate and donor; the United Steelworkers 
are a major contributor to and supporter of the Democratic Party in the 
United States. In Canada, the New Democratic Party and the trade union 
movement continue to have a turbulent, but symbiotic relationship.

Global Union Movements in the U.S.
While there is also a long history of union mergers in the U.S., the most 
historic moment was the 1955 creation of the AFL-CIO (www.aflcio.org), 
when the American Federation of Labour and the Congress of Industrial 
Organizations were joined. An umbrella organization, the AFL-CIO is a 
federation of 56 U.S. and international labour unions backed by 11 million 
members.

In June 2006, the AFL-CIO signed a solidarity agreement with the National 
Education Associtation (NEA), which has 3.2 million members. The 
AFL-CIO/NEA solidarity partnership pact enables the members to work 
together to strengthen and unify the American union movement and “meet 
the needs of working families.”

The results of other significant mergers include:

Working America becomes a community affiliate of the AFL-CIO. 
It claims to represent 10 million workers who share common 
challenges and goals in seeking “good jobs, affordable health 
care, world-class education, secure retirements, real homeland 
security and more.”

UNITE HERE, which says they have “always organized and 
represented some of the most harassed workers in North 
America—recent immigrants, African-Americans, women and 
workers in the South”, has had the following mergers contribute 
to its development:

* In 1976, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America 

and the Textile Workers of America merged to create the 

Amalgamated Clothing and Textile Workers Union. They 

and the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union joined 

forces in 1995 to create Unite in the U.S.
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* In 2003, the Hotel Employees & Restaurant Employees 

International Union (HERE) and Unite began to work 

together.

* The meat cutters and retail clerks unions merged to form the 

powerful United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW).

Change to Win formed in 2005, when five unions with 5.5 million 
members—the Teamsters, United Farm Workers, Labourers 
International, Service Workers International, and United Food and 
Commercial Workers—left the AFL-CIO and merged. The group’s 
stated goals are “a pay check that supports a family, universal 
health care, a secure retirement and the freedom to form a union 
to give workers a voice on the job.” They have committed three 
quarters of all their substantial financial resources to these goals.

The AFL-CIO is affiliated with the International Trade Union 
Confederation (www.ituc-csi.org)—the worldwide union network. 
Based in Brussels, Belgium, the ITUC represents 175 million 
workers in 153 countries and territories and has 308 national 
affiliates.

TWO DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES

Naturally, management and labour hold different views about the growing 
trend toward global unions.

John Raudabaugh, a partner with the Chicago labour law firm of Baker 
& McKenzie, says, “At best, international union alliances are a long-term 
play. After integrating differing systems and practices, global unions will 
confront a Hobson’s choice in disputes with multinational corporations, 
namely: which country’s employees will benefit and which will suffer 
from the economic rewards or costs? At the end of the day, you’re dealing 
with political institutions. Which internal group controls the global union’s 
agenda and the funds to be spent on transnational issues will exact a 
toll. The impact of unions can be successful locally when focusing on 
a particular company, labour market and/or industry under a single 
nation-state legal system. Reaching across boundaries, beyond minimum 
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standards, and effectively end-running nation-state legal frameworks 
invariably will engender reaction from multiple audiences.”

On the other hand, Leo Gerard, president of the United Steel Workers Union, 
sees it this way: “This union (Workers Uniting) is crucial for challenging 
the growing power of global capital. Globalization has given financiers 
license to exploit workers in developing countries at the expense of our 
members in the developed world. Only global solidarity among workers 
can overcome this sort of global exploitation wherever it occurs.”

THE OPPOSITION JUST GOT BIGGER

This much is quite clear: the new and larger unions will be better financed 
and better staffed, with a strong appetite to turn around decades of 
membership decline. Union leaders will also want to see a healthy return-
on-investment from the new mergers or alliances and the capital expended. 
So, for example, when the new UNITE HERE union begins to target an 
employer or responds to the plea for help from dissatisfied employees, it 
will conduct a very different campaign than the former Hotel Employees 
& Restaurant Employees union campaigns in the 1980s and 1990s. The 
new union will be better equipped to launch a national or international 
campaign and to organize or boycott against a major hotel or restaurant 
chain. The union will potentially no longer speak for workers rights with 
just a local or national voice, but with an international voice.
Unions, due in part because of globalization and the size of their 
membership bases, will always be available to organize. In fact, their need 
to organize more workers has grown stronger as a result of the mergers, 
because their own economic engine needs to be fed. Unlike some large 
corporations (for example General Motors and Chrysler), unions know 
that bailouts are not on any government’s agenda.

This overview of current national and international trends clearly illustrates 
that the union movement has neither gone into hiding nor taken a back 
seat during globalization and the current economic downturn.
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When the new face of the union movement emerges, will your 
organization be ready for the challenge? Preparing leaders for 
that eventuality is the prime objective of the Fifth Edition of this 
book! 

AN OUNCE OF PREVENTION

What does all of this mean to business owners, front line leaders, managers 
and human resources directors? It means each should be treating employees 
as:

Legitimate stakeholders in the business,

Adults and not children,

Holistic individuals, who have other important aspects to their 
lives,

People capable of understanding and adhering to corporate 
values, and 

People deserving of respect, dignity, and transparency.

These factors are the cornerstones of an organization’s Positive Employee 
Relations program, regardless of whether your business is in the profit or 
not-for-profit sector.

When the current recession breaks its hold on world economies, unions 
will place even greater emphasis on organizing employees. Knowing 
this, I believe it would be foolhardy for any leader—even those who 
believe they are already treating their employees well—not to update and 
upgrade their Positive Employee Relations program company-wide. This 
is why the Fifth Edition has been published now. Frequently, it is too 
late to take positive action when a union is talking to your employees. 
Experience tells us that it is always better to be ahead, rather than 
behind the curve.
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INTRODUCING THE SHERBORNE COMPANY

To set the stage for discussing our Positive Employee Relations program, 
I created a fictitious company, The Sherborne Company, which designs, 
manufactures, and markets the world famous widget. The role of this 
company is to help illustrate the steps necessary to build a Unions are not 
Inevitable!© strategy.

The employee population of The Sherborne Company has been union-free 
for over 30 years. In the early years there were fewer employees and each 
employee felt a personal loyalty and responsibility to the founders. The 
owners, in turn, made every effort to know and appreciate each employee. 
Consequently, favouritism was the norm.

As the Sherborne widget gained market share, the nature of the work 
ethic on the shop floor changed. Front line leaders grew increasingly 
concerned with productivity numbers and less focused on the individual 
needs of employees. The original plant employees, who are now retired, 
often acted out of loyalty to the company’s founders. Newer employees, 
who did not have those same loyalties, began to resent being pushed by 
their leaders to meet challenging production targets. Recently, as new 
production processes were being introduced—especially robotics—these 
feelings have been exacerbated.

As this burgeoning adversarial relationship became more institutionalized, 
the new leadership team feared that the workforce was beginning to 
feel more like workers than employees. Though management hadn’t yet 
confirmed these suspicions, there was also a fear that employees were 
increasingly interested in unionizing. Within the last two months, three 
front line leaders have discovered discarded literature from the United 
Widget Workers Union (UWWU) on the company premises (the United 
Widget Workers Union is introduced in Chapter 5).

From this point on, we will refer to The Sherborne Company in various 
ways, to make examples more realistic. The management group will be 
guided by learning about and correcting unhealthy employee relations 
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practices and by re-focusing and re-enforcing their seven point values 
system (which is introduced in Chapter 1). 

USING THIS BOOK

The Fifth Edition contains more than twice the information on Positive 
Employee Relations than the Fourth Edition. I do not anticipate most 
readers will begin at Page 1 and proceed to the end of Volume II in one 
sitting. These volumes are an extensive resource. The Table of Contents 
will prove helpful in locating specific points of interest.

Further, most chapters can be useful on their own. As much as we have 
tried to make the Fifth Edition easy to use, there will be situations when 
the reader would like to discuss a topic further. Please contact me. I would 
be pleased to assist. See the Contact Us section at the back of the book.

 

TAKE ACTION AND DISCUSSION POINTS

At the end of most chapters you will see two lists: Take Action! and 
Discussion Points. The first, Take Action!, is a list of action steps. These 
are suggestions based on the chapter. By following these action steps, 
you will learn more about your organization and how Positive Employee 
Relations can be applied and maintained.

The second, Discussion Points, is a list of discussion points. These excerpts 
from the chapter are helpful when used in discussions with your peers, 
other members of the leadership team, and with members of your human 
resources department. Many of my clients use the discussion points as the 
cornerstone for their agenda at monthly department meetings.

FURTHER RESOURCES

At the conclusion of most chapters, you will find a number of references 
called Further Resources. These references support the theme of each 
chapter and provide examples of subjects discussed within the chapter.
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Following the release of the Fourth Edition, there were a number of 
cases where readers took forms and documents from the book, applied 
cut-and-paste techniques, and used them verbatim. This was copyright 
infringement….a concern to any author. However, an equally important 
issue is that by using the sample forms and documents, the reader has 
likely paid little attention to the applicability of the material to their own 
organization and its culture, or their current circumstances. As a result, 
dozens of people contacted me for assistance after the fact... assistance 
was gladly provided!

To avoid similar situations, I have not always included complete samples, 
forms, and documents in this edition. When you require, for example, 
an Employee Opinion Survey, please call. I will gladly help to ensure 
that the right questions are available for your particular needs and 
organizational circumstances.

Contact information appears at the back of each of the volumes. My 
colleagues and I would be pleased to help—we all share the same objective: 
applying Positive Employee Relations as a vehicle to treat employees with 
dignity and to retain managements’ rights to manage!

Lloyd M. Field, PhD
Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario, Canada
Tucson, Arizona, USA
June, 2013



Let’s clarify, right up front, what this book is not about: union-bashing, 
union-busting or even union-hating. The intention is not to be anti-
union. 

This book is about developing a Positive Employee RelationsTM culture, 
which is consistent with the best interests and ideals of employees and 
of their local or global employers. All references to “union-free” and 
“non-union” denote an optimal system of human resources management. 
Though I know that many pro-unionists will interpret this book as “anti-
union”, nothing could be further from the truth! 

Our premise is that union prevention is the best course of action and may 
be the only course open to creating long-term, harmonious employee-
employer relations. Union prevention through Positive Employee 
Relations is the only avenue that makes good business sense. Positive 
Employee Relations is a philosophy that is unencumbered by hierarchical, 
tradition-laden management-union practices. Positive Employee Relations
does not evoke visions of labour tribunals or the judicial system. Instead, 

 the relevance of 
Positive Employee RelationsTM 
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Positive Employee Relations speaks to the responsibilities shared equally 
by leadership and by employees to ensure that their organization is 
a satisfying community which provides products and services for a 
reasonable return-on-investment.   

Self-responsibility is an employee’s contribution to developing 
a Positive Employee Relations culture.     

As I explain the philosophy and practices of Positive Employee Relations, 
it is possible that some might misinterpret my basic intentions. I am 
not proposing a set of business practices based on altruistically treating 
people well while disregarding leadership’s fiduciary responsibilities and 
obligations. By treating employees in ways that engage and encourage 
them to take responsibility for their own decisions and behaviours, the 
economic and corporate cultural costs of the adversarial relationships 
established through unionization are avoided. The intention of this book 
is to provide clear steps towards creating an enlightened and productive 
Positive Employee Relations culture within your organization. 

WE STILL NEED TO MAKE A PROFIT

For-profit businesses may exist for many reasons, but earning a healthy 
return-on-investment is, by definition, the goal. Making a profit may not 
be the reason an organization was started, but it is certainly the reason that 
it still exists today. 

Even successful not-for-profit organizations have an excess of funds; the 
purpose of those funds is not for corporate or individual profit, but for 
social profit. As with the for-profit sector, unions view the charitable sector 
as being completely within their domain to organize. The cost of unionizing 
these environments is a depletion of those funds that are earmarked for 
social profit, by redistributing them to the unions. 

As the current economic turmoil has shown us, all business 
rationale can be taken to the extreme, where greed, not Positive 
Employee Relations, is the perspective.
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It is important to acknowledge this bottom line reality up front, because 
many criticisms of Positive Employee Relations tend to focus on monetary 
issues. “It’s too expensive to cater to all of our employees’ needs.” “If 
we did what you advocate, we’d be out of business.” In reality, failing 
to treat your employees like adults, failing to respect them as legitimate 
stakeholders with important needs and valuable insights, and neglecting 
to take the pulse of your organization will be far more expensive in the 
long run. 

Engaged employees are often the best source of information about how to 
run your business most profitably. Disengaged and dissatisfied employees 
will often seek out a union to make sure their concerns are heard and acted 
upon. As I will demonstrate, the presence of a union on your shop floor, 
in your retail store, in your hospital, or in your not-for-profit organization 
takes a significant bite out of your bottom line, while a Positive Employee 
Relations culture adds value. Over time, unions will continue to increase 
costs to the employer, both through compensation and involvement in 
areas that were once deemed the domain of management’s rights. Positive 
Employee Relations, as outlined in this book, increase the commitment 
of employees, who will engage more with their employers. Personal 
responsibility, involvement, and creativity will always add to the bottom 
line. On the part of the employer, participation and collaboration—not 
position-based authority—will become the norm.

When you treat your employees as you would treat your 
customers, they will never seek a union to represent them. 

WHAT IS POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS?

Positive Employee Relations is a holistic approach to leading and 
managing an organization’s workforce. If implemented with commitment, 
this approach will eliminate the desire of employees to seek union 
representation. Positive Employee Relations addresses both what leaders 
do and how they do it in the arena of managing people. This is a values-
based approach to the leadership of people. (See Further Resource 1.1: 
Freedom of Thought for another perspective on Positive Employee 
Relations.)
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The Supreme Court of Canada has ruled that the right to freedom of 
association means the right to collectively bargain. Thus, the right to 
join a trade union is a right protected by the Canadian Charter of Rights. 
Logically, we interpret this to mean that the right not to join a union is also 
protected by the Charter. For an employer to apply threats, intimidation, 
coercion, or undue influence to persuade an employee not to exercise 
this right would be committing an unfair labour practice. This also equally 
applies to negative behaviour of any union in persuading employees to 
sign membership cards.

Creating a Positive Employee Relations environment begins 
with the premise that all employees (and their families)—not 
just the leadership group—are stakeholders in the business.  

To set the stage for discussing our Positive Employee Relations program, 
I have created a fictitious company called The Sherborne Company. The 
role of this company is to help us illustrate the steps necessary to build a 
Unions are not Inevitable!©strategy.

I first introduced our readers to The Sherborne Company in 1986 in the 
Second Edition of this book. This fictitious company allows me to make 
some of our examples, illustrations, and commentary more realistic than 
the ubiquitous ABC/XYZ Co. There is additional information about The 
Sherborne Company in the Introduction.

UNHEALTHY CONDITIONS LEAD TO UNIONIZATION

Let’s examine the conditions that can lead to unionization. These conditions 
are not remarkable and some may sound familiar. In our experience, the 
existence of unhealthy workplace conditions does not always mean the 
employer will take action to correct the situation. However, not doing so 
always raises questions about intentions and values.
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Characteristics of an unhealthy organization include:

Reduced productivity

Increased quality control problems

Unscheduled downtime

Equipment/mechanical sabotage

Increased accidents

Tense working environments

Uncertain decision-making by leaders

Poor communications with employees

Dissatisfied employees

Increased absenteeism/lateness

Numerous employee complaints and concerns

Need for frequent disciplinary action

Excessive employee turnover

Decreased commitment from employees and leaders

Fatigue and stress among both employees and leaders

Clearly, any of these conditions would have a negative impact on your 
bottom line. What is less clear is how to move your company away from this 
unhealthy state. A change in thinking is required throughout the entire 
organization. A new paradigm that places Positive Employee Relations 
in the forefront must evolve. In so doing, you will take the first steps on 
the road to creating a healthy and positive organization. Later, I will delve 
deeper into the risk of union vulnerability.

THE ROLE OF POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS  

The intentions behind the creation of a proactive Positive Employee 
Relations program are as selfish as they are egalitarian. In approaching 
our employees as legitimate stakeholders in the organization, we 
plan to engage both their intelligence and labour. Employees who are 
fundamentally satisfied with their work will be more productive for 
themselves and for their employers.
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By reducing the factors related to employee dissatisfaction, we 
unleash creativity and commitment—two important success 
factors to which a union has no response.

If we, as employers and leaders, do not satisfy the needs and aspirations of 
our employees, we can expect some employees to seek out a third party 
who will recognize and respond to those needs. The goals of organizations 
and the goals of employees do not have to be in opposition. They are in 
opposition only when our values and our assumptions about employees 
and organizations are in conflict. 

 

POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS: CORE VALUES 

At the heart of this new paradigm are the values, beliefs, and principles 
of your company. Values identify what is important to employees and 
leaders in carrying out their work. Values must be real-time statements of 
the organization’s belief system and its priorities. A senior leadership team 
may state that it wishes to change its values, but it cannot advocate a value 
it does not currently practice. 

Values answer the question of what is important to us. Values are meant 
to guide us in what we should or can do. Additionally, values should 
inspire, motivate, and energize us. Values can replace rules in a Positive 
Employee Relations environment. If a decision fits with our values, then it 
is the right decision.

Values are the articulation of a belief system for the organization. 
If the values expressed in the boardroom differ from the values 
held by the employees who are delivering your product or 
services, the difference can lead to points of disconnection, 
disharmony, and eventually, to employee disengagement. The 
final outcome will be customer dissatisfaction.

In hierarchical organizations, values should be led from the top—that is, 
by the senior leadership group. Consistency, based on a solid foundation 
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of corporate values, is critical. All senior leaders must understand the 
values equally well and apply them in ways that are consistent with their 
leadership styles. In whatever way is appropriate, each leader must inspire 
their employees through these shared values. A disconnect at any level 
of leadership will have wide-ranging consequences further down the 
organizational structure, especially at the employee level. Transparency is 
the watchword.

Two additional points of consideration: first, the organization’s values 
should connect logically; one value statement cannot be in conflict with 
another. Inconsistency on core issues can only lead to miscommunication, 
disharmony, or the discredit of the whole process. Second, values should 
be beliefs that everyone in the organization can understand and reinforce. 
It is the synergy coming from all organizational levels that makes the 
difference between an average group of employees and a great group 
of employees. 

The more positive the values embraced by an organization, the 
more employees will be engaged and feel encouraged in sharing 
these values. It is these values that will bind your employees 
and the organization together. 

The seven core values for Positive Employee Relations for my fictitious 
Sherborne Company are:

1. Spirit of inclusion

2. Solid belief in decency

3. Commitment to self-knowledge and development

4. Respect for individual differences

5. Health, safety, and well-being

6. Appreciation that change is inevitable

7. Passion for products and process

You can see that each value meets the criteria: they are logically consistent, 
and they can be understood and reinforced by everyone in the organization.
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THE ROLE OF THE FRONT LINE LEADER

The values of any organization are communicated to employees through 
the intentions and behaviours (thoughts, words, actions, and deeds) of 
all members of the leadership group. For most employees, this is visible 
during their day-to-day contact with front line leaders. The organization 
must ensure these leaders are able to accurately and credibly deliver the 
correct messages. One challenge is that many front line leaders do not 
possess leadership backgrounds. They were good employees who were 
promoted because they were the most skilled at their tasks. In all likelihood, 
their ascendancy to front line leadership (supervision) had nothing to do 
with their people skills. Sadly, too few organizations take this deficiency 
into account when promoting employees into leadership roles, and then 
they aggravate the problem by neglecting to provide new leaders with 
the necessary training. In fact, many old-paradigm organizations are so 
focused on production they don’t even appraise the people-management 
skills of their front line leaders. 

Front line leaders who lack people management skills are, 
inevitably and by default, the greatest internal union promoters.

Such newly appointed front line leaders are often most comfortable working 
within a rules-based, black-versus-white environment. Technically-
oriented front line leaders frequently perceive their job as easier when the 
rules are spelled out, such as in a collective agreement. Yet these are the 
very people who will be communicating the values of your organization. 
The more you establish the right conditions for employees to exercise 
self-responsibility, the more you alter the role of the front line leader from 
telling to mentoring. Existing front line leaders may well feel threatened 
or upset by this new focus, especially if your Positive Employee Relations 
message is not properly delivered. 

Before your values can be communicated, you must make sure you have 
the right messenger. Be realistic: the changes you want to make may be 
too much for some of your current leadership people. You may need to 
re-evaluate their performance and potential in their current position. The 
training component related to your Positive Employee Relations program 
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may need to be re-visited. The training may need to be delivered in an 
alternative format or with different facilitators. The goal is to improve 
the relationship skills of the front line leader before you consider re-
assignment or replacement.

REVISING FRONT LINE LEADERSHIP THINKING

The following steps outline how you can proceed in turning your 
inadvertently union-vulnerable front line leader into a Positive Employee 
Relations champion: 

1. Define the roles, activities, and acceptable behaviours for front 
line leaders who do a great job in working with employees, and 
who, in effect, offer employees more fulfillment than one would 
see in any collective agreement. 

2. Deliver training to all front line leaders to reinforce these preferred 
behaviours. 

3. Provide constructive feedback to all leaders.

4. Reward leaders who: 

employee concern;

of their good people skills;

by using clear communication, persuasion, and influence, 
rather than by using the power (or the raw authority) of their 
position; and

treating employees as adults, not as children. 

5. Apply corrective action to leaders at all levels who do not fit 
the Positive Employee Relations model. Though discipline and 
termination are not the intention, you must be willing to follow-up 
all corrective action, if necessary.
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Never accept or condone poor performance from anyone, 
especially leaders!

A TALE OF TWO DIFFERENT WORKPLACES

Our fictitious company, The Sherborne Company, has seven core values.  
Different training and different work experiences will produce disparate 
behaviours in the work place. Using an interview format, each value and 
its corresponding guiding behaviours are reviewed and remarked upon 
by two very different supervisory-level employees. The players in these 
scenarios are:

1. The foreman. Her resume includes many years of experience 
working in a unionized environment, where a collective agreement 
and the shop steward have prime influence. 

2. The front line leader. He has extensive training in Positive 
Employee Relations, and all of his work experience has been 
within a union-free organization. He also has a record of living 
Sherborne’s values and guiding behaviours.

1. Spirit of Inclusion
Guiding Behaviours (statements of intent): 

Employees and leaders are recognized as adults who perform 
different roles.

Employees and leaders are players on the same team.

Every role is integral to the success of the department/organization.

Solving a problem is paramount; it doesn’t matter who solves it.

Employees often have vital information otherwise unavailable to 
the leadership team.

What do you do when faced with a problem on the line?  
Foreman:  “I do what I’ve always done, and that’s to immediately 
tell the worker what the problem is and what he/she has to do 
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about it. I simply follow the rules stipulated in the employee 
handbook or the current collective agreement.”

Front line leader:   “In my experience, the problem is best solved 
when I ask for input from the employees on the line. Of course 
I have my own input to add, however, when I ask a simple 
question, such as ‘What do you think we should do?’ an insightful 
and longer lasting solution is often discovered.”

The application of this value means we consult the person closest to the 
problem, resulting in the best data for decision-making and in the buy-in 
from the employee(s) most impacted. Who solved the problem is not the 
issue.

2. Solid Belief in Decency
Guiding Behaviours (statements of intent): 

All employees inherently deserve respect.

Employees are treated holistically, in a manner that acknowledges 
that their work/professional lives are interconnected with their 
personal/social lives.

All leaders are transparent; they say what they do, and do what 
they say.

Openness is the ground rule for all relationships.

Employee harassment, undue influence, intimidation, and 
coercion are the antithesis of decency.

How do you handle sensitive issues around leadership and employees?
Foreman:  “I’ve had enough experience to really know what’s 
best for the workers. If that means I have to stretch the truth or 
even lie to protect the company or other leaders, it’s just part of 
the job.” 

Front line leader: “Our leaders are committed to The Sherborne 
Company’s core values. In the people vs. work equation, people 
come first because they produce the product. We trust our 
employees to add quality in and they do. We interact honestly 
and openly, so there is no need for work-around solutions.”
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The application of this value means that we strive for a transparent envi-
ronment with a solid belief in decency. People trust each other with prob-
lems that have the potential to influence their work.

3. Commitment to Self-Knowledge and Development
Guiding Behaviours (statements of intent):

Investments are made in training and in creating a culture of 
learning.

Employees are encouraged to learn and apply new ideas.

Employees are encouraged to take risks and assume responsibility 
to further their own development.

Mistakes are learning experiences, not punishable offences.

 
What is your approach to on-the-job training? 

Foreman:  “Every worker is shown how to do the job. Yeah, 
sometimes follow-up is sporadic, but I expect the employees will 
figure it out. Honestly?  Most long-term employees are unwilling 
to share experiences, because knowledge is power—no one 
wants to give the new person an edge. It’s just par for the course.” 

Front line leader: “Training is ongoing. Knowledge is recognized 
as part of the job and part of the company’s culture. Leaders 
share their experiences and train employees to solve their own 
work-related problems. In fact, leaders at all levels are praised 
and recognized when they have trained employees who are later 
promoted to higher positions, so it’s a win-win.”  

The application of this value provides increased opportunities for leaders 
and employees to interact and be proactive. It adds value by increasing 
competency development (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) development 
and fostering a culture of creativity.

4. Respect for Individual Differences
Guiding Behaviours (statements of intent): 

There are no second-class employees, regardless of position.
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The workplace is very diverse; discrimination and harassment are 
categorically seen as a violation of all the company’s core values.

The prime directive is that all employees and leaders are honest, 
trustworthy, and care about the quality of their work—until one 
demonstrates otherwise.

An employee’s personal life, values, ethnicity, religion, and culture 
are as important to that employee as they are to the personal life 
of any employee and leader.

What is your position on inter-cultural conflicts?
Foreman:  “It’s not my job to translate. We are here to get the 
job done. If I have groups of non-English speaking and new 
Canadians, I set up production targets—I think the competition 
between the groups motivates them. There is absolutely no need 
for diversity training; it is one more expense the company does 
not need.” 

Front line leader: “To me diversity is a great opportunity for 
team synergy and collaboration. I always base decisions on open 
group discussions, so when I can, I invite multilingual employees 
to translate for those with limited English fluency. The company’s 
English-as-a-Second-Language training really helps.”

The application of this value provides increased opportunities for all 
employees, by developing a team environment and access to ideas and 
suggestions that would otherwise be lost. By making an effort to involve all 
employees, your leaders demonstrate inclusivity and prove the importance 
of their employees. You hired employees for their skills and abilities to do 
a job well; it makes no sense to limit their ability to do it. 

5. Health, Safety, and Well-Being  
Guiding Behaviours (statements of intent):

Workplace safety is a basic employee right.

The provincial Health & Safety legislation is understood to be the 
minimum standard for The Sherborne Company’s Safety Policy.
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Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) must be worn, it is not 
optional.

Employees are encouraged to immediately stop any work process 
or activity that is viewed as unsafe.

The Employee Assistance Program is regularly promoted.

Corrective actions 

are implemented when work is too repetitive, safety equipment 
unsuitable or misused, computer screens are too small, chairs are 
not ergonomically suitable, etc. 

What is your response when an employee reports an injury?
Foreman: “If one thing is certain, it’s that all the workers do is 
complain. This is a physical job, and they knew that when they 
were hired. Physical risks are part of the job. When my department 
loses time due to accidents, everyone knows it’s subterfuge to get 
time off work.” 

Front line leader: “No job is worth risking an injury. First, I take 
whatever action is necessary to get medical attention, and then I 
immediately involve the Health & Safety Committee. We need to 
find root causes to remove any systemic factors that contributed 
to an accident.” 

The application of this value results in incorporating worker health and 
safety into every aspect of the company. Healthy, safety, and well-being is 
a substantial contributing factor to an environment of trust and teamwork, 
increasing employee satisfaction and working towards a healthy, injury-
free workforce.

6. Appreciate that Change is Inevitable 
Guiding Behaviours (statements of intent):

Employees are trained to embrace change as a normal and natural 
event.

Employees are shown how requirements from customers can 
change frequently, thereby changing their job responsibilities.
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Employees have variety and flexibility in their work. Assignments 
of tasks that support the customers’ needs are the norm.

There are smooth transitions in the event of layoffs or relocations.

 
How do you handle change, such as when a new process is introduced?

Foreman:  “The last thing I want to do is bring change to everyone’s 
attention. What the workers do not know will not hurt them, so 
mostly I leave them out of the loop if I can. Usually I will change 
a new process, so that it is as much like the old process; it is the 
best way to prevent sabotage.”  

Front line leader: “The first thing I do is ask employees to help 
plan for changes. I keep encouraging them to express their 
concerns or difficulties with any aspect of change. Employees 
are recognized for trying new ways to resolve change-related 
problems. We work together.” 

The application of this value results in a culture where incorporating 
change is accepted as natural and expected. Although change is tough 
for most people, and it can be a stress point for your organization’s 
culture and processes, by including employees in planning for change, 
this value promotes an engaged team and prevents costly errors prior to 
implementation.

7. Passion for Products and Process 
Guiding Behaviours (statements of intent):

By performing their jobs, leaders and employees live their values 
in the workplace.

Leaders and employees become personally involved and 
responsible for the success of the organization.

Continuous improvement and competitive advantage are by-
products of shared values and collaborative efforts.

Profit is the result of doing everything else right.
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What did you do when you discovered a poor-quality shipment about 
to be shipped? 

Foreman: “I can tell you there’s a 75% chance that the mistake 
won’t be caught by the customer, so I supported the Quality 
Assurance Inspector’s decision to let it go. I couldn’t worry about 
it, because there’s a long line of crises to manage.” (The inspector 
will not advise the quality assurance manager as this would be 
perceived as self-incrimination.)

Front line leader: “I discussed this with the employee who initially 
identified the quality problem. Together we agreed to correct the 
problem immediately, as Sherborne’s reputation is more valuable 
than the time needed to do the rework.”

The application of this value results in an environment of transparency 
and working together. The foreman, in this example, is reflecting her lack 
of training and/or lack of interest in performing the role of a leader. While 
the front line leader shows that he has been trained in Positive Employee 
Relations. What the front line leader says clearly indicates his intentions 
and willingness to support the company’s values.

ASSUMPTIONS THAT SUPPORT POSITIVE EMPLOYEE 
RELATIONS

Business leaders intending to develop a Positive Employee Relations 
program must have some understanding of human behaviour and 
organizational development. A wealth of information may be found 
under the broad headings of behavioural sciences and organizational 
development by authorities such as Maslow, McGregor, Herzberg, Meyers, 
Likert and Skinner. Excellent research has been conducted in this field 
within the last four decades. For more recent work, see work done by 
Alderfer, Erez, Zidon, Mintzberg, Drucker, Pascale, and Handy.
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MCGREGOR’S THEORY X AND THEORY Y

The thoughts of Douglas McGregor and his friend Abraham Maslow 
underpin our principles of Positive Employee Relations. McGregor’s 
theories on assumptions regarding human nature are particularly relevant. 
In The Human Side of Enterprise (1960, annotated edition 2005), 
McGregor concluded that organizations are structured and managed, for 
the most part, on the basis of certain assumptions that he formulated into 
Theory X and Theory Y. Theory X is predicated on a deficit model of human 
behaviour, while Theory Y is predicated on a strengths-based perspective 
(see Exhibit 1.1). McGregor insisted that his theories did not attempt to 
describe people as they are, but merely describe the assumptions that 
leaders may have about their employees. 

Exhibit 1.1: McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y

Theory X
People by their very nature:

Theory Y
People by their very nature:

Lack integrity. Have integrity.

Are fundamentally lazy and want to work 
as little as possible.

Work hard toward objectives to which 
they are committed.

Avoid responsibility. Assume responsibility within these 
commitments.

Are not interested in achievement. Desire to achieve.

Are incapable of directing their own 
behaviour.

Are capable of self-direction.

Are indifferent to organizational needs. Want their organizations to succeed.

Prefer to be directed by others. Are not passive and submissive.

Avoid making decisions whenever 
possible.

Will make decisions within their 
commitments.

Are not very bright. Are imaginative and creative.
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Most managers tend to operate their departments on the basis of such 
assumptions. It is interesting to note, as did McGregor, that managers 
almost universally deny their assumptions. A great many managers 
(who vehemently deny that people lack integrity, are lazy, don’t want 
responsibility, and don’t want to achieve) run their departments as though 
every word of Theory X were the absolute truth. 

The danger with assumptions is that they are often treated as 
facts and regularly become self-fulfilling once they are 
established.

In creating a blueprint for Positive Employee Relations, my hypothesis 
is that Theory Y is true for almost all employable individuals. That is, 
employees will take initiative and prefer to be self-directed.

The all-to-often seen exception is where the organization’s culture pro-
motes (wittingly or unwittingly) views that support Theory X. Not surpris-
ingly, these organizations breed employee dissatisfaction—the precursor 
to union intervention. 
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Comprehend and learn to recognize the unhealthy conditions that 
can lead to employee disengagement, which, in turn, can lead to 
unionization. 

2. List 5 unhealthy conditions in your workplace. What are their causes? 
What can you do to turn them into healthy conditions? What is a 
workable timeframe for this?

3. Identify and examine your company’s core values, principles, and 
beliefs. Ensure that all leaders support a comprehensive definition of 
the values and their day-to-day applications.

4. Do not advance employees to leadership roles until you have a clear 
assessment of their competencies to perform successfully as front line 
leaders.

5. Examine your own assumptions about employees. What behaviours 
do your assumptions trigger in you?

6. Recognize the importance of front line leaders and take steps to 
ensure they are acting in conformity with the organization’s values. 
Relevant training experiences will be required, likely, so that front 
line leaders and their next-level managers are working from the same 
base of assumptions and relating to each other and employees with 
commonly understood behaviours. 
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DISCUSSION POINTS   

1. What is your understanding of the difference between remaining 
“union-free” and being “anti-union”?

2. Is there a place where the idea that “business exists to make money” 
and “altruistic treatment of employees” can meet?

3. Employees seek out unions when their leaders (i.e., front line 
leaders and next-level managers) do not treat employees as they do 
customers. 

4. Positive Employee Relations and managing as an Employer of Choice 
are one and the same.

5. A corporate culture or belief system is articulated by the values with 
which the organization identifies. What does this mean to you? How 
might you identify your organization’s current belief system?

6. Leaders who lack people management skills are, inevitably and by 
default, the greatest internal promoters for unions.

7. What steps might you take to alter negative front line leader-to-
employee behaviour? How might you reinforce such a change in 
behaviour with the front line leader?

8. Never accept or condone poor performance from anyone, especially 
a leader! 

9. Working with your organization’s current set of values, develop a 
definition for each value and share this with your peers. Work with 
your peers to achieve consensus on these definitions (assuming a 
commonly used definition does not already exist).

10. Using McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y, discuss what is meant by 
“assumptions about people” and how these assumptions affect the 
way you behave towards your direct reports.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 1.1: Freedom of Thought

Note to reader: We recommend this article by Daniel Wain. In its own way, 
it has captured the idea of Positive Employee Relations from a different 
perspective. We are very pleased that Daniel Wain gave us permission 
to include his ideas concerning the “value of human knowledge.”  This is 
Theory Y in action!

Ever since credit started to crunch, we’ve seen the drastic devaluing of all our 
economy’s sacred currencies: stocks, shares, land, and property. All, that is, 
bar one. Intellectual capital has increased in value, and continues to do so 
as all else slides, slumps, and sinks, making it an ever more canny choice 
for investment. Funny enough, most of us have consistently known, if not 
compellingly argued, that the value of our people always increases when 
invested in.

However, an organization’s intellectual capital is solely dependent upon human 
capital: turning the latter (our people’s knowledge and skills) into the former 
(the products and services we sell) leads to competitive advantage and makes 
the difference between survival and extinction. It’s a jungle out there, and the 
animal that doesn’t learn gets eaten. That’s a no-brainer, as obvious as the 
inevitable fallibility of toxic credit, without the smug, spuriously constructed, 
hindsight.

Moreover, in a sluggish labour market, wise companies don’t just make do 
with the bums left on their seats when the music stops. They maximize the 
capability of more productive parts of their corporate body, transforming the 
raw material of human capital by leveraging the possibilities of social capital: 
people connecting with, and talking to, each other; and learning with and from 
each other. In my experience, social capital invariably proves both greater than 
the sum of its parts and the glue that holds them together. It also leads, when 

“Ninety-nine percent of the best ideas we ever had come from our people.”
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The concept of knowledge management has been with us since, at least, 
the economic bust before last. But can an organization really manage the 
knowledge of its people? Knowledge is a meaningless concept without a 
meaningful context. Information is merely data, only becoming knowledge 

to act or change.

The fundamental aims of knowledge management—creation, transfer, and 
integration—are easier to accomplish with explicit, recordable knowledge than 
with the implicit, tacit knowledge that’s often only embedded in an individual’s 
experience, head, or gut-feel. Furthermore, this is rarely stored in a computer 
system, but rather in the casual conversations of social capital.

If employees own their own human capital (which they do) and so decide when, 
how, and where they contribute it, then maybe organizations should stop trying 
to manage knowledge, but rather liberate it. If one cannot dictate either what, 

and then using it.

them. Thus intranets are invariably stagnant pools, neither tempting nor 
refreshing to dip into. As always, beware geeks bearing gifts. That’s not to 
say that technology has no role. Indeed it can be an invaluable enabler of 
knowledge and the creation of social capital, particularly across geographical 
boundaries, in the form of teleconferences, web casts, blogs, e-learning logs, 
and all the new channels spirited by Web 2.0. However, technology can only 
ever be the means of humans interacting, not the end in itself.

burst its banks: job rotations, shadowing and secondments, brainstorms and 
debriefs, Lunch & Learns, brown-bag lunches, informal learning events, action 
learning sets, coaching, and mentoring. 

Most importantly, ensure that knowledge liberation is actively and transparently 
supported by every one of your people processes, from the way that you recruit, 
develop, and deploy your human capital to how you measure, promote, and 
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mistakes are allowed and learned from, not punished, and where people are 
rewarded for sharing, not hoarding, their knowledge. As well, ensure knowledge-

how can you say you value learning, if there’s no code for it on your timesheets?

a chance? With professional gamblers playing it safe or giving up the game, 
there will never be a better time to place your bet.

Daniel Wain, MA, Chartered Fellow, IPD, UK
A British consultant and author,

can be contacted at dw@danielwain.com.
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From my experience, I have observed that employees (especially those 
performing hourly-paid work) are not inspired by higher net margins. 
They are not even inspired by increased market share. And they are not 
inspired—at least not for very long—by a bigger paycheque. None of 
these things will cause them to care more about your company or make 
the effort to increase their level of performance.

What is the missing component? A more rounded understanding of 
economics, finances, and marketing would certainly help. Education and 
knowledge can go a long way to influence perceptions. However, such 
academic understanding still leaves a missing component: something they 
can believe in that will alter this whole dynamic. 

The Sherborne Company manufactures the world-recognized widget. 
The question faced when The Sherborne Company was setting up their 
Positive Employee Relations™ program was: “How can employees be 
engaged and passionate about something as mundane as a widget?”  Or, 
one could also ask, “How do we create an environment where employees 
do not see any need for a union?” 

the importance of 
Values in Leadership 
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It is a mistake to assume that employees performing production or 
administrative work will be further engaged when leaders say:

a. “You have a job, don’t you?”

b. “We are not laying people off.”

c. “We have stopped outsourcing work and are bringing jobs home.”

d. “We have a new and substantial contract to make private brand 
widgets for Home Hardware.”

Without doubt, employees understand your words, but they may not 
appreciate the bigger picture for the company in the manner you and 
other leaders do.

So we come back to where we started. What is the missing component? 
Unfortunately, this question has no simple or short-term fix. However, 
there is a successful long-term strategy: Positive Employee Relations.

We need to comprehend that everything we do in our business 
is connected to everything else in our business.

There is a connection between who we hire, their pay grade, their 
orientation and training, the management of their performance, and most 
importantly, the quality of their relationship with their front line leader. 
These are not separate events. They are all interconnected sub-systems. 
To change one of these sub-systems will, in one way or another, affect the 
other sub-systems. The consequential change, however, may be positive 
or negative, but when all these parts (or sub-systems) are linked into a 
bigger values-based system, the outcome is overwhelmingly positive! 
This is another way of defining Positive Employee Relations.

How can employees believe in your organization? How do employees 
become engaged and passionate about their work? What environment 
must you create so employees have no need to turn to a union? Fortunately, 
the answers to all these questions are connected in an effective Positive 
Employee Relations program.
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When you examine how your leaders respond to these three major 
components of your Positive Employee Relations program, you will know 
how they will develop and maintain your company.

1. The employees you hire: their characteristics, attitudes, attributes, 
aspirations, and needs

2. The leaders of these employees: their characteristics, aspirations, 
etc., as well as their values, training, experiences as a leader, and 
the competencies of their next-level manager

3. Employee engagement and commitment: understanding these 
factors will equate to Maslow’s “self-actualization”. 

To explore these points further, I will start at the beginning:  the 
organization’s purpose and values (see Further Resource 2.2: Linking 
Values to Positive Employee Relations). Then I will move to the qualities 
and training of your all-important leaders. Finally, I will look at ways to 
address the apparent needs imbalance by using Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs (see Further Resource 2.1: Hierarchy of Needs).

ORGANIZATIONAL PURPOSE AND VALUES

Mission and Vision
A leader’s first job is to articulate a clear and compelling vision for the 
organization. What does this enterprise stand for? What does it believe 
in? And where is it going?  Experienced leaders know that a vision with 
just his/her single voice never amounts to much. Therefore, senior leaders 
must share their vision across the organization, enlisting the input and 
participation of all leaders and employees. By letting everyone have 
a legitimate role in shaping the organization’s vision, everyone will be 
inspired (again, who has been hired becomes critical) and this inspiration 
will help to build a culture of commitment.

Everyone in the organization needs to believe in the vision. It 
can’t be vague. It is the guiding light that leads the organization 
forward.
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Understandably a vision is only as good as its implementation. That’s why 
leaders must always be thinking about outcomes or results and what it will 
take to translate the vision into reality. 

A vision statement is the articulation of where your company wants to 
be at some point in the future. A mission statement is the articulation of 
where your company is today. To put some context to this, here is what 
the leaders and a task group of employees developed for The Sherborne 
Company. 

Exhibit 2.1: The Sherborne Company’s Vision Statement and 
Mission Statement

These representative statements begin a process that will clarify the 
purpose and direction of The Sherborne Company. Now we can start to 
develop a Positive Employee Relations program around the values (our 
core beliefs) and guiding behaviours that support these statements.

The Sherborne Company Vision Statement
Our vision is to be the quality leader in everything we do. To view change 
in the marketplace as an opportunity to grow creatively, prudently, 
and ethically. To further enhance our profits and our ability to develop 
and produce innovative widgets that satisfy present and emerging 
customer needs—domestically and internationally. Additionally, to 
show a sustainable and healthy return-on-investment. We believe this is 
achievable because of the talented men and women who are, in fact, The 
Sherborne Company.

The Sherborne Company Mission Statement
Our mission is to deliver superior quality widgets to our customers. 
To deliver unique value to our customers, and subsequently to their 
customers, so as to earn further respect and loyalty for the Sherborne 
brand. We do this through relationship-based leadership that is 
highlighted by an employee- and customer-centred focus, demonstrating 
quality, timeliness, creativity, and innovation in everything we do. 
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Values
In Chapter 1, I began to develop the business logic that will shape the 
way supervisors and managers see their role as leaders. I continue that 
development here. My goal is to create a consistent approach to leadership 
behaviour. This behaviour, regardless of where it occurs in the organization, 
is based on the company’s mission, vision, and values. 

The key to the values piece are the guiding behaviours that 
reflect how we will represent or live the values.

When I talk about values I am referring to words that:

Define the core principles and beliefs that underpin the 
organization,

Identify what is important to all employees in carrying out their 
work,

Reflect the mission and vision statements, and

Constitute statements of the company’s current beliefs (real-time 
values), not idealistic wish lists.

To see the values jump off the page and become vibrant drivers of 
organizational behaviour, they must have the following characteristics:

Impact every person and every decision made in the organization;

Quantifiable and controllable by something or someone, internal 
or external;

Create and maintain direction, even in the chaos of the marketplace;

Link to the overall success of the organization; and

Inspire all stakeholders.

To reap these rewards, the meaning of the values must be understood 
in ways that are similar and repeatable throughout the organization. This 
means I am adding useful elements to every leader’s toolkit. I am not, 
in any way, suggesting that these initiatives create automatons where 
the leader’s individuality, creativity, and spark will be destroyed. I am, 
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however, suggesting that if all leaders were to develop wording as to how
they are interpreting the values and then share their definitions with the 
other leaders, we could arrive at a consensus as to the meaning of each 
value and its expression (known as guiding behaviours). By doing so, we 
will have taken one giant leap towards integrating our Positive Employee 
Relations program with every other system in the organization. (See 
Further Resource 2.2: Linking Values to Positive Employee Relations.)

Guiding Behaviours
Guiding behaviours are “I will” statements that demonstrate how leaders 
(and subsequently employees) intend to live the values. Without the 
guiding behaviours, the values themselves may well become meaningless 
words on a decorative plaque hung in the company’s lobby. 

The following criteria are used when developing guiding behaviours for 
each value: 

Demonstrate a common understanding of the values,

Define the behaviours (intent, actions, and performance) that 
makes the values come to life,

Demonstrate value-based reality to all stakeholders, and

Articulate actions that are inherent in accomplishing the mission 
statement and realizing the vision statement.

Let us look again at The Sherborne Company’s leadership team and see 
how they took their seven core value statements and developed guiding 
behaviours. The following “I will” statements are the result of a consensus 
effort by all of Sherborne’s leaders in how they understand the values and 
how they intend to carry out their leadership roles.

Note: I have shown, on the following page, only two guiding 
behaviours for each value, but in reality there could be as many 
as ten or twelve.
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 1. Spirit of Inclusion
  Guiding behaviours are:

* I will relate to everyone at Sherborne as adults (partners) 
in our enterprise.

* I will communicate (especially listen) to employees as 
all-important resources.

 2. Solid Belief in Decency
  Guiding behaviours are:

* I will treat others as I wish to be treated.

* I will be completely honest and trustworthy in my 
dealings with all stakeholders, by behaving in a 
responsive, open, and timely manner.

 3. Commitment to Self-Knowledge and Development
  Guiding behaviours are:

* I will actively support every employee’s plans to learn 
more about our products, processes, and customer 
needs.

* I will ensure every employee has an opportunity to 
develop through on-the-job and off-the-job training, 
as recorded in the development plan segment of their 
annual performance appraisal.

 4. Respect for Individual Differences
  Guiding behaviours are:

* I will demonstrate my respect for every employee and 
stakeholder through my actions and deeds.

* I will not discriminate against employees and other 
stakeholders.

 5. Health, Safety, and Well-Being
  Guiding behaviours are:

* I will ensure employees’ safety and well-being are not 
being compromised.
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* I will ensure all leaders in my departments are qualified 
First Aid and CPR Responders, as determined by St. 
John’s Ambulance or the Red Cross.

 6. Appreciate that Change is Inevitable
  Guiding behaviours are:

* I will initiate and/or participate in quarterly brainstorming 
sessions concerning new product research and 
alternative designs and uses for the widget.

* I will encourage and support others to understand the 
marketplace and how customer needs affect widget 
design and quality.

 7. Passion for our Products and Services
  Guiding behaviours are:

* I will ensure that no product is shipped to customers 
until it passes all of Sherborne’s company quality 
standards.

* I will demonstrate a “do what it takes” attitude towards 
satisfying customer needs.

This list of “I will” statements is a sample of what can be done to express the 
intentions behind and the context of an organization’s values. Workshops 
can be done to develop your company’s values and guiding behaviours 
(see Further Resource 2.4: Values-Based Supervisory Workshop).

Although values must be initiated at the top of the organization 
and whole-heartedly supported by that team, all employees 
must be involved in developing their meaning.

What Makes an Outstanding Leader?
Knowing and understanding the vision and mission statements of the 
company, along with the present culture of the organization, will allow for 
the development of values and guiding behaviours. Leaders must become 
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the champions of the organization’s vision and values to ensure they take 
hold. Only then will employees see the inherent benefits of being active 
partners in the enterprise, working together to establish new standards of 
excellence. 

For any leader, especially one in a union-free environment, what does 
being a champion really mean? The following seven characteristics will 
clarify the essence of the leader’s role when Positive Employee Relations 
is the imperative. 
 
1. Trust

Trust is the glue that holds relationships together. Without trust, no value 
or vision ever becomes reality. In fact, without trust nothing works very 
well, if at all. Unless there is trust among all the stakeholders, especially 
employee-leader and leader-employee relationships, Positive Employee 
Relations, innovation, productivity, and financial results will all suffer 
negative consequences.

Trust takes a long time to earn and can be lost in a moment’s thoughtlessness. 
A trusted leader is seen, through the eyes of the employees, as:

Genuine: someone they can interact with as a real person.

Believable: their word, whether spoken or written, is honest and 
credible.

Dependable: they make good on their promises, whether declared 
or implied.

Predictable: they are consistent when using values and guiding 
behaviours, making it safe for people to be open (even vulnerable) 
and to work in a collaborative manner.

Benevolent: they put aside self-interests for the good of the group, 
the department, and the company.

2. Participation

If vision provides the direction and trust creates the bedrock, then 
participation is the fuel that drives the organization forward. This power 
is frequently found lying dormant in the hearts and imaginations of far too 
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many employees. The leader’s challenge is to unleash this pent-up energy 
and focus it on achieving the organization’s goals. 

Assisting employees to enhance their decision-making skills, engage more 
with customer needs, and expand their competencies are some of the 
many ways a leader can enhance company participation. These activities 
ensure that problem-solving is pushed down and the scope of one’s job 
is expanded. This fits with our goal of having employees express their 
passion, while acknowledging that customers are now more demanding. 
Only the employees closest to the your products and services can give the 
customer what they want and when they want it.

3. Authority

Influence does not come with a leader’s title, but it is earned through hard 
work, sound decisions, and the respect of others. Experienced leaders 
know authority increases as they share it and give it away. Each 
newly empowered employee can make a real difference in your Positive 
Employee Relations environment. 

To employees, authority built on fear is an expression of insecurity, not 
leadership. Fear and ego are no substitute for strength and character. 
Disregarding the company’s values is no way to garner employee 
commitment or to encourage self-motivation.

One of the best ways to tap into one’s influence is by abandoning the 
old baggage of dominance, control, and self-centeredness (see Chapter 1, 
Exhibit 1.1: McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y). Leaders must be willing 
to surrender authority, share power, trust employees’ judgments, and let 
others share ownership, problem-solving, and the limelight.

4. Learning

The competencies of the employees and the leadership team will determine 
whether the organization’s mission is sustained and the vision is realized.

Competencies include knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Learning 
is what’s behind real versus illusionary change and development.
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Learning organizations are those that constantly encourage and nurture 
employee development; they see learning as an investment, not an expense. 
This only happens if leaders establish a work culture that nurtures learning 
by everyone, including themselves. Companies that value learning are run 
by leaders who have accurate self-portraits: who they are and who they 
are not is important to their own learning and success. Consider the adage, 
know thyself, before helping others to achieve their goals. Without sound 
insights, leaders are vulnerable to making significant mistakes that could 
have long-lasting repercussions.

5. Diversity

Valuing individual differences is critical. Leaders who demonstrate 
unhealthy behaviours, such as the use of fear and intimidation, frequently 
harbour strong biases and resentments. There is convincing psychological 
evidence that the unhealthier the leader is, the more self-important he/
she feels towards others. Subsequently, these leaders believe that people 
are born different and unequal. Such leaders tend to be dogmatic, unable 
to consider another’s perspective, and typically demand conformity in 
the workplace. The fact that employees want to be themselves, no longer 
automatically bending to the will of the leader, is a source of constant 
dissatisfaction at work. To use McGregor’s Theory, these leaders would be 
archetypical Theory X leaders. This is the antithesis of Positive Employee 
Relations.

In contrast, leaders who build solid values-based relationships will 
have a deep appreciation for what makes people unique. They believe 
people are created equal, yet different, and that each person has a special 
contribution to make. Whatever the uniqueness, whatever the differences, 
healthy leaders are not threatened. In fact, they want to see employees 
bring their special talents and perspectives to work. To use McGregor’s 
Theory, these leaders would be archetypical Theory Y leaders. This is the 
basis of Positive Employee Relations!

How do leaders lead with diversity? Astute leaders will look inward for the 
prejudices and biases that negatively affect their leadership practice. They 
start with the assumption that each person is on a journey, and they are a 
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long way from a fixed destination. Employees have a fundamental need 
to feel respect and to be safe from discrimination. When employees feel 
this way, they are pre-disposed to take risks and make commitments to 
the organization.

6. Creativity

Creative leaders picture possibilities and see opportunities that others don’t 
see. Creativity might mean a change in paradigm: white is black and black 
is white. Having a different (yet ethically and morally-based) worldview 
from the norm is the hallmark of all innovative thinking. Such leaders are 
willing to entertain offbeat ideas and reconfigure problems to find new 
solutions. They will push to break with tradition and ask questions such 
as:
 “What new products can we develop?”
 “How can we add more value for our customers?”
 “If I were the customer, what would I want?”

This creative characteristic and attitude is somewhat contagious. 
Employees and other leaders will also begin to think outside-the-box, 
solve their own problems, and create new business opportunities. People 
are like knowledge assets inside the organization. Their minds are 
filled with potential and worth many times their compensation, if they 
are engaged to the fullest. To make this creativity a reality, the leader 
must alter all the systems that undermine creativity: abusive supervisory 
practices, fear, intimidation, discrimination, and bureaucracy. 
 
7. Integrity

The integrity of an organization is established by the character of the 
people who work there, and that character is significantly influenced by 
the integrity of all of the leaders.

Integrity is a timeless virtue that is central to the ideas of Positive 
Employee Relations.

Principles of right and wrong conduct may twist and turn over time, as 
they are subjected to economics, law, and management whims. But the 



37THE IMPORTANCE OF VALUES IN LEADERSHIP

concept of integrity, “my word is my bond”, never needs to change.
Leaders with integrity are driven by fundamental, undeniable principles 
that are deeply ingrained in their personal values, shaped over a lifetime 
of development and introspection. They serve as a moral compass for 
what is fair and just. Integrity is about the leader being a centered and 
grounded person, comfortably building and maintaining values-
based relationships.

INSIGHT INTO DECISION-MAKING

If we rely solely on our experiences to make decisions, these decisions 
will only reflect our past history in similar situations. The philosophy 
behind Positive Employee Relations is, for the most part, not lodged in 
our experiences or thinking within-the-box.

In an organization that has established a set of agreed-upon 
values and is working on how best to demonstrate these values, 
leaders will likely move from reaction or thoughtlessness to 
thoughtfulness or wisdom, resulting in a conscious approach to 
problem-solving.

If we use our agreed-upon corporate values and guiding behaviours to 
make decisions, these decisions will align with the vision that we want 
the organization to experience. Values transcend both context and 
experiences. Therefore, they can be used for making tough decisions in 
new and complex situations. Values are not constrained by the past, and 
hence, they are adaptable to new situations. The result is the ability to 
think outside-the-box.

Values-based problem solving is the preferred method of decision-making 
in most successful organizations. It is not surprising, therefore, to find ample 
social science and human resources research showing that adaptable and 
values-driven companies are more successful organizations. 

When an organization unites around a set of values and guiding behaviours, 
it becomes much more flexible, less hierarchical, less autocratic, and less 



38 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

bureaucratic and it develops an enlightened capacity for collaborative 
action. When employees share the same values and the same vision, the 
performance of the organization is on track to optimization. If employees 
do not share these values, we will not have a Positive Employee Relations 
environment, nor will we have productivity and quality at acceptable 
levels.

ENGAGING AND INSPIRING

Engaging and inspiring employees is the cornerstone of Positive Employee 
Relations. To be engaged is to be committed to one’s work. To be inspired 
is to willingly be innovative. To have the authority commensurate 
with the responsibilities of the job is, so often, the missing element to 
job satisfaction. To be inspired to manufacture your company’s product 
and actually concerned about making it better every time requires an 
environment of trust. Among the many factors that constitute the definition 
of trust is the clear link between responsibility and authority.

Let’s look at an example that most leaders will be able to recognize 
quickly. An employee or a selected group of employees at The Sherborne 
Company is asked “How can we speed up the delivery of the widget to our 
customers without increasing logistic costs?” One of the employees you 
have selected for this task says that she “would like to do some research 
into distribution costs by spending one or two days at the library of the 
Logistics Institute.” This employee’s leader is now faced with a number of 
questions:

Can I give the employee paid time off to do the research?

What kind of precedent does this establish?

Do I need to know the ins and outs of the research before I can 
say yes?

As a front line leader making such a decision, how will my manager 
or the human resources department view my action?

Will my manager make the connection between responsibility 
and authority?

Will the employee make the connection?
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To be engaged and passionate about one’s work, it must be met with a 
complementary level of trust. If we ask employees to provide the ultimate 
“value-added” contribution, their creativity and innovation, why 
would we let simple bureaucracy or red tape (i.e., the above list of 
questions) get in the way?

Employees who have a passion for what they design, 
manufacture, or distribute are unlikely to have a passion for a 
union.

MASLOW’S HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

Abraham Maslow felt that our human needs were arranged in a hierarchical 
order (Maslow, 1954: Motivation and Personality, Harper Row, New 
York, USA). His theory identifies multiple levels of motivation occurring in 
the minds of employees while they are performing their work: basic needs 
and achievement needs. He studied the hierarchy of these needs in an 
effort to understand the progression as lower needs were met (see Exhibit 
2.2: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs).

Basic needs are physiological (such as food, water, sleep, and sex) and 
psychological (such as affection and security). These basic needs are also 
called deficiency needs because if they are not met, then that person will 
strive to make up the deficiency before moving on to more advanced 
needs. 

The higher needs are called achievement needs (growth needs). These 
include morality, ethics, justice, self-development, creativity, compassion, 
spiritual development, etc. It is within the satisfaction of self-development 
and creativity needs, for example, that employees are open to engagement 
and inspiration. It is here that a passion for the your company’s 
products and services can be found.
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Exhibit 2.2 Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Maslow posited that people want, and are forever striving, to meet various 
goals. Because the lower level needs are more immediate and urgent, 
they come into play as the source and direction of a person’s goal if they 
are not satisfied. So, to engage or inspire employees (i.e., to have them 
willingly demonstrate curiosity, innovation, and passion for our widget), 
Sherborne’s policies and practices to satisfy the basic needs should be well 
thought out, put in place, and not evoke employee dissatisfaction. 

A need higher in the hierarchy will become a motive of behaviour 
when the needs below it have been satisfied. Unsatisfied lower 
needs will dominate unsatisfied higher needs and must be 
satisfied before the person can proceed to the next level in the 
hierarchy. 

It should be noted that almost no one stays at one particular level of the 
hierarchy for an extended period. We constantly strive to move up, while 
at the same time various forces outside our control try to push us down. 
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Those on top get pushed down for short time periods (i.e., death of a 
loved one or an idea that does not work, etc.), while those on the bottom 
get pushed up (i.e., via normal recognition, promotion, job enrichment, 
etc.). Our goal as leaders, therefore, is to help people obtain the skills and 
knowledge that will push them up the hierarchy on a more permanent 
basis. 

People who have their basic needs met are better performers, as 
they are able to concentrate on fulfilling the objectives of the 
job.

Detailed View of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
Exhibit 2.3: Maslow Applied is a very detailed approach to understanding 
the important contribution Maslow made to our understanding of people, 
especially in Western culture. It also illustrates how leaders can develop 
values-based Positive Employee Relations communications.

The British Adlerian psychologist Dr. Henry T. Stein developed the diagram 
in Further Resource 2.1: Hierarchy of Needs, which may be a helpful visual 
aid for understanding Maslow’s theory. 
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Exhibit 2.3: Maslow Applied
Hierarchy level experienced

by an employee

Values-based behaviour /

communications displayed by leaders

Maslow’s Levels 1 and 2: Physiological and Safety Needs

Survival (food, water and shelter) 
and safety (freedom from unsafe work-
ing conditions and pain)

Financial stability of the organization
Compensation and benefits
Self-discipline
Health & safety practices

Maslow’s Level 3: Love and Belonging Needs

A sense of belonging, quality 
of relationships, collaborative 
communications

Methods of conflict resolution
Employee and/or group recognition
Open communications
Feedback about customer satisfac-

tion

Acceptance of competencies and ac-
complishments

Performance feedback
Leader/group recognition
Efficiency
Productivity
Quality

Collaboration, sharing, and 
adaptability

Encourage thinking outside-the-box
Innovation
Teamwork
Accountability

Maslow’s Level 4: Esteem Needs

Professionalism, recognition, and 
doing meaningful work

Vision and/or values issues
Enthusiasm
Inspiration
Trust and integrity

Self-esteem, self-trust, mastering 
various competencies

Employee fulfillment
Mentoring others
Collaboration with stakeholders
Corporate social responsibility

Maslow’s Level 5: Self-actualization Needs

Self-actualization, doing one’s best, 
continuous learning

Compassion
Forgiveness
Wisdom
Humility
Continuous learning
Being the “go to” person
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Once an individual’s physiological and safety needs (Level 1) are fairly 
well satisfied, social and affiliation needs will emerge as dominant. Since 
people are social beings, we have a need to belong and to be accepted by 
the people around us. To achieve this, a person will strive for meaningful 
relationships with others (Level 2). 

After people begin to satisfy their need to belong, they generally want to 
be more than just a member of a group. They begin to feel the need for 
self-esteem and recognition from others (generally Level 3 and above).

Most people have a need for a high evaluation of themselves that is firmly 
based in reality, such as recognition and respect from others. Satisfaction 
of these needs produces feelings of self-confidence, prestige, and control. 
People begin to feel they are useful and have some control over their 
social, political, and economic environment (generally Levels 4).

Once esteem needs begin to be satisfied adequately, the self-actualization 
needs become more prominent. Self-actualization is the need to maximize 
one’s potential, whatever that potential may be. As Maslow expressed it, 
“What a man can be, he must be.”   Individuals satisfy self-actualization in 
different ways and those ways can change over a lifetime. For example, a 
self-actualized athlete may look for other outlets to accommodate bodily 
changes over time.

There are other occasions, however, when people are unable to satisfy 
their need for esteem (generally Levels 4 and above). When this need 
is dominant but unsatisfied, an individual may resort to disruptive or 
immature behaviour; engage in restrictions, such as work-to-rule; or 
argue with their peers or their front line leader about inconsequential 
issues. Recognition, though negative, is sometimes garnered through such 
irresponsible actions. In the final analysis, the attention one receives from 
being disciplined for irresponsible actions must not appear to reward and 
reinforce such behaviour (see Chapter 17: Corrective Action and Positive 
Outcomes).

I know that individuals may not always follow the hierachy in the pattern 
described by Maslow. It was not his intention to say that this hierarchy 
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applies universally. His research, observations, and conclusions 
were developed within a Western context and meant as a framework 
to understand our needs. Maslow realized that there were numerous 
exceptions to this general tendency. For example, in his historic fasts, M.K. 
Gandhi went weeks without nourishment to protest government injustices, 
thereby operating at the self-actualization level while purposely allowing 
many basic survival needs to go unsatisfied.

VALUES, NEEDS, AND REALITY

Let’s start with the assumption that Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is the 
typical pattern that most people, most of the time, will follow. This will 
result in a strong link between the values to which your organization 
ascribes and the needs of your employees. For example, if the senior 
leaders used either the “Spirit of Inclusion” or “Solid Belief in Decency” 
values from The Sherborne Company (see Chapter 1), how can they justify 
paying minimum wages if the majority of other companies in the same 
geographic area (recruiting from the same pool of candidates) are paying 
$3/per hour beyond minimum wage?

To pay minimum wages and ignore that the Level 1 needs of employees 
(or, to contend that these needs are not the concern of the employer) 
is equivalent to putting the welcome mat out for a union organizer. 
Admittedly, if the organization is in financial difficulty and minimum wages 
are presently the only option, then to be truly values-consistent that same 
financial difficulty should be reflected in the compensation of the leaders 
(regardless of level).

Selectively choosing which values to use or how to interpret a 
value based on a company’s profitability not only lacks integrity, 
but misses the philosophy underlying Positive Employee 
Relations.

When auditing an organization’s union-free preparedness (i.e., is your 
Positive Employee Relations program working effectively?), I can identify 
the employees and leaders who are working at satisfying Level 5 needs. 
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These individuals show many of the same characteristics:

Self-motivation,

Innovative problem-solving,

Striving for excellence in whatever they do, and

Achieving the production and delivery of high-quality products 
or services.

For individuals with these types of characteristics, the leader’s job is one 
of removing roadblocks, not wondering how to motivate the employees. 
They are already self-motivated. This is Positive Employee Relations at its 
very best!

Placing the importance of profits and employees on the same 
plane is an enlightened approach to leading an organization.

When employees earn less than they need to push them beyond their 
basic needs, they have a limited number of options open to them:

Seek more overtime

Attempt to trade-in benefits and add the equivalent premium 
value to their paycheque

Secure a second or third part-time position

Rely on their partner’s income (assuming this exists)

Think favourably when the union organizer promises them more 
wages during a union organizing campaign

I strongly urge employers to take a comprehensive look at their whole 
compensation system: wages and benefits. Employees need to know the 
true worth of their jobs. In many cases, employers are paying premiums for 
insurance benefits and providing vacation periods in excess of legislated 
requirements. Whatever the dollar amount that an employer is paying in 
excess of the legislation should be added to the employee’s base wage, 
to show the actual amount being spent on behalf of the employee. All the 
data to summarize this calculation is usually available from your payroll 
system and/or your benefits provider. It can be summarized on a single 
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page entitled: What is Your Job Worth? With this document, you will be 
able to demonstrate and discuss the total compensation for each employee. 
It is not unusual to see an employee’s pay increase to 120%-130% of the 
base (see Further Resource 2.3: What is your Job Worth?).

Do low wages and being at the base of Maslow’s Hierarchy mean that 
nothing more can be done? Certainly not! I began by talking about how 
The Sherborne Company might garner employee inspiration when making 
widgets. The question is: how do you motivate employees (who are being 
paid minimum wage) to be inspired about a widget? 

The employee–employer connection broadens when I talk about “the 
company and the team”, who spend eight hours per working-day together. 
If the company has a strong corporate social responsibility ethic and allows 
employees two or three paid days per year to perform civic duties (e.g., 
helping in a soup kitchen), then we have an even broader horizon to talk 
about: the community…not just widgets.

Let’s provide a real example. I worked with a client about five years ago 
that had a business with a workplace that was noisy, required heavy lifting, 
and contained many environmental health hazards. Safety training was 
provided. Safety equipment was provided, and employees were expected 
to use this protection. The complexity and dissimilarity in the products the 
employees handled was particularly unusual.

The company drew its employees from a very diverse community and 
many of the employees were new Canadians. Surprisingly, language was 
not a problem and English worked well enough for everyone. The company 
made its revenue from flow-through, the amount of items processed in any 
given period. This was not a high margin business, and that was reflected 
in the wages paid (first quartile, even when based on less-than-ideal-wage 
comparison data). The company had been targeted by a union.

The company proved, in the eyes of the employees, to be more credible 
and the union lost the vote. The employer then had a 12-month timeframe 
before organizing attempts could re-start. In many ways this situation 
mirrored our Sherborne example.

CASE STUDY



47THE IMPORTANCE OF VALUES IN LEADERSHIP

Among the many recommendations I made to this client was the idea of 
employee flow through. Employee turnover was understandably high; as 
employees got their feet wet in the new country, they went on to find jobs 
that paid more and had more advancement potential. The suggestion I 
made was to capitalize on the turnover. 

As Maslow indicated, people can be satisfied at more than one level of 
needs at any given time.

Since there was an aura of learning about various complex and dissimilar 
products, the idea was to capitalize on the employee’s willingness to learn. 
The recommendation was that the company provided an educational aid 
program to all full-time employees. The tuition fees and cost of books were 
advanced to the employees who applied. Eligible courses included the 
technology of their industry, business courses, and any program that might 
lead to a college diploma or a university degree. The employee signed a 
promissory note. 50% of the monies were to be paid back over a one year 
period. If the employee successfully completed the course, the company 
absorbed the other 50%. Those who got A grade scores received a cheque 
for the first 50%.

That was four years ago. Turnover has dramatically slowed down. New 
employees are often selected from employee-referrals. The climate in 
the workplace is noticeably more positive than before this program was 
introduced.

Employees are now working to better themselves and their 
families, and the employer is right there beside them.

Though the employee’s compensation only changed modestly (the 
economy was in terrible shape during this period), the company was now 
focusing on satisfying higher level needs than survival. The disagreeable 
parts of the work were seen in a different light. Through this process, the 
employees have now validated their belief in the company.

All the positives, mentioned above, have been confirmed by two employee 
opinion surveys and numerous focus groups. The other indicator is union 
activity. No organizing activity has surfaced. No one has said a word 
about unions to the Human Resources Department, front line leaders, or the 
CEO. When completing the employee opinion surveys, a small number of 
employees wrote, “We don’t need a union now.”
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The benefits to the company continue to be seen. Within the last 
twelve months, the company and CEO have received a civic award for 
their contribution to the community, and a prominent religious leader 
(representing one of the minority employee groups) has presented the 
company with a plaque of appreciation…literally unheard of!

When we look back to the beginning of this chapter, we saw leaders who 
focused on the product or services the company was providing, not 
on the community. This was like seeing the tree and not the forest. With 
some creative thought and good-will, employees can be inspired by their 
company (and their less than pleasant jobs) and can talk about working for 
a uniquely positive employer in the community. Everybody wins! The sole 
exception? The union, which has no role to play!
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Review your mission and vision statements to ensure they reflect 
the “now” and the “future”. At town hall meetings, refer to these 
statements regularly, drawing the connection to goals and objectives.

2. Review your values statements to ensure that they are aligned with 
your mission and vision (as well as your policies and practices, which 
are played out daily).

3. Develop a series of guiding behaviour statements that will help 
articulate the meaning of each value. At some point in the process, 
all leaders need to buy-in to these statements. Once that has 
been achieved, employees can then be introduced to the guiding 
behaviours.

4. Hold employee focus groups or add questions to your annual employee 
opinion survey asking if leaders are living the company values.

5. Review your leadership job descriptions to ensure they capture the 
essence of the seven characteristics of leaders who champion Positive 
Employee Relations.

6. Step back and take a comprehensive look at your whole organization,  
particularly the human resources component. Is it pushing paper? Or 
is it contributing new and useful ideas. For example:

Are leaders behaving in ways consistent with Positive Employee 
Relations?

Are your policies and procedures reflecting your union-free goal?

Are employees working in jobs where there is a disconnect 
between responsibility and authority? If so, make the necessary 
changes.

What evidence do you see that indicates employees are inspired 
and engaged by your product or service and working towards 
improvements?

If a union campaign were to begin today, on what issues would 
the external and internal organizers build their campaign?
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DISCUSSION POINTS   

1. Employees, at any level of the organization, will not be passionate 
about the mundane.

2. The psychological value of a wage increase is measured in days, not 
weeks or months.

3. Key to the company’s values are the guiding behaviours that reflect 
how we will represent or live the values.

4. If all leaders were to develop wording as to how they would interpret 
the company’s values and then share their definitions with the other 
leaders, they could then arrive at a consensus as to the meaning of 
each value and its expression (guiding behaviours). Doing so will be 
one giant leap towards integrating Positive Employee Relations with 
every other organizational system.

5. The company’s values, though initiated at the top of the organization 
and whole-heartedly supported by that team, must involve the 
employees in their development, meaning, and acceptance.

6. If the vision provides the direction, and trust creates the bedrock, 
then participation is the fuel that drives the organization forward.

7. Authority increases as the leaders share it and give it away.

8. If we rely solely on our experiences to make decisions, our decisions 
will only reflect our past history in similar situations. Our past history 
is always experience-based and frequently context specific. This 
results in thinking “within the box” and not “outside the box”.

9. Values transcend context and experience. Therefore, values can be 
used for making tough decisions in complex situations that we have 
not experienced before.

10. Accepting poor performance from anyone, especially front line 
leaders or next-level managers, is unacceptable within the context of 
Positive Employee Relations!
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11. Unsatisfied lower needs will dominate unsatisfied higher needs; they 
must be satisfied before a person can climb up the hierarchy.

12. Selectively choosing which values to use or how to interpret a value 
based on a company’s profitability results not only in a lack of 
integrity, but misses the philosophy underlying Positive Employee 
Relations.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 2.1: Hierarchy of Needs

Note to reader: The following diagram of Maslow’s needs and motivation 

htstein@att.net
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FURTHER RESOURCE 2.2: Linking Values to Positive 
Employee Relations 

Worksheet Guidelines

The Context

 > The bedrock of all creative, productive, and harmonious workplace 
cultures is the application of positive values. If the values are not 
clearly understood (guiding behaviours), they cannot be fairly and 
consistently incorporated into the Positive Employee Relations 
framework.

 > A Positive Employee Relations environment is built on values and 
communications. They have a positive and synergistic effect.

 > Our task is to address and resolve all misunderstandings about the 
company values and how they impact the front line leaders and 
the employees’ roles, responsibilities, and accountabilities. Once 
company values and related management systems and procedures 
are understood, then this understanding/behaviour can be applied to 
the consistent application of Positive Employee Relations.

The Task
 > Using the worksheet—Linking Values to Positive Employee Relations—

determine how effectively each Positive Employee Relations factor is 
implemented within your team. If you see gaps (or areas that need 
improvement), indicate the action steps needed to eliminate them. 
If, however, you determine that a Positive Employee Relations factor 
is working well within your team, consider what action steps might be 
developed to improve on this success.

 > For each action step, determine the work needed and complete the 
form. Determine how you will know the action step has been effectively 
implemented (success indicators). Next, record any roadblocks that 
stand in your way of implementing the action step. Then record who 
is responsible to implement each action step (accountability) and the 
time frame to complete it.

 > When you have established plans for each of the six Positive Employee 
Relations factors, review the worksheet with your next-level manager 
to gain buy-in and approval. 

 > At any time during this process a human resources representative should 
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Manufacturing Department’s Values

Customer’s Importance

Ensuring Customer Trust

Exceed Expectations

Continuous Excellence

Customer’s Importance
Meeting or exceeding our customers’ expectations is central to all that we do. 
We do not presume to know our customers’ needs, but endeavour to discover 

demands. We continue to provide the industry-leading widget. 

Ensuring Customer Trust
We act with integrity and treat everyone with respect. We conduct our busi-
ness and workplace relationships in an honest, ethical, and respectful man-
ner at all times. We foster an environment of trust through personal integrity, 
fair and consistent treatment of all team members, open communication, and 
respecting the dignity of the individual. 

Exceed Expectations
We are dedicated to “doing whatever it takes” to achieve desired results. We 
are passionate about the widget, getting things done, and meeting our com-
mitments. We understand what we are responsible for and hold each other 
accountable for high performance in order to achieve business success. 

Continuous Excellence
We continuously search for ways to improve the way we design and manu-
facture the widget. We nurture an environment that encourages innovation, 
continuous improvement, and calculated risk-taking. We admit mistakes 

on improving our processes and eliminating activities that do not add value. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 2.3: What is Your Job Worth?

The Sherborne Company

WHAT IS YOUR JOB WORTH?

How did we arrive at your current compensation?

Employee’s Name: _________________________________________________

Department: ______________________________________________________

Date: ____________________________________________________________

Summary of 2012  Summary of 2013  

Hourly Rate $22.25 4% increase $23.14

Weekly Rate 
@ 40 hours/
week

$890.00 $925.60

Annual Pay 
@ 52 weeks/
year

$46,280.00 $48,131.20

$12,359.00 2.5% increase $12,667.98

Total Wages & $58,639.00 Total Wages & $60,799.18

Hourly Rate 
Based on 
Total Wages & 

$28.19 Hourly Rate 
Based on Total 

$29.23
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2012 BENEFITS DETAILS

Amount

Contribution to Canada Pension Plan $2,225.00

Contribution to Employment Insurance $875.00

$2,670.00

$1,602.00

$230.00

$7,602.00

Amount

$1,500.00

Flexible Health Insurance Plan (your design) $1,200.00

Life and AD&D Insurance $225.00

Dental Care Insurance $120.00

New Employee Referral $1,000.00

Paid sick days (7 paid days/year;  5 days used) $712.00

$4,757.00

$12,359.00

Act, which is based on years of service.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 2.4: Values-Based Supervisory 
Workshop 

Outcomes/Learning Objectives

Values-Based Supervision is a 3-day workshop designed to bring
supervisors (front line leaders) and employees into alignment with the values 
of your Positive Employee Relations program.

1.  Understanding the meaning of third party intervention and the impact 
it has on the supervisory-employee relationships.

3.  Understanding the role and responsibilities of the leader’s position in 
the context of Positive Employee Relations.

4.  Identifying the key factors required to create a positive workplace that 
is encouraging and supportive of employee engagement.

5.  Establishing action plans, as a result of participating in the workshop, 
and gain the next-level manager’s approval to proceed.
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Workshop Outline

The dynamics and implications of unionization will be explored. Participants 
will gain an understanding of what unions offer organizations, and the 
consequences of unionization for supervisors, managers, and employees. They 

union followers, and they will discuss how to assess early warning signs of 
union activity in their organization.

Participants will consider which new competencies are required in today’s 

rapid pace of change, for example. After discussing general factors that affect 

Company.

The following factors are among those that will be considered in the context of 
Positive Employee Relations:

Pace of change

Impact of new technology

Dealing with new workers: Generation X & Generation Y

Multicultural workforce and diversity issues

Continuous improvement/learning

Employee empowerment

Work/life balance

3. The Value of Values
We will explore how values can provide a common reference point for all 
employees and leaders, by pointing to how we should treat each other and our 



60 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

customers. Participants will gain a deeper appreciation of the way in which 
Positive Employee Relations program.

The nature of values will be discussed in order to understand why it is so 
important for leaders to base their actions on corporate values. If this is not 
the case, there is a greater likelihood that employees will look to a 3rd party to 
represent them and substitute union values for corporate values.

Participants will be asked to consider what actions they take, on a daily basis, 
that demonstrates their company’s values.

4. Applying Values in Daily Situations

employee relationship and discuss how to build a Positive Employee Relations 

focus will shift between the general and the particular, to allow participants to 

 This session will provide participants with basic knowledge of the 
recruitment/selection cycle with emphasis on the orientation process. 
It includes a checklist for how to set-up a good orientation program 
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 The general discussion will focus on providing basic information about 

systems and how programs are put together. Within this context, we 
will explore data regarding the relationship between compensation 
and job satisfaction.

include how to:

 

 
 employees are talking about, etc.) they take back to  
 management

 

Applying Values in Daily Situations (continued)

c)  Performance Management

 Participants will review basic performance management skills, 
with emphasis on coaching/counselling techniques, including 
documentation of progressive discipline. They will be provided with 
model checklists for setting performance standards.

include:
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Applying Values in Daily Situations (continued)

d)  Training & Development

 This session provides a thorough overview of the entire training and 
development process. Checklists and other tools will be used to help 

evaluating employee performance vs. standards, gap analysis, how to 
check for understanding, etc.)

 Topics covered include:

 
 a job and discuss link with performance issues

Applying Values in Daily Situations (continued)

e)  Employee Communications

 The main focus of this session will be the development of a 
communications plan for each participant. Handouts include to-do 
lists (including a process for how to handle union activity information), 
a checklist on effective change management techniques (focusing 

information.

include:
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 Company

 
 them

 
 information to share with employees, etc., 

5. Wrap-up

As each functional area is examined, participants will identify which values 
would be used to make decisions. During the course of the workshop, this 

demonstrate the impact values have on leader’s decisions.

Revisit values check from each section

Review actions plans resulting from workshop

Evaluation of workshop by participants
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Up to this point I have provided an overview to our Positive Employee 
RelationsTM program and the all-important connection between corporate 
values and leadership behaviours. Before moving forward and filling in 
the details of this program, let us differentiate the financial costs related to 
unionization.

To begin, I wish to emphasize that non-union, union-free, and self-
represented all describe an optimal working relationship between 
employer and employee, where a third party trade union has nothing to 
offer employees. An employer is only union-free because the majority 
of the employees see the leadership team and its behaviours as a better 
option than a union. Generally this only occurs when the people versus 
profit question has been resolved at the boardroom table.

As an employer, it is not surprising that you have strong feelings about 
remaining union-free. In examining why you and your leadership team 
don’t want a third-party union intervening in your workplace, you will 
come face-to-face with the adversarial nature of North American industrial 

the economic reality
of Unionization 
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relations. Also, you will realize that some of the current actions you have 
taken to remain union-free may actually foster pro-union sentiment among 
your employees. This dichotomy is the opposite of a vibrant Positive 
Employee Relations program.

From another perspective, declaring that your organization will be anti-
union is a short-term strategy that leads to long-term pain. Anti-union 
usually implies sentiments like: 

“No union is ever going to take over this company!” 

“I don’t care what the employees want, this is my company and 
management will run it my way.” 

“They have no rights here, and I’ll go to the limit to keep them 
out.”

“We will close the shop and move to Mexico in a flash.”

Any of the above comments, if expressed by an employer, could cause a 
union to go to the provincial Labour Board and either file an Unfair Labour 
Practice complaint or request an automatic certification. If proven to be 
true (i.e., a group of employees testify at a Board hearing that a leader said, 
“We’ll close the shop and move to Mexico if a union gets in.”) the Labour 
Board will likely look favourably on the union’s request.

THE PROCESS

All labour negotiations begin with each side (employer and union) setting 
out their positions and what they would like to see as outcomes. In almost  
all cases, the union will bring forward a list of demands that both parties 
know from the get-go are a pipe-dream. For exactly the same reason, the 
senior leadership team will also submit demands that are likely beyond 
their own expectations.

Ideally, both parties will negotiate in good faith—an understandable give 
and take—until they reach an agreement that the union negotiating 
team can successfully sell to their membership (your employees). 
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Please note that management must negotiate with the union; to not do 
so would be a violation of your provincial Labour Relations Act. Also, 
be aware of the reality that the union negotiating team (the majority of 
whom are your employees, elected to this role by other employees) must 
be able to achieve a favourable vote from their membership.

Does this mean that the senior leadership team has a vested interest in 
negotiating an agreement with the union when, in fact, it is your employees 
they are trying to satisfy? Yes it does! So why have a union in the first 
place? Good question!

Go back to the union’s list of demands. Other than in the first collective 
agreement, this list of demands is normally developed with input from shop 
stewards (also your employees), other employees, and union officials at 
the provincial and/or national level. The union’s prime goals will focus on:

Getting the employees what they want, as long as doing so does 
not interfere with any larger regional, national, or international 
interests of the union;

Achieving more job security for the local union’s role and position; 
and

Supporting provincial and/or federal campaigns on hot issues, 
such as a boycott of a particular company or industry. 

Note: As mentioned in the Introduction, the advent of global 
unions means that hot issues might be an ocean away.

What the union is unable to negotiate successfully will not be presented to 
their membership as their inability to achieve union goals at the negotiating 
table, but as management’s refusal to agree to reasonable and fair
requests. To many employees, this dichotomy is further justification for the 
union and, unfortunately, furthers the remoteness of union decertification 
(see Chapters 20 and 21). 

This is a costly win-lose activity. Lengthy negotiations frequently equate to 
a union advantage. The longer the process, the more likely the union gains 
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membership support or loyalty (the union is seen as fighting the good 
fight against an uncooperative management negotiating team). Meanwhile, 
the senior leadership team sees these events from a completely different 
perspective, and they can become frustrated, fearing that work stoppages 
or a government imposed settlement could be on the horizon.

The union negotiating team is in the business of negotiating; the 
management negotiating team is in the business of conducting 
business.

“ANTI” IS THE WRONG POSITION 

What does anti-union mean? The concept of “anti” generally runs counter 
to the principle of free association that is embedded in our government’s 
Charter of Rights. Taking a public anti-union stand is illogical at best 
and illegal at worst. Going into any union campaign while management 
is advocating an anti-union stand will only lead to embarrassment and 
tarnished credibility. In all Canadian jurisdictions such action will lead 
to a charge of unfair labour practices. A monetary fine will accompany 
an unfair labour practice charge and, to some degree, public shaming by 
the Board. Worse, in some jurisdictions, an unfair labour practice charge, 
if proven by the union, could lead to automatic union certification or a 
Board-supervised mandatory vote. 

A battle waged against, rather than for, is a difficult encounter 
to win, especially if you are flying in the face of political and/or 
legal correctness. 

Positive Employee Relations is built on the premise that employees have 
integrity, deserve respect, and make a tangible difference in the success 
of the business. By telling employees that you are anti-union, you are 
effectively telling them that they cannot exercise rights granted to them as 
Canadian citizens. Moreover, by definition, an anti-union stand is negative. 
By focusing on the negative, we deflect valuable brain power, creativity, 
and energy that could be used positively to resolve the people-versus-
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profits conflict. We must seek to be positive and follow the high road, 
proving that Unions are not Inevitable!©

WHAT UNIONS REALLY WANT

Unions, like all human institutions, vary to a greater or lesser degree, 
based on the commitment to the cause, as upheld by the organization’s 
leaders. To assume that the personalities, strategies, and tactics of all 
unions are the same is a mistake that is often made by senior leadership 
teams. Acknowledging that the key components of the management-union 
relationship are governed by the same Labour Relations Act does not imply 
that all unions, or all employers, are cut from the same cloth. The leaders 
and their intentions will always constitute the difference, regardless of the 
institution.

The reality is that unions are interested in your employees, not your 
company. Why? Unions want to provide services to your employees in 
exchange for a fee—union dues. The prime services that unions claim to 
offer are consistency and fairness based on the principle of seniority. It 
is the absence of fair and consistently applied human resources policies 
and practices that, in all likelihood, provided the union with its organizing 
impetus. To achieve a position of influence, unions must ultimately 
negotiate a collective agreement that will give your employees a sense of 
security in their employment and a sense of fairness in the application of 
your policies and procedures. Logically, I know the former is a myth and 
the latter can be handled by any employee talking directly to the Ministry 
of Labour. On this latter point, what the union brings to the table is the 
clout that an individual employee does not possess.

If your organization fosters, supports, empowers, and rewards 
its employees, they will have no need for the protection offered 
by a union. 

Prior to the first collective agreement, the company’s leadership team had 
full and unbridled reign over how it managed the business, especially 
its human resources practices. If the employees’ feel that the leadership 
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behaviour is negative, the consequence is frequently that the leadership 
team will lose control over those aspects of the relationship that the 
employees rated negatively. It is at this point and on these grounds that 
the union will begin negotiating a collective agreement.

Any additional power or influence a union may gain in the future rests 
with its ability to capitalize on management’s mistakes or weaknesses, 
especially management’s predicament when facing a conflict between the 
value of a profit versus the value of employees. Over time, management 
historically tends to negotiate away its rights in each successive collective 
agreement. It slowly loses its authority through precedent or past practices 
in exchange for labour peace—no work disruptions, such as walk-outs, 
work-to-rule, or strikes.

Surprisingly, the same can be said about any union. If it becomes lax in 
standing up for what was gained at the negotiating table, employees will 
eventually question the value provided by the union versus the union 
dues paid.

Being anti-union is in direct opposition to being a union-free 
employer.

THE COST OF UNIONIZATION 

Let us now return to the fictitious Sherborne Company. The senior 
leadership team and managers throughout the organization are convinced 
they don’t want a union intervening in their relationship with employees. 
Why? Realistically, it is sometimes difficult for leaders (especially front line 
leaders) to express to employees the precise nature of their non-union 
sentiments. More often than not, this difficulty stems from a presentation 
of the legal do’s and don’ts, which frequently leave front line leaders 
reluctant to say anything. (How the legal information was presented to 
them is generally the source of this problem.)
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Nonetheless, the reasons why management does not want a union include:  

The union will get in the way of making unilateral decisions (the 
managements’ rights clause),

A third party will only slow things down, 

All employee matters will now be seniority-based, not performance-
based, and

Routines will become regimented by union-negotiated break 
periods and other workplace conditions.

These reasons, and others like it, are rooted in the same adversarial attitudes 
that make unions attractive to employees in the first place. The above 
leadership attitudes (and behaviours—what we say and what we do) 
must be realigned or the culpable leaders must be reassigned before your 
organization can move forward. (This litmus-test specifically applies to the 
middle or senior level leaders who hired and/or promoted and trained the 
front line leaders whose behaviours are now offensive.)  If a senior leader 
has a track record of promoting people to leadership positions where they 
are unsuccessful, the question must be raised about that senior leader’s 
ability to interview, to assess performance, and to judge potential.

Right from the get-go, a Positive Employee Relations program will require 
every member of the leadership team to put aside their adversarial notions 
and treat employees as adults, rather than as uncooperative children. 
Unionization is the potential consequence of not doing this. 

A leader’s positive mindset is in the best interests of all 
stakeholders, because it will create the conditions where a 
unionized workplace is the least attractive alternative to 
employees.

There are bona fide reasons why your organization should strive to create 
the conditions where unionization is of no appeal to employees. The 
most basic reason is that unionization is costly and that unions, like all 
bureaucratic institutions, have a strong need to perpetuate themselves. 
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More than one private study conducted in the United States, tracking five-
year periods that followed unionization, found operating costs increased 
by more than 25 percent of the gross payroll and benefit costs (see Exhibits 
3.1 and 3.2). 

Unionization of The Sherborne Company, with an annual gross payroll of 
$18 million (for simplicity of the illustration, benefit costs have not been 
included), would result in an increase in operating costs of $4.5 million.

Sherborne employees, who work in 3 pay categories, would pay the union 
$270,000 annually in dues. Seen from the union’s perspective, that means 
a revenue stream of $22,500 per month. As well, Sherborne is responsible 
for collecting and forwarding the dues to the union.

Exhibit 3.1: Annual Cost of Unionization to Sherborne

Payroll 25% Annually

$5 million $1,250,000 (additional operating costs for Sherborne)

$10 million $2,500,000 (additional operating costs for Sherborne)

$18 million $4,500,000 (additional operating costs for Sherborne)

The cost of unionization is not a one-time event. It occurs 
annually and affects your firm’s financial bottom line.

Let us re-emphasize: the increased costs of unionization to The Sherborne 
Company are not only associated with individual wages and benefits. 
Rather, the increased costs result from: 

Narrowly defined jobs that may require two employees to perform 
what was one job previously; 

Restrictive production practices, where work assignment flexibility 
is limited by seniority rules;

The departure of high achievers, who do not want their merit pay 
opportunities eliminated by a seniority-based mentality; 
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Reluctance by leaders to take appropriate and timely disciplinary 
action, including termination of employees, if warranted;

Additional costs incurred by union initiated grievance procedures; 
and 

Strikes, slowdowns, stoppages, and other non-productive, union-
initiated actions.  

Exhibit 3.2: Annual Cost of Unionization to Sherborne 
Employees

Clearly, most money lost in the additional costs of a collective agreement 
is due to lower productivity. What’s more, some labour relations 
professionals peg the increased costs in a unionized company at more 
than 25 percent—even as high as 35 to 50 percent. This additional 10 to 25 
percent is not necessarily due to lower productivity, but is the result of:

(Union dues equal 2.5 hours of pay monthly) 

100 Employees x $15/hr. x 2.5 hrs. x 12 mos. = $45,000 annually

300 Employees x $18/hr. x 2.5 hrs. x 12 mos. = $162,000 annually  

100 Employees x $21/hr. x 2.5 hrs. x 12 mos. = $63,000 annually

_______________________________________________________

500 Employees x $18*/hr. x 2.5 hrs. x 12 mos. = 270,000 annually 

Where $18* is an average per hour rate, and
$270,000 x 3 years as per contract duration = $810,000

$810,000 is the cost to employees
for having a union advocate on their behalf
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The company’s lack of flexibility regarding staffing, relocation 
,and work assignments; 

The establishment of an adversarial working environment, where 
a win-lose attitude is prevalent;

Senior leaders’ actions in the form of increased supervision, 
systems, programs, etc. to respond to the inevitably lower 
productivity;

Customer losses, due to reduced quality or production standards 
or just-in-time deliveries; 

A discipline/grievance resolution program that consumes time 
and money (time devoted to labour-management relations and 
costly bargaining procedures); and

Fees that management pays for labour lawyers and management 
consultants. 

Higher operating costs, lower standards of productivity, and 
reduced management flexibility are the three big factors that 
explain why organizations do not see unions as viable alternatives.

The inevitable change in employee-employer relationships that accompa-
nies unionization may cost far more than financial statements can show. 
Management will: 

Lose the ability to deal with people on a one-to-one basis—a 
union is a collective; 

Lose advantages resulting from frequent, open, unencumbered 
discussions with employees; 

Lose the privilege of determining individual wages, including the 
opportunity to reward individuals or teams who have made a 
substantial contribution by awarding merit pay;

Lose the freedom to select people for promotion on the basis of 
performance, skill, and ability, as opposed to seniority; 

Lose the freedom to transfer people to other jobs without running 
the seniority-and-bumping obstacle course, thus losing flexibility 
of the workforce; and
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Lose the ability to settle disciplinary problems without the politics 
and posturing of self-serving union officials. 

A FRONT LINE LEADER’S DIFFICULT ROLE

Before leaders can successfully communicate their organization’s Positive 
Employee Relations program, they need to have a clear idea of what 
would happen if a union drive were successful. On a day-to-day basis, 
front line leaders and their next-level managers will feel the loss of 
flexibility that results from a collective agreement most keenly. In a non-
union environment, human resources policies on issues such as transfers, 
training, recognition, and discipline, if implemented fairly, have little or no 
push-back. However, there is a significant amount of pressure on front line 
leaders to carry out the policies equitably and consistently. Some front line 
leaders, at the point of unionization, may ask themselves, “Why bother 
with all this employee relations stuff?  With a collective agreement in my 
pocket, I won’t have to worry about it.” 

If a company is unionized, there will be a new organizational position 
created as a result of the collective agreement: that of the shop steward. 
This person’s primary role is to ensure the collective agreement is followed 
(for example, that the front line leader does not show favouritism and is 
following the principle of seniority). The net effect is that the front line 
leader’s role is both different and the shop steward will absorb some of the 
front line leader’s responsibilities.

The union, through employee-elected stewards, will be an 
obstacle to front line leaders in many situations, thereby 
influencing the leader’s own working conditions, interfering 
with interpersonal relationships, and driving up the hours of 
work. Unionization places front line leaders in ambiguous roles 
by usurping many of their previously held functions.

In some fully unionized workplaces, leaders may not be able to require 
an employee to perform tasks that are not part of the employee’s job. 
The it’s-not-my-job syndrome has frustrated, enraged, and immobilized 
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many leaders, at all levels. For example, some may find it easier to adjust 
a temperature gauge personally, rather than wait for an electrician to be 
dispatched; even this action could trigger a grievance over management 
performing union work. 

THE COST OF UNIONIZATION TO EMPLOYEES 

While it is clear to most leaders that their organization will suffer from the 
presence of a union, it is less obvious that the employee population will 
also suffer. After all, didn’t the employees want the union in the first place? 
Weren’t they the ones looking for someone to safeguard their interests? 
Someone who would ensure job security and fight for better wages and 
improved working conditions? 

Unions can only guarantee your employees (its potential members) three things:

They will pay union dues,

They will have the right to go out on strike or be locked out, and 

They will have a formal grievance procedure, as indicated by the 
Labour Board.

As for everything else regarding the labour-management relationship, 
the union must first negotiate the terms and conditions of the collective 
agreement with management. In the world of negotiating, there is no limit 
to what employees could lose at the bargaining table, both individually 
and collectively, as the union seeks trade-offs to reach an agreement with 
management. The union’s motivation is not necessarily the improvement 
of collective agreement terms for employees; the union’s motivation is the 
cash flow for their organization in the form of members’ dues payments.

Union dues and fines will be stipulated in the union constitution 
and are not part of the negotiation process. Frequently, the devil 
is in the unseen details. 

The tangible cost of unionization to employees is easily calculated (see 
Exhibit 3.2). In addition to union dues, there is the possibility of union 
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fines, fees, and periodic assessments, as stipulated in the union constitution 
and in the terms and conditions of the local union by-laws. Union monthly 
dues are often based on a formula that is calculated as a certain number of 
hours per month paid at the employee’s hourly rate of pay. Over a period 
of time, as an employee’s rate of pay increases, the obligatory union dues 
will increase as well. These figures can result in substantial additions to the 
union’s coffers.

At The Sherborne Company, the employee population earns an average 
wage of $18 per hour. If the United Widget Workers Union (UWWU) 
organizing campaign were to be successful, the UWWU constitution states 
that union members would each owe 2.5 hours of pay per month in dues 
to the union. On average, that amounts to $540 per employee per year for 
a one-year contract or $1620 over a three-year collective agreement. For all 
of Sherborne’s 500 employees, using $18.00 per hour as the average, this 
financial obligation would amount to dues payments totalling $270,000 per 
year. If a three-year agreement were signed by The Sherborne Company 
and the UWWU, then the 500 employees would pour $810,000 of their 
wages into the union’s bank account for negotiating just one agreement. 
What’s more, those 500 employees would have to risk sacrificing their 
entire pay if an agreement was not reached, and if the union subsequently 
pulled them out on strike. If greater wage increases were negotiated, the 
dues obligation would rise proportionately.

Sadly, the consequences of unionization go beyond monetary issues. The 
reality is that a collective agreement guides virtually all labour-management 
actions, creating a rigid and adversarial environment.

When a union is in place, management has becomes the enemy, 
and there is no freedom for union members to be individuals.

The collective agreement will stipulate that advancement is based on 
seniority, not performance. Incentive pay will disappear, because it 
contravenes the terms of the contract. As well, there will likely be no room 
for the senior leadership team to consider individual employee needs on a 
case-by-case basis. To do so would be to establish a precedent that would 
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become a union demand at the next negotiation. It is difficult to negotiate 
something that has been established by precedent.

Flexibility is throttled in a unionized environment. Some years ago, in 
a uranium mine in northern Quebec, leaders and mine operators had 
worked out a mutually satisfactory plan for allowing employees to attend 
to personal matters on a work day and make up the lost shift the following 
week. However, when the union objected that some employees (to make 
up the shift) were working more hours in that week than allowed by the 
collective agreement, the practice was discontinued. After that, employees 
simply forfeited a day’s pay if they had to miss a shift for personal reasons. 

THE COST OF UNIONIZATION TO CUSTOMERS

As stakeholders, even your customers are impacted by the potential cost 
of unionization. Your customers seek a quality product, at an agreed-
upon price, and expect reliable delivery. With the advent of just-in-time 
delivery and monitored minimal stock levels, inventory turns, and required 
efficiencies, many customers schedule their own shipping and receiving 
departments on very tight time frames. They expect deliveries where 
promised and when promised. Should your workforce become unionized, 
your customers have some very real reasons to become concerned. 

In today’s economy, customers typically desire to award trusted suppliers 
with more of their business, not less. Using our example of The Sherborne 
Company, if Sherborne becomes unionized, the expiration date of our 
labour contracts may become an issue for our customers, who will question  
the possibility of a disruption of the flow of widgets in the event of a 
strike. Each of our customer’s purchasing agents will be concerned about 
Sherborne’s ability to consistently deliver on time, every time in the future. 
Purchasing agents are often obliged to secure a second product source 
(from our competitors) to hedge against the possibility of their supplier 
being unable to produce and deliver as they have in the past. As well, 
unionization can impact the relationship with Sherborne’s suppliers of 
raw materials, whose delivery teams may have to cross picket lines. With 
all of these concerns for suppliers and customers, our internal industrial 
relations climate becomes a concern to our community.
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When European and Asian auto manufacturers establish non-union plants 
in Canada or the right-to-work states in the American southeast, they 
required their prime vendors to be union-free organizations as well. Their 
rationale is always the same: they do not want the negative aspects of 
their suppliers’ labour/industrial relations to affect the flow of parts or 
commodities to their facilities.

Exhibit 3.3 summarizes the key risks associated with unionization for each 
of the major stakeholder groups.

Exhibit 3.3: Stakeholders Who Could Be Disadvantaged by 
Unionization

Stakeholders and their risks:

A. YOUR EMPLOYEES:

Union dues

Union constitution and by-laws

Work stoppages and disruption/reduced wages

Union political agenda and favoured political candidates

Everything can be negotiated at the bargaining table

Potential impact of a globalized union

B. YOUR CUSTOMERS:

Want a quality product at a good price on a reliable basis

At risk of not getting your product during strikes/lock outs

C. YOUR VENDORS & SUPPLIERS:

Collective agreement clauses may oppose working with non-
union product/materials

Vendors may not want their union-free logistics personnel 
interacting with your unionized shipping and receiving 
personnel
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A Scenario Reflecting a First Collective Agreement?
A first collective agreement is likely to be a very hard reality for The 
Sherborne Company’s senior leadership team. A scenario might look 
like this: for years the senior leaders have devoted countless hours in 
developing competencies, policies, programs, and family social events 
to reflect their corporate values and the positive way they wish to be 
perceived by their employees. To attempt to translate these hours into 
dollars or, more importantly, the degree of sincere personal commitment 
felt by the leadership team would be virtually impossible. However, either 
number would be staggering!

D. YOUR FRONT LINE LEADERS AND NEXT LEVEL-LEADERS:

Their job is harder and less flexible

Us/them mentality

Dealing with the restrictions of a labour contract

May have grievances filed against them

Can be in conflict with shop stewards, who have a union 
agenda

Collective agreements may result in administrative burdens

Collective agreements results in negotiating burdens

E. YOUR COMMUNITY:

The economic base of the area may be jeopardized

May pit family-against-family or neighbour-against-neighbour

Risks disruption to flow of local commerce

Possible picket line encounters and strike violence

Possible third-party picketing

F. YOUR BUSINESS OWNERSHIP:

Reduces your ability to react quickly to customer needs

Risks the investment made in the business

Invites off-shoring, divestiture, and diversification decisions
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Due to The Sherborne Company’s leaders’ sincere investment in employee-
related matters and the feedback each level of leadership gives to the other 
levels, there is an overall feeling of well-being and that they are doing it 
right (a very subjective assessment). Sherborne also underwrites the cost 
of an employee survey every two years (see Chapter 15: Communicating 
Your Message for information  on surveys and other communication 
tools). To manage expenses they have been using a web-based employee 
opinion survey. After completion, the tabulated results are given to the 
employees, along with a list of possible action steps. The senior leadership 
team tries to correct those areas that received critically negative or less 
than ideal scores on the employee opinion survey.

While all of this is going on, the senior leadership team is aggressively 
trying to grow the business, and there have been a number of successes. 
The company has had to add a new midnight shift. The senior leaders are 
not completely satisfied with the front line leader that they have selected 
for the third shift, but it is the best they can do under the circumstances.

Then, from out of nowhere, union literature appears in the parking lot and 
on two of the cafeteria tables. The first reaction is disbelief: “We’ve been 
doing such a good job at treating our people well.”

Sherborne’s Human Resources Director is asked to look into the matter. A 
quick phone call is made to a labour lawyer regarding what has occurred 
and what the company can or should do about this union literature (see 
Chapter 6: Winning the Certification Vote and Chapter 7: Understanding a 
Union Organizing Campaign (USA)). Generally, the wiser the lawyer, the 
more methodical and deliberate the advice. Less experienced lawyers may 
advise reacting now with a letter to all employees. The letter should tell 
employees:

The company’s position on unions, 

What benefits and perks the employees have received without a 
union, and 

That they don’t need to vote for a union if they do not wish to do 
so (no threats or intimidations will be allowed).
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If no letter is recommended by the lawyer, the concern level around the 
boardroom table may likely be neutral, but it is likely to be a little higher 
if one is sent to the employees. Nothing new happens for the next three 
weeks and a number of senior leaders are now sure this “union thing” 
is behind them. In fact, what is happening is that the union is playing 
out its organizing strategy, regardless of whether a letter was sent to the 
employees or not. The union activity will likely not be visible to the senior 
leaders, especially if they think the union has moved on. 

During the fourth week a letter was sent to all employees by the union,:

Talking about specific company events, 

Relating how employees were poorly treated on various issues 
(these issues could have occurred last week, last year, or three 
years ago),

Indicating that almost enough employees have signed union 
membership cards and that the Labour Board will call for a vote, 

Inviting employees to sign the attached membership cards, and

Extending an invitation to a meet and greet at the union hall.

Next, the Sherborne’s Human Resources Director receives a copy of the 
union letter delivered by three employees, and it is immediately faxed to 
the labour lawyer. The lawyer will prepare a second letter (assuming there 
was a first one) for the leadership team to send to all employees.

At the beginning of this scenario we certainly have the impression that 
the leaders were personally invested in doing the right thing for the 
employees. Now, a few weeks later, letters are coming from the union and 
from the senior leadership team, and the employees are beginning to be 
polarized.

Let’s jump ahead a few steps: the union has now received enough cards to 
require a vote. The Labour Board supervised the vote and the union won, 
by the slimmest of margins. Three votes! Now what?
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Just thinking about all the hours spent by the leaders, the money invested 
in programs, events, and various company initiatives has left many of 
The Sherborne Company’s leaders disheartened. Dazed and shocked, the 
leaders now become angry and decide to fight the union all the way! They 
stop spending money and putting hours into employee relations matters. 
The feeling, by most of the senior leaders, is that all of the years of doing 
the right thing have just been thrown back in their faces! 

The problem these leaders are confronting is that no matter what 
they do, there will be many unknown consequences. If management 
is so angry that it cuts ties with the employee population and decides to 
negotiate tough, and they achieve a hard-hitting collective agreement, there 
will be at least two consequences: the employees lose and decertification 
becomes even more remote.

Union negotiations, though intended to be a win-win for both 
parties, usually ends up being a win-lose activity.

The union will gain, regardless of the outcome at The Sherborne Company. 
Minimally they will be able to prove that management does not care about 
the employees, because of management’s behaviour at the negotiating 
table. One of the consequences will be that some pro-company employees 
will listen to the union message and move their allegiance to the union.

The Meaning Behind this Scenario

One union pamphlet does not indicate that a union campaign is 
underway. If the literature makes no reference to the company 
(i.e., The Sherborne Company name does not appear), it could 
simply indicate that the union was in the neighbourhood, got 
access to the employee parking lot, and placed a flyer on each car.

The presence of union flyers in the employee parking lot is 
not a guaranteed indicator that a campaign is underway. If, as 
the scenario suggests, leaders have already established many 
communication opportunities with the employee population, 
now would be a good time to be with the employees, talking 
about what is normally talked about and listening for information 
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and clues about the union. Also, be aware of what is not being 
talked about. 

Some human resources professionals argue that having lawyers 
involved when union literature surfaces, particularly prior to a 
campaign beginning, is not wise; that it is not a legal matter 
at this time. Just as a surgeon will almost always opt for surgery, 
lawyers will frequently opt to make the union campaign, regardless 
of what stage it is at, a legal issue. The risk of over-reacting and 
alienating some of your pro-company employees is high. A letter 
written by a lawyer may signal to the union that the leadership 
team is feeling insecure.

Company leaders should be looking for any signs that might 
indicate union activity, but they should not go into panic mode. 
The underlying assumption is that leaders and employees are 
talking with each other daily and the tone and substance of the 
communication is governed by the company’s values and guiding 
behaviours.

The clues that indicate a union is serious about its campaign 
efforts include:

* Union literature makes reference to the company by 
name and provides examples of how a leader’s actions 
have hurt or disadvantaged employees.

* The day-to-day behaviour of employees has changed. 
Frequently, but not always, pro-union employees 
appear to be on the fringe of communications and may 
have less than acceptable performance. 

* The union announces that an organizing drive is 
underway in a letter to a senior leader. When this occurs 
it is not uncommon for the union to list the internal 
organizers by name with a hands-off warning.

* An employee is terminated for poor performance. 
The employee, not unexpectedly, contacts a union or 
the union learns of this employee’s termination and 
contacts the employee. The connection between the 
former employee and the union provides a jumping 
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point for the union to connect with other employees. 
(Given the popularity of social media, it is not hard for 
a union organizer to contact an employee.)  When the 
union takes a position defending a former employee, a 
union lawyer will likely send a letter of intention to the 
company’s general manager or lawyer. At this point, the 
company can expect that the union will communicate 
with all the employees (via letter, pamphlet, website, 
social media, etc.) explaining their good works in 
helping the terminated employee. This will be the 
beginning of their organizing campaign.

Tactical Considerations in this Scenario

In some situations the leadership team communicates among 
themselves about their individual and collective views regarding 
pending or actual union activity. If these conversations are based 
on hearsay or unsubstantiated data, we can easily understand how 
the team could convince themselves of any possible outcome. 
The importance of collecting accurate data and talking about 
facts, realistic strategies, and tactics cannot be underestimated!

Never assume! Don’t rely so heavily on today’s technology, 
where employee surveys are conducted via the Internet, because 
so many issues will only surface when you are face-to-face with 
employees. You can never be sure who completed the employee 
survey, if the employee survey administration was not overseen 
by your external consultant. For example, when employees 
complete an on-line opinion survey, you can never really know if 
they understood the questions and who actually answered the 
questions.

Giving employees the employee survey results and presenting 
them with potential action plans validates that the leadership team 
was involved in interpreting the employee survey results. If senior 
leadership does not discuss the appropriateness of the action 
plans, they will be disconnected from the process and results, and 
the employees will become aware of that disconnect.
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Adding a new shift because business has increased is a positive 
move. When hiring for a new shift, consider that human resources 
will be haunted by the results of using a “warm body” recruiting 
method. Even if time-lines are tight, proper recruiting yields a 
better employee-employer fit. As well, to employ or transfer a 
front line leader who does not have good people skills is just 
inviting trouble. Do not accept poor performance from anyone, 
especially leaders!

Don’t give up your investment in your employees just because 
a minority favoured a union. Unionized or not, you still have a 
customer base that is relying on your product/service. Though it 
might appear a small consolation, the vote occurred on a particular 
day, under somewhat stressful circumstances, possibly under the 
influence of an exceptional union organizer, and possibly the tone 
and substance of leaders’ reactions contributed to the mood of the 
day, including the way the vote occurred. Your investment in 
people, if values-based, goes much deeper than being thrown 
off-side by such an unfortunate set of circumstances.

Unions are not static, even though they are bureaucratic 
institutions with a strong self-serving bias. (Arguably, so are 
many corporations.) Therefore, to make assumptions about 
how the union will behave during the negotiation period, and 
more importantly, over the duration of the collective agreement 
would be ill-advised. Unions have been known to cause their 
membership significant dissatisfaction and angst by their 
behaviour and the results that they were unable to achieve. 

Negotiating your first collective agreement is not a guarantee that 
there will be a second collective agreement. The key is to continue 
demonstrating values-based and level-headed leadership and 
continuing to see the employee group as your employees and 
not as union members. For example, if a 3% wage increase was 
already budgeted prior to the union drive, why would you now 
negotiate for a 1.5% increase? The people being penalized by such 
negotiations are your employees, not the union. You always want 
to retain employee goodwill. One never knows when employees 
might begin talking about union decertification.
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If each of the above points were assigned a dollar value, the total 
of this investment would be staggering. The point I am specifically 
leading to is the intangible change in the organization’s culture 
when a union drive occurs. At this point, all the goodwill that the 
leaders have banked over the years is now in jeopardy. Individual 
leaders may feel as if they have been stabbed in the back. There is 
an almost overwhelming feeling of despair, mixed with a hint of 
revenge, amongst the leadership group.

A strategy I recommend is to ensure that the leadership team 
not lose perspective, stay the positive course, and don’t let 
the union’s presence cause leaders to change their values 
or organizational culture. Always take the high road! It is 
during the first contract negotiations that you plant the seeds 
for employees to discover that they have made a mistake and 
decertification is a viable option!
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Calculate the real cost of unionization to your organization. How 
would this added operations cost affect your ability to compete in the 
marketplace?

2. Assess the real cost of unionization. Demonstrate to your employees 
how much each employee (and the workforce as a whole) would pay 
in union dues both over a three-year agreement and over an entire 
career. Conservatively assume monthly dues at 2.5 times the hourly 
rate of pay, and assume a 3-year agreement. Share your findings 
with your workforce during department meetings, but just share the 
information. Be cautious about implied threats or coersion.

3. Periodically assess your leadership practices. Remaining union-free is 
the result of consistently applying good management practices; it is 
not about being anti-union.

4. Openly communicate employee opinion survey findings with your 
employees. Through employee discussions, clarify your (and their) 
understanding of what the data means. 

5. Through judicious use of employee focus groups, obtain employee 
in-put and suggestions as to appropriate corrective action you should 
take for any outstanding issues.

6. Audit all of your human resources policies, procedures, and practices 
to ensure there is no hidden anti-union bias.

7. Open multiple channels of communication with your workforce. 
Navigate those channels during good times, with the plan to be able 
to navigate those channels during times of crisis.

8. Periodically send business news and important information to 
employees’ homes and families, to ensure that channel is open.

9. Consciously build trust in the work place on all levels at all times.
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DISCUSSION POINTS   

1. “Non-union,” “union-free”, and “self-represented” all describe an 
optimal working relationship between employer and employee, 
where a third party trade union has nothing to offer employees.

2. Declaring your company to be anti-union is a short-term strategy that 
leads to long-term pain.

3. Telling employees that you are anti-union is, in effect, telling them 
they cannot exercise rights granted to them as citizens.

4. What the union is unable to negotiate successfully will not be 
presented to their membership (your employees) as their inability 
at the negotiating table, but as the management’s refusal to agree to 
reasonable and fair requests.

5. The reality is that unions are interested in your employees, not your 
company.

6. Over time, management tends to negotiate away its rights in each 
successive collective agreement and slowly loses its authority through 
precedent, or past practices, in exchange for labour peace.

7. A Positive Employee Relations program will require leaders to put 
their adversarial notions aside and treat employees as adults, rather 
than as uncooperative children. 

8. Taking a public anti-union stand is illogical at best and illegal at worst.

9. Higher operating costs, lower standards of productivity, and reduced 
management flexibility…the three big reasons why organizations do 
not see unions as viable alternatives.

10. Unionization puts shop stewards in place and makes front line leaders’ 
roles ambiguous. Many of the functions that were previously held by 
front line leaders are absorbed into the shop steward’s position.

11. As a result of a collective agreement, leaders become the enemy, and 
there is no freedom for the union member to be an individual.
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12. During an organizing campaign the union can raise issues that 
occurred last week, last year, or three years ago.

13. Negotiating your first collective agreement is not a guarantee that 
there will be a second collective agreement.



why employees
  Join Unions

Employees do not join unions because unions are either fashionable 
or the latest go to place. Employees join unions because of what they 
do not like about their current employer. Hard to swallow, but true. 
Most employees vote against management and not for the union. The 
number of first-time collective agreements being signed annually, even 
taking current economic conditions into consideration, would indicate that 
joining a union is not a financial consideration for most new members.

Some may join because of previous positive union experiences. Thus 
raising the question: why were these candidates’ inclinations not identified 
during the interview stage? Chapter 13: Recruiting and Selecting Committed 
Employees addresses the interviewing segment of Positive Employee 
RelationsTM in detail.

Employee’s dissatisfaction is invariably focused around front line leaders. 
Why? In the eyes of the employees, front line leaders especially represent 
management. Culturally, employees believe that in today’s free-market 
system unions and company management are on the opposite sides of most 
issues, most of the time.
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The behaviour of front line leaders is key to understanding how 
to remain union-free.

Front line leaders’ intentions, thoughts, and actions are the cause 
of both employee satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Specifically, I am 
referring to what leaders can say and do and what they cannot say and 
cannot do. How a front line leader explains decisions, for example, taken 
by more senior leaders elsewhere in the organization, will also reflect on 
how the employee perceives the front line leader’s persona and, in turn, 
affect employee perceptions of the front line leader as a representative of 
the company.

When employees wish to discuss or explain their concerns, what is the 
typical human resources response? Generally, it is, “First, you must talk to 
your front line leader.” This is often problematic for the employee, because 
most front line leaders:

Are selected because of their technical skills displayed in previous 
non-leadership jobs,

Do not have sufficient leadership training (either employer-
sponsored or taken on their own initiative),

Do not have a next-level manager who is trained in coaching and 
mentoring, and

In the eyes of the employees, they are most frequently directly 
involved in the cause of the employee’s concern.

We should not be surprised if employees see their front line leaders as the 
last person with whom they wish to discuss their concerns, so obligating 
employees to do so adds nothing to their employment satisfaction scale.

The reality is that most front line leaders are not qualified in the employee 
relations aspect of their new role. In my observations while working with 
hundreds of companies, I have found that when employees do decide to 
go to their front line leaders with concerns, the likelihood of a successful 
outcome, from the employee’s perspective, is much less than 50%. 
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Employees may make honest attempts at revealing and resolving their 
problems, but should there be a direct or indirect turn off by their front 
line leaders, it is my experience that these events will close a critical 
communications avenue not only for employees who have experienced 
them, but also for their network of colleagues. This unfortunate set of 
circumstances means that it will be a very long time before these employees 
venture into this territory again. If union organizers were to hear about this 
kind of incident, they would have no difficulty in eliciting the details and 
offering a union solution. 

Never underestimate the interviewing skills of union organizers!

Assume you are a front line leader and you report to a senior leader. He has 
a reputation of not being interested in hearing your operational problems. 
Maybe he is a bit hardnosed and, with an arrogant attitude, when you 
bring a problem to him, he says: “Don’t bring me your problems. I’ll only 
discuss your recommended solutions.” And there you are—immersed in 
a dilemma with no supportive discussion or input. In all likelihood the 
problem just got bigger, because of the treatment you received.

Are you likely to ask your boss for help a second time? Are you likely to go 
above or around your boss? In all likelihood, the answer in both cases is 
no! So what do you do now? Talk with a few of your closest colleagues at 
work and friends outside work. At work, colleagues will be influenced by 
your reaction (be it anger, frustration, or “I’ll up-date my resume and post 
it on Monster.com”). Now you have some of your peers worried. I posit, 
just like the employee mentioned above, that if there were a viable union 
organizer available, that would be an option you might consider—even if 
it is out of pure anger and spite.

It is not unusual for an employee to take their dissatisfaction to 
a union organizer, who is prepared to listen and sympathize 
with their concerns.
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WHERE DISSATISFACTION BEGINS: TYPE A DISSATISFACTION

Whether my role is consultant or coach, I have found that it is helpful to 
describe both satisfaction and dissatisfaction using a model developed by 
Dr. Frederick Hertzberg (Motivation: One More Time, Harvard Business 
Review, September 1968). In his theory, he makes a distinction between 
the work that an employee does and the environment in which the work is 
performed. The distinction is very important, because it creates a paradigm 
in which to conceptualize both work and the surrounding environment, 
and how to address these components.

Exhibit 4.1 lists the factors that constitute the environment that surrounds 
the employees’ work area. There is a significant compatibility between 
these factors and the lower level needs shown on Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs (see Exhibit 2.2: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs).

Exhibit 4.1 Environmental or Hygiene Factors

Pay and benefits

Company policies and procedures (employee handbook)

Health & safety practices

Knowledge, skills, and attitudes of the employee’s direct leader/
front line leader

Working relationships

Job security

Status

Personal/family life

If the environment is unacceptable to employees, the consequence will be a 
source of employee dissatisfaction. I will call this Type A dissatisfaction. For 
example, if we go back to The Sherborne Company and discover that they 
have inadequate personal protective equipment provided to employees 
and a lack of required lock-out procedures for factory equipment, then 
these factors will result in Type A dissatisfaction. In working towards an 
understanding of the employee’s viewpoint, a leader will need to determine 
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if the employee concern, whatever it may be, is realistic and reasonable 
given the nature to the company’s business.

To respond to such concerns by the employee, the front line leader needs to: 

Verify the nature and accuracy of the concern with the assistance of 
the company’s health and safety committee and/or the provincial 
Department of Labour, Health and Safety Branch;

Find out how other workplaces, in similar industries, have 
addressed comparable questions; and

Review the accuracy of the company’s safety rules and whether or 
not they are being followed.

We begin by taking the employee’s concern seriously to illustrate 
behaviour that encompasses the treatment of the employee as an adult. 
From the perspective of Positive Employee Relations, the values of trust 
and respect must always be present.

Using our example at The Sherborne Company, this means that leaders 
would investigate the personal protective equipment given to their 
employees and the lock-out procedures for the widget-making equipment. 
If leaders perform their due diligence and determine that the employee is 
correct, then new safety equipment is provided and lock-out procedures 
are up-dated. The leader has now addressed an example of Type A 
dissatisfaction. 

What do you expect the consequences to be? If we can visualize a 
continuum beginning with dissatisfaction at the far left and satisfaction 
at the far right, the mid-point would represent neither dissatisfaction nor 
satisfaction, it would be neutral or the absence of dissatisfaction. 

A neutral outcome will be the outcome of any remedial action taken to 
correct an environmental Type A dissatisfaction. Why? Society’s standards, 
including various industrial benchmarks and metrics, for safety in the 
workplace have created expectations by employees and provided a set of 
regulations for the employer to follow. If the employer does not follow the 
regulations, but is required to do so by a Health and Safety investigator, 
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what would you expect the employees to think? Probably “it’s about 
time the company did what’s right!” Doing what’s right does not earn the 
employer any gold stars from employees, because it is what should have 
been done in the first place! Employee’s dissatisfaction will not turn to 
satisfaction when an employer is only doing what is required.

A remedial action is one that involves correcting what should 
have been correct in the first place. When providing a remedial 
action, an employer should not anticipate much more than a 
simple thank you from employees...and likely not even that.

Second, let us now consider the opposite position: that the employee’s 
concern, after investigation, is incorrect or invalid. For example, if the 
lock-out procedures for Sherborne’s widget-making equipment are within 
or above standard Health and Safety expectations. As before, we need to 
follow our values and guiding behaviours by asking open-ended questions 
as to why the employee believes safety is inadequate; where is  his/her 
information coming from? The employee should be shown a copy of the 
company’s Health and Safety policy and given the opportunity to talk with 
a representative of the Health and Safety committee. Yes, this may take 
some time, but our guiding behaviours clearly acknowledge that we will 
take the time needed to demonstrate trust and respect. 

If the employee is still not satisfied (note: I am addressing a very small 
percentage of the population), we need to question further. Maybe this is 
the time for the front line leader to ask a human resources representative 
to get involved. The employee’s concern must be resolved either by the 
employee understanding the reality of the evidence or the employee 
will need to be told by a human resources representative that “as two 
adults we have the right to disagree. However, my concern is that you 
may continue to share your views with other employees and create 
disharmony on an issue that our Health and Safety Committee and 
the provincial/state Health and Safety Inspector says doesn’t exist. So 
we need your commitment that if you have further issues about safety, 
you will talk with either your front line leader or myself. Can I get that 
commitment from you?”
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If the employee can agree to disagree, then the employee can return to 
work. The front line leader and human resources representative should 
record what has just transpired, and a written summary is placed in the 
employee’s file (and the employee also gets a copy of this summary). 

If the employee cannot agree to addressing his/her concerns with his/
her front line leader and human resources, then I recommend that the 
human resources representative continues the discussion (with open-
ended questions) to determine the source of the employee’s information 
and/or dissatisfaction. These questions may include, “is there an outside 
third party behind all of this?” Regardless of the outcome of this line of 
questioning, the employee should return to work without any disciplinary 
action taken. However, the team of front line leaders should be advised of 
what has just transpired, and they should observe this employee and his/
her interactions with other employees carefully.

Nothing or something may come out of this incident. However, we need 
to treat the employee as an adult, because it is in line with company values 
and guiding behaviours. Simply having an employee disagree with the 
company is insufficient reason to knee-jerk into serious discipline mode. 
Improper handling of disagreements may result in handing a union 
organizer a gift with which to attack your company.

The key point is that the best a leader (or company, for that matter) 
can achieve from resolving Type A dissatisfaction is the absence of 
dissatisfaction. Do not be misled. Adding the required safety equipment, 
paving the parking lot, improving the quality of the food in the vending 
machines, ensuring that your wage rates are competitive in both your 
industry and your community, or that your front line leaders have just 
completed a new leadership workshop  or any other action that resolves 
Type A dissatisfaction in the workplace will only remove the dissatisfaction 
(at least for the present). It will not lead to satisfaction.

To improve what is sub-standard or deficient should be the 
norm! 
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Positive Employee Relations is something like product quality; if the 
Sherborne widget doesn’t pass inspection, we fix the problem. There is a 
real sense of pride in having corrected the quality problem, so if employee 
satisfaction is low, there should be pride in fixing that problem too.

To explain further, let us assume that your marketplace compensation 
review says that your median rate of pay is 5% lower than the community, 
and you are losing people because of pay. You then decide to adjust 
everyone’s wages by 5%. What will you receive in return? Will you see 
satisfaction? No! Employee responses will include comments like: “It’s 
about time.” “We have been underpaid for so long, this pay raise should 
be retroactive!” There are plausible answers that a leader can provide in 
response to these employee concerns, but you should remember that the 
best effort at correcting Type A dissatisfaction will only achieve the 
absence of dissatisfaction. It will not garner job satisfaction from your 
employees.

Herzberg, in his model referred to all the environmental factors that 
surround the job as hygiene factors (see Exhibit 4.2). These hygiene 
factors do not promote job satisfaction, but serve primarily to prevent job 
dissatisfaction; just as good hygiene does not keep one healthy on its own, 
but the lack of it will cause disease. Almost 100% of union campaigns have 
their roots in unresolved Type A dissatisfaction, or hygiene factors (see 
Exhibit 4.1).

When hygiene factors are less than acceptable, less than the 
norm, you can expect to hear the rumblings of employee 
dissatisfaction. Type A dissatisfaction is generally easy to resolve, 
because it entails spending money. It is easier to spend money 
than to change attitudes or perceptions, either of leaders or 
employees.
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Exhibit 4.2: Hertzberg’s Rocket Analogy Diagram
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WHERE DISSATISFACTION ENDS:  
TYPE B DISSATISFACTION AND JOB SATISFACTION

Type B dissatisfaction is related to the actual job an employee performs. It 
is this form of dissatisfaction that is harder to resolve, but has the greatest 
payback. Let us assume, for the moment, that there is no dissatisfaction 
with any job-related factors and that the environmental or hygiene factors 
are satisfactory. On the satisfaction continuum we discussed in the previous 
section, you would not be at the middle—you would be solidly lodged in 
the satisfaction section. In this scenario, employees are engaged with 
their work, the work holds their interest, and it has sufficient complexity 
to involve their mind. As a result, employees are self-motivated. This is job 
satisfaction! No matter what a union organizer might offer, it will never 
compare to job satisfaction!

The absence of Type B dissatisfaction, meaning the presence of 
job satisfaction, is the true value-added in Positive Employee 
Relations. When union organizers appear, they are likely to be 
asked to leave by employees who have job satisfaction.

These mini case studies should clarify this point:

a. A client, who is vice president of production, reports to the CEO 
and, through his management team, has a direct and indirect staff 
complement of over 500 people. His annual divisional budget is 
just under $100 million. His cheque signing authority is up to 
$1,000. The disparity between these two points screams “they 
don’t trust me” at him every day. When discussed with the CEO, 
no changes were to be made; it was handled as a non-event. 
The CEO had just reinforced Type B dissatisfaction for this vice 
president.

b. An employee working as a maintenance technician in a food 
processing plant is given the authority to shut down the production 
line down if there is the slightest indication that a contaminant 
could affect product quality. Should such a problem be significant 
enough, she also has the authority to shut down all production 
lines until she, her front line leaders, next-level manager, and 
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the quality assurance manager agree that the problem has been 
resolved. However, if the same technician breaks a hand tool or 
an electric drill malfunctions as part of her every day work, and 
she wants to replace the tool while on her lunch break, she would 
require four different approval signatures. The purchase would be  
less than $200. Again, the disparity screams “they don’t trust me”, 
and is a typical cause for Type B dissatisfaction.

In both of these examples the job design is such that responsibility is there, 
but authority is not. It is the absence of factors like authority that create 
deep rooted Type B dissatisfaction, because the issue is not money, the 
issue is trust. If it were just about money, then the problem would require a 
simple financial protocol to resolve. Trust is much more complex, because 
it involves our assumptions, beliefs, and biases about human behaviour.

The inherent dissatisfaction and/or distress in all of this, would 
give the union organizer a very big stick! Do not underestimate 
this point: if a union organizer can run a campaign around 
Type B dissatisfaction, then the push will be on to include 
various job description factors in the collective agreement. 
That’s equivalent to giving the business away!

When leaders work positively and progressively towards re-designing 
jobs, so that there is substance and decision-making included, the cause 
of Type B dissatisfaction is removed. However, when working on job re-
design our natural inclination, because so many leaders have a propensity 
towards control, is to push responsibility down and move the problem-
solving up the organization. We could consider this “job-design-by-half”. 

When re-designing jobs in a Positive Employee Relations environment, it 
is crucial to keep these factors in mind:

The work itself

Responsibility

Decision-making

Creative thinking and application of ideas
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Being treated as an adult

Achievement

Advancement and growth

According to Herzberg’s model, when these factors are inherent in the 
design of the job, people will be self-motivated. They will be engaged in 
their work and empowered to take the initiative to solve problems. All of 
these factors will increase job satisfaction.

All systems within an organization are connected to all other systems. For 
example, if an enriched job design is developed and integrated with your 
company’s values and guiding behaviours, but there is no change to the 
recruiting and selection requirements, you we will likely hire the wrong 
candidates; if future candidates do not have the education, experience, 
and correct attitudes to successfully tackle such jobs, the enrichment will 
mean nothing.

Satisfaction comes from performing a holistic job. An employee 
using his/her brain to do the job more efficiently, more wisely, 
to make the widgets better, or satisfy a customer with a creative 
solution, etc. will cause Type B dissatisfaction to dissipate and 
job satisfaction to re-emerge.

UNIVERSAL WORKPLACE DISSATISFIERS

The prelude to unionization will, in the vast majority of cases, take the 
form of employee dissatisfaction. In my experience, these dissatisfiers 
are usually not a single incident, but a series of events over time. The 
more significant the events, the shorter the time frame. Whether it is 
a single employee or a group of employees, it only takes one of them to 
contact the union—by telephone, visiting their website, or through social 
networking—to begin the process of finding someone who listens to their 
level of dissatisfaction. 
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Where does this dissatisfaction come from? As discussed above, there is 
not a simple answer to this question. Multiple and interwoven hygiene 
factors, and a corporate culture that includes unpredictable leadership 
behaviour, will contribute to dissatisfaction until it reaches a tipping point 
or a union point. Factors can include:

The employees’ unmet needs, whether articulated or not;

The attitudes, aspirations, competencies, and performance levels 
of the front line leaders;

The degree of trust, respect, and integrity shown by leaders to 
employees and vice versa;

The fairness and equity inherent in the human resources policies 
and practices, and how consistently they are applied;

Whether jobs are defined so narrowly that all decision-making 
and authority is higher up the organization;

The type, level, and frequency of recognition and appreciation 
that employees do receive;

The growth and success of the organization, or its opposite: 
employee lay-offs, downsizing, or out-sourcing of jobs; and

Unresolved workplace issues that invariably lead to employee 
frustration, retaliation, or worse, industrial sabotage.

The point in listing these factors goes beyond the straightforward fact 
that the front line leaders and their behaviours are the primary cause of 
unionization. The list of dissatisfiers indicates that whom we hire and 
how they are treated will be directly related to the degree and nature of 
employee dissatisfaction. 

On-going dissatisfaction with unresolved workplace issues 
invariably leads to employee frustration, retaliation, and 
potentially the need for protection from the employer.
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EMPLOYEES’ UNDERSTANDING OF DISSATISFACTION

In over 30 years of facilitating many hundreds of employee opinion 
surveys and focus groups, almost all workplace dissatisfaction, as seen by 
the employees, falls into one of seven broad categories.

1. Leaders’ attitudes and practices

2. Lack of job security

3. Unhealthy and/or unsafe work environments

4. Lack of comprehensive and current human resources practices

5. Lack of recognition and appreciation

6. Wages and benefits

7. Lack of promotion or advancement opportunities

 
1. Leaders’ Attitudes and Practices
In most workplaces the front line leader is the company in the eyes of 
employees. Leaders, relative to their position in the organization, are 
perceived as having incredible power and influence.

Far too often, the root cause of leadership that negatively impacts 
employees is that employees are promoted into leadership positions 
with little or no consideration for how well their competencies and 
behaviours will fit with the new position. Without the proper training, 
many newly-promoted leaders inevitably will fall into negative behaviours 
such as:

Not comprehending, and hence not making, the transition from 
employee to leader successfully,

Administering policies inconsistently,

Showing favouritism (even unwittingly),

Missing opportunities to praise employees for a job well done, 
and

Misunderstanding that most employees wish to satisfy higher level 
needs and require some guidance or mentoring to get started.
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In the eyes of employees who are disgruntled or on the edge, the front line 
leader’s loyalty, integrity, commitment, and knowledge about the company 
will not be enough to offset what employees interpret as shortcomings in 
building and maintaining relationships. 

Another example of inadequately trained leaders is reflected in how they 
conceptualize their role and that of the employees they supervise. In 
poorly designed jobs, tasks are monotonous and uninspiring, because the 
decision-making and/or the authority components have been moved up to 
the front line leader’s level. This leads to varying degrees of boredom and 
negative emotions for the employee to overcome. This, in turn, negates 
the employee’s sense of pride and achievement, and it causes those with a 
spark of leadership or “the right stuff” to be frustrated and anxious. 

The following four points are further examples of leadership practices that 
increase the intensity of employee dissatisfaction: 

Questions about integrity, honesty, and ethical behaviour, as well 
as inconsistent and/or unclear directions coming from the front 
line leader;

Autocratic practices, demanding obedience and submissiveness, 
result in a lack of commitment, alienation, favouritism, and 
voluntary turnover;

Organizational climates that de-motivate the top performers and 
encourage champions to begin leaving; and

Motivating champions requires other champions, especially in 
leadership roles.

Communications systems where the employees are the last to 
be told of changes in product lines and schedules, new ideas 
being generated through research and development efforts, new 
markets that have been opened up, and changes planned in the 
plant layout (especially robotics or automation that will eliminate 
jobs). 
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When employees are the last to know, it speak volumes about 
the front line leaders’ values.

 
2. Lack of Job Security
One could argue that job security, in today’s global business climate, is a 
good example of an oxymoron. There is no job security: it is an illusion 
perpetuated by false rumours about the past. In the last century, we have 
had the Great Depression; wars that included the two World Wars, the 
Korean War, and the Vietnam War; scientific, technological and computer 
revolutions; corporate right-sizing; Enron; and more. How could anyone 
believe that job security is a reality?

This is not to say that employee loyalty is an undesirable workplace 
characteristic. The most desirable employee characteristics are self-
discipline, self- motivation, a willingness to apply their knowledge, and a 
passion for customer service (internal or external). If these characteristics 
were given life in our organizations, then loyalty (and probably security) 
might take on a new meaning today.

Here are three examples that illustrate situations where employees may 
feel a lack of job security. 

First, employees become aware that the company’s layoff practices have 
not been handled consistently. Though lay-off by seniority is a union 
practice, there is a Positive Employee Relations argument that supports 
some of the concepts underlying this thinking. If leaders were to respond 
diligently to poor or unacceptable performance when it occurs, then the 
remaining employees should, by definition, be meeting or exceeding the 
performance standards of their positions. Under such conditions to lay-
off by last-in-first-out, arguably, should not be harmful to the employer 
and should meet most employee’s definition of fairness (i.e., should be 
consistent with the company’s values).

Second, a popular or long-term employee is terminated and there is a 
communications vacuum surrounding the departure. While it is understood 
by leaders that there are various legal and ethical considerations when 
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discussing the actions underlying the termination of an employee, 
employees are left in a vacuum if there is no communications at all about 
the termination. Even talking to employees about the legal and ethical  
considerations keeping management from discussing the matter will be 
more effective than saying nothing. Express the company’s positive wishes 
for the employee to quickly secure suitable employment. Be genuine!

Third, a management strategy that directly influences job security is the 
outsourcing of work. The centres of manufacturing in Canada are in Ontario 
and Quebec. Southern Ontario, many would argue, is where this practice 
of outsourcing has caused the greatest problem. There is no sensitive and 
caring way to explain the outsourcing of work. Its justification is purely 
financial. Why pay $20.00 per hour plus benefits if the same work can be 
done in Asia for $5.00 per hour?

It is not just the manufacturing sector that has been affected by outsourcing. 
Call centres and many on-line customer support services have also been 
hit hard by this practice. Although there is no corroborating evidence that 
the consequence of outsourcing leads directly to unionization, the fear 
surrounding the possibility of having one’s job outsourced is a different 
matter. Fear of the likelihood of being disadvantaged or unemployed has 
driven many employees to unions, seeking the illusion of job security, 
even though there is very little evidence that a union could stop or even 
delay an outsourcing decision. Future outsourcing and lay-off decisions 
can be affected when management negotiates away significant segments 
of the management’s rights clause in a collective agreement.

From a Positive Employee Relations perspective, outsourcing raises the 
following question: is the outsourcing a short or long-term strategy? 
If it is a short-term solution, then the question of consistent application 
of corporate values becomes relevant. Corporate values that prove to 
be meaningless during financial difficulties are, by definition, values 
of questionable worth. If it is a long term solution, then a values-based 
argument can be made to assist the laid off employees with support 
services either to locate alternate employment or to transition into careers 
for which work is available. 
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An example of maintaining a Positive Employee Relations perspective dur-
ing a layoff or down-sizing (this could also be applied to outsourcing) can 
be seen at the global auto parts supplier GKN Driveline in England. Due to 
the current economic downturn, they suffered a 40% drop in orders. They 
determined that the long-term business survival required them to close 
down a foundry in Birmingham and consolidate two West Midlands sites 
into one.

“Our aim was to reassure the 386 staff facing redundancy (permanent 
layoff) that they would be supported, and to prevent those staying from 
becoming de-motivated, by sharing a clear vision for a sustainable future 
business. When we announced the decision, people were naturally angry, 
frightened, and upset. It was important to work with that and give them (the 
employees) something positive back. We wanted everyone affected to find 
new employment, within GKN or another good employer, so we set the 
ambitious target of resettling every employee.

“Critical to this success was calling a career transition firm that was commit-
ted to helping our people move on, rather than merely push them through 
a set program. As well as providing as many one-to-one career coaching 
sessions as required, the firm offered workshops on topics including: Inter-
viewing Skills and Self-Employment. Initially, take-up of the career transi-
tion workshops was quite low because staff thought GKN was just pay-
ing lip service. Once they realized the company genuinely wanted to help 
them and made a serious investment in top-quality career support, take-up 
couldn’t have been better.

“By the time the first site closed in December 2009, only 34% of the em-
ployees were still seeking employment. At the other two sites, not due to be 
consolidated until late summer 2010, over two thirds of the workforce have 
already been helped to find new work, secure funded training, or retire. 
The number of individuals finding new employment is increasing monthly. 
Best of all, we have a sustainable business for the future. The career transi-
tion support was worth every penny. It enabled us to keep people moti-
vated during the change, when we re-deployed almost a third of those fac-
ing redundancy and helped many more into new employment or training.” 

(Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, UK May 2010 issue of Personnel Management)

By basing this strategic initiative on their corporate values and the depth 
of their commitment to corporate social responsibility, GKN Driveline was 
successful in doing all of this without outside intervention.

CASE STUDY
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3. Unhealthy and/or Unsafe Work Environments
When there is physical evidence that the workplace is unsafe, dirty, over-
crowded, and is poorly ventilated, with inadequate lighting, insufficient 
or inappropriate tools and equipment, we have the ingredients for 
dissatisfaction. If the employees live in this environment for 8 hours a day, 
the scale of the dissatisfaction will rise daily.

If, from a human or social perspective, the workplace is unfriendly, co-
workers are hostile, racial or sexual harassment goes undetected or is not 
adequately responded to by the company, then the dissatisfaction index 
will go up also. One can expect to see a loss of pride in the products 
produced or the services delivered, which will result in an increase in 
customer dissatisfaction. The message conveyed by a negative workplace 
is that leaders do not care and that economic concerns have a higher value 
than the hygiene needs of employees. 

If the senior leaders in your company do not do a daily plant or 
workplace walk-about, I recommend that they start doing so 
now. For an even greater learning experience, leaders might 
wear the same shop clothing employees wear; there is nothing 
like walking in someone’s shoes to see the world as they do.

Unhealthy or unsafe workplaces (from shop floor to lunch room, from 
locker rooms to washrooms, and from poorly lit, unpaved, rut-laden 
parking lots to ergonomically unhealthy work stations) will always 
cause dissatisfaction. More importantly, this dissatisfaction, which can be 
resolved with an expenditure of money, will over-shadow most positive 
employer initiatives. Job satisfaction will not surface until all of the hygiene 
dissatisfiers have been resolved.
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4. Lack of Comprehensive/Current Human Resources Practices

a. Policies and Procedures
In some companies, actual human resources policies and proceducres 
are either unwritten or very short one or two paragraph statements. 
The problem with this approach is that it provides too much flexibility 
and too many opportunities for abuse and inconsistent application. My 
recommendation is that all policies and procedures should be:

Written in clear and unambiguous language (not legalese),

Clearly understood and applied equitably by all leaders,

A reflection of your corporate values and culture,

Relevant to the uniqueness of your workforce, and

A reflection of the diversity of your employees (if they are presently 
unable to read or comprehend English, every effort should be 
made to provide translated versions or someone to translate for 
them).

I am frequently asked to comment on the logic or viability of having a 
company’s policies and procedures reflect those of a collective agreement, 
thereby making sure any potential union has nothing to offer the employees. 
From the perspective of corporate values and the philosophy underpinning 
Positive Employee Relations, matching policies and procedures to a 
collective agreement is never a good strategy. To state that remaining 
union-free has many advantages for both employees and employer, while 
having policies and procedures and an employee handbook that is based 
on the practices reflected in a collective agreement, would send a mixed 
message to your employees.

The assumptions and values that underlie a collective agreement 
and those that underlie a Positive Employee Relations program are 
two very different approaches to leading and managing people.

I recommend that every human resources policy and procedure be 
accompanied by a short training program (a two or three hour workshop) 
and that all front line leaders must participate successfully in this training 
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during their first two or three months in a leadership position (see Chapter 
12: Training and Managing Front Line Leaders). Policies on recognition 
and discipline are perfect examples of topics that should be covered in this 
training. Leaders need to know the options that are available to them for 
recognizing or disciplining employees. A workshop is a positive vehicle 
for leaders to discuss their views and experiences relative to all human 
resources matters.

It is not the workshop that counts; it is the positive change or 
outcome in front line leaders’ behaviours that matters.

Especially with recognition and discipline policies, consistency of 
application is paramount throughout your organization. Keep in mind 
that every disciplinary action has the potential of creating a precedent for 
the company. Likewise, if discipline is handled without an understanding 
of the unique character and circumstances of the employee, it can easily 
influence other employees to view the company’s disciplinary concerns 
and their corporate values as having no connection. This could quickly 
escalate to challenge the company’s stand on fairness and trust. Both 
discipline and recognition are bellwether policies and procedures. How 
well they are communicated and implemented speaks to the overall 
success or failure of the organization’s Positive Employee Relations 
program. 
 

b. Employee Handbook
Once all the human resources policies and procedures have been written 
and vetted, I recommend that they be edited to create the core information 
for an employee handbook. Again, clear and unambiguous language is very 
important. For example, having a task group of employees and a human 
resources representative preview the handbook will pro-actively reduce 
misunderstanding and misinterpretation. See Chapter 15: Communicating 
Your Message for samples of an employee handbook and policies that fit 
the definition of Positive Employee Relations.
 
If the company’s policies and procedures are not written, or are written 
in a sloppy manner, and if an employee handbook either doesn’t exist 
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or is never referred to, the gate is wide open for leader-employee 
misunderstanding, inequitable application of policies, and any number of 
negative outcomes. All of these will add to the employee dissatisfaction 
scale.

While conducting countless Union Vulnerability Audits©, I have often found 
certain parts of the employee-employer relationship are detailed in writing, 
such as wages, benefits, hours and working conditions (which include a 
legally-required health and safety policy), while other, potentially more 
contentious, issues go unrecorded, perhaps because they are laborious to 
capture in words. These include:

Job descriptions that accurately reflect role, responsibilities and 
accountabilities, job evaluations, or compensation analysis;

Performance standards that clearly reflect what is required of an 
employee to be a success at the job;

Discipline issues or problem resolution, job postings, succession 
planning, etc.;

Performance reviews and development; and

Employee appreciation and recognition. 

Both employees and leaders independently form an opinion 
over time as to the meaning, scope, implications, and 
consequences of unwritten policies and practices. Ultimately 
employee perceptions become realities. 

c. Problem Resolution
Many organizations have a process for resolving conflicts with employees. 
If, for example, an employee does not agree with a particular disciplinary 
action, the employee may use the company’s complaint procedures or 
open-door policy (see Chapter 18: Positive Dispute Resolution). The use of 
these vehicles presumes that the organizational climate is supportive and 
past examples of using these resolution methods do not represent negative 
experiences for most employees. Implicit in all upward communication 
practices, such as an open-door policy, are three important factors:
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Employees are mature, self-representing adults who can speak 
freely and honestly for themselves in a workplace that supports 
such behaviour;

Employees will get a fair hearing without presuming, by default, 
that the front line leader is correct; and 

Leaders will not hold a grudge against any employee for filing a 
complaint. 

These three factors presume a level of maturity for both leaders and 
employees that, from my experience, is more the exception than the rule. 
It is the absence of this maturity that is also a frequent harbinger of 
employee dissatisfaction. 

When senior leaders respond favourably to the employee’s complaint, it 
effectively reinforces the employee’s perception of being correct and of 
having a degree of legitimate influence. However, should leaders not rule 
in favour of the employee’s point of view, one of the following outcomes 
is likely: 

The employee will withdraw the complaint and accept leadership’s 
view as to why the complaint is not valid. This would be a big 
step for the employee, as most people do not easily, and quietly, 
back down from their position, especially when they think they 
have been wronged. If the employee does back away from their 
position, his/her front line leader should be aware that potential 
negative behaviours may be lurking in the background.

The employee will leave the company and seek employment 
elsewhere, because of a feeling that the resolution process is, in 
principle, unfair or that leaders will always support other leaders. 
One should note that under such circumstances, there is every 
likelihood that the employee will share his/her views with 
others, both internal and external.

Where alternate employment does not exist or is not desirable, 
the employee’s dissatisfaction can turn inward and eventually 
be shared with like-minded employees. Turning to a union to 
gain more clout or power over management may be an expected 
outcome. 
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When complaints are denied or not resolved to the employee’s satisfaction, 
the employee will perceive the leadership team as unfair and will infer that 
employees have little influence over the workplace. However, from the 
leader’s perspective, especially if the leader is a front line leader  and is 
new to the role, having what might appear to be “a vote of non confidence” 
from an employee they supervise also has the potential to negatively affect 
the morale of the employees in the department. It could cause the leader to 
show negative bias towards some, or all, employees. Senior leaders should 
be aware of this possibility and mentor front line leaders accordingly.

A single employee is unlikely to have much impact on 
unionization, unless the employee can gather the support of 
other like-minded and/or dissatisfied individuals.

d. Conflicting Objectives
There are times when the human resources team has been expected to do 
the impossible, such as ensuring that your Positive Employee Relations 
program is healthy and vibrant while also finding 20 new employees for 
a third shift within 48 hours. Unless there are 20 candidates previously 
interviewed, tested, reference-checked, and waiting in the wings, this 
second task is impossible to do effectively. Instead, you get warm bodies 
that will likely not fit the culture, not have the correct values, and not have 
compatible beliefs about customers and quality. The nature and quality 
of a candidate’s previous work experience can, in most cases, easily be 
validated (see Further Resources 13.4: Hiring the Right Employee).
 
Frequently, the urgency around finding 20 people means that candidates 
are hired with the rationale that the poor performers can always be removed 
during the probation/introductory period. This is not a viable Positive 
Employee Relations strategy and, in the long term, is a questionable 
practice if the goal is to ensure productivity and quality. All too often, 
many of these people slip under the radar and end up on the full-time 
payroll, without anyone doing due diligence regarding an in-depth 
employment interview and reference check. Union organizers know this 
happens and often take advantage of the opportunity to slip in one of 
their own, as an inside union organizer, among the warm bodies.
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5. Lack of Recognition and Appreciation
In most organizations, showing appreciation for what an employee has 
done is an all-too-infrequent occurrence. Opinion surveys indicate that 
lack of recognition is a significant issue for employees, and as such, it 
becomes a noticeable source of dissatisfaction. Front line leaders who 
think “why should I recognize her, she’s just doing her job?” are harming 
the company’s union-free objective right from the get-go (to say nothing 
of the front line leader’s Theory X assumptions).

In Positive Employee Relations, recognition is not just a nice 
thing to do, it is the right thing to do! 

Employees can withhold their commitment, their contributions, and their 
innovative problem solving abilities without it ever being known to front 
line leaders. Something that has never been there, such as innovative 
solutions, is unlikely to be missed. The key to having employees freely offer 
that which payroll dollars cannot purchase—their intimate involvement 
with the business—can be traced to many leadership practices and human 
resources policies, but recognition and appreciation stand out as special 
motivators. The level of authority an employee holds and decision-making 
powers granted to employees are other key motivators.

When you recognize employees effectively, you reinforce, with their 
chosen means of recognition, the actions and behaviours you most want 
to see employees repeat. An effective employee recognition system is 
simple, immediate, and powerful. Employees feel cared about and 
appreciated. It may seem simplistic, but people who feel recognized and 
cared about are, by definition, living the values of the company. In doing 
so, they are exercising their commitment to their jobs and the company. 
Such commitment, voluntarily given, and unionization just do not mix! 

Most workplace cultures focus on short-term versus long term 
goals, control over employees versus trust in their capabilities 
and integrity, and managing versus leading and inspiring.
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In many organizations, the performance review process is grudgingly 
approached. All too often it is a must do routine for leaders. While 
discussing achievements and further developments, leaders should not 
forget to recognize employee accomplishments. I certainly know the 
opposite happens: when something goes wrong, how long does it take 
for the leader to deliver the bad news? “At the speed of light!” many 
employees would say. This practice has many negative consequences, but 
it is even more serious when coupled with the fact that most employees 
never receive positive feedback for their achievements. This inevitably 
drives employees closer to accepting a union organizer’s message. 

6. Wages and Benefits
Surprisingly, wages and benefits are the least common reason employees 
sign union membership cards. Most organizations have made some effort 
to keep wages and benefits in line with their communities and industries. 
Compensation data is usually available from a local human resources 
association or industry association. For some technical or professional 
positions, similar data is available from professional societies.

Employers who are paying minimum wage, because of the nature of their 
business, are likely paying wages similar to that of their competition. The 
uninformed employees, for the most part, will compare their wage data 
to higher paying industries or employers. Under these circumstances, 
wages and benefits can often appear to be a more significant factor than 
they are, resulting in potential unionization. The need to explain why 
jobs/positions are paid as they are becomes critical. Explaining the job 
evaluation process, how wage surveys are used, and how wage bands are 
developed is important.

7. Lack of Promotion or Advancement Opportunities
Employees who feel stuck in a job with no potential for growth will 
eventually feel dissatisfied with their work experience. The idea of no 
potential for growth is one that, I believe, needs further discussion. If 
we allow ourselves to think-outside-the-box, the question about an 
employee’s free will eventually presents itself. Today, no one is chained to 
their job unless they believe that they are. Every employee is free to seek 
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alternative employment in the job market and every employee can 
access further training in an area that evokes personal passion and 
challenge. (This is the employee’s side of free enterprise.) 

As a result, many employers support job cross-training, educational/tuition 
assistance programs, job postings, and horizontal job transfers. The idea that 
advancement is singularly connected to upward promotion is out of step 
with today’s corporate and economic realities. To assume that employees 
do not understand this would be naïve on the part of the leadership team. 
Advancement in today’s labour market is linked to providing a greater 
degree of horizontal responsibility and authority. Manage less, inspire 
more!

Employees who are unwilling to take responsibility for their own decisions 
and development are those who will fit our definition of employees who 
have a propensity to be union followers. 

Though I can make the argument that the lack of advancement 
opportunities is as much an employee issue, generally employees 
would like to see a “career ladder” available to them. Those employees 
unwilling to accept current economic and organizational realities or who 
are unwilling to take personal responsibility for their own development 
tend to become dissatisfied (see Chapter 13: Recruiting and Selecting 
Committed Employees for the behavioural characteristics that can identify 
the employee candidates who are unwilling to take personal ownership 
of their careers). 

Employee perceptions are their realities. Unions will attempt to 
exploit these perceptions in their organizing drive.
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Companies win the battle of perception on the strength of their 
past performance. It is the company’s history (what and when 
positive things have been done) and the integrity of leadership 
that wins against union organizing attempts. 

I have now outlined, in some detail, that employee dissatisfaction is the 
number 1 reason why employees sign union membership cards. Front line 
leaders are the primary interface between the employee and everything 
that is the company. Therefore, it is paramount to train, develop, coach, 
and assess the behaviour of all leaders. Anyone in such a role who does not 
have the desire and/or capability to be a better leader is a high risk factor 
for the company. One does not become a Positive Employee Relations 
employer by building the base on mediocre or even average performing 
leaders.
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Select a job where the employee could have a high probability of 
interest in unionizing—a job in assembly, production, housekeeping, 
call centre, etc. Now, review that position with Herzberg’s Two Factor 
Theory in mind. Isolate and describe the hygiene factors and whether 
you view them as being clean (i.e., not an issue for employees). 

 For the present, do not share your findings with anyone. Now, ask a 
human resources representative or an outside consultant to conduct 
a series of employee focus groups around the hygiene factors for 
the same job. Review the results and compare them with your own 
assessment. In all likelihood, there will be gaps that are highlighted by 
these two reports. Knowing that motivational factors generally do not 
come into play until the hygiene factors are neutralized, determine 
what action steps the leadership team will take to reduce or eliminate 
the negative hygiene factors for this job.

2. Repeat the same process for the motivational factors that are inherent 
in the jobs that you have selected in the previous Take Action. Do 
your own analysis and then have an outside consultant perform 
employee focus groups conducted around the motivational factors. 
There will be gaps. What can the leadership team do to adjust or adapt 
jobs, so that employees are engaged with their work and, hence, self-
motivated?

3. Carefully examine your organization and its leadership practices 
in light of the seven categories of universal workplace dissatisfiers. 
Where are the weakest points in your organization and its overall 
culture? Conduct a leadership workshop around these seven 
categories, so that all front line leaders can appreciate their role in 
turning dissatisfaction into satisfaction.

4. A number of my clients have taken each of the seven universal 
dissatisfaction factors and assigned a task group to each one. These 
task groups performed detailed investigations and recommendations to 
reduce the dissatisfaction in their particular category. Can your culture 
accept the same challenge and  meaningfully act on these results?
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Note: A task group is usually made up of six to eight 
participants. Half are employees and half are leaders (both 
groups are taken from a diagonal slice across the various 
departments and levels and they are all chosen by the 
senior leadership team). Do not allow employees to vote 
on who will represent them on the task group. Each task 
group meets according to their schedules, but for no longer 
than 4 months, and makes their recommendations to the 
leadership team. The task group is then recognized 
meaningfully for their contribution and disbanded.

5. Have the leadership team look at all the promises that a union could 
offer. Take a collective agreement from a competitor or a neighbouring 
company and match your current human resources policies and 
practices against each paragraph. What might a union offer to your 
employees? How well are you covered? Do you have in place at least 
one policy or practice to respond to every union offering? 

Note: I am not suggesting that you have your policies or 
employee handbook reflect, in any way, the context, 
content, or format of a collective agreement.

6. Determine how you can lower barriers between employees and their 
front line leaders. How can leaders be trained to listen to what is 
important to their employees and then take meaningful action to help 
each employee improve his or her performance?
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DISCUSSION POINTS   

1. An employee’s dissatisfaction is most often focused around the front 
line leader.

2. For an employee to take their dissatisfaction to a union organizer 
(who is ready and prepared to listen) might be considered a natural 
thing for the employee to do.

3. Whom you hire and how they are treated (as adults or as uncooperative 
children) will be directly related to the degree and nature of the 
employee dissatisfaction.

4. On-going dissatisfaction with unresolved workplace issues invariably 
leads to employee frustration, retaliation, or a need for protection 
from the employer.

5. Most often, employees join a union because of what they do not like 
about their current employer, especially their front line leader.

6. The cultural DNA of the free-market system is that unions and senior 
leadership tend to be on the opposite sides of most issues, most of 
the time.

7. Employee dissatisfaction is usually not a single incident, but a series 
of events over time. The more significant the events, the shorter the 
time frame of building-up the level of dissatisfaction.

8. Front line leaders, relative to their position in the organization, are 
perceived as having incredible power and influence.

9. When employees are the last to know key information, such actions 
speak volumes about the leaders’ values.

10. Corporate values that prove to be meaningless during financial 
difficulties are, by definition, values of questionable worth. 
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11. The assumptions and values that underlie a collective agreement 
and a Positive Employee Relations program are two very different 
approaches to leading and managing people. Where is your 
organization on the continuum? Where do your employees perceive 
your organization to be on this continuum?

12. Both employees and leaders form independent opinions as to the 
meaning, scope, implications, and consequences of unwritten 
practices. Over time, these perceptions become realities to all.

13. The key to having employees freely offer that which payroll dollars 
cannot purchase—their intimate involvement with the business—can 
be traced to many leadership practices and human resources policies, 
but recognition and appreciation stand out as special motivators. The 
level of authority an employee holds and decision-making powers 
granted to employees are other key motivators.

14. Management must anticipate employees’ dissatisfaction before it ever 
gets to the courting stage between employees and the union. What 
tools do you use? Are you objective about the results? 

15. While Positive Employee Relations can be seen as a union prevention 
strategy, it is important to understand that it does not focus on how 
we can prevent unionization. How we prevent the deterioration 
of employee relations is the key to ensuring that Unions are Not 
Inevitable!© 



interpreting the 
Union Organizer’s Strategy

This chapter will address not only the strategies that union organizers use 
to approach your employees and begin a union campaign, but also how to 
effectively handle it when this happens to your company. It’s not enough 
to simply understand how union organization happens, the steps your 
company takes can also make the difference between fueling the union 
fire or putting it out. Although developing a Positive Employee RelationsTM

culture before your employees contact a union is the best cast scenario, I 
know that sometimes a union campaign is the wake-up call needed. 

WHEN A UNION CAMPAIGN HAPPENS

Despite your company’s good intentions and sincere efforts, if employees 
come to regard unionization as their best (or only) option, your company 
becomes extremely vulnerable. The employee group will be watching the 
leadership team’s moves with a critical, probing eye and they will have 
ample opportunity to hear the union organizer’s message firsthand. 
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To anticipate and respond to the moves of a union organizer, the senior 
leadership team should be aware of current techniques and organizing 
strategies used to recruit union members. The basis for proactive thinking 
is an understanding of what goes on behind the union’s closed doors. Over 
the next few pages I have provided some examples of union organization 
strategies by using our fictional company, The Sherborne Company, and 
the union that would like to represent it, the United Widget Workers 
Union, where the union organizers discuss their techniques and strategies.

“Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.” 

Chinese General Sun-Tzu—4th Century BCE

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE UNITED WIDGET WORKERS UNION

In the Introduction of this book I made reference to our fictitious The 
Sherborne Company and the union that has been targeting its employees, 
the United Widget Workers Union (UWWU). It is now time to discuss this 
union in more detail. The United Widget Workers Union began in the late 
1860’s as a small craft union that was focused on workers in the horse 
saddle, buggy whip, and horse-drawn wagon trades. By the turn of the 
century their membership had declined significantly and they had moved 
their head office, and their employees, to the suburbs of Hamilton, Ontario 
to be close to those manufacturers providing leather goods for farmers 
and the cattle trade. They also opened an office in Detroit, Michigan and 
used this location for their US affiliates. This turned out to be a short-
sighted business move for the union. They kept a minimal presence with 
employees involved in the leather industry, but were always on the verge 
of bankruptcy. The union was never significant enough to be considered 
for merger or take-over by larger national unions. Then, after WWII, they 
latched on to the widget industry. The old guard at the head of the union 
made a few strategic hires, and within a decade, they were representing 
employees in the widget industry in Canada and the United States.
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THE UNION’S ANNUAL CONFERENCE

The rise of The Sherborne Company had finally given the UWWU a focus 
and a large employer to organize. In the past, they had devoted significant 
resources to representing widget workers, but in the grand scheme of 
things, they had made limited progress. Now that Sherborne was operating 
throughout North America and the widget continued to expand its market, 
the union became much more aggressive. The union hired a new chief 
organizer, Alice Trimbul. Here are some of the comments and presentations 
she made at the annual United Widget Workers Union’s Organizers and 
Members Conference held in Chicago.

From the Employer’s Perspective: It’s the Supervisor
(From an address by Alice Trimbul, Chief Organizer, UWWU)

During a union organizing campaign, management’s initial 
concern is about their supervisors and having a pre-selected and 
pre-trained union avoidance team. Their reasoning is interesting: 
they believe that the employees don’t vote for a union, they vote 
against their leadership team. Further, the “pro-company”, also 
known as “anti-union”, team of management leaders must be 
ready to act at a moment’s notice! In all likelihood, this team will 
be trained to:

Tell their employees critical things they should know about 
the company’s position regarding unions,
Emphasize why they should not vote for a union,
Show the employees what a union membership card looks 
like,
Explain the difference between a collective agreement and 
the company’s constitution,
Emphasize what the employees’ rights are,
Explain about the management rights clauses,
Outline what the UWWU rights are, and
Explain how a union goes about making its money.
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Alice continued, “If, for example, The Sherborne Company has a 
union avoidance team up to speed,

Most employees will be embedded in a responsive two-
way communications cycle and
Will be convinced that they are being treated well.

“Given this example, Sherborne management could possibly 
win against our campaign, even if they only have a few days to 
campaign.

“However, we believe that it is in the best interests of Sherborne’s 
supervisors, even if they are not part of our bargaining unit, to 
have a union representing their plant employees. Why? Sherborne 
will have to pay their supervisors more than our members in the 
bargaining unit. If we negotiate well, workers will get paid more 
and Sherborne will then be compelled to pay their supervisors 

consultants is to drive a wedge between the workers and the 
supervisors. The leaders at Sherborne will ask supervisors to do 
some pretty nasty things during our organizing drive, and they will 
only be willing to act on such issues if they feel it is in their best 

“We have also found that some supervisors prefer a collective 
agreement, because what they have to do is clearly spelled out in 
the contract.

“So, here is what I advise our organizers to do! Keep the lines 
of communications open with supervisors. If you ignore the 
supervisor, or treat them as the enemy, you will be playing right 
into the propaganda that Sherborne is feeding them about us—
the evil union.”

Communication Mistakes our Organizers Frequently Make

In Alice’s next presentation she advised the organizers to re-examine 
how they are communicating with potential new members. “My 
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understanding is that organizers do not stick to the basics:
They frequently talk too much about themselves and not 
about issues facing the workers.

whom we have hired for this purpose.
The big punch message is not saved strategically for the 
end of our campaign.
The marketing kit organizers have been giving to workers is 
too big and cumbersome. It has too much information  and 
the average worker will not read it.
Organizers are giving the same message to all industrial 
sectors—they ought to be targeting each site as a separate 
and unique opportunity.”

detail about the issues we’ve touched on before.
Organizers are not emphasizing that potential members 
can sign a union card on-line, either at our website or on 
our Facebook page. Remember that once an employee has 
signed on-line, they will be asked to transfer the signature 
to an actual membership card for submission to the Labour 
Board.
Organizers are taking too long to respond to voicemail and 
email messages. A quicker response gets the individual 
while they are still thinking about the union.
Internal organizers are not distributing enough campaign 
literature. This relates to the slow response time for email 
and voicemail; we need to keep our message on the tip of 
potential members’ minds.
Organizers must be more pro-active, rather than taking the 
lead from Sherborne’s anti-union communications.
Organizers are sending the same promotional material to 
all workers rather than segmenting the message by age, 
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ethnicity, gender, or occupation.
Organizers are using too much text or copy. Your main 
campaign message should be no more than eight words 
long.

incompatible with the UWWU branding. I cannot stress 

message to a more professional level, and it will keep the 
message consistent.
Organizers are spending too much time talking about 

employees look for leadership, mentoring, and opportunity 
for personal growth. Compensation is no longer the issue 
it once was.
Organizers are not using Google Alerts to get leads and 
support for their campaign.”

Overcoming Your Fears When Organizing

views on overcoming the fear that internal organizers face in the 
midst of a campaign. 

“Fear is the number one tactic of any employer, whether it’s real 
or implied. I know. That’s where I start; as an internal organizer. 
And it was not long before women, like me, took more active roles 
within unions. We’re often apprehensive. We:

Fear being targeted for some form of reprisal,
Fear being treated differently,
Let our inside organizing committee play it safe, which is a 
highly risky strategy, and
We fear the loss of our jobs.”

Alice went on to relate the story of watching one campaign where 
an organizer stressed that the decision to join our union was to be 
kept strictly secret. 
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“Only two people on the internal organizing committee were 
willing to divulge, publicly, that they had signed membership 
cards. The secrecy got so bad that a husband and wife wouldn’t 
tell each other that they had individually joined our union. The 

not the only two, in the unit, who had signed membership cards. 
So the campaign’s speed and intensity increased. And, yes, the 
union won the vote!

“What is the lesson we should all take away? A union is not 
a secret organization. The most vocal union supporters are the 
safest, and they show workers that they will be safe as well. The 
key is to increase the worker’s level of commitment gradually and 
comfortably, and then take the training wheels off!

“Let me wrap-up with these suggestions for the internal organizing 
committees out there:

Only let a worker sign a membership card if he/she has 
their picture taken holding a signed membership card.
Bring your internal organizing committee to the gates, so 

are part of making the company a better place to work.
Bring some of your committee members to Labour Board 
hearings. They should know what goes on at these hearings.
Continually reinforce for workers that you will change 
conditions in the plant for the better.”

Developing an Organizing Campaign

At this point in the Conference a member of Alice’s staff, Tim 
McNaughton, made a PowerPoint presentation on why and how 
an organizer should develop a campaign plan using the UWWU’s 
guidelines.

He began with the following opening statement: “A new enterprise 
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would not open their business without a strategic plan. A political 
party would not enter an election without an election strategy. 
And, as a successful union, the UWWU should not even begin to 
organize without a written plan. I’ve prepared the following slides 
of the key elements that should be included in every organizing 
plan.”

Slide 1:  Targeting:
Who are you trying to organize?
Who are you not trying to organize?
Saying that everyone is a potential target for the UWWU 
is a mistake.
Build relationships with supervisors.

Slide 2:  Targeting (cont’d): 
Having a limited number of resources, you need to focus 
your energies on employers and industries where we can 
make the most gains for new and existing members.

who you are looking to organize, 

chasing everyone. 

Slide 3:  Ask yourself questions like:
What bargaining power do we already have with any new 
employer?
How can we use it to improve the bargaining strength of 
our existing membership?
In what industries do we currently have strength to make 
further gains?
Is this a growing sector?
Is this a winnable campaign?
Will it mobilize our membership for secondary picketing?
What will be the psychological impact in the industry if we 
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organize this employer?
Slide 4:  Strategic Campaigns: 

Develop and use a written plan that outlines every step to 
move us closer to our organizing goals.

 
Slide 5:  Generating Leads:

What are we doing to make the telephone ring?
Community work?

On-line organizing?
Member involvement?
Social media?
Referrals? 
The 80-20 rule applies to generating leads.

Slide 6:  Impact:
Record every single activity you can think of to generate 
organizing leads.
Select the one activity that, if we do it well, would have the 
greatest impact on generating further leads.
Select a second and third activity.
Put these three things in your organizing plan and do them 
every day.

Slide 7:  Member Involvement:
Organizing is a task for our whole union, not any one 
department or individual.
Do our members already have deep links in the sectors we 
are trying to organize?

members are the single biggest asset we have in our 
organizing plan.
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Slide 8:  Your Team:
Build a team with the skills and motivation to win. The team 

trying to organize.

collectively accomplish your strategic goals.

Slide 9:  Goals and Benchmarks:

your plan is taking you nowhere.
What benchmarks would show you that you are making 
progress along the way?
If you are not meeting these benchmarks, evaluate why, 
modify your plan, and begin organizing again.

Conclusions from the Conference

From these slides and Alice Trimbul’s presentation you should now have 
an insight into how a union operates behind the scenes. Although it is not 
mentioned often enough, unions are a business too. They will sell their 
services to your employees, so they make a point to know exactly how to 
sell those services. Their success only occurs if they sell their services to 
your employees and achieve a pro-union vote.

The Strategic Nature of Union Organizing Campaigns
In 1996, an AFL-CIO and Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor 
Relations jointly sponsored an American conference aimed at generating 
research on the conditions that contributed to a union being successful in 
organizing the unorganized. Kate Bronfenbrenner published the findings 
of the conference in her 1998 book “Organizing to Win!” published by 
Cornell University Press. The conference’s success was in isolating, 
measuring, and documenting the factors that influence victory or defeat 
for a union in their organizing efforts.
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A Comprehensive Union-Building Strategy Model
The research for this conference was based on a theoretical model that 
sees election outcomes as a function of interacting elements, including 
employer and union background variables, both union and employer 
characteristics, and union and employer strategies. The model tests 
the hypothesis that union success in elections depends on using a 
comprehensive union-building strategy that incorporates personal contact, 
leadership development for organizers, and creative and aggressive 
internal and external pressure tactics.

The more that union-building strategies are used during the organizing 
campaign, the greater the likelihood that the union will win the election, 
even in a climate of intense employer opposition. The research also suggests 
that union tactics matter more than employer tactics in determining success 
in election campaigns. 

The bottom line suggests that union success in certification 
elections depends on using an aggressive grassroots employee 
strategy that is focused on building a union from within and 
acting like a union from the very beginning of the campaign.

This US-based research indicated that there are nine effective tactics 
available to management in countering a union organizing drive (see 
Exhibit 5.1). However, the research also indicates there are eleven tactics 
available to the union (see Exhibit 5.2). Some of these US tactics would not 
be acceptable in Canada and have been marked accordingly.
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Exhibit 5.1: Nine Employer Tactics

1.  Use an outside consultant
2. Hold at least 5 meetings**
3. Deliver at least 5 letters or campaign communiqués
4. Front line leaders (supervisor) campaign 1-on-1 with the  
 voters**
5. Furlough voters during the campaign**
6. Run a media campaign
7. Form grass-roots groups (US only)
8. Hold picnics/cookouts/social events
9. Change management or personnel structure

Note: **This would constitute an unfair labour practice if used in Canada.

Exhibit 5.2: Eleven Union Campaign Tactics

Note: ** Depending on the definition of job action, this might be an unfair labour 
practice—against the union—in Canada.

Do not practice US Labor Law in Canada without a qualified 
Canadian labour lawyer present. Wal-Mart learned this lesson 
the hard way.

1. Form an in-house organizing committee
2. Conduct house-calls >50% of voters
3. Hold >10 small-group meetings
4. Use union members to make house-calls
5. Trumpet union “solidarity” days in the community
6. Form a bargaining committee before the election
7. Survey >70% voters about their contract wishes
8. Use coalitions with other unions and popular celebrities
9. Hold visible union rallies
10. Use job actions to distract management and to flex strength**
11. Use respect, dignity, and fairness in campaigning
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Conclusive Proof of the Power of the Union Strategy Model
The Cornell study indicated that when these union strategies are included 
in union organizing models—along with the organizing climate, bargaining 
union demographics, and employer tactics and characteristics—union 
strategies have been found to play a greater role in explaining a successful 
union vote outcome than any other group of variables. Even in a climate of 
intense employer opposition, union success depends most on the quality 
and intensity of union organizing campaigns and in the use of a 
comprehensive, union-building strategy model.

IN-HOUSE UNION ORGANIZERS AND FOLLOWERS

Employees who become union organizers

To understand how a union campaign can ignite, your front line leaders need 
to recognize those employees who are potential in-house union organizers. 
With the help of the behavioural assessment tools in this book (see Further 
Resource 11.1: Assessment and a Customized Benchmark and Further Resource 
13.6: Assessment and a Customized Benchmark—Production Employee), one 
of my colleagues and I have developed behavioural profiles for a potential 
union organizer and a potential union follower. Not every union organizer 
will exhibit all of these characteristics, but the vast majority of organizers will 
follow this pattern. Someone who successfully champions dissatisfaction as 
a pitch for the union cause, to fellow employees, is likely to:

Demonstrate natural leadership abilities and be forceful (verging 
on autocratic),

Easily and comfortably approach other people,

Be persuasive and convincing (perhaps even Machiavellian),

Be impatient, but frequently reactive and wants to get on with 
things quickly,

Be somewhat independent, with a personal agenda (this may be a 
potential problem for the external union organizer),

May want to be a front line leader (but doesn’t make the grade 
according to the criteria established by human resources), and

May be a former front line leader who was demoted.
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Dissatisfied employees who exhibit these characteristics can be 
dangerous and influential, especially if there is no mechanism in 
place for them to communicate or express their concerns. 

Many of these characteristics (primarily the first three) will also be found in 
your better front line leaders. However, once concerns are out in the open, 
something constructive can be undertaken to respond to the employee’s 
dissatisfaction. 

Note: Openness and fluidity should characterize company 
communications, not strict bureaucratic rules of who must talk 
to whom first. If there is no opportunity for the employee to be 
listened to, the concern understood, and action taken in 
response, then the dissatisfaction becomes more, not less, 
significant (see Chapter 4: Why Employees Join Unions).

Should an employee with the above characteristics wish to be involved 
in organizing your facility, he/she will receive training from an external 
organizer and/or the union’s training facility. Initially, the union’s goal will 
be to have an employee trained as the lead person for an internal campaign. 
This individual must also work well with the organizer representing your 
geographic area. The training will focus on seeking out other dissatisfied 
employees who, in turn, can be trained (by the organizer and/or the union) 
to function as members of the internal organizing committee. In addition, 
the provincially operated community college system offers certificate 
courses in the strategies and tactics of union organization. 

Unaddressed dissatisfaction never goes away, it just goes 
underground. Over time it will develop a strong root system 
with many followers.

Employees who become union followers

If you fear that your employees may be considering unionization, you may 
feel angry or even betrayed by them. Though such reactions are natural, 
maturity should prevail! Consider these events over the long term. If the 
union’s activity dissipates, do you want to be remembered as an angry 
leader who appeared frightened of the union? On the other hand, if the 
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union is successful with the certification vote, that vote should signify day 
1 of your efforts to win back the employees’ loyalty (by removing their 
dissatisfiers) and have them see the value in decertifying the union. All 
leaders should recognize that regaining the employee’s respect and 
loyalty is the prime directive.

It’s important to remember that employers have a legal and moral 
responsibility to safeguard the interests of their employees, and that you 
face potential consequences for not doing so. Keep in mind the following:

The employer initiated and signed an employment agreement 
with each employee. You made the initial hire decision. 

Employees are key stakeholders in your organization! Remember 
the following:

a. People before profits, 

b. People before products, or

c. Employees first - customers second. *
(*) “Employees First, Customers Second: Turning Conventional Management Upside Down” 

is the title of a 2010 book written by Vineet Nayar and published by Harvard Business Press. 

Whichever way you express the idea, it inevitably is your employees 
who make the products that live up to both your expectations and yours 
customers’ expectations.

Employees’ concerns are legitimate and must be addressed. 
If employees are as important as customers, ask yourself how 
long would it take your sales department to respond to a key 
customer’s concern? How does this compare to the time it takes a 
front line leader or human resources representative to respond to 
an employee’s concern? 

Employees who are dissatisfied will act on their concerns; 
the unresolved dissatisfactions will not go away, but will 
remain festering under the surface and perhaps worsen. Such 
dissatisfaction will inevitably show itself in unhealthy ways: lower 
productivity, higher quality related defects, greater absenteeism, 
etc. As a leader, arguably it is your responsibility, along with your 
colleagues, to respond promptly and constructively to employee 
dissatisfaction.
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THE NATURE OF UNIONS AND ORGANIZING CAMPAIGNS 

Unions are for-profit businesses! Despite their claims otherwise, unions do 
not exist solely to serve as agents of social justice. 

A union is an outsourced advocacy service, paid for by your employees. 
It would then negotiate a collective agreement with management on 
behalf of their members (your employees) for wages, benefits, hours, and 
working conditions. Seen in this light, it is clear that unions are in the 
business of providing a service to employees when the employer is not 
perceived as doing so.

Through political influence unions have been successful, at both the 
federal and provincial levels, in having their members’ union dues 
become income tax deductible. The Canada Revenue Agency, unlike the 
U.S. Internal Revenue Service, has allowed unions to keep their financial 
data private and confidential. What other public for-profit businesses can 
keep their financials under wraps? Even if you were to stretch the point, 
what not-for-profit organizations (e.g., charities) that provide income tax 
receipts can keep their financials secret? 

In most cases, unions  can only represent solutions to Type A dissatisfiers. 
They are only able to get to the point on the continuum known as the 
absence of dissatisfaction (see Chapter 4: Why Employees Join Unions). 
This explains why:

Unions rely so much on advertising, marketing, rhetoric, and 
employee-to-employee influence; and

Leadership should never negotiate anything related to job content 
or job descriptions (the source of Type B satisfaction).

 

Unions are an expensive advocacy service paid for by your 
employees.

So how does this type of advocacy service enter your organization in 
the first place? The vast majority of organizing campaigns start inside a 
company, not through the union’s external initiatives, like picketing or 



139INTERPRETING THE UNION ORGANIZER’S STRATEGY

leaflet distribution. A dissatisfied employee or group of employees typically 
make the first contact with a union official or business agent. 

You may be surprised at how savvy unions are at making themselves 
available to your employees. You will likely get an eye-opener by going 
to sites such as www.ratemyemployer.ca, www.mystupidboss.com, and 
www.ebosswatch.com, where employees can post comments, which are 
primarily negative, about their workplaces experiences. These comments 
are available for the world to see, including your employees, prospective 
employees, customers, and potential customers. If I add social media sites, 
such as Facebook or Twitter, to the mix, what your employees think about 
your company and its leaders is very much in the public domain. Union 
organizers track websites, blogs, and all social media sites to find prospects 
who may be interested in union offerings.

The Internal Campaign
Once a union official or business agent has been given the green light by 
the dissatisfied employees, they then meet, off site, with these individuals 
to determine:

What problems and issues seem important? Can these burning 
issues become the basis of the union campaign? To be successful, 
the union will want these issues to appear to be relevant to the 
entire employee population.

Whether the employees can be trained to be internal organizers 
or effective organizing committee members. If this is the case, the 
union will likely run a number of free weekend training programs 
on how to organize a successful union campaign. Some unions 
will conduct the training on-line.

It is crucial to remember the union organizing campaign will 
focus on issues generated by dissatisfied employees, not issues 
necessarily important to the union.
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To view the ease with which an employee can contact a union, Google 
unions + your city or, Google  www.CAW.ca or www.IBEW.org. On the 
IBEW site, play the video about their organizing strategy and tactics. Then 
ask yourself about your company’s preparedness and if Positive Employee 
Relations is embedded in your organization. For a less sophisticated 
site on how a union might go about promoting itself, go to www.
promotingyourunion.com.

The union will prepare and distribute leaflets to your entire employee 
population. These leaflets will highlight union solutions to the key points, 
or dissatisfiers, brought forward by employees and the union’s ability to 
succeed in negotiations with management. If the employer is considered a 
worthy target by the union, they will launch a special website that will be 
devoted to the campaign. They will likely also provide a Twitter account, 
so in-house information and events can be immediately transferred to the 
external organizer.

The day-to-day campaign will be run by the internal organizing committee, 
which is coached by the business agent/union organizer. However, there 
are exceptions. For example, in a United Widget Workers Union (UWWU) 
drive the campaign is co-ordinated from their national headquarters with 
the Director of Member Development in control.

Most unions will also run the campaign electronically if employees have 
easy access to the Internet, either at home or at work. Regular postal mail 
is still used, but its decline is directly related to the increase in the use of 
social media, email, and websites.

If the organizers deem the company to have the potential to be a good 
organizing campaign target, they may distribute a second, much more 
pointed leaflet that talks about employees’ concerns and/or a perceived 
negative leadership action. This leaflet will attempt to garner support for 
the union from anyone on the inside who is an active unionist. They will 
seek to get as many names, addresses, and email contacts as possible. 
The degree of support for this second leaflet will be a major factor in 
determining if the union is going to pursue an in-house organizing drive.
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In some provincial jurisdictions, an employee (usually a member of 
the internal organizing committee) will be allowed to distribute union 
literature on-site, but outside of the actual workplace (for example, in the 
lunch rooms, change rooms, or washrooms). Whether the employee is 
paid for the break period or not has no bearing on their right to talk up the 
union. Again, information about employees, employers, and union rights 
and obligations are recorded in your provincial Labour Relations Act.

It is crucial to remember that the organizing campaign will focus on issues 
generated by dissatisfied employees, not issues necessarily important to 
the union. This is often the key to success for the union: its message is 
customized and specific to the workplace in question and it offers 
solutions that appeal to its potential members. Employees sitting on the 
fence in the lead-up to a certification vote can often be swayed by union 
rhetoric, because it appeals to what they believe are their own issues. 

UNION TACTICS 

The union organizer’s communication strategy will probably involve the 
following tactical steps: 

1. Input from employee groups

2. Customized messages

3. Employee involvement

4. Emotional appeal

5. Organizers’ relentless efforts

1. Input From Employee Groups
The union organizer will rely on input from the internal organizing 
committee and any additional input from employees via the union’s website 
or social media presence. Strategies and tactics will be built around issues 
raised by employees’ complaints. Regardless of how the union organizer 
develops the employees’ concerns the focus will be on employees’ issues 
and what the union can do versus what the leadership team has already 
demonstrated. 



142 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

Historically, senior leadership groups communicate about issues that are 
of concern to customers, front line leaders, or the company in general, 
without relating these issues to employees. However, in the midst of a 
union campaign all that changes, and the senior leadership group will 
now talk about all the good things that they have done for employees. 
This is not necessarily a negative tactic, because someone has to talk about 
the good things the company has accomplished, but still, it is missing the 
point. Positive Employee Relations is more effective when it is pro-active 
rather than reactive.

If the union is talking about the employees’ concerns and the 
leaders are talking about all the good things the company has 
done, the employees’ concerns are still only being addressed by 
the union!

The union organizer reasons, if I get the attention of the employee group 
by talking about the issues that are important to them, they will be 
more receptive and responsive to my union message. It’s a strategy 
unions have found to be extremely effective!

The same strategy, in principle, has always been available to the senior 
leadership team. If, for example, The Sherborne Company’s leadership 
team places employees above all others, employees will believe that they 
are the source of every widget that Sherborne makes or sells; the results 
of opinion surveys and focus groups will reflect this priority. To come to 
this conclusion does not require a great leap of faith, nor is it an indication 
that customers and shareholders are unimportant. It simply means that 
everything designed, manufactured, and shipped is because of the day-
to-day efforts of employees and not any other stakeholder group. From 
the front line leader to the president, all are defined as employees of your 
corporation. 

There is no reason why a union should have the upper hand 
when communicating with your employees. If they gain such 
a privileged position, it has more to do with what leaders 
have not done, than what the union has done.
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2. Customized Messages
The union will focus on the negative experiences of the particular group 
who have expressed their concerns to the organizer. While the union 
organizer may not talk about specific leaders, the message will be a 
personal one. It will relate to the employees as individuals and not as 
workers. Union organizer’s messages reach employees because they 
communicate under the assumption employees are decision-makers who 
can exercise their citizens’ rights to participate in an organizing campaign 
and decide to join a union.

One of the essential ingredients of Positive Employee Relations 
is to ensure that the company leadership treats employees as 
adults and not as children. In doing so, we acknowledge that 
employees have the legal right to join a union. The leadership 
team’s job is to treat employees with respect and dignity, so that 
they have no reason to exercise their right.

3. Employee Involvement
The union organizer will involve pro-union employees at every opportunity. 
Sometimes the methods used to gain employee involvement can be less 
than ethical. It usually begins with an issue where leaders have been lax. 
The following short case studies show examples:
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This is a classic lose-lose situation for the employer. If the 
company accepts the recommendation, the union takes credit. 
If the company does not accept the recommendation, the union 
has demonstrated how stubborn or insensitive the company is, 
and why the employees should  commission the union to 
represent the workforce. 

This case study involves a company that has failed to install safety guards 
on machinery.

The failure to install safety guards on machinery has resulted in injury to an 
employee. Then employees are asked by a union how the front line leaders 
can be persuaded or legally bound to install new safety equipment. The 
tactic here is relatively straightforward: employees will be asked to make 
suggestions and recommendations on how the company can be made to 
rectify the unsafe conditions.

The experience of being involved in such a safety discussion, including 
making recommendations, will be empowering to the employees who 
are involved. At this point, it will be easy for the union organizer to 
contrast their style of communications with how front line leaders (or other 
managers) might have been or are behaving. This will demonstrate how a 
union can expedite their way to an immediate safety solution. 

The employees now perceive the recommended solution as their own and 
if the company is not prepared to enter into a discussion about this solution, 
leaders will be seen in a negative, non-credible light. The union organizer’s 
strategy will have worked, and leaders will have missed an opportunity to 
pre-empt the union organizer.

CASE STUDY 1
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This case study concerns a company involved in handling diseased human 
blood in one laboratory and vaccines to cure the diagnosed disease in the 
adjacent lab. 

The building that housed these and other related labs was not a custom 
designed facility; it was a building that was retro-fitted for vaccine 
production, but the building contractor and the company’s facility manager 
never thought about ventilating the labs separately. The air circulates from 
one lab to the other lab and back again.

About six months after beginning to work in this retro-fitted building, an 
employee became ill and took a few days off to recover. She felt better and 
went back to work. Within two weeks most of the employees in the first 
lab had contracted a virus from the vaccine lab (vaccines are made from 
cultured live viruses). It was a safety officer from the union, attempting to 
organize the company, who identified the problem. 

The union broke the news to a national newspaper. The company’s medical 
staff looked into the matter and agreed with the union’s safety officer. The 
two labs were closed while the air ventilation problems were rectified. The 
lab employees were given a paid leave of absence for a week while the 
renovations were completed.

There was no way the union was going to lose the certification vote that 
the Labour Board (now involved) would call. The Ministries of Health and 
Labour had inspectors everywhere on the property. They frequently called 
upon the union’s safety officer for input.

This was the time for the company to acknowledge their losses and not fight 
the union’s very successful card signing initiative. The senior leadership’s 
job was to negotiate the best deal they could, with no venting of extreme 
emotions by any leader. For reasons I still do not understand, the union 
agreed to sign a two year collective agreement (three years plus is the norm). 
Once the collective agreement was signed, I began to introduce Positive 
Employee Relations policies, practices, and training, with a strong emphasis 
on communications. The union was decertified by the employees at the 
end of the two-year contact. 

CASE STUDY 2
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4. Emotional Appeal 
The union organizer’s communications strategy will have an emotional 
appeal built into every stage. The union organizer will talk at the employees’ 
level about employees’ needs and concerns, appealing to both emotion 
and intellect. They know how to stir up employees’ emotions, thereby 
winning commitment to the union cause. They apply Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs, by playing to the employees’ needs for basic survival issues, as 
well as to their social need to be part of a group.

In too many cases, organizational or corporate communications has not 
yet reached the same level of artistry as that achieved by many unions. 
Too often, business leaders try to make their employee communications—
particularly written communications—impersonal, objective, and what 
they perceive as businesslike. They purposely try to keep individuals and 
subjective issues out of the picture. However these same business leaders 
are unlikely do the same when communicating with their customers about 
the company’s products or services. 

Employees can’t help but compare the communications from their 
employers and the communications from the union: the corporation’s 
somewhat cold, robotic, impersonal, efficient approach against the 
union’s subjective, engaging, personal, emotional appeal. This difference 
can be further exacerbated if a lawyer writes or edits, with legalese, the 
communication materials for the company. 

You do not win the hearts and minds of your employees with 
legalese or obviously sanitized communications.

What is the difference between an employer hiring a lawyer to write letters 
to employees, and the union writing letters to the employees? In both cases, 
a third party is involved in communicating with your key stakeholders. 
Without wishing to put too fine a point on this perspective, the whole 
rationale to remain union-free is so that employees and their employer 
can talk directly to each other.
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If the employer must hire a lawyer to communicate to the 
employees, leaders have failed an important Positive Employee 
Relations test! This is akin to employees hiring a union to speak 
on their behalf.

I have long advocated that a transfer of knowledge from your marketing, 
advertising, and public relations people to the human resources staff will 
support enlightened internal marketing initiatives. Company branding is 
not just for the marketplace (see Chapter 9: Employer Branding).
 

5. Organizers’ Relentless Efforts 
Union organizers never stop trying! Regardless of the outcome of a 
union drive, they can always claim victory. For example, if they are 
successful in organizing the employees, they are clearly the winner. On 
the other hand, if they attempted to win the required 50% plus 1 support 
for their campaign, but came in at only 40% of the vote, that too can be 
demonstrated as a 40% success. Compared to their original status (i.e., no 
cards signed at the outset) 40% is undoubtedly a success. Furthermore, it 
demonstrates a positive influence for the internal organizing committee 
and for some of the employee group. As they will now have (minimally) 
40% of employees’ contact information, they will begin to build a stronger 
relationship. The goal for the union is to obtain a win the next time 
they begin a campaign, usually in twelve months.

Leadership has a lot to learn in this particular area. So often, after surviving 
an organizing campaign, the employer will avoid confronting the issues 
raised by the campaign, fearing that doing so may lead to more controversy. 
There is a palpable feeling of relief among most leaders; a belief that the 
company can now get back to business-as-usual. 

Instead of attempting to gain strength and find ways to succeed in 
somewhat adverse situations, many employers pull away. For example, 
even if front line leaders’ attitudes and behaviours were a major factor in 
a union garnering 40% support, many middle and senior leaders are often 
reluctant to address these issues. The feeling that the employees shouldn’t 
tell leaders how to lead, that is the tail wagging the dog, pervades many 
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organizations. What is actually needed is a complete review of the front 
line leaders’ job descriptions, performance standards, and the performance 
review process. This should be a “raise the bar” moment for front line leaders.

Please recall that the number 1 reason for employees seeking a 
third party trade union is the behaviour of their front line leaders. 
If senior leaders don’t hold front line leaders accountable for the 
performance and morale of their team, then who is responsible? 

Rather than deal with genuine employee concerns raised by the organizing 
drive, many leaders focus on how to undermine the credibility of the 
concerns. The possibility for meaningful communications with employees 
is decreased and perhaps even eliminated. Yet, the employer has more 
contact and influence with the employees than the defeated union. To 
not use this opportunity to win the employees over to your Positive 
Employee Relations philosophy could, if you allow me to push the point, 
be considered negligence!

Regardless of how one interprets this situation, employees are judging the 
behaviour of leaders every hour of every day. Front line leaders’ actions, 
whether they are uninformed or untrustworthy, are also the employee’s 
perception of the senior leadership team. A senior leadership team that 
does not respond to employee concerns and failing front line leader-
employee relationships is one that who has lost touch with its employees. 
A senior leadership team’s failure to understand the reality of the 
employees’ perceptions does so at the company’s peril! 

Even if an organizing campaign fails, the union can try again. 
The employer may have won this skirmish, but it is important to 
remember that it is only the first one. 

THE IMPACT OF DIVERSITY

Depending on the ethnic and cultural makeup of your employees, the 
union organizer selected to drive a campaign may be fluent in two or more 
languages or grounded in the culture predominant in your workforce. 
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In one recent union campaign, the organizer communicated with the 
predominantly Italian employee group in Italian and the employer 
communicated, infrequently, in English only. The organizer had a 
distinct advantage!   

When I became involved, I built a business case to support changing 
senior leadership’s thinking about its role as an employer (e.g., How can 
you truly call yourself a Positive Employee Relations employer if you 
cannot communicate with your employees?). The result: they began 
communicating all critical issues (e.g., safety, job instructions, etc.) in two 
languages, Italian and English. They even decided to hold the annual 
Christmas Party at an Italian Cultural Centre. The company continues to 
remain union-free. 

If the ethnic make-up of your workforce is diverse, your leaders should, 
ideally, reflect a similar diversity. This can happen in only two ways: 
internal promotion and external hiring. The former is the preferred 
method, so long as internal candidates’ people skills have equal value to 
their language skills.

Diversity, harassment, and women’s rights have been high on 
the list of issues major unions have successfully campaigned 
over during the last 40 years. In most organizing drives this emphasis 
has been a distinct advantage for the union.

I am amazed at the frequency with which employers hire people who have 
no or very little English language capabilities and then do nothing to address 
the situation. Visualize a human resources representative conducting 
an employment interview with the candidate’s daughter translating and 
answering the questions. It happens every day in metropolitan cities like 
Toronto or Vancouver! 

A number of companies have realized that hiring non-English speaking 
candidates may be their only option to fill jobs, but there is another 
opportunity here: English as a Second Language (ESL). By partnering 
with a local community college or government agency, an employer can 
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support non-English speaking employees by underwriting some or all of 
the tuition and time for ESL training. In many cases, the employer divides 
the ESL training into introductory, intermediate, and written sections. The 
employer pays all expenses related to the first two modules, such as the 
cost of the training and paid time off. Beyond that point, the employer and 
employee share the direct costs and the time of further training.

There is no effective counter by a union organizer to 
compassionate actions by an enlightened leadership group.

This is a win for the employee, a win for the employer, and a win for the 
broader community. One can also make the argument that ESL training 
supports the employer’s corporate social responsibility initiatives. Second-
language programs for leaders are yet another option that fits the concept 
of Positive Employee Relations. 

Provincial government regulations specify that the employer is 
ultimately responsible for health and safety training. This cannot 
be done effectively if the front line leader and/or the health and 
safety coordinator and the  employee cannot communicate in a 
common language.

Another point about diversity: many English and non-English speaking 
employees may have different cultural traditions and religious practices 
than the current norm in your organization. As part of your Positive 
Employee Relations program, a senior human resources leader should meet 
with key cultural and religious leaders from the communities that reflect 
your organization’s cultural and ethnic mix. Knowing how to respond 
sensitively and maturely to requests from employees who do not have 
Judeo-Christian traditions will be seen as living your values. I recommend 
this action to clients because of the value proposition regarding employee 
respect and dignity; it is a good learning experience for clients new to 
Positive Employee Relations. In addition, the goodwill an employer can 
garner from employees of different faith traditions is significant. Again, 
there is no effective counter by a union for such positive behaviour.
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SOME EARLY WARNING SIGNALS  

An organizing campaign is usually an internal process, orchestrated by an 
outside professional organizer, but built on issues that employees consider 
important—the Type A dissatisfiers (hygiene) and Type B dissatisfiers 
(motivators). A well-run union campaign may not surface until membership 
cards are signed. Senior leaders may find themselves the employees last to 
know about a union organizing drive. 

All levels of leadership must learn to notice and interpret the signs of 
union organizing activity. Watch for some combination of the following 
indicators: 

1. Lack of eye contact 

2. Information evaporates 

3. Unusual groupings 

4. Complaints change 

5. Use of labour terminology 

6. Customized handouts

7. Storefront operations, websites, and social networking activities

8. Strangers on site 

9. Home visits by organizers

1. Lack of Eye Contact 
Although subtle, this can be a very important signal. Imagine a front 
line leader walking the shop floor, greeting people, as he/she would do 
normally. Astute leaders recognize that a social bond has been broken 
when people are looking away or avoiding direct eye contact. When 
employees are feeling dissatisfied with some event or action that has not 
been addressed, they will usually break eye contact. The more serious 
the break (e.g., ignoring commitments to obtain information or answer 
questions), the higher the dissatisfaction level goes. The presence of an 
unannounced union drive would certainly cause a break in direct eye 
contact with any leader. 
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2. Information Evaporates 
In a normal work environment, information always flows in established 
patterns, and talk from the shop floor usually reaches front line leaders 
or next-level leaders. When dissatisfaction among employees has led to 
feelings of alienation, people are less likely to talk to their front line leaders 
or their human resource representatives. Leadership must be aware of 
communication patterns, so that they can discern changes. Once a change 
is noticed, then begin to diagnose the cause. 

3. Unusual Groupings 
Watch for a change in the number, composition, and size of informal 
groups at lunch, coffee breaks, or buzz sessions. If an embarrassing silence 
ensues when a front line leader joins the group that seemed to be engaged 
in small talk, it probably indicates that the front line leader has interrupted 
a conversation that the employees prefer not to share. In addition, be 
aware of groups of employees whose jobs are unrelated, and who have 
little in common, congregating in out-of-the-way places. Front line leaders 
should be tuned in to notice if their friendly greetings result in rapid shifts 
in conversation. They should also note changes in congregation sites. 

Union organizers will use Facebook or Twitter (or other social media sites) 
to hold virtual meetings. Social media is a significant tool that someone 
in human resources should be following, to see if they can connect into 
a conversations about their company (see Further Resource 5.5: Social 
Media, Union Organizing 2.0). 

4. Complaints Change 
If adept front line leaders notice an increase in the number or nature 
of employee complaints or grievances, including an obvious change in 
employees’ attitudes, they should pass this information on to their next-
level managers and to human resources as quickly as possible. The 
changes may be subtle, as in the lack of eye contact, or expressed in more 
obvious ways, such as a formal complaint. For example, if employees who 
formerly took their concerns to their front line leaders now generate a 
signed petition, the level of concern has obviously increased. This raises 
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three immediate questions: a) who is behind such a formal petition, b) 
what does the petition say, and c) what does it mean? 

5. Use of Labour Terminology 
Listen for a shift in the employees’ use of language, especially the presence 
of labour terminology that has never had a place in your organization. 
Often phrases such as “we have a right to this” or “we want to grieve 
your decision” signal the presence of a union organizer or business agent 
among your employees. The example above, of a formal petition, would 
be another illustration of this point.

Be aware of specific and persistent requests for detailed information on 
human resources policies and programs. For example, the details and 
rationale of compensation or retirement plans or statistics about company 
employees and terminations may be requested. These requests are often 
a sign of an organizer trying to gather data to assist in determining the 
definition of a bargaining unit or issues to negotiate later.
 

6. Customized Handouts 
An obvious sign of union involvement is the appearance of union literature 
in the work area. Your employees may even begin wearing pro-union 
insignia. These signs will often exhibit the union’s attempts to customize 
its message to your workplace. If you have a clothing policy (an acceptable 
or unacceptable dress code), ensure that it is enforced regularly. This 
will establish the precedent that union t-shirts, baseball caps, etc. are not 
acceptable in the workplace. The union will provide the equivalent of 
printed handouts on their website or on social media sites.

7. Storefront Operations, Websites, and Social Networking 
Activities
These are public signals, accessible to the community at large, that a 
union has targeted your workplace. The address of the storefront and 
union website will usually be in the customized handouts. Online social 
networking, from blogs to Facebook and Twitter, may be used by the 
union and the employees (for or against the union). 
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A human resources representative should be responsible for 
reviewing social media and other websites on a regular basis. 
Your company should not take a passive stance in the face of 
negative criticism or lies published on any of these sites. 
Awareness is the key to combating online propaganda. 
Remember that pro-company employees can always express 
themselves online too. 

8. Strangers On-Site 
Obviously, allowing strangers, including union organizers dressed like 
employees, on to your worksite indicates all kinds of security problems. 
The union will work hard to reach your employees, especially on your 
third shift when leadership is most likely to be absent from the plant or 
your front line leaders are likely to be your least experienced leaders.

Consistently enforce your private property, no solicitation, and 
no distribution policies. 

9. Home Visits by Organizers
Employees may be visited at home by union organizers. Most of the time, 
the company will be unaware of these visits, but if more than one employee 
complains to their front line leaders or human resources representative 
that union organizers would not leave their home when requested, then 
some action against the union may be taken. 

The unfavourable scenario is to have the union take credit for 
causing senior leadership to finally show an interest in their 
employees and begin a concerted communications program.

When employees complain about having union organizers visit them, it 
may be difficult to get action taken against them because it becomes a 
who-said-what and who-has-the-most-credible witnesses scenario. If 
only one employee comes forward, little can be done, as it would be one 
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employee’s word against the union organizers’ word. No labour tribunal 
will hear such a case. However, when many employees complain, there 
may be a case against the union.

If violence is used, then the options for a resolution change dramatically. 
If two potential union members are at home and one organizer is present 
when violence occurs, then the options for action against the union 
change. Knowing this to be the case, union organizers usually travel in 
pairs to reduce the chances of putting themselves in a bad position.

HOW TO RESPOND 

It is one thing to be attuned to the warning signs listed above, and it is 
another to know what the appropriate response is. Do not interpret any 
of these warning signs as proof positive that your employees are about 
to form or join a union. They could just as easily be signs that a newly 
introduced company policy has not been successfully launched. Here is 
where good intelligence comes into play. 

When leaders observe any of the warning signs, or suspicions of them, 
discussed in this chapter, they should report them to a central source for 
interpretation and evaluation. This is where good diagnostic work by 
human resources comes into play. Once you’ve come to an understanding, 
follow these steps: 

Do not terminate or discipline those you perceive to be internal 
organizers or in favour of a union. 

Gain an understanding of what has changed. 

Evaluate all human resources incidents of the past six months. 
Ensure that all established policies and practices, based on your 
values and Positive Employee Relations, have been followed in 
all human resources cases.

Investigate the records of all hires, terminations, disciplines, and 
job postings/transfer requests that have been filed within the last 
six months. Upon review, does a pattern emerge?
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Make sure that front line leaders and human resources 
representatives are treating employees fairly and responding to 
questions in a timely manner.

Tread carefully!

If you terminate or discipline those you perceive to be internal organizers 
or in favour of a union, you will have created a martyr for the union cause.  
Additionally, there is no justification in any provincial Labour Relations 
Acts or in the principles of sound Positive Employee Relations to support 
such a course of action.

Though we may disagree with their intentions, every employee has a right 
to join a union!  What they do not have, however, is the right to conduct 
union organizing activities wherever or whenever they wish. There are 
guidelines in each of the provincial and federal Labour Relations Acts to 
provide guidance here.

You can use an opinion survey or focus group meetings, 
regardless of union activity, if you have scheduled them in 
advance of the union’s presence. For example, publicly 
announce that opinion surveys or focus group meetings will be 
conducted in each calendar quarter. By establishing a schedule 
and publishing it, you can continue to operate your business as 
usual, whether a union is present or not.

To take the prudent road, instead of automatically assuming that these 
signs are an indication of a union organizing drive, remember that they may 
signal a heightened degree of employee dissatisfaction. Leaders, especially 
in human resources, should investigate the causes of these changes through 
employee opinion surveys, focus group meetings, walking the shop floor, 
and asking open-ended questions.

If the warning signs indicate a serious level of employee dissatisfaction, 
take your front line leaders and next-level managers aside and explain to 
them the company’s and the employees’ rights during a union organizing 
campaign. You do not want to overstep your legal rights and be accused of 
an unfair labour practice. But you do want to ensure that what any union 
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literature might say is debunked. You can communicate to employees the 
content of labour legislation, so that untrue claims (e.g., union guarantees 
of job security or increased wages and/or benefits) can be refuted (see 
Further Resource 5.2: Guidelines for Action During a Union Organizing 
Campaign and Further Resource 5.3: Training Exercise—Do’s & Don’ts 
During a Union Campaign).

Reinforce that it is the employees’ right to join a union, but the 
company believes that direct two-way communications is best. 
The company does not believe a union will resolve anything.

PRE-EMPTING THE UNION

The Background
Any succcessful union organizer must win two campaigns before thinking 
about negotiating a collective agreement. The first campaign is to secure 
individual employee signatures on union membership cards. Your 
provincial Labour Relations Act will stipulate the number of membership 
cards needed for a bargaining unit to be identified and a bargaining agent 
recognized.

For example, in Ontario, a union must have 40% of the employees sign 
membership cards before a bargaining unit is recognized. Since the 
employer can challenge the definition of the proposed bargaining unit, 
and by definition, the specific employees who constitute the bargaining 
unit, most unions will aim to sign up to 50% - 60% of the employees. This 
provides the union with a buffer should the employer convince the Labour 
Board that certain employees are to be excluded from the bargaining unit. 
The employer can also challenge the actual definition or scope of the 
bargaining unit.

If the union passes the first hurdle and wins the right to represent the 
employees by forming a bargaining unit, then the second step is the 
certification vote, which will take place a number of days later. In Ontario, 
for example, the certification vote is five business day after the union has 
been recognized by the Labour Board as the bargaining agent. By this 
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point, the bargaining unit is usually defined and the number of employees 
eligible to vote determined. To win the certification vote the union 
requires only 50% plus 1 of those who show up to vote! If the bargaining 
unit is still in question, the Labour Board, at their discretion, can still hold 
the vote, but seal the ballot box until all outstanding issues have been 
resolved.

Winning the Campaign
By acting at the first valid indication of union activity, the leadership team 
can pre-empt the union’s strategy. Communicate with your employees to 
the extent allowed by your provincial Labour Relations Act. If you do not 
already know their points of dissatisfaction, ask them. If you do know their 
dissatisfiers, and you have not already responded to them, do so now! 
Involve them as legitimate stakeholders in your organization. 

If you begin to alter wages, benefits, and working conditions when there is 
clear evidence that a union campaign is underway, you may be in violation 
of your provincial Labour relations Act. However, in Chapter 12: Training 
and Managing Front Line Leaders, Exhibit 12.5, I provide a sample training 
and communications schedule that will allow you to discuss many issues 
with your employees, even in the presence of a union.

By putting on the cloak of Positive Employee Relations at the 
last minute, the leadership’s behaviour will be seen for what it 
is: insincere and dishonest. Your employees will believe you are 
afraid of the union. 

A Sample Campaign
Refer to Further Resource 5.1: A Union Campaign at The Sherborne 
Company for an example of correspondence during a union organization. 
For this illustration, my fictitious employer, The Sherborne Company, and 
my imaginary union, the United Widget Workers Union (UWWU), have 
been used. To follow the typical escalation in the rhetoric, I suggest that 
you read the correspondence sequentially. Remember that this further 
resource reflects the campaign prior to a certification vote (the period 
when the union is persuading employees to sign membership cards).
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If the Labour Board has certified a union and a vote is being held shortly, 
then refer to Chapter 6: Winning the Certification Vote© for a plan to win 
this vote.  

If you respect and treat your employees as you would your 
customers and other stakeholders, they will never need a third 
party to negotiate their working relationship with you. 
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TAKE ACTION!

1. You have just received a copy of a union letter to your employees 
that highlights events that took place in your workplace last week. 
You, naturally, believe the campaign is now on. What steps are you 
and your leadership team going to take?

2. Ask your human resource director about the measures currently being 
taken to ensure your Positive Employee Relations program is being 
well received. What are the issues on the production floor? Who are 
the effective front line leaders? Who are the ineffective leaders? What 
corrective actions are planned? Without offending any senior leader, 
how do you know the information is accurate?

3. Who are your key customers and suppliers? What logistics firms can 
be used to ship raw material and finished goods? Do you have a 
strike/lock-out plan?

4. Ask your human resources director to assume what a union might 
consider to be an appropriate bargaining unit in your company. Could 
the leadership team successfully argue, at the Labour Board, that the 
assumed bargaining unit is not valid?

5. What are the dissatisfiers on the production floor? How do you know 
this to be the case? What is being done about these issues/concerns?

6. Have your front line leaders been trained on the basics of Positive 
Employee Relations and the guidelines for what may or may not be 
said during a union organizing campaign (see Further Resource 5.2) 
in the last twelve months?

7. Do your employees know your organization’s position on remaining 
union-free and why you believe that they should not sign membership 
cards?

8. Is your employee handbook up-to-date? Does it include your Positive 
Employee Relations position regarding unions?

9. Do you know the informal leaders who are driving the union inquiry 
in the work force? Do you know their issues?
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10. How do you measure-up against the top 11 factors considered weak 
links in Positive Employee Relations?

a. Untrained front line leaders

b. Weak communications practices

c. Excessive use of temporary/agency employees

d. Complex/not clearly understood company benefits

e. Weak employee orientation

f. Generic/weak employee handbook

g. Hourly pay philosophy

h. Rewards that are not performance-based

i. Across-the-board increases/no differentiation by merit

j. Heavily influenced by recently completed collective agreements 
in the area

k. Porous perimeter security

11. Are you and all members of your human resources department 
familiar with the employees’ perceptions regarding the above items? 

12. Imagine receiving a formal notice of certification from the Labour 
Board at 4:30 p.m. on a Friday. You now have five business days 
before the vote! What is your strategy? Who and where is your 
management consultant? Who and where is your labour lawyer? 



162 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

DISCUSSION POINTS   

1. Unions are for-profit businesses. Unions are an advocacy service paid 
for by employees. 

2. The vast majority of organizing campaigns start inside a company, not 
through an external initiative by a union.

3. Making a campaign happen quickly is the goal of any internal or 
external organizer.

4. Unaddressed dissatisfaction never goes away, it just goes underground, 
where it can develop a particularly strong and negative, root system.

5. If you fear that your employees may be considering unionization, 
some leaders will likely feel angry or even betrayed. Though such 
reactions are natural, maturity should prevail!

6. The initiatives taken in the name of union rights can widen the gap 
between the employer and the employee, to the point where the 
employer sometimes has difficulty knowing whether the employees 
work for the company or for the union.

7. If the union is successful with the certification vote, that vote should 
signify day 1 of your efforts to win back the employees’ loyalty 
(by removing the dissatisfiers), proving to them the rationale for 
decertifying the union.

8. Union organizers track websites, blogs, and social media sites to find 
prospects interested in the union’s ability to turn their dissatisfaction 
around.

9. Regardless of how the union organizers develop the employees’ 
concerns or dissatisfiers, the focus of their organizing campaign will 
be on employees’ issues, not union issues.

10. The union’s goals are to sell their services, so they can upgrade 
the employees to customer status, and then force the company’s 
leadership to deal with problems that should have been resolved 
already.



163INTERPRETING THE UNION ORGANIZER’S STRATEGY

11. The employee can’t help but compare the two types of inputs: the 
company’s somewhat impersonal, objective, efficient approach with 
the union’s subjective, engaging, emotional appeal. 

12. When senior management fails to understand the reality of the 
employees’ perceptions, they do so at the company’s peril.

13. The midnight shift is where senior leadership normally posts its most 
inexperienced front line leaders.

14. If you respect and treat your employees as you would your customers 
and other stakeholders, you will never need a third party to negotiate 
your working relationship.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 5.1: A Union Campaign at The 
Sherborne Company

Note to reader: If you respect and treat your employees as you would your 
customers and your other stakeholders, your employees will never need a 
third party to advocate on their behalf.

This resource will provide you with an illustration of the correspondence that 
may transpire during a union organizing campaign. For these examples, I have 

the United Widget Workers Union (UWWU). To follow the typical escalation in 
rhetoric, I suggest that you read the correspondence sequentially from Example 
A through F. 
the campaign prior



165INTERPRETING THE UNION ORGANIZER’S STRATEGY

THE SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

November 5, 20--

To All Employees:

It has come to my attention that the United Widget Workers Union is 
conducting an organizing campaign at The Sherborne Company. As 
your employer, we wish to take this opportunity to inform you of your 
rights during an organizing attempt by a trade union. It is not our 

anyone. It is our intention to keep you positively informed of your 
legal rights and to keep the record straight on the facts. 

You should know these facts: 

1. If more than 40% of employees sign the union’s membership 
cards, the Labour Board will call for a representation vote; 
and if 50% plus one of those who show up to vote support the 
union then ALL employees are in the union and will be required 
to pay union dues. 
in Ontario. Each provincial jurisdiction has its own requirements 

2. Your right to be represented or not to be represented by a 
union has been established in the Ontario Labour Relations Act. 
That Act is enforced by the Ontario Labour Relations Board. 

3. The Act states that no trade union shall seek by intimidation or 
coercion to compel any person to become a member of a trade 
union. It also provides that an employers are free to express 
their views as long as they do not use coercion, intimidation, 

are protected by law to act freely in rejecting or accepting a 
union. 

4. A decision to be represented by a union limits your right to talk 
directly to your front line leader or any member of the leader-
ship team on your own behalf.

Example A 
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It is a common organizational tactic of trade unions to tell employees 
that all (or at least most) of their co-workers have signed cards in 
order to induce you to join the crowd. We suggest that you think for 
yourself and do not be misled by claims that are not backed by solid 
proof. 

Here are some questions you should consider: 
1. Are you aware that a union does not bring automatic wage and 

2. Are you aware that a union can only negotiate—it cannot guar-

3. 

4. 

5. Do you realize that the union will want Sherborne to deduct 
your monthly payments to the union from your paycheque, and 
because of the law, Sherborne will have no option but to do 

We would prefer to maintain a work environment that gives recognition 

problems. To this end, we believe that the interests of each employee, 
as well as Sherborne, are best served through handling employee 
relations matters on an individual basis, rather than through 
representation by a third party. 

As a reminder, let us review a partial list of what you currently receive 
without having to pay union membership fees or monthly dues: 

Fair wage rates and an incentive system

Group life insurance

Extended health care, including prescription drug coverage

Accidental death and dismemberment insurance 

Long-term disability pay

Group dental insurance plan

Matching contributions to your retirement savings plan 
Note: The premiums for the above are all fully paid for by Sherborne.
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We also provide:

(9) Statutory holidays paid for by the company

Vacation     - 2 weeks after 1 year

             - 3 weeks after 5 years

        - 4 weeks after 12 years

Shift premiums

Overtime pay (time and a half and double time on holidays)

Christmas party and gifts are paid for, in full, by Sherborne

Annual children’s picnic paid for, in full, by Sherborne

Annual golf tournament paid for, in full, by Sherborne

Jury duty—no loss in pay if you are called to serve

Paid time off in the event of a death in your immediate family

We do not intend to interfere with your decision of whether or not to 
join a union. However, this is an important decision and one which 
deserves your serious consideration. 

We hope this letter will be of some assistance to you in making your 
decision as to whether or not a third party can improve the working 
relationship that we have here at Sherborne. 

Again, we urge you to check the facts yourself. Do not be misled! If you 
have questions, please speak to any senior leader or member 
of Human Resources. We will respond to any questions that we 
are permitted to within the Labour Relations Act.

Yours sincerely, 

W.H. Burford
General Manager 
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Example B  

AN INVITATION TO A BETTER FUTURE

You work hard at your job. And it pays off for the company.
But what about you?

What can you do if you are unfairly laid off, suspended, or fired?
Is your job secure?

What can you do if your job is threatening your health?
Is your workplace safe?

What can you do to make sure everybody is treated fairly at work?
Is there favouritism or discrimination at your company?

What can you do to get a raise?
Are your wages enough for all your hard work?

Do you have decent benefits?

When you really need it,
Who will speak for you?

It’s better with a union!
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 When you’re a union member, your rights are guaranteed in a 
contract. When you’re a union member, you have expert help from lawyers, 
health and safety professionals, and experienced negotiators who will help 
you get the best deal possible. When you’re a union member, you will get the 
respect you deserve. 

 When people like you need a union, they turn to Canada’s fastest 
growing union—the United Widget Workers Union. We represent workers 
in every industry and in every type of job—from manufacturing and mining to 
offices and service industries, including restaurants and hotels. 

 Choosing the UWWU means your voice will be heard in the most 
democratic union in North America. You will develop your own bargaining 
proposals, vote on your own contract, and elect your own local officers. Each 
member also has a vote in the election of regional and national officers. 

 In the UWWU, you’ll get the training and education to put that 
democracy into action. 

It’s your right—it’s the law! 

 Your right to join and participate in a union is protected by law. It’s 
illegal for an employer to discriminate against you (in any way), because of 
your union support. 

The first step 

 For more information on what the UWWU can do for you and your 
fellow workers, contact the representative below. It’s your first step toward a 
better future! 
 

Jim Brown, Business Agent
999-111-0000 
United Widget Workers Union 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

November 10, 20--

Miss Rose Patel 
100 Flower Lane 
Windrush, Ontario 
X2X 3X3

Dear Ms. Patel: 

UNIONS DON’T GUARANTEE—THEY JUST PROMISE 

Fact 1  
 You will continue to receive lots of information from the 
union promising many things. Don’t be misled! Union promises 
must eventually come to the bargaining table to be negotiated. 

union sign a collective agreement. Likewise, the union will have to 
negotiate a list of requests submitted by the leadership team. 

Fact 2  
 Find out what you get in return for the union dues that 
you will have to pay. Remember, the trade union does not pay 
your salary nor, by the same token, does it do anything toward 
generating the income from Sherborne’s customers that is used to 

Fact 3  
 No doubt, you will be told that with a trade union you will 
have job security that you don’t have now. We believe that this 
doesn’t make sense. You and your fellow employees will have job 

the Sherborne widget market continues to grow. The presence 
or absence of a union has nothing to do with the question of job 
security. Just look at today’s economic reality and the number of 
jobs that have been shipped to other countries. Many of these jobs 
were in the manufacturing sector and unions could do nothing to 

Example C  
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stop a company from out-sourcing work and closing down part or 
all of its facilities. This has never happened at Sherborne; we 
have never had a lay-off!

Fact 4  
You now have the right to deal with any senior leader on a one-
on-one basis—a much stronger position than through a third party. 
Remember, the union will be charging you a monthly fee to deal 
with Sherborne. What evidence is there to say that you need 
to spend your hard-earned money to have someone talk to 
us? 

Fact 5  
Labour relations history tells us that pro-union employees generally 
come out to vote while pro-Sherborne employees do not. This 
frequently means that many employees lose the election because 
they don’t go out to vote. To win the vote, the union only needs 
50% plus 1 of those who show up to vote. Remember, this a 
secret ballot. So come out on December 8 and MAKE YOUR VOTE 
COUNT! 

VOTE NO!

Yours very truly,  
 
W.H. Burford  
General Manager 
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Example D 

ANSWERS TO YOUR QUESTIONS

What prevents an employer from interfering with the employee’s 
right to join a union? 
 The Labour Relations Act protects the right of employees to join a 
union. It states that no employer may interfere with the formation or selection 
of a union. Among other things, this means that an employer cannot try to 
influence its employees unduly. 

 It is illegal for an employee to be fired or penalized for being a union 
supporter. The Labour Relations Board can order an employee’s reinstatement 
with back pay and interest. 

How can a union help me? 
 In recent organizing campaigns, employees raised their concerns 
about job security, pensions, job postings, favouritism, and problems with 
Workers’ Compensation. Most people want a union so they can have their 
own copy of a signed collective agreement, which outlines their boundaries 
in the workplace. Boundaries and guidelines in the workplace are just as 
important as knowing where your neighbour’s property line starts and ends. 
You and your neighbour might get along great, and you both agree that you 
can extend your flower garden two feet onto his property. Your neighbour 
decides to sell his house, because he wants to profit by the sale. Your new 
neighbour surveys the property and decides to put stakes outlining his 
property and also decides to tear out your flower bed, because it’s on his 
property. 
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 Remember, the rules can change at any time if you do not have a 
signed collective agreement. 

 Workers today are faced with some complex issues, so in the union 
movement we continually stress the importance of education. Educated 
workers are better equipped to handle the problems and concerns that they 
have to face in the workplace. 

Do you know that under recent changes to the Labour Relations Act, the 
government has given you more rights?
Do you know that with Employment Equity Legislation and the seniority 
provisions of an UWWU collective agreement you could move further 
ahead? 

 In its social teachings, the Church firmly maintains that labour unions 
have an essential role to play in preventing violations of the dignity of human 
work and serving as a mouthpiece for the struggle for social justice. Without 
unions, working people have no collective voice in our industrialized society. 
Through labour unions, workers are able to strive for just wages, decent 
working conditions, appropriate social benefits, and a democratic voice in 
the workplace. 

 Through labour unions, workers are also able to press for changes 
in public policy and participate in a broader social movement for the building 
of a just society. In effect, the Church maintains that labour unions are an 
indispensable element of social life. For these reasons, Church teaching 
encourages workers to become actively involved in their own unions and 
urges the Christian community as a whole to support the essential role that 
labour unions have to play in society. 

If you are curious to know more about our union, call 999-111-0000. 

Sincerely,
Jim Brown, Business Agent 
United Widget Workers Union 
999-111-0000 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

December 4, 20--

Miss Rose Patel 
100 Flower Lane 
Windrush, Ontario 
X2X 3X3

Dear Rose: 

There are only four (4) business days before the Labour Relations 
Your vote is very 

important! You will be given the unique opportunity on December 8 to 
cast a secret ballot to determine whether or not you want to have an 
outside party come into Sherborne to represent you. 

It’s important that you think through your decision carefully before 
you cast your vote. You have the right to do so. We hope you will 
exercise this right. 

To help you make your decision, we have prepared a series of 
information bulletins that answer 13 critical questions. We will 
distribute these bulletins over the next two business days. Please 
read them. If you have any questions, talk to us about them. 

The election should be won because of decisions people make before 
casting their ballot. Good decisions are based on good information. 
Make sure you have as much clear and precise information about the 
UWWU as you do about Sherborne. 

REMEMBER: COME OUT TO VOTE!

Yours very truly, 

W.H. Burford  
General Manager 

Example E
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Example F

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #1

1. Question

Answer: We do not believe that a union will advance the interests of 
employees at Sherborne. On Election Day (December 8) we ask you 
to vote “NO.” 

2. Question: What difference does it make to Sherborne and our 

Answer: A big difference! Among other things, if the union gets in 
and Sherborne and the union cannot agree on a collective agreement, 
there is always a possibility that our business and your pay could be 
stopped because of a strike. Ask yourself how our customers would 
react to a threatened or actual interruption of deliveries of the widget 
product line. 

 Today, we enjoy a family feeling and a sense of working 
together toward a common goal. To replace this with shop stewards 
and grievance committees would make Sherborne a very different 
place. 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #2

3. Question: If I am approached by anyone concerning the union 

Answer: No. You do not have to listen to anyone, including the union 
organizers, unless you want to. You are free to make up your own 
mind. 

 If there is any attempt by the union or its organizers to 
intimidate or threaten you or your fellow employees, please let any 
member of the leadership team know, and we will ensure that proper 
procedures are followed. 

 Please remember that it is a common union tactic to suggest 
that you are the “last one to sign the union membership card.” 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #3

4. Question: Isn’t having the union the best way to guarantee my 

Answer: No. The only way any of us can have job security is if 
Sherborne continues to grow and remains competitive in our new 
international markets. 

5. Question: 

Answer: If the union were to represent the employees of Sherborne, 
it would only get the right to negotiate with Sherborne. The union 
cannot guarantee anything, because it cannot force Sherborne to give 
anything that we are unable to give. 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #4

6. Question: 

 Answer: The answer is clear! Your membership means more money 
for the union, in the form of initiation fees and membership dues. 

Normally, union dues amount to two or three hours of wages per 
month, plus any initiation or administration fees. In addition, 
most union constitutions have provisions to charge members a 

recommend you obtain and review a copy of the UWWU’s constitution. 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #5

7. Question: If I do not want to pay union dues or become a union 

Answer: If the union gets in, you will almost certainly be forced 
to pay union dues as a condition of employment. When the union 
requests compulsory deduction of dues from employees’ paycheques, 
the law requires the employer to make such deductions. In addition, 
unions insist on compulsory membership in the union as a condition 
of employment. If the union is successful, they could force the 
termination of any employee who chooses not to join the union, or 
who is expelled from the union for any reason. 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #6

8. Question: If I have signed a union membership card, do I have to 

Answer: No. You may vote for or against the union, whether or not 
you signed a union membership card. The vote will be conducted by 
the Ontario Ministry of Labour, and it will be by secret ballot. No one 
will ever know how you voted. 

9. Question: Why is it so important that everyone eligible to vote 

Answer: The vote will be decided by a simple majority of those who 
come out to vote. If you want this choice, exercise your democratic 
right and vote. If you want the choice to be yours, you must vote; 
otherwise, the choice will be theirs. 

Only those people who come out to vote count! For example, if only 
ten people show up to vote and six votes of them vote for the union, 
all employees are then covered by the union contract. 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #7

10. Question: 

Answer: The vote will be conducted by the Ontario Labour Relations 
Board, and it will be done by secret ballot. You may vote for or against 
the union, whether or not you signed a union membership card. 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #8

11. Question: If the union gets in, can I still deal with Sherborne as 

Answer: No. If the union gets in, you will be governed by a union 
contract and union constitution. Sherborne will no longer be able to 
deal with you on an individual basis in matters relating to wages and 
working conditions. 

Remember: Get a copy of the Union constitution! 

It’s your responsibility and your right.

12. Question: Why can’t we try the union out for a while, and if we 

Answer: No employee should think he or she can try out a union 
and get rid of it if he or she feels like it. Employees can only get rid 
of a union under very limited circumstances, and then there is a very 
complex legal procedure involved. Once the union is in, it is generally 
in to stay! 
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

EMPLOYEE INFORMATION BULLETIN #9

13. Question: 
to represent the Sherborne employees, will there be any type of 
discriminatory action taken against employees who supported the 

Answer: No. It is not the policy of Sherborne to take action against 
any employee for exercising their free democratic choice. It is also 
unlawful for Sherborne—or the union—to take any action against you 
for exercising your free choice. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 5.2: Guidelines for Action During a 
Union Organizing Campaign

SAY?

You May Tell Employees...

1. That the law provides that every employee has the right to join or not to 
join a union, without prejudice to his/her status with the company.

2. That the company would prefer to deal directly with its employees rather 
than through a third party.

3. That they should obtain a copy of the union constitution, so that they 
may understand the full obligations of membership. In addition, tell 
employees to get as much information and data about the union as 
possible, with regard to its activities in other plants, so they may make a 
fully informed decision about unionization.

4. That the union will represent all members of the bargaining unit, 
whether they are members or not, and that all will be bound by any 
collective agreement that is entered into by the union and the company. 

as initiation fees and regular contributions.

5. That all employees in the bargaining unit will have to pay union dues, 
whether they are union members or not.

6. That untrue or misleading statements may be made by the union 
organizers or written in union propaganda. The company is entitled 
to reply to any propaganda directed against them and to distribute 
literature to employees about the topic of unionization.

7. 

8. -
nies in the business, both unionized and non-unionized.
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9. That the union cannot guarantee anything, but again, be careful that 

accept the union.

10. That they do not have to talk to union organizers at work, at home, or  
 over the phone if they do not wish to do so.

11. That even if they have signed a union membership card, they still have  
 the right to vote any way they choose.

12. About the possible disadvantages of union membership: costs of dues, 
 

 tween the employer and the employee.

DO?

You may...

1. Refer employees to the Labour Relations Board if they want information 
about joining a union.

2. Refer employees to the Labour Relations Board, or outside legal advice 
of their choice if:

They want information on how to oppose the union, or

They complain about any union organizer’s coercive tactics.

This is important, because any employee opposition must be free of 

3. Continue to conduct business as usual. The Labour Board will look for 
unusual or atypical behaviour on the part of the employer when there is 
known union activity.

4. Correct existing problems or grievances in the normal fashion and report 
details to your next level manager.

5. Discipline or discharge employees for cause, so long as such action 
follows customary practices and is taken without regard to union 
membership.

6. Make assignments of work, overtime, etc. in the customary fashion and 
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without reference to the employee’s participation in union activities.

7. Enforce rules impartially and in accordance with custom, again without 
regard to the employee’s participation or non-participation in union 
activities.

8. Prohibit solicitation on company premises during working time.

9. Ban outside organizers, who are not employees, from company property.

10. Have meetings of employees to discuss union matters, if you wish, but  
 you should consult with legal counsel as to the form and content of  
 the meeting in order to prevent your employees from appearing to be a 
captive audience.

11. Deny use of bulletin boards to union organizers for union notices or  
 propaganda.

12. Deny names and addresses of employees to union organizers or others.

MUST you do?

You MUST...

1. Maintain respect for the Labour Relations Board’s procedures and be 
sure your employees are aware of your attitude in this respect. Follow 
any instructions from the Board promptly.

2. any communications 
from the Labour Relations Board or any communications from the union 
to management.

NOT do or say?

You May Not, Directly or By Implication...

1. 
in the exercise of their rights to join or not to join a union.

2. 
or worsened working conditions if the union gets in.
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3. Threaten the employees’ job security by saying that the company will 
close, move the plant, or be forced to lay off employees if the union 
gets in. In this regard, do not post newspaper articles about other plant 
closures due to union activity, as this may be seen as an indirect threat 
to job security.

4. Threaten to or actually discharge or discipline employees because of 
their activities in support of the union.

5. Either threaten to withhold, or actually withhold, usual merit or 
promotional increases because of union activity.

6. Threaten, through a third party (i.e., an employee sympathetic to the 
company), any of the foregoing acts.

7. 
union.

8. Predict what a collective agreement would provide, as it has yet to be 
negotiated.

9. -
vours if they refuse union membership.

10. Discriminate against employees actively supporting the union by as 
 signing them undesirable work or attempting to isolate them from other  
 employees. 

11. Favour non-union employees over employees supporting the union.

12. Misrepresent the facts about union contracts, strikes, or rules.

13. Ask employees at time of hiring if they have belonged to a union or  
 support the idea of a union in the company.

14. 
15. Interrogate employees about the union or attempt to determine who is  

 supporting the union.

16. 
17.  

 unionization.

18. Visit employees at their homes to talk about unionization.

19. Monitor employee conversations during lunch or coffee breaks.
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20. Make rules against employee participation in union activities off the 
 premises or outside of working hours.

21. Ask current employees if they have signed a union card.

For further information contact:

Torkin Manes
tstefanik@torkinmanes.com

www.torkinmanes.com
(416) 777-5430
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FURTHER RESOURCE 5.3: Training Exercise—Do’s & 
Don’ts During a Union Campaign

Introduction

This exercise is designed to allow workshop participants the opportunity to 
practice responding to typical questions and comments that arise during a 
union organizing campaign.

While it is important to avoid legal entanglements, this does not mean we 
shouldn’t communicate with our employees. In fact, communication is 
critical. The key is to learn what messages we are allowed to send and then to 
send them clearly and consistently.

When employees come to you with questions, it is essential to utilize these 
opportunities to learn as much as you can from them. The key to answering 

This exercise includes several sample incidents, which you may hear from 
employees during a union organizing campaign. Please record your responses 
in the space provided for further discussion.

Please use the supplementary area at the end of these questions to add any 
additional comments or questions that you would like to see addressed.
 
Incident #1 

Employee says:  Paul is going around asking everyone to sign a union card. 
   What do you want me to do about it?

Your response: Why do you think our employees would sign a union card?

There is no need for you to do anything about it. All employees are free to make 
a decision to join or not join a union, and we respect their right to do so. As long 
as Paul is not conducting union activities on company time, he may approach 
other employees.
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Incident #2

Employee says: There’s a union meeting tonight. I’m going to go, so I can let  
  you know tomorrow who was there.

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Incident #3

Employee says: Would you sign a union card if you were me?

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Incident #4

  with the current union campaign.

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

Incident #5

Employee says: I think the union is going to win. Everyone loves the idea of 
  total job security.

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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Incident #6

Employee says: Why shouldn’t I vote for the union?

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Incident #7

Employee says: I heard that if I don’t sign a card and the union gets in, I’ll be in  
  trouble. Is this correct?

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Incident #8

Employee says: If I work against the union campaign, will that help my chances  
  of becoming a team leader one day?

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Incident #9

Employee says: I know I was 30 minutes late coming back from lunch, but that  
  was because I was trying to convince some people that they  
  shouldn’t sign union membership cards. You won’t dock my  
  time card will you?

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________
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You can create your own incident for discussion

Incident #10 (supplementary)

Employee says:

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Incident #11 (supplementary) 

Employee says:

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Your response:

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Note: If you would like to discuss any of your answers to this exercise, 
please contact me at your convenience using the information on 
page 435. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 5.4: Sherborne’s Front Line Leader’s 
Guide to Remaining Union-Free

Note to reader: The following is an extensive guide that provides front line 
leaders (supervisors) or next-leaders (managers) the details of what they 
can and cannot do during a union organizing campaign.

It is based on generally accepted practices under labour and industrial 

decision to join a union or not join a union is an employee’s decision and not 
an employer decision. When leaders respect this employee right and provide 
a workplace environment supported by Positive Employee Relations™, 
including its values and guiding behaviours, the perceived importance or 
worth of a union will diminish dramatically. (Note: Right-to-work states in the 

Any reader who becomes involved in a union organizing campaign should 
seek advice from a competent and experienced Positive Employee Relations 
management consultant or a labour relations lawyer.

 

Where to Begin 

Unions organize employees by capitalizing on company mismanagement. 
Most union campaigns are initiated by employees who seek out a third party 
because of poor leadership or management practices. On the other hand, when 
front line leaders (supervisors) effectively carry out their human resources 
responsibilities and realistically examine and respond to problem areas, the 
need for employees to seek outside assistance is eliminated. 

Compensation is not the only issue that creates employee dissatisfaction and 
makes unionization attractive. Compensation is far down the list of reasons 
why employees join unions. Employee dissatisfaction can frequently be traced 
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to other areas, such as problems that arise when employees perceive that 
their front line leaders are unfair or disrespectful in the manner in which they 
handle performance matters, recognition, and performance review programs. 

Positive Employee Relations is 
conscientious attention to the employees you supervise. In this way, we will 
avoid future problems. This is the intention of our Positive Employee Relations 
program. 

The most frequent employee relations topic that gives credence to unions is 
the poor handling of employee complaints by a front line leaders. You should 
respond to every employee complaint promptly, in private, and on a one-on-
one basis. You should take the necessary time to listen to every employee’s 
complaints fully and objectively. If an employee’s complaint is unsubstantiated, 
explain why it is. If it is factual, admit it, and thank the employee for bringing it 
to your attention and then follow up. Your best intentions will be meaningless 
unless prompt action is taken to correct the cause of the employee’s complaint. 
Remember, if employees feel they cannot openly bring complaints to your 
attention, they will turn to a union to provide this service for them. 

Positive Employee Relations program. Ensure that you promote and maintain 
meaningful two-way communications with all your employees. It is part of your 
leadership responsibilities to talk with every employee in your department 
daily, if possible, and no less than every second day. 

Get to know your employees as individuals. Discover what motivates them by 
talking about their work, performance achievements, personal interests, and 
career goals. Involve your employees in department goal-setting and decision-

When you build on employee involvement and mutual trust, you enhance 

we have listed several further suggestions to follow when dealing with your 
employee group: 

Make fairness and equity the watchwords in your relationships with 
your employees. Before taking any negative action (e.g., discipline), 
ensure that your actions are impartial and consistent with previous 
employee relations practices. When in doubt, review your intended 
plans with Human Resources.

Treat your employees as you treat our customers; make them feel truly 
important, like internal customers. Philosophically, you should follow 



195INTERPRETING THE UNION ORGANIZER’S STRATEGY

the motto used by a major Canadian foundry: “Our product is steel: 
our strength is people.” 

Remember that your daily behaviour is a role model for others to 
follow. Your conduct has a direct impact on your employees’ feelings 
of self-respect and well-being.

Respond to your employees’ desire for information. Communicate 

markets, upcoming changes, and general business plans. It is 

misinformation from a base of accurate information.

Inform your employees that discrimination of any kind is totally 
unacceptable. All Human Rights legislation prohibits discrimination 
based on race, religion, creed, ancestry, citizenship, place of origin, 
colour, gender, sexual orientation, age, record of offense, marital 

who perform well and produce quality widgets receive preference in 
consideration for promotion and advancement—it’s performance on 
the job that counts.

both employees and their spouses/partners, ensure that both parties 
are fully informed. This will be an ideal opportunity to create a bridge 
between the workplace and the family. 

Create a work climate and environment that is open, friendly, and 
responsive to your employees’ needs. Provide positive recognition 
when work is well done and when employees contribute more than 
expected.

Communication

Our policy is abundantly clear: legislation provides that employees are  free 
to join the trade union of their choice. This same legislation also provides 

believes that by reason of its employee relations policies, and the mature 
manner in which leaders’ behave, employees have no reason to seek third-
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of union membership and do not understand that by joining a union they are 
entering a complex legal and contractual relationship with an entity that has 

of jobs. As a company, we believe strongly that the needs of every employee 
can be met and served fully and promptly without the necessity of outsider 
involvement by a trade union. As a front line leader, you must understand, 
accept, and communicate this policy. 

As a front line leader, you are the individual best trained to communicate 
certain facts to our employees in the event of union attempts to organize the 
workplace. In fact, as a leader, labour relations legislation gives you the right 
to express your views and opinions. However, it is abundantly clear that there 
is a very narrow interpretation placed on the notion of your freedom of speech. 
Therefore, it becomes very important for you to be aware of what you should 
and should not say. 

Any comments or opinions expressed by a front line leader that are likely to 
frighten a reasonable employee from becoming involved in, or continuing to 
be active in, union affairs will be seen as intimidating or threatening, and 
therefore, a breach or violation of the legislation. Remember, as a leader, you 

(including what you say and do). While you are not expected to become an 
expert in labour law, you are expected to know what you can and cannot say to 
employees with respect to their right to join or not to join a union. 

initiatives with respect to discussions about 
trade union activity should come from the employees and not from the 
front line leader. In other words, if union activity begins to take place in the 
workplace, it would be wrong for you to approach employees in order to discuss 
the subject. Almost certainly, however, one or more employees will approach 
a front line leader and seek opinions and information from that leader about 

avoid dealing with a so-called captive audience. Don’t call a 
meeting of your team during working hours, or at any other time, for the purpose 
of initiating discussions about union activity, particularly in circumstances 
where it appears that their absence from the meeting would be noted. It is 
always better to speak to employees about unionization on an informal basis, 
preferably with one other member of the leadership team present. Discussions 
of this nature are less likely to lead to legal problems than situations where a 
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You must always indicate to an employee who approaches you that the decision 
as to whether or not to join a union is entirely up to that employee to make, 

You can, however, express the view that you hope the working environment at 

outsider or third party. There is nothing improper or illegal in giving a candid 
answer to a request for an opinion. If you are asked, for example, “Do you think 
we need a union here?”, there is nothing wrong with saying no. On the other 
hand, you must be very careful to avoid expressing opinions that contain a 
veiled threat or that might be seen as threatening or intimidating. Examples 
of management opinions that Labour Boards have found to be improper are: 

and will have to close down.

If the company knows which employees are signing union cards, there 
will be trouble for them.

Employees should consider an employee association, rather than a 
trade union.

Certain of the company’s competitors have come to be unionized, 
and they are now worse off than they would have been if they had 
remained non-union.

 
Keep in mind that employees who approach you will also be seeking 
information about the union. You should encourage employees to read the 
union’s constitution carefully and to ask questions of the union organizers. You 
can remind employees that the constitution of the union is a contract, and that 
the terms of the contract into which they enter with the union are contained 
in that constitution. You may suggest to them that they demand a copy of the 
constitution from the union’s organizers. 

It is important to remember that you and your fellow leaders are the individuals 

matters of this nature. You are expected to keep senior leaders (especially 
Human Resources) advised as to what is happening in the workplace and 
to communicate the views of the employees. Don’t be afraid to take the 

our employees and your strong Positive Employee Relations stand will go a 
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long way to ensure that our employees do not perceive the need for third-party 
representation. Remember that communications is a two-way street. 

In summary, if our employees believe and see evidence that you (and your 
fellow leaders) are concerned about their interests and views as employees, 
they will remain union-free and not be subject to the collectivism imposed by 
third-party bargaining agents. 

Finally, a cautionary note: as a front line leader you should be wary of being 
set-up in a union organizing campaign. Often the union organizer will approach 
a member of the leadership team, hoping to extract from him/her an improper 
or threatening reaction. If you are suspicious, avoid saying anything at all, or 
at least be sure you have another member of the leadership team present, as 
a witness to what you say. An easy example of a set-up is where an employee 
comes to you and says: “The union organizers have been to see me. I didn’t 
sign a union membership card, but I know they had a meeting with Mary, Tom, 
and Charlie, and they all signed union membership cards.” It is very likely 
that the individual who shares this information with you has, in fact, signed 
a union card. The reason she is telling you about the transaction is that she 

has been made that you have taken reprisals against her because you believe 
that she has been involved in union activity. It doesn’t matter that she told you 
exactly the opposite—her evidence will be that she told you something entirely 
different—and if you don’t have a witness to support your testimony, you’ve got 
a problem!

Your Role as a Leader 

Our current union-free status is of great importance to you and your fellow front 
line leaders. For example, if our employees were to select a union to represent 
them, you would see a dramatic change in the nature of interpersonal 
relationships and the trust level between employees and supervisors. In other 

view, this would not be a change for the better. Additionally, supervising a 
unionized group of employees is a situation where building team trust and 
mutual goal commitment is attempted at the same time as bargaining across 
a negotiating table. 

Leading under a Positive Employee Relations program and thus remaining 
union-free, will enable you to achieve both business and personal goals without 
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third-party interference in the following key decision-making areas: 

Wage increases 

Work schedules 

Overtime requirements 

Employee discipline 

Employee complaint resolution

asset. Your career as a leader has been built largely on the very functions that 
a union would like to take over. Giving up your leadership rights to a union shop 

may reduce your level of job satisfaction. 

Indicators of Union Activity 

It is essential to be both attentive and observant at all times. You should be able 
to recognize the common signs that frequently signal that a union organizing 
drive is underway. The following are some of the key indicators: 

Eye contact is lost with employees. 

Employees talking in out-of-the-way places or dispersing when you 
approach. 

Union literature appears on the premises or in the parking areas. 

Employees use labour relations terms normally not heard in the 
workplace (e.g., “unfair labour practices”, “demand for recognition”, 
etc.).

Complaints are made by employee delegations and/or committees, 
rather than the usual single employee approach. 

Unusual questions are more frequently and aggressively asked at 
staff/departmental meetings. 

Union organizers visit or write to employees at their homes. 

The above list is only a beginning. Your judgement, instinct, and human 
resources skills are critical in observing union organizing activity. Apart from 
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any consideration of union activity, good human resources practices require 
that you be sensitive to any unusual conduct that may indicate friction between 
you and your employees. This sensitivity is essential in the early detection of an 
organizing attempt. 

If you have reason to believe that union activity is underway, you must act 
immediately. Many constructive and proper measures can be taken, as soon 
as an organizing drive is detected. Take the following action steps: 

Immediately contact Human Resources and the leader to whom you 
report. 

Do not remain silent. Provide your employees with relevant and useful 
information to respond to the union organizer’s strategy. What you say 
and how you say it should be approved by Human Resources before 
you respond.

employees know and understand all about them. Make sure they 

wage scales are competitive in the industry. Push the positive aspects 

supportive, and without cost (i.e., union dues).

Distribution of Union Literature  

In an organizing campaign, unions seek to have employees sign union 
membership cards. These cards may be distributed separately or attached to 
union literature. A signed union membership card is a legal document, through 
which employees assert that they want a particular union to be their collective 
bargaining agent. 

Not only that, a union membership card constitutes a contract between the 

must be read. For employees to understand completely the legal obligations 
incurred by signing a membership application form, they must read the union’s 
constitution and the by-laws
union dues. 

The critical language in a typical union membership card reads as follows: 
“I hereby authorize [Name of Union] to represent me and, on my behalf, to 



201INTERPRETING THE UNION ORGANIZER’S STRATEGY

work, and other conditions of employment.” 

guidelines are established by different government agencies in different 
countries. For example, in Canada, labour matters fall under provincial law, so 
we have ten different provincial Labour Acts and one for federal jurisdiction. In 

in some employment situations, state law may override the National Act. 

Employees may not know the legal implications of signing a union membership 
card. They may not realize that the signing of a card binds them contractually 
not only to the trade union, but to each and every other employee who has 
signed a membership card. In addition, once a union becomes the bargaining 
agent, it may legally require a “union security clause”, which would require 
all employees to pay dues to the trade union or lose their jobs. Further, 
once employees become union members, they may be subject to extensive 
contractual obligations, including the paying of dues, special assessment fees, 

You should also be prepared to anticipate union misrepresentation. The 
following are examples of false statements that frequently circulate during an 
organizing drive: 

You must sign the card. Everyone else has.

It will cost you more if you don’t join now.

This card is only to get more information.

This card is only to get an election.

By understanding and exposing the fallacy of these statements, you can help 

correct and truthful information, employees will refuse to sign cards or will defer 
signing until they are informed of all the implications involved in unionization. 
In short, practice good Positive Employee Relations and demonstrate initiative 
by promptly speaking out. Remember: if in any doubt, check with Human 
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Resources before addressing these false statements. Also, be aware of your 
language (tone, words) as you do not want to intimidate or threaten any 
employee.

During a organization drive, union representatives may attempt to visit The 

of visitors is extremely important. Union representatives are not allowed on 
company premises unless invited by a member of the senior leadership team. 
They are, however, allowed to be on public property adjacent to the company’s 
facility. 

no unauthorized visitor shall come inside working 
areas or engage in canvassing or distribution of literature inside working areas. 
If you observe this conduct, immediately take the following steps: 

If possible, ask a witness to approach the canvasser with you. Our 

If possible, escort the canvasser to a private area. 

In the presence of your witness, advise the canvasser of our no-

If necessary, escort the canvasser outside the working area to an exit. 

If the request is refused, ask another leader to immediately notify 
Human Resources, while you remain with the canvasser. Assistance 
will be provided. 

Your vigilance in the enforcement of our no-trespassing rule is an important 
factor in preserving a working environment free of union disruption. However, 
you should also be aware of three key elements in the enforcement of the rule: 

unauthorized visitors, not just union representatives. This includes, 
for example, those canvassing for community charity groups. 

Request the identity of any visitor you do not recognize or anyone 

possible. 

Follow up by immediately reporting the incident to Human Resources. 
You and your witness should then make a written record of the incident. 



203INTERPRETING THE UNION ORGANIZER’S STRATEGY

Employees cannot be disciplined or terminated for exercising their lawful right 
to join a trade union and to participate in its lawful activities, including signing 
up other people to membership. It is understood that while at work employees 

canvassing and union organizing during work periods, you are entitled to stop 
them from doing that. You should indicate to such employees that they are not 
authorized to engage in that activity, and that they are at a place of work for 
the purpose of working. If the employee continues to engage in such conduct, 
in spite of the warning, you should report it to Human Resources immediately. 

includes oral communication about union matters, efforts to persuade 
employees to sign membership cards, and discussions about unionization. 
However, such activities are generally permitted when the employee is 

jurisdiction, and advice should be obtained from Human Resources before any 
action is taken. 

Administer the no solicitation and no distribution while on work time rule with 
an even hand. Remember, you ought not to be in a position where you are 
dealing with unauthorized union solicitation or distribution any differently than 
you deal with any other kinds of unauthorized solicitation and distribution. 
Follow normal past practices, and if you are not familiar with such practices, 
notify Human Resources before you act. 

these rules invalidated when they are applied against union activities. If the 
rules are applied consistently, the company will retain a valuable asset in its 
efforts to prevent union disruption in the workplace. 

Act Quickly 
It is your responsibility to take prompt action if prohibited canvassing and 

employee or an outsider is involved, you should immediately inform the 
canvasser of our policy and remain with canvasser until the prohibited conduct 
ceases. 

Remember: notify Human Resources and your leader promptly in the event 
that you observe any activity that leads you to believe that a union drive is 
underway. 
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Legislation not only protects an employee’s right to organize, but also expressly 
protects their right to oppose or refrain from union activities. As discussed 
earlier, you have a critical responsibility to communicate facts about unions 
that will enable employees to evaluate intelligently whether to support, oppose, 
or refrain from union activity. 

You may discuss unions in general or the particular union engaged in the 

 
Often employees will seek your advice about the union and whether or not 
they should sign a union membership card. This is an excellent opportunity to 

own decision whether or not to sign a union membership card, if you were the 

Employees should think carefully before signing or they may 
unknowingly forfeit their valuable right to a secret ballot election.

Once the union is the legal bargaining agent, it will require a “union 

employees to join the union or lose their jobs.

Union membership will obligate employees to abide by lengthy union 
constitutions and by-laws. Violation of those by-laws may result in 

without a 
union. At present, an employee’s take-home pay is not subject to 

income can’t be cut off for an undetermined period by a union strike. 

all the facts. For example, you should ask employees if they have 
reviewed the union’s constitution? 

Once you have communicated the facts about union membership cards, some 
of your employees may approach you and ask how they may revoke membership 
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cards they have signed. 

You cannot, under any circumstances, tell these employees what they can do 
in terms of revoking cards. The best thing for you to say is, “Under our laws, I 
cannot give you that advice. I suggest you contact the Labour Board (or do a 
Google search) for information.” 

There are many other statements that should be communicated to your 

It is preferable to deal with all leaders directly—on a one-on-one basis—

government) interfere in the resolution of an employee’s problem. 

No employee has to sign a union card or vote for a union to safeguard 

No union can obtain more than the company is able or willing to give.

No union can guarantee anyone’s job. Good work performance and 
successful marketing and production of our widgets ensure job 
security. 

It is also important to let employees know that they have the legal right to be 
left alone. Be prepared to inform employees of their right to privacy by saying: 

Employees are not required to talk to organizers, attend union 
meetings, or listen to union canvassing of any kind. They cannot lose 
their jobs for refusing to do so. 

Employees are not required to allow union organizers to visit their 
homes. 

Employees are not required to give anyone their names, mailing 
addresses, and email addresses. If they do so, they should understand 
that this could result in a visit or a call from a union organizer in their 

Remember, the examples furnished in this guide are just a few of the 
statements that can and should be expressed if the question of unionization 
arises. Communicate with your people. There is much to say on this important 
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subject, and it is up to you to do it. Remember that your statements must never 
interfere with the fundamental principle that employees have the right to join or 
not to join a union—it’s their choice. Leaders must not intervene in this right by 

relations track record is within our management rights. If in any doubt, contact 
Human Resources for clarity. 

Throughout this guide we have emphasized your responsibility to take positive 
steps in the event of a union campaign. However, there are certain legal rules 
that should guide your conduct, in order to avoid any improper activity. It is 
critical for you to know exactly what rights employees and the company have 
during a union organizing effort. Here are some important guidelines for you 
to follow. 

Your employees are entitled to discuss union matters or hand out union 
literature when they are not scheduled to work. The interpretation of 
non-work time includes rest periods, lunch periods, washroom breaks, 
and before/after work. You are not allowed to prohibit this activity.

Your employees are entitled to hand out union literature in non-work 
areas during their own (non-work) time. Non-work areas are normally 
considered parking areas, plant entrances, hallways, washrooms, and 
cafeterias.

Your employees may wear union buttons or other union insignia while 

and/or other company property.

You may listen to any information an employee wishes to volunteer 
about the union. However, you may not call employees into any private 

interrogating employees about the union is prohibited. 

You may not knowingly permit or encourage employees to take part 
in anti-union activities or distribute anti-union literature. To do so 
would make it impossible to deny pro-union employees similar rights 

Above all, you should answer all employee questions fully and 
completely. If you don’t know all the correct answers, ask your leader 
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or Human Resources and get back to the employee with an answer 
promptly. 

Conclusion
Positive 

Employee Relations program. If you create and maintain a work environment 
that responds promptly and sensitively to your employees’ needs, a union 
organizing campaign will never succeed. However, if union activity is detected, 
your prompt and skilful response is the indispensable factor in stopping the 

professionalism of its supervisors. 

No one knows your employees as well as you do. You are the primary source 

primary source for knowing your employees’ concerns. That is why you should 

so that you can ensure your credibility with employees. It is no exaggeration 
that the front line leader is the most important individual in a union campaign. 
If your employees perceive that you don’t care how they vote, they are most 
likely to vote for the union. Remember, your primary responsibility during an 

positive, effective, and above all, legal manner. 

Thank you.

W.H. Burford
General Manager
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FURTHER RESOURCE 5.5: Social Media, Union Organizing 2.0

Introduction 

At this point in the labour movement’s history, social media appears to have 
a limited application. However, there is strong pressure from younger union 
organizers to alter this position. Younger union organizers and younger 
employees (age range: 16-30) are particularly interested in using such tools. 
Most young union staffers are texting, while some are using YouTube, Facebook 

Overall, organizers who are using social media enthusiastically believe that it 
is providing information and credibility for their particular union. They see it as 
creating a cool image and a youthful buzz that appeals to their members. 
 
If used to its full potential, social media can aid union organizers in forming 
organizing committees and linking employees from multi-plant facilities with 
existing union members in the same industry. However, many younger union 

resources to go into this tool. They also seek acceptance of this tool in more 
senior union managers, who may be cautious about using social media. Also, 
there is a strong belief that social media cannot replace one-on-one organizing 
conversations. Although this is true, this new media is a very important support 
tool to connect workers to each other and employees to union information.

Social Media Equals Increased and Timely Communications

The following are some examples of the way social media has been used:

To enable employees to check out the union for themselves

To verify information

To build trust and credibility for the organizing effort

To help organizers illustrate that their union is modern

To access employees of varied age groups

To create virtual meetings for organizing committees (both external 
and internal) 

To recruit new membership through internal champions (your 
employees)
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balance work, family, and union responsibilities

To assist communications across large geographical areas, provincial 
jurisdictions, and industries

To schedule one-to-one meetings (e.g., to have an organizer received 
positively when visiting an employee’s home) 

Organizers Using Social Media Need Support from Their Unions

The constant maintenance of social media sites and the substantial staff time 
that must be devoted to it have prevented many unions from using it to its 
full capacity. Also the informal, rapid response nature of social media does 
not work as well in an organizational structure that requires formal vetting or 
an approval process before messaging. None-the-less, the majority of unions 
appear to believe that social media is becoming an increasingly important tool.

effectively than traditional communications methods. In addition to timeliness, 
it’s more cost effective than printed communication. However, unions still 

geographically dispersed union members to keep in touch and advance 
their agenda for change at their workplace. They can simplify the process 

preserving uniformity and continuity with the union’s primary mission.

However before social media can be used to its full advantage in the union 
movement, provincial and national level unions will need to become skilled 
in using the various social media options. Most organizers will need technical 
support from their unions to develop and maintain these tools. Likewise, 
young union organizers will need authority to respond rapidly to communiqués, 
without always needing approval from higher authorities.

Texting

Different types of social media are having different levels of success with 
different employee audiences. Here are some of the strengths of using texting 
for union activities: 

Email blasts and text blasts are effective to sharing important news 
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or quickly mobilizing organizers (both external and internal) to attend 
meetings or events.

and fear, by enabling employees to communicate and support each 
other—even while in meetings with supervisors/managers.

Texting allows the external organizer to communicate with employees 
at work, despite being unable to have private telephone conversations.

Texting can get an employee response in a matter of seconds. This 
permits the organizer to respond to management’s actions and 
reactions within minutes.

YouTube is an online public communications site. The site allows registered 
users to upload videos for public viewing. Here are some strengths of using 
YouTube for union activities:

YouTube is an easy way for pro-union employees to quickly communicate 
with their co-employees.

It can help promote communications among union members or 
prospective members in different workplaces and in different 
industries. For example: shift employees, truck drivers, call centre 
employees, in-home care, healthcare, and childcare.

Employees can share their experiences and feelings in the absence of 
face-to-face meetings.

Using YouTube as a communications vehicle, union organizers 
can bring real world messages to the public (including politicians,  
traditional print media, talk radio, and television) by making a video 
featuring real union members.

It can be used to create instructional videos on how to be an internal 
organizer.

YouTube is a forum for videos that offer testimonials from unionized 
employees to those considering unionization. 
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Facebook is the most popular social networking site. In October 2012, it was 
reported that one billion people were using Facebook, making it one of the 
fastest growing forms of communication at this time. Facebook can allow its 
members to engage and interact with audiences in a social, yet professional 
way. Here are some of the strengths of using Facebook for union activities:

As a vehicle for internal organizers to post their favourite photographs, 
thus encouraging more employees to participate. It is only a small 
step to go from participation to membership.

To identify tentative bargaining unit groups and potential internal 
organizers.

To enable external organizers to chart the workplace.

Using Family Issues in Union Campaigns

Historically, unions have based their campaigns around the traditional issues 

family issues were not included in the top issues of any campaign. With the 
devastating effect that the out-sourcing of work has had on the North American 
manufacturing sector, the traditional organizing issues don’t have the same 
initial draw and long-term pull.

Here are some work and family issues that are becoming the new normal for 
workers: 

Clarifying and improving maternity/paternity leave provisions.

Mandatory overtime for employees that makes it impossible for them 
to pick up children from childcare.

than a few weeks in advance, which does not enable planning for 
childcare.

    

Unions, it seems, rarely prioritize work and family issues, because the women 
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and decent treatment. These issues are perceived to be the top issues during a 
union organizing campaign. This incongruity could be a sign that unions remain 
entrenched in a paradigm based on negotiating bread and butter issues, and 
that they continue to be averse to taking on social issues and building social 
unionism. 

There is also a tremendous opportunity to organize young employees, but 
addressing their needs will not only require higher priorities at the bargaining 
table, it will also require a substantial shift in union culture. Young employees 

are and what they want. Unless unions transform themselves, this group of 
employees will not look to unions as a solution to their issues.

Among these young employees are young union staffers who have joined the 
labour movement and made a commitment to work hard, because they believe 
in social justice. Concerns about work and family imbalance are actually 
increasing among young employees; young employees today are even more 
concerned with a work/life balance. New technology allows people to be in 
touch with work 24/7, allowing employees to check email and work at home 
after hours, be in touch with collaborators in foreign time zones, and mix work 
friends with personal friends on social networking sites.

This mix also extends the blurred line between work and family, which then 

who don’t yet have families, there is a fear that they won’t be able to control 
how much work they do and will not have quality time for family.

This further resource is a very limited entry into the complex area of how young 
organizers can (and are) using social media for organizing, and how work and 
family issues are being incorporated into workers’ concerns. The following are 
initial observations:

work and family balance. They will also broach young employee 
concerns and embrace social media.

Funding, motivating, and supporting young employees to network and 

will be a key step to keeping unions relevant.

Core labour issues at the provincial and national level will stem from 
work and family advocates. 
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Traditional unions will be challenged to incorporate work and family, 
young employees, and social media into their campaigns; they will 
develop training curriculums for organizers on broad work and family 
issues.

Organizers will be trained on the use of social media and provided 
with state-of-the art technology to use it effectively. They will have 
greater responsibility for campaigning via social media.

fear, create a buzz about the union, and otherwise make a difference 
in campaigns.

The leadership of young employees and young organizers will be 
promoted; a culture of diversity in unions will develop, especially 
among young employees. 

Conclusion

It has been noted that young employees are using social media very creatively 
to organize, and that all employees care about work and family issues, even if 
they don’t necessarily frame their priorities in this way.

Cell phones, not home phones, are now the main mode of phone contact. 

geographical divides, and other physical factors that prevent face-to-face 

and real-time communications, including during employer meetings. These 
sites  can also be used to share ideas, dialogue, and debate. 

Texting and other forms of real-time communications give immediate 
information and feedback; reminding people to take action can take place 
several weeks in advance, the day before, and right before a critical meeting 
with less effort than before the advent of social media. YouTube and Twitter 
are being used as a way of expressing thoughts to co-workers, employers, 
legislators, and the general public when the speaker cannot appear in person. 
These tools link people to others, as well as linking people to issues and ideas. 

all organized by social media. The impact of social media is not lost on the 
union movement—nor should it be lost on your leadership team and human 
resources department.
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winning the 
    Certification Vote©

            2nd edition

Note to reader:  In Chapter 5: Understanding the Organizers’ Strategies, we 
explored the reasons why an attempt to organize a union bargaining unit within your 
organization may occur, and which actions to take to address these actions.

To put a union in place (using Ontario as the example), the union must collect signed 
and dated membership cards from at least 40% of the employees in the proposed 
bargaining unit. If they collect, for example, signed cards from 50% of the employees 
in the proposed bargaining unit and your company is able to prove that X number of 
employees do not belong in that unit, then the numbers change in the employer’s 
favour. If the number of valid signed cards drops below the 40% threshold, the Labour 
Board will not certify the union—and their efforts stop. There will be NO vote. Your 
leaders can determine the dissatisfiers that were present to cause the union’s support. 
Once these factors are identified, your leaders can take corrective action and begin to 
reinforce your Positive Employee Relations™ program.

However, if the 40% (or more) signed membership cards are valid, then the Labour 
Board will certify the union to represent the employees in that bargaining unit. In 
Ontario, the actual representation vote will take place in 5 business days. All 
other Provincial jurisdictions have a longer period—check with your local Ministry of 
Labour for details.

This chapter is a successful approach to address the 5-day window and persuade 
employees to: first, vote; and second, vote NO!  This strategy has worked very well in 
Ontario, in other Canadian provinces, and in the U.S. However, your organization will 
need to adapt the information here to its own culture and history.

Unlike all other chapters in this book, this chapter is presented in a workbook format.
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INTRODUCTION

Few employers are pleasantly surprised to have a union’s application for 
certification arrive on their doorstep. Fewer still are prepared for it.

In my consulting experiences, many companies find themselves faced 
with this critical human resource situation and most have no plan on how 
to deal with possible union intervention. Ideally, steps must be taken long 
before the application is received. Time is needed to effectively fend off 
unwanted union interference.

Training all of the leaders is critical to ensure that a united front 
is presented.

This chapter, though designed for Ontario employers, provides a strategy 
and the tools necessary to win a certification vote in the 5 business days 
allotted until the vote. It will also work in other jurisdictions that have 
the good fortune of a longer certification time line. 

Knowing what to do before the application arrives and the steps to take 
each day during the certification window will save you from making 
hasty decisions that could result in a union certification. This plan will 
drastically decrease the union’s chances of winning the right to represent 
your employees.

Section 1: Key steps
Section 1 of this chapter provides a series of checklists to be used prior to 
receiving the application for certification. This is followed by checklists to 
be used during each of the five days (if your province/state allocates more 
days, this is better for the employer) from the receipt of the application 
through to the vote and beyond. Responsibilities have been assigned 
based on the organizational structure at a typical company, but they can 
be transferred to fit your company’s circumstances.
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Section 2: Attachments
Section 2 of this chapter provides the attachments needed to implement this 
plan. Since workplaces and employee populations may differ significantly, 
there are two versions of the initial communications to employees. This will 
allow you to choose the communication style best suited to your business 
culture. I have not, however, taken into consideration your workplace 
diversity and the need for translation into languages most suitable to your 
employee mix.

Section 3: Postings
Section 3 of this chapter provides a complete set of postings for you to use 
to apply this plan to your organization.

Note: The use of social media by unions to organize is in its 
early days. It is likely that unions will become more effective in 
their use of all forms of social media. 

Note: Labour legislation in all jurisdictions is based largely on 
precedent. Precedent can and does change frequently. I would 
advise you to discuss all activities with a labour lawyer prior to 
implementation.

Approach
Union organizers are professional marketers! They seek to convince 
employees that a company is heartless, rich, and out to stomp on the 
rights of poor, lowly employees. The union, on the other hand, tries to 
present itself as a virtual social agency whose only concern is helping the 
downtrodden because it’s the right thing to do.

It is important to remember that union organizers have gone through 
extensive training in persuasion—focused on encouraging your employees 
to sign membership cards. They have lots of practice, because they do this 
for a living! They know how to infiltrate, how to persuade, and how to 
push buttons to turn the tide of employee opinion in their direction.
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Your company must be just as exacting if you hope to rebuff this threat. 
Everyone involved must also become an expert on getting the no third-
party message across, especially in a short window of time between the 
application for certification and the employees’ vote.

While the easiest route is to simply follow the union’s lead and launch 
a anti-union campaign to match their anti-company message, this is an 
ineffective approach. It is exactly the move the union hopes for, because 
it will weaken our employees’ trust in us. Name calling and union 
bashing serve only to cast doubt on your integrity and help obscure 
the truth.

The truth is that our leaders believe our employees are better off without a 
union. A union will make us less competitive, and all of our futures depend 
on the company’s success. In addition, it is a tremendous disadvantage to 
employees when they can no longer be treated like the responsible adults 
that they are.

Of course, employees have the right to vote for a union. However, before 
they get their ballots, we must make sure they are making an informed 
decision. We do not wish them to fall prey to expert union marketers who 
are, in reality, only trying to improve the financial standing of their own 
business.

Our message will have three parts:

1. A reminder of all the benefits your employees enjoy as employees 
of your company (i.e., all the good things we are doing without 
them paying union dues).

2. What joining a union will cost them in terms of money, work 
relationships, environment, etc.

3. We believe that they should vote NO.

I am not anti-union. Unions certainly have their place. Some companies 
earn the right to be unionized, because their employees are treated with 
total disregard. But your company does not need a union if it values its 
employees! Once your employees are truly informed, they will reject union 
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representation as unnecessary, costly, and detrimental to their working 
life.

Our Strategies
There are three ways to send out your message—verbally, written, and 
electronically. One of the key principles of effective communications is to 
disseminate information in as many ways as possible, in order to increase 
the odds of the message actually getting through.

1. Verbal communications can be sent:

From the general manager (GM), the plant manager (PM), the 
human resources manager (HR), the office staff, and co-workers

Either one-on-one or in groups

Casually or in formal meetings

2. Written communications can be sent:

From the GM, PM, HR, front line leaders, or the media

To the employees’ homes, handed out at work, posted on bulletin 
boards, or left on the tables in the cafeteria.

3. Electronic communication can be:

From the GM, PM, HR, front line leaders, other employees, or the 
media

Quick, time-sensitive messages

Delivered directly to your employees’ cell phones, email addresses, 
Facebook pages, and other social media sites

Another avenue for discussion of unionization issues or workplace 
issues

Our communications plan for the period of time between the application 
for certification and the vote incorporates a variety of the verbal and 
written methods for reaching out to employees. Our rule of thumb is 
that people remember best what they hear first and what they hear last. 
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Therefore, we will be sure to communicate our viewpoint to employees 
before the organizers do—and do it better. We’ll reinforce the message 
for the entire duration, and then we will do our best to make a lasting 
impression right before they go to the ballot box.

We will not present ourselves as panic-stricken. We will not become 
politicians who glad-hand everyone in a hypocritical fashion. We’ll talk 
to our employees sincerely, and we’ll use the one advantage the union 
doesn’t have: we know our employees as individuals.
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SECTION 1: KEY STEPS

Pre-Application Checklist

Step Responsibility 
of

1. Develop and maintain a complete, up-to-date 
employee database of all employee contact 
information. The list should be designed so that 
a personalized mail-merge can take place at a 
moment’s notice. 

HR Manager

2. Locate a delivery service that can take letters 
or small packages to employees’ homes or 
mailboxes at any hour of the day or night. 
This service will likely be a mom and pop service 
versus the large national/international logistic 
firms. You may have to consider a small retainer 
for their allegiance, even when the service is not 
active. Attempting to locate this service at the last 
moment, when the application has arrived from 
the Labour Board, just eats up valuable time. 
When you have located the service, confirm that 
they are still available every 6 months.

Delivery Service
Contact Person
Phone              Work           Cell
Address
Hours of Business
Process
Date of Last Confirmation of Services
(Reconfirm every January and July)

HR Manager

3. Train all managers, front line leaders, assistants, 
and receptionist to ensure that all documents 
from a union or the Labour Board are delivered 
immediately to the HR manager (documents 
from the union may be couriered, faxed, or 
hand-delivered). Arrange back-up personnel 
for perusal of mail when key personnel are on 
holidays, travelling, or sick.

HR Manager
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Step Responsibility 
of

4. Set-up an expanding file (referred to as the 
Certification File or C-File) for each plant/facility 
in the HR office. Be sure to include one envelope 
for general union information in the C-File. 
Store all union related information in this file. 
An electronic version of this file may be needed 
also, depending on the union’s communication 
strategy.

HR Manager

5. Review the pre-application checklist each month 
and provide a status report (see Attachment 1: 
Pre-Application Monthly Status Report) to the 
GM on the first Monday of the month.

HR Manager

6. Review status reports from each plant/facility 
and generate action plans as necessary. Insert 
status reports and completed action plans in the 
C-File.

HR Manager

7. Review C-Files in their entirety each January and 
July. You are looking for trends.

HR Manager

8. Update and reprint this Pre-Application checklist 
every January and July.

HR Manager

9. Update organizational charts for each plant 
every January and July. Submit one copy to the 
HR department for the C-File.

GM

10. Generate a monthly spreadsheet listing of all 
non-union employees for each plant/facility, 
including current status (full time, part time, 
permanent, temporary, student), as well as 
information on which employees are currently 
away due to sickness, leave of absence, or 
vacation. Store and place back-up disc in C-File 
by the 5th of each month. Remove the previous 
month’s back-up disc.

HR Manager
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Step Responsibility 
of

11. Put a disc with a spreadsheet of employee 
addresses that are ready to print as labels in the 
C-File by the 5th of each month. Remove the 
previous month’s disc from the plant’s C-File 
and erase. 

HR Manager

12. Implement a process for up-dating addresses 
(send an important piece of mail to each 
employee at least semi-annually, e.g.: new 
corporate marketing brochures, pension plan 
up-dates, special employee newsletters, etc.).

HR Manager

13. Make a list of possible scrutinizers for each 
location—e.g., staff members who personally 
know everyone in the plant and their roles. 
(Note: scrutinizers are typically required by the 
Labour Board to verify that those who are voting 
in the certifications vote are eligible to do so.)

          Possible scrutinizers:
          (1)__________________________________
          (2)__________________________________
          (3)__________________________________
 (Reconfirm every January and July)

HR Manager

14. Every six months, conduct an employee opinion 
survey or series of focus groups to identify major 
employee concerns. Address a minimum of 
one major issue at each plant. Feedback from 
the information collected should take place in 
department meetings within one month. The 
resolved issues should be publicized in town hall 
meetings, bulletin boards, and in a newsletter. 
This newsletter is an example of an item your 
company can mail to employees’ homes.

HR Manager  
& GM
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Step Responsibility 
of

Semi-Annual Employee Opinion Survey/Focus Groups
Date of Survey/Focus Groups

Issues resolved

1.

2.

3.

4.

Comments

15. Maintain a file of newspaper, magazine and on-
line articles, websites, and blogs on any union 
that may be interested in your company and 
employees. Place this information either directly 
in the C-File or bookmark it on a computer 
(ensure back-up). The GM, PM, & HR are each 
assigned two publications or Internet sites to 
review regularly. Use Google Alerts to make this 
task easier.

GM, PM, HR

Publication/information to be reviewed by:

GM

PM

HR
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Step Responsibility 
of

16. Select one staff member to act as a media contact 
(and have a back-up). Advise all staff to direct 
media question, regardless the source (print, 
social media), to this individual only.

Date: _______________________________________
Media contact: ________________________________
Back-up: ____________________________________
(Reconfirm every January and July)

HR Manager

17. Train all managers and front line leaders, so that 
they are knowledgeable about your approach 
for dealing with union organizing attempts (see 
Attachment 2: Training Outline—Dealing with 
Organizing Attempts). Re-train every three years, 
sooner if turnover is high.

Names of Participants:    (1) _______ (2) _______etc.
Trained on/date:  (1) _______ (2) _______
Next Training Due:    (1) _______ (2) _______
Refer to Attachment 3: Training Log.

HR Manager

18. In each plant, front line leaders, PM, and HR 
should meet as a group on the first Tuesday of 
each month to discuss employee interactions 
and effective ways of dealing with employees. 
HR will co-ordinate the meeting and forward 
attendance records to the C-File. In January 
and July, HR will bring the groups from each 
plant and an information up-date, and they will 
provide a forum for sharing experiences across 
the company.

HR, PM & Front 
Line Leaders

19. Cultivate sources of communications in order 
to discover organizing activity before the union 
application arrives. Emphasize that the interest 
in knowing is not for punitive reasons, but to 
understand if employees are dissatisfied, so that 
leaders can promptly address the problems. HR 
will request information from managers and 
front line leaders every month. The information 
will be reported to the GM, and submitted in 
written form to the C-File. 

HR
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Step Responsibility 
of

Month Information Rec’d Report Given to GM

January Yes/No Yes/No

February Yes/No Yes/No

March Yes/No Yes/No

20. Order 2 or 3 dozen t-shirts/sweatshirts to be used 
exclusively during an organizing campaign. The 
front of the shirts shows the message “Three’s 
a Crowd!” and the back of the shirts have the 
words “Vote NO!” Shirts are to be stored securely 
in the HR office.

HR
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Day 0

Step Responsibility 
of

1. Application for certification received from a 
union.

a) Check that the following is included with the 
union application:
 » List of employees in the proposed 

bargaining unit
 » Voting terms and conditions
 » The Labour Board’s certification and 

termination rules.

Note: The forms and the voting condition 
will be different in each province or under 
the Federal Labour Relations Act.

b) Contact legal counsel and fax or email them a 
PDF copy of the application for certification.

HR Manager

2. Arrange for courier service to be on stand-by to 
pick up a delivery order later the same day.

HR Manager

3. Review pre-labeled envelopes to ensure 
readiness. Sort by shift, if applicable.

HR Manager

4. 
a) Chaired by HR, hold a meeting with front 

line leaders, PM, and GM to review strategy 
and procedures (see Further Resource 5.3: 
Training Exercise: Do’s & Don’ts During a 
Union Campaign). Remind front line leaders 
of their importance in this process.

b) Pinpoint shifts/areas/departments that are 
most likely to be persuaded by organizers. 
List all employees and make a best guess as 
to status and issues (see Attachment 4: Day 0 
Issues Inventory).

HR, PM and GM
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Step Responsibility 
of

5. 
a) Review and finalize Letter 1 from the GM 

(see Attachments 5 and 6). Integrate any 
key issues of concern to employees into this 
letter.

b) GM to sign all letters.
c) Deliver Letter 1 directly to the shift currently 

working, hand deliver to the next shift, if the 
timing is such that the courier service will not 
be able to reach them before they arrive at 
work.

d) Post Letter 1 on all Bulletin Boards.
e) Send Letter 1 out via courier service to all the 

remaining employees and leaders.

HR, GM

6. Post the union application and a Notice to 
Employees of Application for Certification 
conspicuously in the plant. 

      
     This may be required by your Labour Relations 

Board.

HR Manager

7. GM and HR meet with office staff for an 
information meeting. The company’s strategy is 
outlined, along with roles expected of the office 
staff.

HR and GM

8. Retrieve union letters, leaflets, and Internet posts 
from the C-File for possible incorporation into 
future communications.

HR Manager

9. Post Bulletin Board Posting #1 on all bulletin 
boards.

HR Manager

10. Meet with front line leaders and review their 
applicable verbal messages (see Attachment 7).

HR Manager
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Step Responsibility 
of

11. Front line leaders meet informally with 
employees in small groups on the shop floor 
during working hours (see Attachment 7). 
Employees are not obligated to attend these 
meetings.

HR and Front 
Line Leaders

12. Assign one telephone extension or social 
media location as the hotline for employees to 
call anonymously for information. Draw up a 
schedule for managers and front line leaders to 
staff the hotline 24/7 until the vote.

HR Manager

13. Change the LED displays on time clocks, swipe 
machines and other electronic read outs to read 
“Vote NO”.

PM

14. Fax or PDF any documents that are required 
to your Labour Board. Also send copies to 
your labour lawyer. This will vary according to 
jurisdiction.

HR Manager
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Day 1

Step Responsibility 
of

1. GM to meet with all employees in groups of 30 
or less (see Attachment 8). Employees are not 
obligated to attend these meetings.

GM

2. GM, PM, HR and front line leaders should spend 
time on the shop floor communicating with 
employees and responding to their questions.

GM, PM and HR

3. In the C-File, store all union literature that has 
been distributed (including electronically) in the 
last 48 hours.

HR Manager

4. Post Bulletin Board Posting #2 on all bulletin 
boards. Do not remove Bulletin Board Posting 
#1.

HR Manager

5. Chaired by HR, hold a meeting with front line 
leaders, PM, and GM to review events and plan 
strategy for Day 2.

HR, PM and GM

Note: The Labour Board’s offices are closed on Saturdays, 
Sundays and holidays, so these days are not included when 
calculating this schedule. Please confirm the criteria for the 
application for certification and the voting arrangements for the 
jurisdiction(s) in which you operate your business.
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Day 2

Step Responsibility 
of

1. In the C-File, store all union literature that has 
been distributed (including electronically) in the 
last 24 hours.

HR Manager

2. Revise Letter 2 from GM (see Attachments 9 and 
10) to incorporate response to union material.

HR, GM

3. Hand deliver Letter 2 to all employees at their 
work stations. Ensure that this is done by a 
staff member who is highly trusted by plant 
employees. Courier the letter to the homes of 
those who are absent.

HR Manager

4. Post Bulletin Board Posting #3 on all bulletin 
boards. Do not remove Postings #1 or #2. 

HR Manager

5. Chaired by HR, hold a meeting with front line 
leaders, PM, and GM to review events and plan 
strategy for Day 3.

HR, PM and GM

6. Complete the Response to Application for 
Certification and ensure that it reaches the 
Labour Board by the designated deadline. 

       Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

HR Manager

7. Deliver a copy of the Response to Application 
for Certification to the union.

      Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

HR Manager

8. If there are any disputes as to whether certain 
individuals should be on the voters’ list or in the 
bargaining unit, they must be identified before 
the vote is complete. Challenges made afterward 
will not be considered. 

       Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

HR Manager
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Day 3

Step Responsibility 
of

1. Front line leaders should meet informally with 
employees in small groups on the plant floor 
during working hours (see Attachment 11). 
Employees are not obligated to attend these 
meetings. 

HR Manager

2. In the C-File, store all union literature that has 
been distributed (including electronically) in the 
last 24 hours 

HR

3. Finalize, sign, and courier the Letter from Plant 
Manager (see Attachment 12) to employees’ 
homes, so that it arrives on Day 4.

HR, PM

4. Post Bulletin Board Posting #4 on all bulletin 
boards. Do not remove Postings #1, #2, or #3.

HR Manager

5. Chaired by HR, hold a meeting with front line 
leaders, PM, and GM to review events and plan 
strategy for Day 4.

HR, PM and GM

6. The Labour Board will determine the exact 
date and time of the vote. Communicate this 
information to all the parties on Day 3 or Day 
4. Post this information adjacent to the Notice 
to Employees of Application for Certification 
posted previously. 

       Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

HR Manager

7. Fax or PDF the Return of Posting back to the 
Labour Board. 

       Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

HR Manager
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DAY 4

Step Responsibility 
of

1. Offer t-shirts with the company logo or the 
“Three’s A Crowd” message to your front line 
leaders, managers, and office staff to wear during 
the next day’s vote.

HR Manager

2. Call all absent employees who are eligible to 
vote (temporarily laid off, leave of absence, sick, 
on vacation, etc.). Arrange transportation from 
their homes to the voting location and home 
again on voting day. 

HR Manager

3. In the C-File, store all union literature that has 
been distributed (including electronically) in the 
last 24 hours

HR Manager

4. Post Bulletin Board Posting #5 on all bulletin 
boards. Do not remove Postings #1, #2, #3, or 
#4.

HR Manager

5. Chaired by HR, hold a meeting with front line 
leaders, PM, and GM to review events and plan 
strategy for Day 5.

HR, PM and GM

6. Review the duties of the scrutinizer (see 
Attachment 13) with the employee filling this 
role. 

       Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

HR, Scrutinizer

7. Review the duties of the agent (see Attachment 
14) with the employee filling this role. 

       Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

HR, Agent
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DAY 5

Step Responsibility 
of

1. From the C-File, retrieve all union leaflets for 
possible incorporation into the Plant Manager’s 
verbal message.

HR Manager

2. Review the Plant Manager’s verbal message (see 
Attachment 15).

HR, PM

3. The Plant Manager meets with all employees in 
groups of 30 or less. Employees are not obligated 
to attend these meetings. 

PM

4. Post Bulletin Board Posting #6 on all bulletin 
boards. Do not remove Postings #1, #2, #3, #4, 
or #5.

HR Manager

5. Chaired by HR, hold a meeting with front line 
leaders, PM, and GM to review events and plan 
strategy for today.

HR, PM and GM

6. 
a) A representative of the Labour Board will 

conduct the vote.
b) There will be two scrutinizers, one 

representing the union and one representing 
the employer.

Labour Board, 
Scrutinizers
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Step Responsibility 
of

7. 
a) Following the vote, the Labour Board 

representative will conduct a meeting with 
the “Agents of the Count” to discuss various 
legal issues arising from the vote, including 
the following:
 » The eligibility to vote of individuals in 

dispute,
 » The appropriate bargaining unit 

description,
 » Whether the ballot box ought to be 

sealed, and
 » Whether any litigation will likely follow 

the vote.
b) Unless there are a large number of segregated 

ballots (ballots that are in dispute by one 
party or the other), the ballots will likely be 
counted on the day of the vote. If there are 
no segregated ballots, the results of the vote 
will be known to the parties within minutes 
after counting of the ballots is completed. 
Note: This item will be determined by the 
Labour Board in your jurisdiction.

Labour Board 
Representative

8. Congratulations on the win!
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Post Vote

Step Responsibility 
of

1. Review the Labour Board’s final communications 
regarding the successful vote and prepare 
Concluding Letter from the GM to all employees 
(see Attachment 16).

HR, GM

2. GM meets with all employees in groups of 30 or 
less for a debriefing on Day 6. The script for the 
meetings should follow the text of the Concluding 
Letter from the GM. Send the Concluding Letter 
from the GM (see Attachment 16) by courier to 
all employees at their homes.

GM, HR

3. During the first few days following the vote, 
any person who wishes to make a report to the 
Labour Board concerning the vote, or any other 
issue remaining, in dispute, must file a statement 
of representations with the Board. The statement 
of sepresentations must be received not later 
than seven days after the vote date. This seven 
day waiting period is observed so that either 
party can bring any irregularities discovered 
following the vote to the attention of the Labour 
Board.

HR Manager

4. Conduct a full employee opinion survey to 
identify areas of concern. The results will be 
shared with the employees and actions taken to 
address the key employee issues.

HR Manager

5. Generate a report within two weeks of the vote 
to review the causes of the certification attempt; 
include recommendations on how to prevent 
further occurrences. Plan the incorporation of 
these concerns into the leadership’s upcoming 
meetings. File in the C-File.

HR Manager

6. Maintain and update the C-File every month. HR Manager
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SECTION 2: ATTACHMENTS

Attachment 1: Pre-Application Monthly Status Report

___________________________  _________________________
Month      Date Submitted

The review of the Pre-Application Checklist and the contents of the C-File 
show that all of the mandatory steps have been taken and are current.
   Yes    No

If no, please state what items are incomplete:

Completed

Actions Yes No

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

 
Please list actions that must be taken, including time frames:

Actions Time Frame

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.
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General Comments from Human Resources:
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________

______________________________  ________________________ 
Signature HR Manager   Date Submitted

Comments from General Manager:
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________

______________________________  ________________________ 
Signature of General Manager  Date
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Attachment 2: 
Training Outline—Dealing with Organizing Attempts
 
Day 1

9:00 – 9:15 Welcome, introductions, icebreaker

9:15 – 9:30 EFFECTS OF UNIONIZATION

Costs to owner/leadership team

Contributing factors

Cost to employees

9:30 - 10:15  WHY EMPLOYEES CHOOSE TO CERTIFY

Exercise #1: How Vulnerable Are My Employees?
Participants individually complete a self-assessment instrument (see Further 
Resource 11.1: Assessments and a Customized Benchmark and Further 
Resource 13.5: Assessments and a Customized Benchmark—Production 
Employee) that allows the participant to rate the overall vulnerability of 
his/her department/office/plant, while also highlighting strengths and 
weaknesses. Participants from the same department/plant are encouraged 
to compare results and discuss any discrepancies in the following:

Perceptions

Organizational issues

Personal issues

Analysis of self-assessments and most recent employee opinion 
survey results

10:15 – 10:30 Break

10:30 – 11:15 INTERNAL ORGANIZERS
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Exercise # 2: Categorizing Employees as Potential Organizers—
Advocate or Swayable.
In order to plan critical employee interactions effectively, it is necessary to 
be aware of where employees’ sympathies lie. While you may have a great 
deal of anecdotal information about employee loyalty, its value is lost if 
it is not discussed within proper context. Participants will work in small 
groups to practice using the parameters of this system.

11:15 – 12:00 MECHANICS OF CERTIFICATION

Revenue study

On-site campaign

Membership cards

Bargaining unit

12:00 – 1:00 Lunch

1:00 – 2:30 MECHANICS OF CERTIFICATION (continued)

Management’s rights

Union promises—how to refute them effectively

5 day window: the certification–representation-vote timeline

The vote

Exercise #3: Application for Certification Received – What Now?
In groups of five, participants will review the activities in the 5 Day Plan. 
Each group will practice their personal roles as laid out in this plan. By 
the completion of the exercise, each participant will feel comfortable in 
performing his/her duties during this critical time.

2:30 – 5:00 PROACTIVELY PREVENTING CERTIFICATION

The direction

Keys to remaining union-free

Essential tools for Positive Employee Relations

Recruiting for excellence
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Exercise # 4: Recruiting and Orientation
The recruitment and orientation training at your company will be reviewed 
with a special emphasis on union vulnerability. In groups of three, 
participants will practice interviewing for model employees.

Exercise # 5: Making Every Interaction Count
In groups of four, participants will role play possible reactions to several 
common interactions with employees. Emphasis should be given to 
treating employees as adults, no matter what the circumstances.

Day 2

9:00 – 12:00 PROACTIVELY PREVENTING CERTIFICATION (continued)

Importance of communication

Methods of communication

Exercise # 6: Marketing Plans in Employee Relations
In small groups, participants will devise communication strategies that 
promote Positive Employee Relations.

Compensation

Benefits

Performance management

Employee development

Recognition

Exercise # 7: Principles of Recognition in Action
In small groups, participants will devise recognition strategies for typical 
situations; emphasis is to be given to reinforcing company values and 
goals.

12:00 – 1:30 Lunch and open discussion on any related/relevant topic.
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Attachment 3:  
Training Log—Dealing with Organizing Attempts

Front Line Leader’s/
Manager’s Name

Training Completed  
(Date)

Training Scheduled  
(Date)

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.
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Attachment 4:  
Day 0 Issues Inventory

Best Guess

Employee 
Name

Hire 
Date

Dept/
Shift

Union 
Supporter

Company 
Advocate

Swayable
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Attachment 5:  
Letter 1 Option A

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Date

Dear ( ),

We have just received notice from the (name of union) that they have 
applied for the right to speak for you.

This does not mean that we have been unionized!

What it does mean is that you will be given a chance to express your 
views by a secret ballot, probably on (date), here at the plant.

Over the next week, union organizers will be trying to talk you into voting 
for them.

While we at The Sherborne Company respect your right to vote for or 
against the union, we want you to make an informed decision. As we do 
with all issues that are of major importance, we will do our best to ensure 
that all information is available to you.

We urge you to take your time and look at both sides of this issue carefully. 
Ask questions, dig beneath the surface. This will be a decision that could 
affect you a great deal for the rest of your working life.

And remember, no one can pressure you into joining a union or refusing 
to join a union. If that happens to you, tell your front line leader, any 
manager, anyone in the HR Department, or me, right away. You are an 
adult who has the right to your own decision.

I personally promise that we will do what we can to give you enough 
information to decide what’s best for you.

Sincerely,

 

W. H. Burford, 
General Manager 
The Sherborne Company



245WINNING THE CERTIFICATION VOTE©

 

Attachment 6:  
Letter 1 Option B

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Date

Dear ( ),

We have just received notice from the (name of union) that they want to 
represent you. If approved by most employees, this could cost you and 
The Sherborne Company BIG TIME!

The (name of union) has applied to unionize our workplace, but the only 
way this can happen is by a secret vote. This vote will probably be held 
on (date) in our cafeteria.

Whether you have signed a union membership card or not, you must 
protect yourself by voting. And there is no doubt in our mind that you 
should VOTE NO
why: 

1. It is our view that The Sherborne Company has always been, and will 
continue to be, a good place to work. During the past ___ years, we (You 
and I) have delivered good products to our customers, and as a result, 
we have created ___ new jobs in (name of city). No trade union was 
involved. We did it together! 

2. In the past, we have worked hard to treat our employees well. Though 

themselves without all of the strict rules of a union’s collective 
agreement.

3. All the (name of union) can promise you are three things:
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Attachment 6:  
Letter 1 Option B (cont’d)

For a 3 year contract, with 200 employees the (name of union) will put 
($ ___ )in the union’s bank account. 

directly 
from employee paycheques.

4. The economic situation in Ontario (if not all of Canada) has been 

 The Sherborne 
Company is still here, and we have been really good at providing jobs and 
pay increases to people in (name of city).

( ), your vote in very important! It will affect 
you and all your fellow employees, and can result in a permanent change 
in how you and The Sherborne Company deal with each other.

We want you to continue to work in a place where problems can be 
resolved in an open, friendly way. For all these reasons we believe 
that you should vote NO to the union.

Sincerely, 

W. H. Burford 
General Manager 
The Sherborne Company
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SPECIAL NOTE

It is your right to choose for or against union representation. No 
one can pressure you into joining a union or refusing to join a 

union. If any anyone tries to put pressure on you, tell your front 
line leader, the HR Director, or me, immediately! 

Your vote counts! If you do not vote, your views will not be 
heard. Stand up for your rights. Come out to vote!

We like talking to you directly rather than having to go through 
another person—a person who has to follow union rules no 

matter what.

WE HOPE YOU VOTE NO TO THE UNION
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Attachment 7:  
Verbal Messages (Front Line Leaders—Day 0)

Attendance at meetings is not mandatory.

Announce application for certification.

Name the union.

Explain that your employees will be approached by organizers, 
and how they can handle those interactions.

Ask them to watch the bulletin boards.

Give a probable vote date.

Explain that your company knows this is something that could 
have a big effect on everybody, and that we will do all we can do 
ensure that employees and front line leaders are informed.

Refer to Letter 1 from the general manager.
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Attachment 8:  
Verbal Messages (General Manager—Day 1)

Note:  Employee attendance at meetings in not mandatory.

The GM should begin by reviewing the current situation with (union name) 
making a bid to unionize the company.

Organizers will be telling you all of the benefits of joining a union.

We think you should know they will make approximately (dollar 
amount) a year in dues alone, just by certifying this facility.

We have been through a lot together and have done better than 
most people thought we would.

Things aren’t perfect around here, but we are always trying to 
improve. In the past years, we have (INSERT DETAILS OF NEW/
IMPROVED PROGRAMS, GROWTH, LACK OF LAY-OFFS, ETC.)

We like dealing directly with you rather than through a third party. 
And we think you benefit from being able to talk to whomever 
you like.

Do your best to find out both sides. Ask us questions. Talk to your 
friends and family who work within a unionized shop environment 
to get firsthand information. Ask the organizers for a copy of their 
union’s constitution, and insist on getting a copy. Ask them to put 
their promises in writing directly to you!

Go on the Internet. Use social media to its fullest and determine 
this union’s track record in job security, plant closures, labour/
management relations, etc.

The GM should end the meeting by opening the meeting to questions from 
the floor.
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Attachment 9:  
Letter 2 Option A

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Date

Dear ( ),

have asked me to clear up some of the things that are being talked about. 
Since I promised to give you as much information as possible, I’m writing 
this letter to hopefully set things straight.

(INSERT RESPONSES TO ISSUES RAISED IN UNION MATERIAL 
- REFER TO C-FILE)

probably in to stay. 
it out again. Getting a union out requires a complex legal procedure. 
Employees must carry out the procedure without any help from their 
employer. Even if employees are willing to do this, there are very limited 
circumstances when the application can even be started.

Union dues will be automatically deducted from your pay even 
if you are unhappy with the union’s service. 
whether you have any control over how the dues are spent and whether 
the union has the right to increase your dues.

We respect your right to decide whether or not you want a union. 
No one will be disciplined because of a decision to support or not to support 
the union’s organizing campaign, but we sincerely hope you decide to 
vote NO.

Keep asking those questions!

Sincerely, 

W. H. Burford 
General Manager 
The Sherborne Company
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Attachment 10:  
Letter 2 Option B

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Date

Dear ( ),

THE VOTE IS ON (date)

PROTECT YOUR RIGHTS—VOTE

For the (name of union) to win they need a majority of 50% + 1 of 
those who actually come out to vote. For example, if there are 200 
employees at The Sherborne Company, and if only 40 employees actu-
ally vote and 21 (50% + 1) vote for the union, then the union wins and 
all 200 employees pay dues to the union and carry a union member-
ship card.

MESSAGE: COME OUT AND VOTE! 
  IT’S A SECRET BALLOT 
  DON’T LEAVE THE DECISION TO SOMEONE ELSE!

You have heard a lot of union promises in the last few weeks. The 
(name of union) will get you this, that, and the next thing. Do not be 
misled by union promises and politicking. They are NOT guarantees! 
The (name of union) can only achieve what The Sherborne Company is 
willing to agree to in the negotiating process.

MESSAGE: DON’T BE MISLED BY UNION PROMISES 

Being unionized can affect you in many ways. We suggest you get a 
-

(name of union) wants you to hire them. They will charge you approxi-

MESSAGE:   THINK FOR YOURSELF!  
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( ), let’s look at what we have accom-
plished together.

Did the union:

 

The answer is clear: no trade union was involved! 

MESSAGE: YOU AND SHERBORNE DID THIS TOGETHER. 
  NO UNION, NO CONTRACT, NO DUES. 
  ON (date) VOTE NO, AND SHOW THEM THAT YOU  
  WANT TO SPEAK FOR YOURSELF. 

Sincerely,

W.H. Burford  
General Manager 
The Sherborne Company
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What Will A Union Cost You?

It could cost a lot. First, you might have to pay an initiation fee. 
Their literature has been silent on this cost issue. Then, monthly 

dues. Some unions charge two hours and 30 minutes of your 
average earnings per month as a minimum, and they can charge 

you more. In addition, unions can require contributions to a 
strike fund, political action funds, building funds, or special 

funds. If an employee refuses to pay this money, his/her union 
membership could be suspended or terminated. The union can 

then sue you for the money. In some instances, a union can 
even try to force your employer to fire you if you refuse to pay.

WE HOPE YOU VOTE NO TO THE UNION
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Attachment 11:  
Verbal Messages (Front Line Leaders—Day 3)

Note:  Employee attendance at meetings in not mandatory.

MESSAGE:

Review the guidelines for dealing with your employees during a 
union organizing campaign (see Further Resource 5.2: Guidelines 
for Action during a Union Organizing Campaign) before holding 
this meeting.

Confirm date, times, and location of vote.

Explain the importance of voting: don’t let other people choose 
for you!

Sympathize with employees; this may be a confusing time for 
them, with different information circulating.

Allow questions from employees. The more discussion, the better.
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Attachment 12:  
Letter from Plant Manager

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Date

Dear ( ),

be open from ___ to ___ and from ___ to ___. Simply come to (location) 
during one of these periods and you will be able to cast your secret ballot.

It is our view that The Sherborne Company is, and will continue to be, a 
good place to work. During the past ___ years, we have delivered excellent 
products to our customers—thanks to you—and as a result, have created 

our own. That is something you should be proud of!

In our rapid growth, we have worked hard to create Human Resources 
policies and practices that are designed to make your work life better. 
(Remember: every policy has had a task group of employees review 
and make recommendations on it before it was implemented). Though 

express themselves without the rigid rules of a collective agreement.

While you have undoubtedly heard many promises from the union 
organizers, they can only really promise you three things:

This doesn’t seem like a lot to offer.

Sherborne Company is still here and stronger than ever. No one can 
argue with our track record of providing and protecting jobs, nor can 
they argue with our regular wage increases. This was all done without 
the involvement of a union. We want to continue to have a good working 
environment, where problems can be resolved in an open, friendly way. 
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Attachment 12:  
Letter from Plant Manager (cont’d)

I believe you should VOTE NO!

Sincerely,

Gayle Oxford 
Plant Manager 
The Sherborne Company
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Attachment 13:  
Scrutinizer’s Duties/Rights

The scrutinizer is selected by management to do the following:

Attend each poll for the entire duration of the voting period

Check voters’ list at the poll

Assist in identification of voters

Arrive at least 15 minutes before the poll is to open to receive 
instructions and examine the ballot box

Challenge prospective voters to confirm their identities

(a) List of possible candidates for scrutinizer.
(b) Reason(s) why he/she would perform this role well.

1 (a) ____________________________________
1 (b) ____________________________________

2 (a) ____________________________________
2 (b) ____________________________________

3 (a) _____________________________________
3 (b) _____________________________________

4 (a) _____________________________________
4 (b) _____________________________________
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Attachment 14:  
Agent’s Duties/Rights

The agent is selected by management to do the following:

Represent the company while the ballots are counted and tabulated

Withdraw any of the company’s challenges and consent to the 
allowance of any irregularly marked ballots

(a) List of possible candidates for agent.
(b) Reason(s) why he/she would perform this role well.

1 (a) ____________________________________
1 (b) ____________________________________

2 (a) ____________________________________
2 (b) ____________________________________

3 (a) _____________________________________
3 (b) _____________________________________

4 (a) _____________________________________
4 (b) _____________________________________
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Attachment 15:  
Verbal Messages (Plant Manager—Day 5)

Note:  Employee attendance at meetings in not mandatory.

MESSAGE:

We hope you vote NO!

Ask employees if they have been given enough information to 
make a decision.

We believe in you and hope you still believe in us.

The plant manager should end the meeting by opening the meeting to 
questions from the floor.
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Attachment 16:  
Concluding Letter from the GM

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Date

Dear ( ),

I am pleased to formally announce that the employees of The Sherborne 
Company voted against representation by the (name of union) on (date 
of vote).

The union lost the vote. ___ percent of employees cast a secret ballot. 
The result was ___ for The Sherborne Company and ___ against.

The employees of The Sherborne Company have just expressed a big vote 

you believe in us. Now we can continue to work together to improve both 
our famous Widget and our work environment.

We realize The Sherborne Company is not perfect. No place is. But we’re 
going to keep on making it better. And I hope you’ll keep telling us what 
needs improving. By talking to each other, we’ll make it work.

Thank you for your support.

Sincerely, 

W. H. Burford 
General Manager 
The Sherborne Company
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SECTION 3: POSTINGS

Bulletin Board Posting #1 (yellow paper)

To all employees

Question 1
How believable are the union’s promises?

Answer 1
If the union is elected, it will only get the right to negotiate with The Sherborne 
Company. The union cannot guarantee anything, because it cannot force The 
Sherborne Company to give anything that it is unable to give. The union organizers 
have promised many things, but they really cannot deliver.

Question 2
If I am approached by anyone concerning the vote, do I have to listen to them?

Answer 2
No! You do not have to listen to anyone, including union representatives, unless 
you want to. You are free to make up your own mind. You should not feel 
pressured by others. If you feel that you have been harassed or threatened by 
anyone, you should report it to your front line leader, any manager, or someone 
in the HR department.

Question 3
Why is the union so interested in my vote?

Answer 3
Your membership means more money for the union, in the form of initiation 
fees and monthly dues. Have you asked the union how much your initiation/
membership/sign up fees and monthly dues will be if it gets in?

   

DO NOT BE MISINFORMED
READ THE OTHER SIDE OF THE STORY

Tomorrow we will put up more questions and answers.
We think it is important that you have the full information 

before you vote on (date).



262 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

Bulletin Board Posting #2 (green paper)

To all employees

Question 4
What would employees gain if they were represented by a union?

Answer 4
In our opinion, nothing! We already have good job security, working conditions, 
wages, and benefits at The Sherborne Company. We also provide flexibility in 
working schedules and assignments whenever possible, all without having to 
pay union dues.

Question 5
Isn’t having the union the best way to guarantee my job security?

Answer 5
No. Job security is not created by a union. It comes from an efficient and 
competitive business and depends on all of us.

Question 6
If the union gets in, can I still deal with the company as an individual?

Answer 6
No. If the union gets in, you will eventually be governed by a union contract 
and a union constitution. The Sherborne Company could not deal with you on 
an individual basis in matters relating to your employment, such as wages and 
working conditions.

 

DO NOT BE MISINFORMED
READ THE OTHER SIDE OF THE STORY

Tomorrow we will put up more questions and answers.
We think it is important that you have the full information 

before you vote on (date).
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Bulletin Board Posting #3 (orange paper)

To all employees

Question 7
If the union loses the vote, will there be any action taken against employees who 
supported the union?

Answer 7
NO!  It is not a policy of The Sherborne Company to take any action against 
any employee for exercising their free democratic choice. On the other hand, 
should the union win the vote, The Sherborne Company cannot and will not be 
forced by the union to take any action against employees who did not support 
the union. It is unlawful for anyone, including the union, to take action against 
you for exercising your free choice.

Question 8
What should I do if I’m told by the union that I could lose my job?

Answer 8
You should tell the union that you know this isn’t true and then report it to your 
front line leader, any manager, or someone in the HR department.

Question 9
Why can’t we try the union out for a while, and if we do not like it, then get rid of it?

Answer 9
Employees should not think that they can try out a union and then get rid of it. 
Employees who wish to decertify can only do so in a very narrow time frame at 
the end of a collective agreement. Furthermore, it requires an application to the 
Labour Relations Board, which may well be challenged by the union. This is not 
an easy route to take.

DO NOT BE MISINFORMED
READ THE OTHER SIDE OF THE STORY

Tomorrow we will put up more questions and answers.
We think it is important that you have the full information 

before you vote on (date).
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Bulletin Board Posting #4 (blue paper)

To all employees

Question 10
What will a union cost me?

Answer 10
It could cost you plenty. First, you may have to pay an initiation fee on top of the 
monthly dues you are expecting. Some unions charge two hours and 30 minutes 
of your average earnings per month as a minimum for union dues, and they can 
charge you more. In addition, unions can require contributions to a strike fund, 
a political action fund, a building fund, or other special funds. If an employee 
refuses to pay this money, his/her union membership could be suspended or 
terminated. Then the union can sue you for the money. In some instances, a 
union could even try to force The Sherborne Company to fire you, if you refuse 
to pay.

Question 11
How much are union dues and where does the money go?

Answer 11
We’ve heard different stories about the amount you may have to pay in union 
dues. As to where the money goes, we understand part of the money goes to the 
international union and part of it to the local union. How they spend it, we’re not 
sure. They don’t have to spend any of it at this workplace.

Question 12
If I do not want to pay union dues or become a union member, what are my 
obligations if the union gets in?

Answer 12
If the union gets in, you will be forced to pay union dues if you want to keep your 
job. When the union requests compulsory deductions of dues from employees’ 
paycheques, the law requires the employer to take the money from your 
paycheque. In addition, unions most often insist on compulsory membership 
in the union as a condition of employment. If the union is successful in that 

DO NOT BE MISINFORMED
READ THE OTHER SIDE OF THE STORY
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demand, The Sherborne Company could be forced to terminate the employment 
of any employee who chooses not to join the union.

Tomorrow we will put up more questions and answers.
We think it is important that you have the full information 

before you vote on (date).
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Bulletin Board Posting #5 (red paper)

To all employees

Question 13
Why is it so important that everyone eligible to vote casts her/her ballot?

Answer 13
The vote will be decided by a simple majority of those who come 
out to vote. If you want the choice to be yours, you must exercise your 
democratic right and VOTE!. Your NO vote will make the difference.

Question 14
How does The Sherborne Company feel about the union?

Answer 14
We do not want the union, and we do not think our employees need a 
union. On election day, we hope you will vote NO!

Question 15
What difference does it make to The Sherborne Company or its business if 
the union is certified?

Answer 15
A big difference! If the union gets in and The Sherborne Company and the 
union cannot agree on a collective agreement, there is always a possibility 
that our production and your pay could be stopped because of a strike.
 

DO NOT BE MISINFORMED
READ THE OTHER SIDE OF THE STORY
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Bulletin Board Posting #6 (white paper)

Three’s
a

Crowd.
Vote No!
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understanding a 
Union Organizing         
    campaign (USA)

Any employer will generally have a series of mixed emotions—mostly 
negative—when he/she learns that a union is attempting to certify its 
employees. There may be a sense of betrayal that the employees would 
even consider responding positively to a union organizer, followed by 
anger that the union is attempting to interfere in the employer’s operations. 
Mixed in with that is a sense of confusion as to how best to respond to the 
organizing campaign and how quickly the employer should respond.

The fact that a union is attempting to organize your workplace may not, 
in and of itself, constitute a failure on your leaders’ behalf. The union’s 
organizing efforts may be doomed from the start if there is little or no 
interest. It may be that the union has an internal contact and is simply 
“fishing around”. Unfortunately, we must always ask the question: “Was 
due diligence carried out during this candidate’s hiring?”

On the other hand, you cannot assume for a moment that simply because 
you perceive that you have managed your enterprise well, a union 
organizing campaign is doomed to failure. It may be that, through lack of 
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communications, your internal procedures have failed. Employees have 
raised issues and complaints, or attempted to do so, only to be rebuffed 
by their front line leaders who were not trained or able to properly listen 
to the message that was being communicated to them. In any event, a 
union organizing campaign confronts your leadership team with a real 
issue. How do you respond in a way that will assure your employees that 
you care about the outcome of the campaign, as well as exercising your 
rights, without appearing to be heartless, aggressive, uncaring, or angry?

At the outset, you must put aside personal emotions and attempt to strike 
an appropriate balance between taking assertive action and appearing 
apathetic. If you take no action, employees will believe that the company 
simply does not care whether or not the union’s organizing campaign 
is successful. This could well lead to enforcing employees’ belief that, 
generally speaking, leadership simply does not care about what they 
decide to do or what they want. If you run an aggressive campaign, you 
may run afoul of the law and alienate any moderate employees who wish to 
seriously consider the issue of unionization without emotional responses.

Suffice it to say that coordinating a response to a union organizing 
campaign demands patience, politics, finesse, courage, and above all else, 
credibility. There are also issues of law, philosophies, and strategies that 
you may have to utilize in the campaign.

It has been written that in some senses a union organizing campaign is 
a “war” between the union and the company. This philosophy has likely 
fallen into disfavor over time because it encourages a win at all costs 
philosophy, which many employees are simply uncomfortable with and 
which often leads to legal problems for the employer.

PREPARATION IS GOLDEN

Whether an employer simply hears about union organizing or receives 
a letter or petition from a union claiming that they hold a majority status 
amongst employees, an environment of uncertainty is immediately created 
in the workplace. The form of the union activity may range from simple 
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calls to employees to see if they are interested, to visits from a union 
organizer, to the delivery of a formal petition, and to possible strikes or 
picketing at your workplace. The scale and degree of your response will, 
of course, depend upon the particular action you are attempting to 
address. However, it is critical that, regardless of the degree of activity from 
the union, you are properly prepared. Lack of preparation will inevitably 
lead to an appearance of leaderships’ ineptitude, possible inaccurate 
statements being made, loss of credibility, and the potential for legal action 
being taken by the union as a result of leaders’ inappropriate actions. The 
keys to preparation are as follows:

Have a team of knowledgeable persons who can be called upon 
at a moment’s notice to assist and respond. This should include a 
legal team (if you’re dealing with legal matters) and management 
consultants versed in union/management issues. You should also 
include public relations consultants who are able to deal with the 
press and media should your company become a high profile news 
item in your community as a result of the organizing campaign.

Ensure you have thorough knowledge of what union is attempting 
to organize you, and what that union has done with other 
employers in your community and industry. Ideally, you will have 
collective agreements that unions have negotiated with other 
employers. Be familiar with these agreements and understand 
what these agreements provide for their members.

Ensure that your business operations do not take a back step 
or otherwise become distracted in the union campaign process. 
Inevitably, a union organizing campaign consumes significant 
amounts of the leadership team’s time, but nothing is worse 
than leaders being distracted to the point where customers are 
forgotten in the process or other normal business activities are 
curtailed. Not only do you risk a loss of business if this happens, 
but the union will be quick to point out your business acumen 
weaknesses during this time.

Ensure that your front line leaders and next-level leaders have the 
appropriate training and sophistication, so that they understand 
what it is they can and cannot say (more about this later). Also, 
appreciate that in many workplaces front line leaders and other 
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leaders may have relatives and friends who are in the bargaining 
unit that the union will be targeting. Human nature being what 
it is, it is virtually impossible for conversations not to happen, 
so be cautious about the messages you are conveying to all your 
leaders. However, bear in mind that all of your front line leaders 
speak on behalf of the company and their actions and words will 
be considered those of the company, especially when it comes to 
any potential unlawful activity.

Review all workplace policies and procedures, so that you can 
credibly and quickly respond to questions about them. The union 
will likely have reviewed these in advance, if it has done its 
homework. The union will assert that you do not have appropriate 
policies and procedures with respect to certain workplace issues, 
or that they are not up to legal or community standards. If you do 
have policies and procedures in place that are not being followed, 
you will need to get to the bottom of that very quickly, so that you 
can provide a credible explanation if you are challenged.

Understand and appreciate that technological devices such as 
cell phones (and thus the ability to take photographs and record 
conversations) are common in the workplace, even if you have 
policies prohibiting them. You should assume that conversations 
and presentations may be recorded and ultimately used against a 
leader. There are thus no “off the record” discussions that you 
can trust.

THE CAMPAIGN

If thirty percent (30%) of the employees in a potential bargaining unit 
sign union cards or petitions indicating a desire to be represented by the 
union, then a number of steps kick into place. The union may petition the 
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) to officially request that an election 
be held to determine if the majority of your employees wish to become 
union members and hence represented by that union.

If such a petition is filed, you can assume that the union has the 
bare minimum to grant it a vote. As part of its strategy, a union is very 
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unlikely to file a petition unless it believes it has at least a majority of 
support in terms of cards signed. Otherwise, it has spent resources (time, 
money, and reputation) without a likely prospect of success. So you can 
realistically expect that a union will have signed union cards for well over 
half of your employees before it will file a petition.

You will then be engaged in meetings or hearings with the union and 
the NLRB to determine when the election will take place, the appropriate 
voting constituency, and the make-up of the bargaining unit. Current 
NLRB rules mandate an election within forty-two calendar days of the date 
of the filing of the petition. Remember that in the event of a vote, it is a 
simple majority of those employees who actually vote in the election. 
This is why it is important in an election campaign to encourage all of 
your employees to vote. The union undoubtedly will have encouraged 
all strong union supporters to vote. Additionally, the union will use these 
“union champions” to get everyone to vote (especially those who have 
signed cards).

Since it is the result of the election that determines whether or not a union 
is certified, the fact that the union has obtained at least a bare minimum 
of cards signed (at the outset of this process) becomes largely irrelevant 
and should not be seen as a basis on which an employer “folds its 
tent”. Often, an employee who signs a union card will have a change of 
heart and will not support the union in a vote. The 42 days is used by the 
leadership team to persuade employees that their best interests are with 
the company and not the union.

If the union is not successful, and thus does not have a majority of 
employees who vote in support of the application, there is a ban on that 
union from calling another election for a one year period. However, if the 
union wins the vote, then the company is obliged to negotiate with the 
union to try to reach a collective agreement. Ultimately, if the parties do 
not reach a collective agreement, the union will have the ability to press its 
demands by calling a strike.
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THE LEGAL BACKGROUND

You should work closely with your labor attorneys and management 
consultants to ensure that you have a full understanding and appreciation 
of the NLRB proceedings. This text is not intended to provide you with 
legal advice. As changes may occur at any time through either the law 
or the administration, we advise you to consult your attorney. As an 
overview, keep in mind that labor relations law really came into being 
with the enactment of what is commonly known as the Taft-Hartley Act 
in 1947, which has its stated intent as follows:

“It is hereby declared to be the policy of the United States to 
eliminate the causes of certain substantial obstructions to 
the free flow of commerce and to mitigate and eliminate 
these obstructions when they have occurred by encouraging 
the practice and procedures of collective bargaining and by 
protecting the exercise by workers of full freedom of association, 
self-organization, and designation of representatives of 
their own choosing, for the purpose of negotiating the terms 
and conditions of their employment or other mutual aid or 
protection.”

The Taft-Hartley Act has been amended several times and the NLRB has 
identified certain protected activities and unfair labor practices as follows:

Section 7 of the Act provides that employees have the right to 
engage in activities free from employer or union interference. 
This should not be surprising as employers do have a degree 
of control over the economic livelihood of their employees and 
part of the legislation is designed to ensure that employers do 
not use those advantages in such a way as to minimize, threaten 
or discourage employee participation in trade unions. As such, 
Section 7 of the Taft-Hartley Act provides:

“Employees shall have the right to self-organization, to form, 
join or assist labor organizations, to bargain collectively 
through representatives of their own choosing and to engage 



275UNDERSTANDING A UNION ORGANIZING CAMPAIGN (USA)

in other concerted activities for the purpose of collective 
bargaining or other mutual aid or protection, and shall also 
have the right to refrain from any or all of such activities…”

As a result, it is clear that it is illegal for an employer to interfere with these 
rights.

UNFAIR LABOR PRACTICES

An unfair labor practice is simply an activity that is deemed unlawful under 
the Act, and the NLRB has prescribed certain activities that, if undertaken, 
are illegal.

If the employer’s conduct is found by the NLRB to interfere with the 
employee’s freedom of choice, the NLRB may void the election and conduct 
another one. However, in more extreme cases where the NLRB concludes 
that the conduct of an employer has the effect of denying freedom of choice 
altogether, it can require the employer to post a notice in the workplace 
acknowledging its illegal conduct and ordering the employer to cease 
and desist from such activity. However, where an employer’s conduct 
reaches a point found by the NLRB to have substantially denied the union 
its pre-existing majority support of employees, it can order automatic 
recognition of the union. And this would be done without regard to the 
results of the election. The next step would be for the employer to bargain 
with the union.

This is why we previously noted that an election campaign requires an 
employer to develop and implement a balanced approach. A company can 
communicate its philosophy that employees do not require a union or that 
a union will not likely assist the employees, yet it must be cautious that its 
remarks are not seen as threatening or chilling to the extent that an unfair 
labor practice is committed.
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ATTEMPT TO IDENTIFY THE “LEGS” THAT MIGHT GIVE 
THE UNION CAMPAIGN IMPETUS

Normally, unions do not make cold calls. They are invited in. One or more 
of your employees has a particular gripe, concern, or is unhappy about 
something. Many union organizing campaigns do not really have to deal 
with low wages, lack of benefits, or other monetary issues. Instead, there 
may be a perception of unfairness or arbitrariness in a leader’s actions. If 
you have had performance issues with a particular leader—the leader does 
not exhibit good people skills—that may be an indication of why people 
are unhappy. If a relative of a leader has been hired or promoted and is 
thought not to have merited that job or promotion, it might indicate that 
employees do not trust leadership’s judgement and favoritism becomes an 
issue.

Go back and review the findings of all recent employee committee meetings 
or the internal complaint systems to identify whether the company has 
been efficient and genuine in responding to employee complaints. Now 
is the time to figure out and quickly identify what has gone wrong. 
If you remain in denial or continue to assert that you have already fixed 
the problem, you will simply be feeding the union’s credibility, and 
employees are more likely to listen to a fresh voice that appears to have an 
understanding of what has gone wrong. One of the goals in your dealing 
with these perceptions is to convince employees that if you have made 
a mistake, you are prepared to admit it and to tell them what you are 
going to do about it. If you haven’t made a mistake, and the union is 
spreading false information, then your objective should be to set the 
record straight.

Earlier we identified an issue of designating a public relations person to 
deal with the press or media. The reason it is better to have one person 
assigned to this activity is so that all media relations and communications 
can be coordinated, so that no inconsistent or incorrect messages are 
filtered to the media through multiple management personnel.

By the same token, there should be a clear strategy devised with respect 
to front line leaders and next-level managers. You do not want supervisors 
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or managers talking to the employees about the union on an ad hoc basis. 
Once again, there is significant risk of spreading inconsistent messages 
and false information; even different styles of communication can hamper 
the company’s credibility.

Communications to the employees about the union organizing campaign 
should therefore be done in a very structured and filtered manner. The 
senior person in the company dealing with labor relations (or with this 
particular campaign) should take charge of this immediately. This person  
should instruct front line leaders and managers that if questions relating 
to the union are being asked, the employee should be advised that their 
questions and comments are welcome, and they will be taken to the 
appropriate individual, so that he/she can then respond to all employees 
with respect to all questions and comments. This will necessitate, in all 
likelihood, written communication pieces in which employees are regularly 
advised of what is going on, what questions or issues have been raised, 
and the resulting company responses. The written responses should be 
vetted by the company’s consultant or attorney to ensure that they are 
communicated in a proper manner. However, speed is of the essence, so 
that employees do not form the impression that their questions and 
concerns are simply lost in a bureaucratic tangle. As a guide, all 
employee questions should be answered within 24 hours.

At the very least, employees must be advised immediately (assuming that 
a petition has been filed) that a union (name the union) has filed a petition 
with the NLRB seeking to have a vote amongst employees to determine 
whether or not they wish to be represented by the union. The communiqué 
minimally should indicate: a) that employees will be advised as soon as an 
election date is set, and b) the leadership team welcomes any questions 
or comments about these events. Consistent with this position should be 
a statement that the company will respect the rights of employees to 
choose or not choose a union in accordance with the law. Also, that the 
company will not interfere in employees’ rights to exercise their decisions 
freely; however, it is the company’s view that a union is not necessary in 
the workplace. Likewise, selecting a union to represent the employees 
will not enhance the lives of employees—it will only create unnecessary 
bureaucracy and expenses for the employees.



278 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

A more detailed letter can certainly set out such issues as the history of the 
union with respect to other employees in the community and the industry; 
other collective agreements that the union has negotiated with employers 
can be discussed and used as a comparison. Further, the letter can also 
make statements as to the company’s present working conditions in terms 
of wages, benefits, and internal procedures, with a view to pointing out 
that a union cannot better any of these particular conditions. 

THIRD PARTY PREPARATIONS

A union’s filing of a petition necessarily involves some degree of publicity. 
You must be prepared in these circumstances to make disclosure of this to 
your customers and other third parties. These groups will inevitably find 
out if you do not make disclosure, as they may have contractual relations 
with the same union or they may find out simply through word of mouth. 
Telling them before they ask you is the preferable route, and advising them 
that you will keep them fully informed as the matter progresses will make 
them feel more comfortable. At the early stages, before an election is held, 
you will not do yourself proper service by beginning to discuss alternate 
forms of doing business in the event of a strike. This will undoubtedly 
filter back to your employees and will create an immediate sense that the 
company believes it will lose. This type of negative communication to the 
very people you must convince to stand against a union campaign will not 
help you in an election.

EDUCATING SUPERVISORS (FRONT LINE LEADERS)

Ideally, it would be helpful if a fact book or manual was prepared for 
all supervisors, so that they would have an opportunity to familiarize 
themselves with some basic ingredients of an organizing campaign as well 
as the law. This is helpful not only for obvious communications issues, 
but in a legal proceeding, you will want to show that your supervisors 
are unlikely to have committed unfair labor practices (if they have the 
essential material that tells them what they can or cannot do they are 
unlikely to commit unfair labor practices). As a general rule, it is unwise 
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to encourage supervisors to have free and unstructured dialogues with 
employees about union issues. The problems that are created with these 
types of discussions are as follows:

1. If there is a union “plant”, there will be an attempt by the union 
to cause the supervisor to say something that might constitute an 
unfair labor practice. If a statement by a supervisor demonstrates 
“anti-union animus”, then other actions taken by the company 
may be portrayed in the same light.

2. A union “plant” may be recording the conversation with the 
supervisor, without the supervisor’s knowledge.

3. Different supervisors may give different information to the same 
employee, thus causing a loss of credibility within the company.

4. Supervisors should not be expected to provide information to 
employees about the union organizing campaign. This is the job 
of human resources or labor relations and the senior leadership 
team.

A basic manual or fact book for supervisors should contain at a minimum 
the following information:

1. A union has the right to attempt to organize employees and 
attempting to subvert those rights could be a violation of the law.

2. There is no automatic right of a union to organize or attempt to 
organize on company time. Employees are expected to do their 
jobs in the normal course.

3. The date of any upcoming NLRB vote, the details of that vote, and 
who can or cannot vote.

4. All policies and procedures should be available to supervisors 
for reference. Most importantly, supervisors should have read the 
policies and procedures.

5. When asked specifically about questions relating to the union or 
union organizing, supervisors are best advised to say “I will look 
into that and provide you an answer right away” and then deliver 
on that promise within 24 hours.

6. Supervisors should be specifically advised to be wary of the 
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following questions:

a) Why doesn’t this company want a union?

b) If the union does not get in, will employees who supported it 
be fired?

c) If the union gets in, will the company move its operations to 
Mexico?

d) If this company is so well managed, why are certain employees 
not happy and why are they trying to form a union?

The above questions are often asked by union “plants” who are hoping to 
illicit a type of anti-union response that can be used by them in an unfair 
labor practice complaint.

See Exhibit 7.1, below, for details on what the supervisor can do and cannot 
do. Supervisors should be trained with respect to these do’s and don’ts.

Exhibit 7.1: Supervisors’ Do’s and Don’ts

A.   WHAT SUPERVISORS CAN DO
1. Inform employees that there is an organizing campaign by_______ 

(name of union) and that as a result of that campaign a vote will 
be held on _______ (date).

2. Inform employees that they have the right to vote and should 
exercise that right, and that no one will know how they voted.

3. Inform employees that it will be the vote that determines whether 
or not the union is certified, and it will be the majority of employees 
who vote who will determine the issue.

4. Inform employees that they should think carefully about the 
issue, as it will impact their future with the company and how 
their employment relations will be determined.

5. Inform employees that neither the company nor the union 
can pressure or intimidate them on how to vote, and that such 
pressure or intimidation, either by the company or the union, will 
not be tolerated or permitted by the company.
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6. Inform employees that if they feel intimidated, they should report 
it immediately to their supervisor.

7. Inform employees that they are free to choose whether or not 
they wish to have a union, but that the company does not believe 
that a union can achieve for its employees any greater rights and 
benefits than they already have.

8. Inform employees that they should carefully investigate the issue 
of the union’s internal workings, how much in dues they will 
have to pay if the union succeeds, and what, if any, strike benefits 
are paid to employees should there be a strike.

9. Inform employees that the company does care about them, and 
that if there are any particular issues or concerns employees wish 
to raise, they should feel free to raise them.

10. Inform employees that although they do not know all the details 
or all the facts about the issues that were brought forward, but 
would be happy to ask the appropriate people and get back to 
the employee with respect to information they are seeking.

B.   WHAT SUPERVISORS CANNOT DO
1. Ask employees if they know which other employees are union 

supporters.

2. Ask employees to report back to leadership as to what internal 
activities they believe the union is engaging in.

3. Tell employees that union supporters will eventually be weeded 
out by the company if the union does not get in.

4. Tell employees that the company can restrict what they do during 
their non-working hours.

5. Tell employees that if the union gets in and there is a strike, it will 
likely be the end of the company.

6. Tell employees that if the union gets in, the company will likely 
move its operations to another country (for example, because it 
cannot be competitive).
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7. Treat employees who support the union differently or pay special 
attention to their work product.

8. Tell employees that if the union gets in, the company will never 
agree to sign a collective agreement.

9. Ask employees to give the supervisors the union cards they may 
have signed.

10. Advise employees that if the union gets in, they will almost 
certainly end up making less money and will lose their health 
care benefits.

11. Tell employees that management knows who is supporting the 
union and is taking careful stock of who supports and does not 
support the union. 

 

NLRB HEARINGS

An NLRB hearing is conducted before an officer, and generally it deals 
with a number of issues related to most organizing campaigns. Commonly, 
these issues are as follows:

1. Jurisdiction
In order for the union to be able to certify your company, the company 
must meet the statutory jurisdiction defined in Taft-Hartley Act and 
demonstrate how unionization may affect commerce. Specific standards 
have been set out for various kinds of businesses. As a company, you must 
present evidence of that you fall outside the jurisdiction of the NLRB, and 
unless you do so, you will be deemed to be within the jurisdiction of the 
NLRB and can be certified.

2. Appropriateness of the Bargaining Unit
The NLRB merely has to find an appropriate bargaining unit rather than the 
most appropriate bargaining unit. Over the years, the Board has developed 
a number of principles to determining an appropriate bargaining unit. You 
should discuss this with your attorney. The facts are presented at the hearing 
if there is a dispute about the appropriateness of the bargaining unit.
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3. Unit Composition
Supervisors are not entitled to be in the bargaining unit, as there is an 
obvious conflict of interest between those persons who have some economic 
authority over the livelihood of employees being in the bargaining unit. 
There may also be other issues under scrutiny, including whether someone 
is an employee (rather than a contractor) or employees who are employed 
in a confidential capacity. These employees are generally excluded. Part-
time or casual employees are still considered employees who are eligible 
for the bargaining unit.

4. Date of the Election
The union will generally want an election date as soon as possible. If it 
is gaining momentum, it will not want to lose the momentum, and if it is 
not gaining momentum, it will not want a further erosion of its support. 
Companies often want a later election date to ensure that employees have 
had adequate opportunity to distil information, think about the issues, and 
ask appropriate questions.

Companies often prefer Fridays as an election date, as it allows maximum 
exposure to the company’s communications in the days prior to the vote. 
A Monday election may mean that the union has a greater opportunity to 
talk to employees over the weekend.

5. Election Site
You should consider what you believe to be the most friendly and accessible 
site to have the election. Ensure that employees will feel that their privacy 
is protected, and that they can enter and leave the site without extensive 
interruptions.

ELECTIONEERING

Once these preliminary issues have been dealt with, your company must 
determine who in management should be involved in the electioneering 
campaign. Certainly your whole leadership team can be involved—with 
emphasis on the heads of human resources/labor relations, manufacturing, 
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finance and your attorneys. These people must be prepared to put together 
a communications campaign, as well as be able to respond on very short 
notice to union electioneering material.

As indicated earlier, it is critical that front line leaders (and senior leaders) 
not be unduly distracted or otherwise circumvented during the period 
of time that the electioneering runs. Each of the leaders involved in the 
response to the union’s campaign must be able to communicate with each 
other instantly. (This includes on evenings or weekends, whether they are 
out of town or otherwise engaged in other matters, so that if critical issues 
emerge, decisions can be promptly made and, if necessary, communicated 
to employees.)

It is recommended that one person (from either public relations or internal 
communications) be assigned to write electioneering material, both at 
the first instance and in response to union electioneering material. These 
should be reviewed by your attorney to ensure that there is no issue of 
unfair labor practices. In order to prepare electioneering material properly, 
it is recommended that you consider the following topics:

1. You should understand who the union is, what its constitution 
and by-laws look like, what its dues are, what its track record 
is generally, and more specifically, what collective agreements 
it may have negotiated or tried to negotiate with employers in 
your area and industry. The union constitution and by-laws, while 
likely to be unpopular reading for your employees, do contain 
valuable information as to dues, initiation fees, assessments, strike 
pay, expulsion procedures, and election of officers. Many union 
constitutions also contain the salary of elected officials, which is a 
piece of information that may be useful in electioneering material.

2. You should read the collective agreements that are in place with 
this union, particularly in your industry and/or geographic area, 
as they often give you an indication of what this particular union 
has achieved with other employers. This is particularly useful 
information if you wish to state in your campaign material that 
your wages and benefits are comparable, or better, than those that 
have been negotiated with other employers in your community 
by this union. Just be careful that you have the facts correct and 
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that the collective agreements you have are current. Have human 
resources/labor relations and your attorney review the agreements 
to see if there are any anomalies in the document that you can use 
to your advantage in an election campaign.

3. The NLRB Election Report lists the outcome of secret ballot voting 
by employees in elections. As well, you should be able to obtain 
information about strikes that the union has engaged in recently 
simply by doing some basic research on the Internet. If possible, 
see if you can obtain information as to the length of a strike, and 
the result achieved by the strike. For example, the fact that a union 
engaged in a ten day strike only to achieve a marginally better 
wage offer than before the strike would be very useful information 
to provide to your employees during any election campaign.

4. During the campaign, supervisors should be specifically instructed 
to do more listening than talking. Employees will sometimes be 
looking for an avenue to speak to management; front line leaders 
must be careful not to engage in a cross-examination or debate 
with employees.

5. You can expect that a wealth of information will come back to 
front line leaders from employees in this age of social networking. 
Some of this information may be reliable or helpful, but much of it 
will not.

6. In general, you should be looking to achieve the following 
objectives in an election campaign:

a) Communicate clearly with employees in a fair, balanced 
manner, and do not give employees the impression that 
leaders are angry by this organizing campaign.

b) Always try to accentuate the positive by stressing what the 
company has done without the need of union involvement.

c) Acknowledge up front if mistakes have been made and put 
forward a plan for correcting these mistakes.

d) In the context of an election campaign, be especially careful 
that you do not misstate or exaggerate. You will lose credibility 
with employees if you do.
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e) Make it clear that the company believes that a union cannot 
achieve anything more for the employees than they already 
have by dealing directly with the company, and that there is 
no guarantee that with a union the employees will be as well 
off as their currently situation.

f) Confirm with employees that they have the ultimate right to 
make the final decision, but that they should not make the 
decision until they have thought carefully about all of the 
information available.

7. The following are likely to be key issues that the union will try to 
sell to your employees and how you can respond to them:

a) The union will tell your employees that with unionization 
comes greater job security. You can emphasize that there is 
really no such thing as job security and that everything in a 
workplace depends on the company’s ability to sell its product 
and/or provide its services in an efficient manner.

b) The union will be pushing the idea that employees working 
together can influence management more than employees 
working singularly. You can respond to this by indicating that 
you value the sophistication and hard work of your employees, 
and in your view, they do not need to band together to 
intelligently or accurately express their views or otherwise 
make their position felt.

c) The union will argue they provide a fair process, such as 
a grievance procedure, so that management cannot play 
favourites. Here your track record is particularly important, 
and if you have internal dispute procedures, you can certainly 
advocate that these are superior to formal union grievance 
procedures, which are cumbersome and cost valuable 
resources.

d) The union will assert that only with union representation and 
a contract will management be compelled to treat employees 
fairly. Once again, you must be comfortable with your prior 
record and how you have treated employees with respect to 
wages and benefits. Promote your company’s track record on 
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this issue.

e) The union may identify specific issues with working conditions 
(e.g. lunchrooms, rest rooms, parking lots, or potentially 
unsafe areas). To the extent that you have been putting off 
refurbishing or renovating an area of your office or production 
facility that may required it, now would be a good time to deal 
with any issues head on.

8. You will likely come into possession of union electioneering 
material that is distributed to your employees. You should 
carefully review that material and craft a response in a calm and 
professional manner, recognizing that your employees will likely 
read both the union material and your response. If you have a 
multi-cultural workforce with a significant number of employees 
who have a first language other than English, you should have the 
document translated into any applicable languages.

9. As best as you can, you must manage your business under 
the theme “business as usual”. Any reactionary moves will be 
interpreted as either overreaction, panic, or even worse, unlawful. 
Remember that you retain the right to manage, to discipline 
employees where appropriate, and to expect that all employees 
will continue to work in the manner that you direct. Recognize, 
however, that disciplining an employee may well lead to an unfair 
labor practice charge, but this in and of itself should not be a basis 
for you to do nothing if you have legitimate business interests to 
protect.

10. In general, you should keep in mind the following:

a) You will never win over every employee, nor will the union.

b) Be supportive of your supervisors during a time when they will 
find it very difficult to manage. Also, they may find it difficult 
to share information with senior management, as they may 
feel conflicted.

c) Anticipate that your workforce may be polarized, and there 
may be significant issues between employees who feel strongly 
about the issue one way or the other.
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d) Continue to keep the communication lines open at all times, as 
best as you can.

e) Stay within the law at all times. Consultate with your attorney 
regularly.

f) Try not to overwhelm employees with electioneering material 
every day. Be selective with what you say and when you say it. 
Always recognize that if serious allegations are made by a union 
with respect to your past performance or credibility, you must 
and should respond to it immediately. However, employees 
who are saturated day after day with a point and counterpoint 
environment may simply become apathetic and tune out what 
is going on. You should not feel compelled to do something 
every day if there is nothing that can be constructively and 
productively accomplished.

THE FINAL COUNTDOWN AND THE VOTE

Try to target your electioneering in such a way that maximum effect is 
given to the day or two before the actual vote. This is where you must 
make maximum effort to encourage everyone to vote. You can expect that 
strong union supporters will always vote. You must ensure that employees 
who have not expressed a particular side are encouraged to vote as well, 
because in many elections, those individuals determine the result.

Do not hesitate to emphasize that in a secret ballot vote, employees 
never have to tell anyone how they voted. This theme is really directed 
to employees who may have signed a union card, but have had second 
thoughts about whether or not they should support the union. If these 
employees understand that it is the result of the election that governs, 
and not on whether they signed a card, you have achieved considerable 
communications success.

On the actual election day, you are entitled to designate an observer to 
be present at the ballot, although this observer cannot be a member of 
management. Basically, the observer’s function is to ensure that those 
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who come forward to vote and purport to cast a ballot are actually who 
they claim to be. It is very important that your observer is an employee 
who is very familiar with the workplace, knows everyone by sight, and 
understands their responsibilities. The union, of course, is also entitled to 
such an observer under the same rules and conditions.

After the polls are closed, the ballots will normally be counted. Company 
management is entitled to be present at the polling station immediately 
after the polls have closed, as is the union organizer or representative. The 
agent conducting the vote will tally the ballots and place them each in a 
stack. The polling observers will be entitled to challenge a ballot, and any 
challenged ballots will be segregated, with the voter’s name placed on the 
outside of an envelope. If those challenged ballots become numerically 
irrelevant, they are not dealt with and never counted.

Challenged ballots will not be counted by the agent and a decision as to 
whether or not each challenged ballot will be allowed to be included in 
the results will be made later by the NLRB.

POST ELECTION

If you have been successful in the vote, you should ensure that you 
communicate to all of your employees, indicating that you wish to thank 
them for their support during this period of time. If the union wins the 
election, you should still communicate; be gracious about the result and 
indicate that you appreciate that the employees carefully considered the 
issues and voted. In neither case is it recommended that you emphasize the 
numerical strength or weakness of each party. If, for example, the union 
narrowly wins the vote, a reference to that in your communication piece 
may suggest that you wish to attempt to undermine the union, because it 
does not have a firm foothold in your business; doing so may be an unfair 
labor practice. On the other hand, if you handily win the vote, do not gloat.
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LESSONS LEARNED, EVEN IF YOU WON THE VOTE

The fact that the union was able to convince a number of your employees 
to join indicates that at least some of your employees believe there was 
an alternative way for them to assert their concerns. It is critical that you 
conduct a post election audit of your workplace, and at a minimum, 
ascertain the following:

1. What issues were caused employees to be dissatisfied in the first place?

2. What can or should you do about these issues to eliminate the 
dissatisfiers?

3. Identify policies and procedures that may be weak, not generally 
known, or perhaps need to be put in place, so that employees are 
fully aware of how your workplace operates.

4. Identify whether you should enhance or otherwise change 
your hiring practices. Have you hired people who are not good 
performers and simply consulted the union because they feared 
they would be terminated because of their poor performance?

5. Review your salaries, benefits, and other compensation issues 
once again, even if you have done so during the campaign.

6. Review and ascertain whether promises broken in the past can 
now be fixed. If not, clearly communicated to employees why not.

7. If you do not have an internal committee of employees or a forum 
for employees to address their concerns, consider setting one up 
immediately. Ensure that members of this committee or forum are 
chosen by the employees.

8. Once again, if you have not already done so, evaluate your 
supervisors, including how they acted in the campaign and 
whether they performed in accordance with your instructions.

The chapter has been prepared by our US labor attorney and 
because of her personal choice and that of the partners in her firm, 
she has decided to remain anonymous. We appreciate the research 
and time she has devoted to this chapter and Chapter 21: Creating 
an Environment for Decertification (USA). We are sorry that we can 
not provide her with the public recognition she actually deserves.
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Note to reader: This chapter is not the full story on addressing a union 
organizing campaign—however, this was never the book’s mandate. For 
the US reader, Chapter 7 provides the structure in which the campaign 
will be managed (and ideally won). 

At the time this book is being released, we know from the recent 
Presidential election that there are legislative and administrative changes 
planned for the NLRB. Should your organization be targeted by a union, 
seek the advice of a competent labor attorney (who: a) knows your State 
labor legislation, and b) only works for management) and a competent 
management consultant who has a solid track record in ensuring that a 
union will not be successful with your employees.

Finally, the objective of  Positive Employee RelationsTM is that your employee’s 
dissatisfaction will be minimized, and that the senior leadership will 
always have an understanding of employee opinions and attitudes. 
If the core message “treat employees as you would your customers” OR 
“employees first, customers second” is at the heart of your organization’s 
entrepreneurial spirit, then—Unions are not Inevitable!©.

Given the Contents of Chapters 5 and 6—which reflect the Canadian 
scene and a 5-day window for the election—we see that prevention 
is always the key to defeat union campaign activity, whether in the 
US or Canada. Given that in Ontario we have a 5 day window, 
rather than a 42 day window, there is considerable information 
about preparing for a union campaign in Chapter 5. The focus is 
on prevention via Positive Employee Relations™. In Chapter 6, we 
provide a workbook to prepare all the information your leaders/
managers will require to assist in keeping them current during a 
campaign.

- Lloyd Field
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building the
  Infra-structure         

There is one thing about which an employer can be certain: if your 
organization fails to recognize and address the needs of your employees 
and acknowledge their contributions, there will be a union poised to 
fill this vacuum. A Positive Employee RelationsTM program eliminates 
that vacuum, making unionization unnecessary. To accomplish and 
maintain this level of awareness requires a deep commitment on the part 
of senior management. This commitment does more than pay lip service 
to the principles of Positive Employee Relations. It requires a proactive 
approach, regardless of whether you are a start-up organization, a recent 
acquisition, under new management, have just successfully defeated a 
union drive, or won a Labour Board certification vote.

PROACTIVE, NOT REACTIVE: THE MANTRA 

The attitudes and practices resulting from a reactive leadership style will 
erode, rather than enhance, the employee’s job scope, working conditions, 
and interpersonal relationships. This leadership style feeds a climate of 
unionism. 
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Pro-union sympathies are a result of negative employee 
experiences within organizations. 

Rest assured neither front line leaders nor non-supervisory employees 
are, by nature, pro-union and anti-company. If they become sympathetic 
to the union cause, it is as a result of their experiences within the 
organization. How can an organization defuse the threat of a union? By 
being proactive! By acknowledging existing concerns and resolving them 
transparently, anticipating potential trouble spots, and working to prevent 
their growth. 

Unions have known for a long time that the hint of a strike is often 
enough to modify the behaviour of management. Unfortunately, such 
reactive modifications of behaviour tend to be viewed by employees 
with scepticism. If management sincerely adopts the philosophy that its 
most important resource is its human resources, then the organization 
minimizes the threat of a strike and the union loses a powerful organizing 
tactic and potential negotiating strategy.

Building a positive, pro-active infrastructure for the systems and 
practices supporting your culture is your starting point.

Do you think employees will rally around a company that takes an anti-
union stand? NO! As expressed in earlier chapters, the decision to support 
or not to support a union is every employee’s right, enshrined in law. So 
why would employees support leaders who want to take away their right 
to decide?  Employees will become pro-company if they see their front line 
leaders and next-level leaders supporting policies and practices consistent 
with Positive Employee Relations. Such practices include: opening 
channels for two-way communications, involving employees in decision-
making, and demonstrating a sympathetic and humane awareness of the 
employee’s point of view. This is values-based leadership in action!

Why should leaders wait until they are boxed in to realize that 
employee involvement in problem identification and problem 
resolution is not only normal, but good business?
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Employee engagement should be at the heart of your company’s Positive 
Employee Relations program. To assume that employees are not 
interested in business decision-making, that employees are incapable of 
making meaningful suggestions, and that their primary interest is self-
interest will only fuel the frustrations and anxieties that breed employee 
dissatisfaction. This negative orientation towards how people think and/or 
behave is another manifestation of McGregor’s Theory X (see Exhibit 1.1: 
McGregor’s Theory X and Theory Y). 

If management has a business problem related to production, administration, 
or even the physical relocation of the plant/office, why not involve your 
employees (an ever-critical audience) in the problem solving process? 
Whatever the final decision, eventually the employees have to carry out 
that decision. It would be much better if employees, regardless of their 
role or position, were given an opportunity to discuss the alternatives and 
understand why one solution is chosen over another.

Involved employees are more likely to feel committed to the 
chosen solution and therefore fully engaged with the outcome.

Historically, there are two likely explanations for why management has 
not involved employees in business decisions. First, leaders tend to be 
unaware that employee involvement is a viable or useful strategy. This is 
the antithesis of “employees are our greatest resource”. Second, leaders 
generally feel uncomfortable and/or incapable when responding to 
employees’ suggestions. A question I hear all too often is “Problem-solving 
and decision-making is the reason why I’m the front line leader, so 
why would I ask (or need) employee input?” 

Both of these explanations are based on assumptions that front line leaders 
make about employees and their own leadership strengths, or lack of them. 
Such presumptions are rooted in Theory X thinking. Leaders are sometimes 
afraid that if they say no, employees will become alienated. In actuality, 
if employees’ suggestions are considered among all the alternatives and 
choices are made in an open, participatory environment, employees will 
still feel part of the decision-making process, even if their idea was not the 
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selected alternative. Saying no does not necessarily lead to alienation, but 
not involving employees will certainly sow the seeds of discontent that 
may eventually lead to unionization. 

Management’s approach to employee relations should be 
positive rather than negative; pro-people rather than anti-union; 
proactive rather than reactive.

UNION-FREE MEANS PRO-EMPLOYEE 

Typically, leadership’s reasons for resisting unionization range from hard-
headed economic considerations to paternalism based on questionable 
motives. The following points are often presented to support the senior 
leadership’s position: 

Unionization costs an employer between 25% and 35% (or more) 
of gross annual payroll in operating costs 

Unionization curtails management’s freedom to manage

Powerful unions are known to have victimized gullible employees 

The first two points are valid. The third point, a benevolent concern for 
the welfare and interests of employees, frequently disguises leadership’s 
selfish motives. For reasons both real and imaginary, leaders are reluctant 
to have to deal with employees through a third party. Many owners and 
managers have had little or no experience with unions, and as a result, 
they base their decisions on what they’ve heard from others. On the other 
hand, there are leaders who have lived through the demoralizing effects of 
having their employees working-to-rule or actually going on strike.

Today we understand that return-on-investment and profitability goals 
cannot be achieved when there is distrust and conflict in the workplace. 
Such behaviour leads to employee dissatisfaction, disengagement, lack of 
commitment, and will undermine, sooner or later, the economic survival 
and growth of the organization. 

If an organization wishes to remain free of union interference, it may 
apply short-term preventative labour relations practices that appear to be 
correcting the problems. Such tactics are invariably misguided. For example, 
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management may ask legal counsel to prepare an employee handbook that 
reads like a collective agreement, so as to dupe the employees into a false 
sense of security. However such temporary solutions fail miserably when 
the company gets busy and reverts to its true values. The employees realize 
they have been taken in and their level of distrust towards management 
increases accordingly.

A PHILOSOPHY THAT EMBRACES PEOPLE AS WELL AS PROFIT 

To maintain a non-union environment, an organization’s underlying 
leadership philosophy must be expressed, constantly reinforced, and 
regularly reassessed. It is an accepted management axiom that the core 
factors in any business are survival and growth. Unfortunately, this is 
sometimes interpreted by leaders to mean survival and growth at any 
cost. Such a short-term approach frequently leads to a dehumanized work 
environment and creates critical long-term labour relations problems. 

Business must make a profit, but it must also devote equal time to satisfying 
the needs and aspirations of its employees. A pro-active human resources 
philosophy must embrace these two equally important goals: people and 
profit. We cannot attain one without attending to the other. As leaders 
begin to develop a Positive Employee Relations program, they must take 
every opportunity to communicate and reinforce the nature and rationale 
for policies that support this program. 

Senior leadership can begin to articulate to employees the company’s 
Positive Employee Relations program. Examples of articulating your 
Positive Employee Relations program can be found in Exhibit 8:1: Mission 
Statement and Exhibit 8.2: Welcome Letter to New Employees. Exhibit 8.1 
details the goals of The Sherborne Company’s Positive Employee Relations 
policy. (These statements, written in a traditional tone, can easily be 
adapted to the language of continuous improvement and/or the diversity in 
your population.) Together, these documents comprise a complete policy 
statement. When working toward goals that are mutually beneficial to 
employees and to management, employee relations must be a high-
priority objective, with the appropriate long-term attention it deserves. 
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MANAGEMENT MUST “GET IT TOGETHER” 

We must not only say we are going to be equitable and consistent in 
our human resources programs, but we must demonstrate consistency 
in the development and day-to-day implementation of these policies and 
practices. This state is achieved through intentions and behaviour: words 
and actions. Saying what we will do and doing what we say. 

If leader’s actions do not support their values, the Positive 
Employee Relations program will appear to be empty.

Once a Positive Employee Relations program has been communicated to 
employees, these stakeholders will be watching very closely to see how 
management’s ideas are being translated into actions. It’s all very well 
for the company to express its desire to deal directly with employees 
without intermediaries, but it will only be through actual performance 
in carrying out its intentions that the company will gain credibility 
and thereby continuously earn its union-free status. 

If we compare the workplace to a theater in which our company leaders 
are the actors on the stage and employees are the audience, we can better 
understand the dynamics that take place when management announces 
its Positive Employee Relations program. In this play, the audience will 
perceive two themes: profitability in the organization and consistent and 
equitable treatment of the employees. The employees will observe the 
behaviour of the actors as they tussle with the people versus profit and the 
profit versus people questions. They will be aware that these themes can 
sometimes conflict with each other. The audience will watch as the main 
characters shift from hero to villain from one scene of the play to the next. 
They will try to determine whether the players are truly living their parts or 
merely acting. The audience may enter the theater in a sceptical mood, but 
to make the audience suspend their disbelief, the players must actually 
live the truth… their values and guiding behaviours. 

Members of the audience will also compare this performance to ones 
staged by previous employers, or judge the play on the basis of what they 
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know (either from personal experience or hearsay) about the benefits of 
unionization. 

Above all, the audience will be sensitive to whether the actors are playing 
their roles with conviction. They will be alert to any signs that this is not 
the case. At some point, the leadership team makes an appeal for audience 
(employee) support by inviting audience participation. Eventually, if 
everyone plays their respective roles with integrity, they cease to be roles, 
and evolve into reality.

A commitment to Positive Employee Relations is senior 
leadership’s definite statement of intentions, but it is so much 
more: it is a way of life!

EMPLOYEE RELATIONS FROM THE EMPLOYEE’S VIEW 

While the goals of management and the aspirations of employees can 
be harmonized, leaders must take the initiative because every new 
employee brings a residue of hesitancy, distrusts, or uncertainty to 
the job. The magnitude of their concerns will vary from one employee 
to another, but they will be present. The concerns stem from previous 
unsavory employment experiences, such as:

Front line leaders who were poor communicators and disrespectful, 

Unpaid overtime,

Being passed over for promotion without any explanation,

Recognition not given for good ideas, or

Harassment (of any type) that was seen as insignificant by an 
employer.

Sometimes the uncertainty can be traced back to the dinner table, where 
family members talk about their own workplace experiences. If, for 
example, The Sherborne Company does not acknowledge such issues, 
determine their magnitude, and take a proactive position to address them, 
the residue will never be balanced with a new and more positive reality 
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for the employee. (In many ways this is the nature versus nurture question 
applied to the employee–employer relationship.)

To achieve a positive reality, senior leadership must take a hard look at 
every procedure used in recruiting, selecting, placing, retaining, training, 
and compensating employees. In doing so, these leaders will begin to 
see employee relations from the employee’s perspective. This perspective 
is required to develop human resources practices that will respond 
professionally and sensitively to such concerns as:

Am I in the right job? 

Can I handle this job? 

How will I know if I’m doing well? 

How do I get a promotion? 

How do I tell my front line leader what is annoying me? 

Will anyone listen? 

What are my chances of getting a larger pay cheque? 

Should I borrow money to buy a new car? (Is my job secure?) 

Are working conditions safe? (Is my employer meeting the spirit 
as well as the letter of Safety and Occupational Health legislation?) 

If I don’t produce, will they fire me? 

DEVELOPING A POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS PROGRAM

The following is an eleven-step quick reference guide to developing your 
Positive Employee Relations program. As previously defined, Positive 
Employee Relations is both a culture and a set of policies, procedures, 
and practices that speak to progressive intentions and leadership. Positive 
Employee Relations confirms that people (employees) come before 
profits, because products, services, and the eventual financial well-
being of the organization are a result of engaged employees led by 
enlightened front line leaders, next-level managers, and senior 
leaders. Beginning in Chapter 10: Becoming an Employer of Choice, I 
will expand on each of the steps below. 
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In this chapter, I will give an overview of:

Statement of policy

Employment

Safety

Training

Performance management

Communications

Compensation

Front line leaders

Job security

Evaluating the climate

Feedback

Statement of Policy
Positive Employee Relations has been adopted and implemented, because 
the organization has firmly held values about ensuring that employees 
are engaged in their work, communicated with as mature and responsible 
adults, and led by enlightened leaders. Inherent in this approach is 
the objective that employees will see no need to exercise their right to 
participate in any union activity. An illustration of a Positive Employee 
Relations policy statement is shown in Further Resource 8.3: The Sherborne 
Company’s Guide to Positive Employee Relations.

Employment
The employment experience—from the placement of advertising, receipt 
of resumes, and through to the signing of the employment letter and 
the orientation—is viewed as if it were a customer experience. As with 
customers, you only get one opportunity to make a positive first impression 
with your employees.
From the beginning of the employment relationship, every effort must be 
made to:

Match employees’ competencies and aspirations with the available 
job openings;
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Explain job responsibilities, performance standards and procedures 
for advancement; 

Explain the complaint/grievance, open door procedures, and 
Positive Employee Relations practices; and

Introduce and support the socializing of new employees with 
their fellow employees and their work environment.

Point out to all newly hired employees that a current copy of all the 
company policies and procedures have been placed in the lunchroom and 
are posted on the employees’ link to your company’s website.

Everything the employee needs to know about your company, 
to feel an immediate sense of affinity to your company, must be 
available from day 1.

Safety
Safety is always a fundamental consideration and a major responsibility. 
Historically, unions made their mark by collective reaction to unsafe 
working conditions. Understanding the scope of every union’s passion 
concerning safety matters is as important to the front line leader as it is to 
the senior leadership team. Safety training is much more than a five-minute 
talk by the front line leader at the beginning of every shift. Safety must be 
a core corporate value and should be respected accordingly. As we look 
at provincial and federal Health and Safety legislation, it should be obvious 
to everyone that safety in the workplace is one of society’s key priorities.

Training
Develop a training matrix that includes:

All relevant safety instructions,

How employees perform their jobs to meet the minimum 
acceptable performance standards, and

How to take self-responsibility to identify problems and to resolve 
them.
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The employee’s goal is to exceed the performance standards for their 
next review. Break down each job into its major components and prepare 
a related training module. Employees must be able to work smartly, 
efficiently and with pride of accomplishment, so they are able to focus 
and improve the design and manufacture of your product. Additional 
training modules would likely include titles such as:

What are the mission and vision statements for our company?

What are our values and guiding behaviours? How do they affect 
the current and projected marketplace?

Who are our competitors and what are they doing to compete 
with us?

How to integrate various business aspects with each other.

Identify problems and make skilful and timely decisions.

Understand your job’s performance standards and how to exceed 
them.

Performance Management
Every employee should know the expectations their front line leader has 
for the job that they are performing. These expectations—performance 
standards—should be known at the beginning of the employee’s work 
cycle. Hence, employees are the first to know how well they are doing 
and have the opportunity to take personal responsibility for performance 
improvement. Providing each employee with the opportunity to be the first 
to correct their work is an integral component of Type B job satisfaction.

The keys to successful performance management are always:
Be consistent!

No ambiguous agenda!

Performance Standards are known up-front!

Assess performance, not the person!
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Communications
If you cannot describe what you want and if you cannot measure it, 
then you cannot communicate it.

Keep all front line leaders informed about senior leadership’s decisions, 
thus enabling them to understand and communicate the rationale for 
all announcements. Publish a schedule of monthly communications or 
town hall meetings. Stick to the schedule and keep employees informed. 
Regular communications prevents rumours from becoming realities, and 
it establishes a precedent, thereby allowing management to talk to all 
employees even during a union organizing drive. Use all available vehicles 
for communications to keep information up-to-date and to keep your 
employees engaged. For example: schedule ad hoc meetings and distribute 
electronic publications. Your communications can include newsletters 
and letters to the employee’s home; postings on bulletin boards, websites, 
and social media; and selecting committees to research and recommend 
solutions for problems. For a unique and effective employee-front line 
leader communications program, refer to Further Resource 15.3: Let’s 
Talk©: An Employee’s Guide to Effective Communication.

Compensation
Determine pay rates and benefits on the basis of survey data for similar job 
responsibilities in similar industries in your community. The company’s 
method of determining its pay rates and benefits should be clearly 
explained to all employees. So should the performance markers required 
for progressing from one pay level to another level. The specific wage 
or salary any individual employee earns is kept confidential between the 
employee and their front line leader/human resources. Nevertheless, how 
the pay grades or salary ranges are determined must be clearly understood 
by all employees. Not to do so would violate a prime directive of our 
free enterprise system—employees provide their labour and employers 
provide fair wages. 

Compensation should also be based on equal pay for work of equal value. 
Wage discrimination is senseless and unfair, as well as illegal! A job 
evaluation program that assesses the worth of all jobs to the company 
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should be used. Again, employee involvement is critical to the success of 
the job classification system. See Further Resource 8.4 for a sample generic 
job evaluation plan.
  

Front Line Leaders 
Select for promotion only those individuals who have demonstrated their 
competency at understanding and leading others using practices that 
replicate your company’s values statement. As well, when promoting, 
choose  those individuals who can develop the ability to sincerely convey 
your Positive Employee Relations program (see Chapter 2: Values, 
Leadership & Positive Employee Relations). Keep front line leaders and 
next-level managers fully informed, at all times, of the importance of 
retaining your privileged union-free position (see Further Resource 5.4: 
Sherborne’s Front Line Leader’s Guide to Remaining Union-Free).

Job Security
In a free-market economic system where products, services, innovation, 
and the needs of customers are rewarded, the true essence of job security is 
a difficult topic to address. Job security is an oxymoron! Still, job security 
must be discussed, because employees, frequently at all levels, have so 
many misconceptions about the topic.

It is important to raise this subject before employees do. Being pro-active 
provides an opportunity to establish a tone and a position that might be 
difficult to achieve if your company were to be placed in a reactive position 
(i.e., responding to union initiatives). In reality, there are only two forms of 
job security available to all employees. First, is the employees’ education, 
experience, references, and their ability to cleverly use this combination in 
an ever-changing employment market. Second, is the performance of any 
employer and the employee’s contribution to that performance. This is a 
two-part scenario and if either party underperforms in the marketplace, 
job security is less probable. 

Evaluating the Climate
Use employee opinion surveys (see Further Resource 8.5: Sample 
Employee Opinion Survey) or focus groups (see Further Resource 8.6: 
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Sample Focus Group) and follow-up on the results. Analyze frequency, 
origin (branch, department and shift), and the type of employee comments 
and complaints. Watch work flow, absenteeism, and turnover. Always be 
on the alert for evidence of dissatisfaction and low morale. Discuss any 
and all examples of dissatisfaction openly with front line leaders.

It is critical to follow-up, or complete action steps, after surveys 
or focus group meetings. Correcting the issues that are causing 
employee dissatisfaction is a key part of implementing Positive 
Employee Relations! 

Feedback 
Your Positive Employee Relations program is better defined as a way of 
doing business instead of a program that implies beginning and ending 
points. Every aspect of Positive Employee Relations must be clearly based 
on the corporate values and their connection to the day-to-day behaviour 
of all leaders. Evidence of Positive Employee Relations must always 
be clear to employees. Review human resources policies at least semi-
annually to ensure they reflect your core values.

Make sure wages and benefits are consistent with those paid in similar 
industries throughout the community. Make the company’s union-free 
position known. This is not an anti-union position: it is a clear explanation 
that is important to employees. Ensure that all employees know how to 
(and, in fact do) communicate their problems to their front line leader, 
human resources representative, or any leader of their choosing. There is 
an expression from the trenches of WWI that is an interesting reference 
point: It’s the bullet you don’t hear that is the one that gets you. If your 
employees are not talking to you about their jobs, the equipment they 
use, their wages and benefits, and their issues of dissatisfaction, then they 
could be talking to someone else.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FRONT LINE LEADER 

It is important at the outset to recognize the degree to which the front line 
leader’s words can result in a greater understanding, by the employees, of 
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corporate objectives, policies, and plans. It will also increase motivation, 
engagement, productivity, and commitment. The front line leader must 
know and believe in the messages and nuances from the senior leadership 
team that are to be passed on to the employees. Company communications, 
like myths, vary according to the viewpoint of the teller. Ensure that all front 
line leaders are in step with the company’s Positive Employee Relations 
philosophy. 

A Positive Employee Relations policy must be lived, not just communicated 
in a company-wide memo. This living must be done well before a union 
organizing campaign surfaces. When an explicit point of view is absent, 
employees often assume the company has taken a neutral position 
regarding unions. This assumption has led employees to sign union 
membership cards merely because they assumed senior leadership did not 
care one way or the other. This should never happen! 

Senior leadership’s position on unionization can be clearly stated in its 
Positive Employee Relations policy, which must be circulated in a variety 
of ways: in an employee handbook and other in-house publications, in 
your pre-interview recruiting package, on your corporate website, on your 
bulletin boards, and in your orientation training.

Ultimately, it will be the front line leader’s job to demonstrate by 
word, deed, and attitude that the company means what it says 
about the critical importance of one-on-one and face-to-face 
relationships. All levels of leadership must live the company 
values!

REINFORCE THE POSITIVE 

Behaviour modification is based on the theory that behaviour is largely 
shaped by environment, and hence, it has a powerful association with 
Positive Employee Relations. This theory, usually associated with Harvard 
psychologist Dr. B.F. Skinner (The Origins of Cognitive Thought, 1989, 
Merrill Publishing Company, Columbus, Ohio), posits that an individual’s 
actions can be modified by controlling the response to those actions. 
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Rather than probing the reasons behind actions, behaviour modification 
theory concentrates on changing the actions themselves.

Reinforcement, or a calculated response to behaviour, may be positive 
or negative. The purpose of reinforcement is to increase the tendency 
for a desired behaviour to occur. The frequency and timing of the 
reinforcement has a significant influence on how quickly the desired 
behaviour will be learned and how long the behaviour will last. 
Depending on the workplace culture and the employee’s values, the 
following examples of reinforcements may be effective:

and

Any organization can apply positive reinforcement to encourage employee 
behaviours consistent with its Positive Employee Relations program. It 
can train front line leaders and next-level managers in the art of building 
the employee’s self-esteem, while at the same time increasing efficiency. 
When the organization has determined the performance it requires and 
has collaboratively established performance standards for each employee’s 
job, regularly scheduled performance reviews should be conducted to 
monitor job performance and work-related behaviours. Employees are 
given detailed feedback on the effectiveness of their performance with 
reference to past performance and performance standards. Arguably, the 
positive reinforcement can be sustained, to a noticeable degree, by the 
employee.

If the employee knows the goals to be achieved by the end of a 
set period, performance reviews become a discussion of the 
obvious.

The front line leaders systematically review the feedback on each employee 
and reinforce the positive aspects of the employee’s behaviour, usually 



309BUILDING THE INFRASTRUCTURE

by praising improved performance. Front line leaders are encouraged to 
develop methods of reinforcement that neither exaggerate nor undervalue 
the importance of the employee’s efforts (See Chapter 16: Reviewing 
Employee Performance).

FRONT LINE LEADERS NEED RECOGNITION TOO! 

In too many companies, training the front line leader equals training to 
keep production up and costs down. Promoted on Friday, the front line 
leader arrives at work on Monday and begins to supervise people who 
were peers the previous week. Unfortunately, nobody told this new 
front line leader that the most delicate and significant aspect of a front 
line leader’s job is achieving results through people.

The promotion may have been based on past performance appraisals, yet 
rarely do these appraisals ask questions related to the candidate’s people 
leadership skills and aspirations. These reviews centre exclusively on how 
the candidate meets production or service schedules, and the quality and 
quantity of his/her work. 

How much positive recognition is given to a front line leader for managing 
a department in which the number of complaints/grievances or the 
absenteeism level is below the company norm? In most organizations, 
such recognition rarely occurs.

The front line leader, with all good intentions, does what has 
been asked: keep production up and costs down! It’s taken for 
granted that, as a former employee, the front line leader now 
knows how to work with people. Nothing could be further 
from the truth!

Professional, well-seasoned leaders frequently question their own ability 
to manage effectively. If your company’s Positive Employee Relations 
program is to succeed, it must depend on strong support from your front 
line leaders. Recognize then, that the newly appointed front line leader 
will reach out for any assistance you can offer to clarify the mysterious art 
of people management.
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BE PREPARED 

When faced with the prospect of a union organizing campaign, it would 
be folly not to double-check (and sometimes triple-check) your human 
resources practices.

You don’t need to wait for a union campaign! The following expanded 
list of seven self-audit steps should be part of any ongoing Positive 
Employee Relations program, whether or not there is any obvious sign of 
union activity. This checklist will help to reduce your susceptibility during 
a union organizing campaign.

Create a human resources database

Create a wage, salary, and benefits database

Market your benefits

Seek employee feedback

Know your opposition

Insist on reasonable policies that are consistently applied

Communicate—then communicate, again

Create a Human Resources Database

Prepare computerized lists of employees’ names, addresses, and 
phone numbers; include names of spouse/partner, children, 
etc. Ensure that this information is in compliance with privacy 
legislation.

Include employees’ names by department, facility location, shift, 
length of service, and employee versus leader status.

This database is to be used when communicating with employees. 
Since the lead time during a union campaign will likely favour the 
union, having the database prepared in advance can save senior 
leadership valuable time. It must be confidential, it can never be 
made public or given to any employee. Union organizers would 
pay a significant amount of money to get a copy of this database. 
Do not authorize or distribute mailing lists or employee contact 
data.
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Create a Wage, Salary, and Benefits Database 

Computerize all wage and salary administrative plans. Organize 
data so that it is available by job grade, salary range, employee 
name, etc. 

Annually (more often if needed) review the compensation 
structure to ensure competitiveness in the marketplace. Make 
proactive adjustments when needed. Deficiencies should be 
addressed promptly.

Annually (more often if needed) participate in local and industry 
wage and benefit surveys. Determine if your programs are current 
and competitive. 

If there is no survey conducted in your geographic area, initiate 
one. Commission a locally based compensation consultant or 
human resources professional to conduct the survey to ensure 
confidentiality and correct data-reporting practices. 

Be aware that wage and benefit deficiencies or inequities will be 
used by union organizers to illustrate the organization’s unfairness 
or, worse, its greed.

Document, in employee-friendly language, all policies and 
procedures related to pay practices. For example, overtime, 
call-in-pay, cost-of-living adjustments, and merit pay should be 
covered in your policies. 

Computerize individual employee job worth statements, so they 
can be distributed at a moment’s notice (see Further Resource 2.3: 
What Is Your Job Worth?).

Market Your Benefits

Publish all of the organization’s benefit programs in a straight-
forward and employee-friendly language. Regularly market the 
benefits to your employees (and possibly their spouse/partner). 
Consider installing computerized kiosks or on-line access to 
provide employees with instant, personalized benefits information.
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Clarify what you are required to pay in your province versus what 
you are actually providing. For example, in Canada, employer 
contributions are required to support our Canada-wide health 
care programs, Employment Insurance, etc. A retirement plan or 
pension plan can be built on top of the Canada/Quebec Pension 
Plan; such a retirement plan is an employee benefit and should 
be marketed accordingly. Including all your benefits means going 
beyond insurance-type programs, be sure to include social and 
recreational activities, educational/tuition assistance, subsidized 
cafeterias, and food services.

It is not uncommon to see that the cost of all the benefit programs 
can amount to 30% of base pay, or more. This is a substantial 
amount of value and the organization’s marketing efforts should 
show, for example, that for every $10 in direct wages, there is 
another $3 or more in indirect costs to support the employee and 
the employee’s family. So, in our example, an employee with a 
take-home pay of $45,000 is actually receiving $58,500 from the 
employer.

 

Seek Employee Feedback 
The two most frequently used processes for feedback are employee 
opinion surveys and focus groups. For either method to be successful, 
adhere to the following guidelines: 

Include employees in focus groups to determine the topics of 
concern that should be included in the survey questions.

Use a power point presentation. 

Do not require employees to sign the surveys. Surveys should be 
completed at work, in areas that can be supervised. This ensures 
you know who actually participated, while ensuring anonymity 
regarding who completed which survey. 

Collate feedback data by department and/or shift and/or location, 
so that action plans can be initiated in the correct work areas. 
Involve employees in following through on changes that result 
from the feedback.
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Do not conduct any form of employee feedback process if the 
senior leadership team is unwilling to address each and every 
issue. In responding to any issue there are three options: 

1. Yes, we can and will correct this now. 

2. No, that cannot be corrected because... 

3. We don’t know, but will get back to you (in a specific period 
of time: no more than two or three weeks).

If the organization is large enough, include one-quarter of the 
employee population in an employee opinion survey every three 
months. This means that every quarter your staff is implementing 
changes. Should there be a union organizing drive, you can 
continue the precedent of conducting quarterly surveys with your 
employees.

Know Your Opposition 

Participate in, or initiate, a neighbourhood bi-monthly meeting of 
senior managers to discuss union activity in your labour market 
(the geographic base from which you draw employees) and in 
your industry. 

Union data is frequently made available by the provincial/
state government, the Canadian Alliance of Manufacturers and 
Exporters, National Association of Manufacturers in the USA, 
Chambers of Commerce, trade groups, and other local human 
resources associations. Key leaders (CEO, general manager, and 
human resources) should be members of these professional groups 
in order to build a network and to receive relevant information, 
which can be shared at regular leadership meetings. 

The more intelligence you have about the union movement, 
particularly in your industry and geographic area, the better. 
No one has lost a union organizing campaign because they 
had too much information about the specific union and the 
personalities involved. 
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Insist on Reasonable Policies that are Consistently Applied 

The organization’s value system becomes the basis for all 
human resources practices. This is the only reasonable way to 
earn respect and achieve consistency in the workplace. From 
the perspective of Positive Employee Relations, these values, 
and guiding behaviours must be part of the organization’s daily 
operating practices.

The number one cause of unionization is untrained leadership 
and the resulting autocratic behaviours demonstrated by these 
leaders.

Provide meaningful training tools that result in participative and 
collaborative leadership behaviours from front line leaders and 
next-level managers. Not providing training in this area is nothing 
less than a dereliction of responsibilities! If a similar scenario 
occurred with financial management, leaders would be defending 
their positions in court.

All literature meant for employees (the employee handbook, 
bulletin board announcements, postal or electronic 
communications to the home, newsletters) should be written in 
straightforward, clean, uncomplicated, user-friendly language. 
With all due respect to the legal profession, if your lawyer writes 
or edits the employee handbook you are likely to see a collective 
agreement hidden in the language, do not use it. If your benefits 
and retirement plan literature is written or edited by an actuary, do 
not use it. Have a business communicator review and edit these 
documents to make them easy to read and employee-friendly. 
Respond to the diverse languages in your organization.

Certain key policies and procedures require special attention to 
ensure clarity, not only for employees, but for front line leaders who 
use them. These critical policies include company values; wages, 
salaries and benefits; performance management; recognition; and 
discipline, issues resolution, and termination. 

Ensure each policy has a training program attached. Each front 
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line leader must understand the why and how of applying the 
policies. Leadership behaviours should be included in the front 
line leader’s performance management program. Front line 
leaders who do not adhere to these policies in their leadership of 
employees should themselves be subject to disciplinary measures, 
including a development program to help them modify their 
behaviours. 

Communicate—Then Communicate, Again! 

We win union organizing campaigns based on our history. You 
cannot begin to build a historical track record once the union 
has begun a campaign. 

Make employees aware of why the organization sees little 
or no value in unions. The why is most important! Emphasize 
that two-way communications is always better than three-way 
communications. Your organizational values must support this 
message. Never lose sight of the reality that union membership is 
a civil right for every employee—the right of free association. We 
do not, and cannot, obstruct this legal right! At the same time, we 
do want to make every legitimate effort to persuade employees 
not to exercise this right. This is the raison d’etre for Positive 
Employee Relations!

Consistently support the no-solicitation, no-distribution rule. Don’t 
set a precedent by allowing some solicitation (such as the selling 
of charity raffle tickets) and then try to enforce no-solicitation 
during a union organizing campaign. 

Union organizing activity is not, by law, allowed on private 
(company) property, but is allowed on public property (sidewalks, 
public pathways, and roads). Do not be compromised. Post signs 
in parking lots and site entrances that clearly state: PRIVATE 
PROPERTY—PRIVATE USE ONLY.

In some jurisdictions, the distribution of union literature by 
employees (not the external organizers) is allowed in parking lots, 
lunch rooms, and public areas, so long as it does not interfere 
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with the employees’ work time. When the employer pays the 
employees for their lunch break, it has no bearing on the above 
right of distribution.

Impress upon every employee the importance of securing the 
physical facility. No unescorted people should be allowed on the 
site or in the building(s). Everyone must sign in/out and wear a 
visitor’s badge. 

Employees, particularly those newly hired, are most receptive 
to messages from senior leaders. Invest in an outstanding 
orientation and intake program. Make an impact and be 
prepared to live up to your message in day-to-day work life. If you 
use a buddy system to supplement the orientation program, make 
certain you know what the buddy will say when asked questions 
such as: 

* What do you like about this place?

* Do they respect your seniority around here? 

* Why doesn’t this place have a union? 

At the far end of the employment timeline is the exit interview. 
This interview is to seek information and advice from those 
employees who decide to leave the organization. Their reasons 
for leaving may or may not be relevant. What is relevant are the 
perceptions of the employees who are leaving the organization.
Questions should include:

* Did front line leaders and next-level managers behave in 

accordance with our values? Please give examples.

* Was this a good company to work for? Why?

* What went on in your department that your front line leader 

really did not understand?

With answers to these and similar questions, a competent 
interviewer can obtain a good picture of the company, as seen 
through the eyes of an exiting employee (see Further Resource 
8.7: Exit Interview Questions).
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Many leaders, regardless of their level in the organization, have great 
difficulty with the concept and practice of leadership. Leadership is about 
having people follow you, because your vision is appealing and strikes 
a chord. You cannot build relationships with employees by sitting in 
a front office and periodically writing memos, letters, or a newsletter. 
Leaders, in order to be leaders, must meet with, talk to,and engage 
the employees in their workplace. They must demonstrate that two-
way communications works. You can be sure that the union organizer is 
going to try to prove that three-way communications works better.

A union organizing campaign always heightens emotions and frequently 
brings out the worst in people. To calm the waters, management often 
begins to send out bulletins, newsletters, and special video presentations 
about the company, and postal or electronic communications to the 
employee’s home and their family. While this may be a good tactic, it 
is not always a good strategy. Why? The union organizer gets the credit 
for causing all these communications merely by his/her presence on the 
scene.

Do not wait for a union to give impetus to your communications 
plans and initiatives. Engage your employees now, because it’s 
the right thing to do. It’s an expression of your values. It is 
Positive Employee Relations in action! 

When it comes to Positive Employee Relations, the effort required to lay 
the foundation will pay lasting dividends. Only then will the employee 
relations culture be able to withstand the test of time. 
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Exhibit 8.1 Mission Statement

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

MISSION STATEMENT

1. To ensure The Sherborne Company’s future, we will achieve our 
goals and objectives by demonstrating an ethical and professional manner 
in all our relationships with employees, customers, and suppliers. We will 
apply this ethical and professional manner to our interactions with the 
communities in which we work. 

2. To continue to be recognized as a world leader in Widget design 

3. To maintain a growth-oriented posture, while expending 

4. To maintain our enviable employee relations position, we will 
strive for human resources practices that continually demonstrate our 
values, including individual employee recognition, job security, and 
workplace safety. 

5. To ensure The Sherborne Company’s survival and growth, we will 
strive to earn a consistently fair rate of return while reinvesting earnings 
to support future business growth. 

6. To be socially responsible, Sherborne will participate in activities 
that support our environment, our community, and our charities of choice. 
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Exhibit 8.2 Welcome Letter to New Employees

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Dear (employee’s name), 

Welcome to The Sherborne Company. Now that you have joined our 
organization and spent some time with our Human Resources Relations 
people, I would like to take this opportunity to review some important 
information with you. 

At The Sherborne Company we pride ourselves on the quality of our 
workmanship and the value of our products. While we are in business for 
economic gain, at the same time we run our business as a team effort. We 
want you to enjoy working here! We believe everyone should be treated 
fairly: you, your fellow employees, our customers, our suppliers, our 
communities, and our shareholders. 

We achieve this by: 

Hiring the most talented people available for all employment 
opportunities. 

Training all employees, so that they are thoroughly empowered to do 

Providing each employee with reasonable working hours. 

Paying each employee a fair and competitive wage. 

accident or death, and a retirement plan. 

Providing a safe and orderly workplace. 

Ensuring that all employees are fully informed about the company 
and what is happening with the business. 

Providing opportunities for employees to discuss any matter that 
concerns them. 
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Encouraging all employees to take pride in the concepts, products 
and progress of our company. 

Because of The Sherborne Company’s size, it may take a while for you to 
know all members of the leadership team. However, if you have a problem 
or want to discuss any matter, I encourage you to seek out and talk with 
any leader, from your team leader or front line leader to our President. 
We want to hear from you!  We believe that this open communications 
policy will enable us all to grow. 

We look forward to having you grow with us.

Sincerely, 

W.H. Burford 
Vice President & General Manager 
The Sherborne Company
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Anticipate potential trouble spots in both your culture and the 
workplace itself, and resolve them proactively.

2. Constantly reassess your organization’s underlying philosophy to 
make sure it balances economic and human resources goals. 

3. Regularly review every procedure used in recruiting, selecting, placing, 
training, and compensating employees to ensure the organization’s 
philosophy is expressed in its actions as well as its words. 

4. Articulate the organization’s Positive Employee Relations policy. 

5. Take these steps to reduce your organization’s susceptibility prior to 
a union campaign: 

Create a human resources database and keep it up-to-date. 

Create a wage and salary database and keep it up-to-date with 
community standards. 

Market your benefits to your employees. 

Seek employee feedback. 

Know the opposition. 

Ensure your organization’s policies are reasonable and consistent. 

Communicate, communicate, communicate. 
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. If employees become sympathetic to the union cause it is a result of 
their experiences within the organization.

2. If it is to retain its non-union status, the organization must use an 
approach with employees that is at least as enlightened and committed 
as that used to manage and grow its physical and financial assets. 

3. Management’s approach to employee relations should be positive 
rather than negative: pro-people, rather than anti-union; proactive, 
rather than reactive.

4. When working toward goals that are mutually beneficial to employees 
and to senior leadership, employee relations must be recognized as a 
high-priority objective and given the appropriate long-term attention 
it deserves. 

5. Ultimately, it will be the front line leader’s job to demonstrate by 
word, deed, and attitude that the company means what it says.

6. All too often nobody told a new front line leader that the most delicate 
aspect of his/her job is achieving results through people.

7. Positive Employee Relations confirms that people (employees) come 
before profits, because products, services, and the financial well-
being of the organization are all a result of engaged employees led by 
enlightened front line leaders and next-level managers.

8. The number one cause of unionization is untrained leadership and 
the resulting autocratic behaviours demonstrated by these leaders.

9. If there is no reward for taking the extra effort to be a good leader, front 
line leaders and next-level managers will quickly learn leadership is 
not an important issue.

10. Leadership is about having people follow you because your vision is 
appealing and strikes a chord.
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11. Do not wait for a union to give impetus to your communications 
plans and initiatives. Engage your employees now because 
it’s the right thing to do. It’s an expression of your values.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 8.1: The Sherborne Company’s 
Positive Employee Relations Policy

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

OUR BELIEF IN SHERBORNE’S EMPLOYEES

What We Believe 

 The Positive Employee Relations philosophy at The Sherborne 
Company is to maintain a work environment that recognizes each 

concerns. We believe that the interests of each employee and the overall 
organization are best served through handling employee relations matters 
on an individual basis, rather than involving outside third parties who 
have no real interest in our future. 

 The Open Door Policy at The Sherborne Company allows all 
employees to obtain the answers to their questions directly from their 
front line leader or any other member of the leadership team. And this 
includes our President! This honest and direct communication solves 
problems and ensures that concerns are answered quickly and effectively. 
Resolving your concerns is as important to us as resolving a customer’s 
concern.

 The overall effectiveness of The Sherborne Company, and each 
employee’s part in it, depends upon an environment of understanding, 
cooperation, and teamwork throughout the organization.

 The Sherborne Company’s philosophy regarding employees is 
based on our core values and guiding behaviours. Everything we do as 
a company in the present or the future will be based on one or more of 
these seven values. It is this approach to managing our business that 
assures our stakeholders (especially our employees) that we believe in 
both ethical business practices and working with everyone in a respectful 
manner.

Our Human Rights Policy

It is the policy of The Sherborne Company to provide equal employment 

This Equal Employment Opportunity Policy applies to all aspects of 
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your employment relationship with The Sherborne Company, including 
recruitment, selection, work assignments, promotion, transfer, 
termination, wage and salary administration, training, and coaching. We 
do not discriminate in any way! Harassment, of any nature, is against our 
values and will not be tolerated under any circumstances.

Employee Development

 It is The Sherborne Company’s Policy to promote from within 
whenever possible, thereby creating opportunities for advancement at all 
levels within the organization. The requirements for these opportunities 

 The progress and growth of The Sherborne Company depends 
upon the development and performance of all of us who work here, 
employees and leaders alike. We have a long tradition of providing training 
and development opportunities for employees and encouraging them to 

 Everyone at The Sherborne Company wants you to have every 
opportunity to develop your capabilities to the fullest. Your front line leader 

job performance and progress opportunities.

by using the latest equipment, techniques, and processes. This involves 
changes that create strength and security by ensuring a favourable, 
competitive position in the marketplace. These changes also generate 
business growth, in which you have an opportunity to participate. 
Your contributions will always be acknowledged and rewarded. You are 
encouraged to exercise initiative in all that you do at The Sherborne 
Company. Every effort is made so that your job is both challenging and 
rewarding. Our goal is to provide you with the opportunity to develop your 
potential. We look forward to you developing a long-term career at The 
Sherborne Company.

 Training and helping employees improve by developing greater 

philosophy. It is a natural link to building careers at The Sherborne 
Company. As the requirements of your job change, you will need to acquire 
additional or different skills. Our Training and Development programs 
cover a wide range of subjects. These programs are all designed to aid 
in your career progression and assure The Sherborne Company of an 
adequate number of trained employees. External courses are supported if 
we do not have the resources to operate such programs in-house. 
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Resolving Problems

 Your working relationship with your front line leader is the most 
important link in our Positive Employee Relations program. Whenever you 
have needs, questions, suggestions, or problems regarding your work or 
our policies, they can and should be openly and frankly discussed with 
your front line leader.

 Misunderstandings can occur in any organization. By maintaining 
open communications, most matters can be resolved before they cause 
unnecessary complications. The Sherborne Company is willing to assist 
in a spirit of mutual support and cooperation. If the situation cannot be 
resolved immediately you have two avenues open to you.

1. Our Open Door Policy allows unresolved problems to be moved 
up, all the way to our President, Charles Sherborne. You may talk to any 
leader you wish.

2. Our Peer Review or Internal Dispute Resolutions Program allows 
you to resolve concerns with a panel of your peers and leaders.

In either case, you will be treated with respect and provided the 

Two-Way Communications

 To provide you with objective information to assess and develop 
your career interests and goals, two-way discussions between you and 
your front line leader are held regarding your job performance, progress, 
and potential. Information discussions, through the Let’s Talk© program, 
will be an ongoing part of communications.

 Slightly more formal sessions are scheduled (generally once a 
year) to provide a systematic format for mutually reviewing and appraising 
your performance and goals against the Performance Standards of your 
job. Such discussions, to be effective, must be two-way in nature and 
must result in mutual commitment to develop your skills, abilities, and 
potential.

 Our active and varied Communications Programs will keep you 
well-informed about employee, company, and marketplace developments. 
Your front line leader is your best source of information. There will be 
periodic meetings held in your department to keep you informed about 
organizational matters of current interest, to answer your questions, and 
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to provide you with an opportunity to comment on current operations and 
problems.

 Throughout The Sherborne Company announcements are posted 
on bulletin boards and through electronic messaging. Our newsletter is 
distributed quarterly. Your employee handbook is a valuable source for 
summaries of all of The Sherborne Company’s Policies and Procedures. 
Information of special interest will be sent by courier to your home or 
made available electronically. 

At The Sherborne Company, we continually strive to be 
responsive to each and every person.

You are as important to us as our customers!
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FURTHER RESOURCE 8.2: Goals of a Positive Employee 
Relations Program

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

GOALS OF OUR POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS PROGRAM

The cornerstone of The Sherborne Company’s Positive Employee Relations 
program has always been our seven core values, with an emphasis on 
individual respect and dignity. All our policies and practices, based on 
reasonableness and consistency, are designed to promote our values with 
everyone associated with our company, including employees, customers, 
and shareholders. The goals of our Positive Employee Relations program 
are: 

1.
talents and long-term aspirations: when our employees are 

We will continue to hire 
and promote the best candidate for any position, based on that person’s 

is important to us, and we will always recognize it.

2.  External 
candidates will be considered only when internal candidates do not have 

can prepare for future job postings. 

3.
in the same pay category. Given our Job Evaluation Plan, there will 
be no pay differences based on gender, or any other factor, except 
performance. Salary increases will be based on performance, as assessed 
in Performance Review meetings. 

4.
Employees are invited to discuss any questions about 

their individual salary and the position of their salary within the salary 
range with their front line leader, their next-level manager, or a Human 
Resources representative.

5. To provide training to meet the Performance Standards 
 The Sherborne Company encourages employees 

to upgrade their skills by offering full reimbursement of tuition costs for 



329BUILDING THE INFRASTRUCTURE

pre-approved educational courses.

6. To schedule Performance Review meetings every six 
months to compare actual performance with Performance 
Standards. These are collaborative and developmental discussions in 
which your front line leader and next-level manager will always seek your 
input. 

7. 
legislated health and safety regulations will also be The Sherborne 
Company’s minimum standard. When your position requires Personal 
Safety Equipment, our company will provide this equipment, at no cost to 
you.

8. 

families. 

9. To provide employees with the opportunity to discuss 

anyone on the leadership team. As promotion is always our goal, we 

their front line leader, Human Resources representative, or any leader of 

and groups for new inventions and patents, so that we continue to re-
invent the way we make our world famous widgets.

10. To continue building a sense of community at The Sherborne 

allowing everyone to meet their personal and work aspirations.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 8.3: The Sherborne Company’s 
Guide to Positive Employee Relations

Our Values and Guiding  Behaviours

When we discuss the values that guide the direction and leadership of The 

Company;

Identify what is important to all employees and leaders in carrying out 
their work;

and

Constitute real-time values.

vibrant drivers of what we do at our company, they must have the following 
characteristics:

Impact every person and every decision made in the organization

Be  by something or someone, internal 
or external

Create and maintain direction (the bedrock) even in the chaos of the 
marketplace

Link to the overall success of the organization

Inspire all stakeholders

Having worked with leaders and employees, we developed wording as to how 
people should be interpreting these values. We have arrived at a consensus 
as to the meaning of each value and its expression (known as guiding be-
haviours). By doing so, we will have further integrated our Positive Employee 
Relations

examples of guiding behaviours for each value.
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1. Spirit of Inclusion

 I will:

in our enterprise.

Communicate (especially listen) with employees, as they are all-
important resources.

2. Solid Belief in Decency

 I will:

Treat others as I wish to be treated.

Be completely honest and trustworthy in my dealings with all 
stakeholders, by behaving in a responsive, open, and timely 
manner.

3. 

 I will: 

Actively support every employee’s plans to learn more about our 
products, processes, and customer needs.

Ensure every employee has an opportunity to develop through on-
the-job and off-the-job training, as recorded in the Development 
Plan segment of their annual Performance Review.

4. 

 I will:

Demonstrate my equal respect for every employee and stakeholder 
through my actions and deeds.

Not discriminate against employees and other stakeholders.

5. 

 I will: 

Ensure that the safety and well-being of employees are not 
compromised.
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Red Cross.

6. 

 I will:

Initiate and/or participate in quarterly brainstorming sessions 
concerning new product research and alternative designs and uses 
for the widget.

Encourage and support others to understand the marketplace and 
how customer needs affect widget design and quality.

7. 

 I will:

Ensure that no product is shipped to customers until it passes all 
company quality standards.

Demonstrate a “do what it takes” attitude towards satisfying 
customer needs.

What We Believe

Our Positive Employee Relations philosophy is to maintain a work environment 

suggestions, and concerns. We believe that the interests of each employee and 
the overall organization are best served through handling employee relations 
matters on an individual basis, rather than involving outside third parties who 
have no real interest in our mutual future. 

the answers to their questions directly from their front line leader or any other 
member of the leadership team. This honest and direct communication solves 
problems and ensures that concerns are answered quickly and effectively. 
Resolving your concerns is as important to us as resolving a customer’s 
concern.
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part in it, depends upon an environment of understanding, cooperation, and 
teamwork throughout the organization.

Employee Charter of Rights

based on respect, fairness, dignity, and transparency: Positive Employee 
Relations
Employees and leaders share the responsibility to ensure the success of the 
company. It includes many principles and practices; however, those that make 

healthy for everyone. In principle, we will always meet or exceed the provincial 
and federal government’s mandate requirements.

There will be no discrimination on any grounds other than the 
individual’s performance.

by employees within our industry and geographic location. If your total 
compensation is found not to be competitive, your total compensation package 
will be reviewed and adjustments will be made accordingly. In addition, you will 
receive an annual breakdown of your compensation package called What is 
my Job Worth?
legislation.

every employee and leader has. Being competitive in the marketplace, either 
by making better or newer widgets, or by making them for a better price, is the 
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best way to enhance job security.

5. Communications

communications/information loop in matters related to their job, their 
department, or the company. There will be monthly department meetings, semi-

© programs.

6. Hotline

Positive Employee 
Relations Program is not being adhered to, we encourage you to call the hotline 
(24/7) @ 1-888-000-0000. 
unless you decide otherwise.
 

Our Human Rights Policy

provide Equal Employment Opportunity to individuals in accordance with 
provincial legislation. This Equal Employment Opportunity Policy applies to all 
aspects of the employment relationship, including recruitment, selection, work 
assignments, promotion, transfer, termination, wage and salary administration, 
training, and coaching. We do not discriminate in any way. Our personnel 
decisions are based on your performance—how well you understand and 
complete your job—not on gender, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, age, or 
religion.

Employee Development

promote from within whenever 
possible, thereby creating opportunities for advancement at all levels within the 
company. These requirements for these opportunities are based on individual 
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development and performance of all of us who work here. We have a long 
tradition of providing training and development opportunities for employees 

Everyone at The Sherborne Company wants you to have every opportunity to 
develop your capabilities to the fullest. Your front line leader and/or human 
resources representative is always available to discuss your job performance 
and progress.

latest equipment, techniques, and processes. This involves changes that 
create strength and security by ensuring a favourable, competitive position 
in the marketplace. These changes also generate business growth, in which 
you will have the opportunity to participate. Your contributions will always be 
acknowledged and rewarded. You are encouraged to exercise initiative in all 
that you do at The Sherborne Company. Every effort is put forth to make all jobs 
both challenging and rewarding. Our goal is to provide you with the opportunity 
to develop your potential through personal achievement. 

continued experience is deeply ingrained in our Positive Employee Relations 
philosophy. 
Company. As the requirements of your job change, you will need to acquire 
additional or different skills. Our Training and Development programs cover a 
wide range of subjects. Although the interests and subjects are varied, these 

Company of an adequate number of trained employees. External courses are 
supported if we do not have the resources to operate such programs in-house.

Resolving problems

Your working relationship with your front line leader is the most important 
Positive 

Employee Relations goals. Whenever you have needs, questions, suggestions, 
or problems regarding your work or our policies, you should openly and frankly 
discuss them with your front line leader.
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Misunderstandings can occur in any organization. By maintaining open 
communications, most matters can be resolved before they cause unnecessary 

support and cooperation. If the situation cannot be resolved immediately you 
have two avenues open to you. 

First, our Open Door Policy allows unresolved problems to be moved up the 
chain of command, all the way to our President. You may talk with any leader 
that you wish. 

to resolve concerns with a panel of your peers and leaders. 

you request. No issue you raise will ever be used against you. We are most 
concerned in seeing all problems resolved. We will not put bureaucratic 
roadblocks in our way.

Two-way Communications

To provide you with objective information to assess and develop your career 
interests and goals, two-way discussions between you and your front line 
leader are held regarding your job performance, progress, and potential. 
Informal discussions on these matters will be an ongoing part of routine job 
communications. Formal sessions are periodically scheduled (generally once a 

reviewing and appraising your performance and goals against the Performance 

nature and must result in mutual commitment to a program for continued 
development of your skills, abilities, and potential. 

Our active and varied Communications Programs will keep you well-informed 

of information will be encouraged through periodic meetings held in your 
department to keep you informed on matters of current interest, to answer 
your questions, and to provide you with an opportunity to comment on current 
operations and problems.
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(electronic kiosks, bulletin boards, etc.) where announcements are posted. 
Our newsletter is distributed quarterly. Information of special interest (e.g., 
our newsletter) will be sent by mail or courier to your home or made available 
electronically.

every person. You are as important to us as our customers!  

Step-by-step

Our Positive Employee Relations Program in 10 easy steps:

1. To ensure that employees are in jobs best suited to their talents and 
long-term aspirations: when our employees are successful, so is The 

experiences. The quality and commitment to your work is important to 
us and we will always recognize it.

2. To promote from within, whenever possible. External candidates 
will be considered only when internal candidates do not have the 

they can prepare for future job postings. 

differences based on gender, or any other factor, except performance. 

Performance Review meetings. 

Employees are invited to discuss any questions about their individual 
salary and the position of their salary within the salary range with 
their front line leader, their next-level leader, or a Human Resources 
representative.
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upgrade their skills by offering full reimbursement of tuition costs for 
pre-approved educational courses. 

6. To schedule  meetings every six months to 

collaborative and developmental discussions in which your front line 
leader and next-level leader will always seek your input. 

7. To maintain a healthy, clean, and safe workplace in which the legislated 
health and safety regulations will also be
minimum standard. 

activities for the enjoyment of employees and their families. 

aspirations, ideas for innovation, and concerns with anyone on the 

inventions and patents, so that we continue to re-invent the way we 
make our world famous widgets.

10. To continue building a sense of community at 
Company and to encourage open and honest relationships, thereby 
allowing everyone to meet their personal and work aspirations.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 8.4:  Generic Job Evaluation Plan

Point-Factor Job Evaluation Plan

The Factors are:

2.  Experience

3.  Complexity

5.  Interpersonal Relations and Communications

6.  Physical Effort and Tedium

7.  Working Conditions 

Note to reader: This resource is a plan to measure the worth of the jobs at a 

company, by comparing the value of each job/position to all other jobs in the 

company. Traditional company hierarchy has the janitor at the bottom and the 

CEO at the top. By using this plan or something similar, we can objectively and 

methodically determine why the janitor might be at the bottom of the hierarchy and 

a greater value and will appear at a level (wage/salary grade) above that of the 

janitor. By determining the value of each job in this manner, management can be 

assured that the position and not the job holder have been evaluated. Doing this 

exercise ensures that all subjective issues and human rights concerns have not 

entered into the evaluation.

company; point weightings may also need to be adjusted to make use of this plan. 

Company.
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Factor 1—Knowledge and Skills

This factor considers the degree of problem solving required in the job, as 
indicated by the kinds of knowledge and skills that would be required to perform 
the job. It must be recognized that skill and knowledge can be obtained in 
formal education and training or on-the-job experience.

Points

First Degree
Required to follow simple instructions.

25

Second Degree
Required to follow written instructions and perform basic arithmetic 
calculations. May involve completion of simple reports or logs. May 
involve the operation of a vehicle. May involve the ability to do alpha and 
numeric sorting.

50

of fundamental mathematical concepts, such as percentages. May 

ordination and the visual judgment of space to operate heavy motorized 

technical terminology, or business procedures.

75

Technical specialization. Utilization and adaptation of technical 
processes or the application of the standards and methodology of a 

practices, precedents, and procedures. May involve detailed knowledge 

100

Technical familiarity. Knowledge and use of technical routines or 

calculation or measurement, etc. May involve functional knowledge with 

150

Professional competence. Problem solving ability of a generalist, with 
ongoing accumulation of expertise, as needed to deal with anticipated 

education, and the application of several specialized skills relevant to 
a staff or line function. Familiar with administrative or management 
principles.

200
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Points

knowledge (i.e., legal). Involves comprehensive understanding of 
administrative and management principles in order to participate 
in a team setting to develop strategies and policy affecting the whole 
organization.

250

Mastery of problems at the highest level. On the basis of general 

the limits of existing knowledge with the potential for advancement in 

inter-relations of an organization and the ability to structure solutions 
to administrative and management problems of the whole organization.

300
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Factor 2—Experience

This factor considers the time it would typically take an individual with the 
necessary knowledge and skill to develop the background to perform the job 
competently.

Experience is of two types:

1. Prior job experience in a lower level or related positions (within the 
organization or elsewhere).

2. The period of adjustment, orientation, and adaptation to be able to 
perform the job competently within the organization.

Both periods should be added together for the rating.

Remember to consider only the experience requirements for job competence 

position.

Points

First Degree
One year or less

30

Second Degree
More than 1 year to 3 years

40

More than 3 years to 5 years
50

More than 5 years to 10 years
55

More than 10 years
60
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Factor 3—Complexity

This factor looks at the nature of independence and decision-making required in 
the performance of the job, the creativity required, and the kind of supervision 
or direction received.

The duties associated with the job may fall in more than one category of 

encountered in the job.

Points

First Degree
Routine work for which detailed instructions exist.
What is done, how it is done, and when it is done are indicated clearly 
by policy and procedure. All problems not covered by instructions are 
referred to the supervisor for direction.

25

Second Degree
Routine work for which general instructions exist.
Work is governed by policy and procedure, but some freedom exists 

practice and schedule. All problems that are out of the ordinary are 
referred to the supervisor for resolution. May be responsible for the 
co-ordination of services or program in one’s own section. May involve 
responsibilities for devising improvements to day-to-day procedures.

50

May involve responsibility for devising improvements to established 
systems, services, or plans. May be responsible for the co-ordination of 
services or programs in one’s own group.

75

Work will typically have frequent change; all problems of detail are 
expected to be solved by the employee, except those of an unusual 
nature, which are referred to a supervisor for advice. Responsible for 

area of specialization. May involve responsibility of visualizing the need 
for improvements to established systems, services, or plans.

100
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Points

Work involves the analysis of broad problems, including visualizing and 
conceptualizing solutions to complex technical problems.
Work includes the planning of inter-related activities and the co-
ordination of organized effort. Expected to overcome all technical 
problems and offer advice, assistance, and leadership to the 
organization in the area of expertise. May involve the responsibility 
for recommending new systems and services. Operates in terms of 
existing policy to develop strategy, working plans, and methods to meet 
corporate or departmental objectives. (Responsible for a large, complex 
section, providing a single service or operation to the organization.) 
(Responsible for the negotiation of major contractual agreements, 
affecting the long term operations of the organization.)

150

Work involves policy administration and planning work in one division, 
for which general objectives exist.
Expected to solve all problems governed by plans, policies, procedures, 

part in the corporate budgeting process for both current and capital. 
(Responsible for large divisional operations that provide complex, 

visualizing and recommending policy, programs, and strategies in 

200

Work involves planning and operational objective setting for the 
organization.
Participation in the formulation of middle and long-term objectives 
for the organization as a whole and its operational functional units. 
Control over work is very broad and takes the form of consultation and 
consensus with other senior executives.

250

Total responsibility for the overall direction of the 
organization’s administration and operations at the highest level of 
management.

the management team. Responsible for liaising with major interested 
parties.

300



345BUILDING THE INFRASTRUCTURE

Factor 4—Direction of Staff

This factor recognizes a graduated degree of responsibility for directing the 
work of others, with ranges from providing guidance in performance of the 
task to input into the hiring, promotion, and development of full-time staff, and 
culminating in direct responsibility for human resources planning.

that the position performs.

Points

First Degree
Work involves responsibility for one’s own time and effort only. May 
occasionally demonstrate work methods to new employees.

25

Second Degree
Work involves regular responsibility for providing on-the-job training 
and work guidance to others, while performing the normal day-to-day 
activities of the job.

50

Work involves direct supervision of non-supervisory staff performing 

may include input into selection, scheduling work, managing output, and 
quality of performance. It may also include making recommendations 
for (or taking) disciplinary action and making recommendations on 
salary increases.

75

Managerial work involves directing, through subordinate supervisors, 

workforce planning and objective setting.

100

Work involves directing, through subordinate managers, several areas 
or functions of the organization. This includes overall approval of plans 
budgets and objectives.

125

Work involves collaboratively directing at the most senior level the policy 
for workforce management for the organization. Gives general direction 
on strategy formulation, organizational objectives, and policy setting for 
effective management and leadership of employees of the company.

150
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Factor 5—Interpersonal Relations and Communication

This factor looks at the degree and quality of interpersonal relations and 
communication required by the job in terms of the need for contacting, dealing 

The nature and the amount of contact should be considered.

Points

First Degree
Contact with other employees, the public, and representatives of 
agencies involving the exchange of information and/or work governed 
by practice, policy, or procedures. (Requires ordinary courtesy.)

Level 1
Limited information is exchanged on a regular basis in order to 
satisfactorily perform the key duties of the position.

Contact and the exchange of information is usually restricted to 
information pertaining to work assignments
On occasion may respond to general questions from others
Contact generally restricted to one’s own work unit

25

Level 2
Limited information is exchanged in order to perform the primary 
responsibilities of the position.

Contact and the exchange of information is occasionally with 
clients outside one’s own work unit

35

Level 3
Position requires a regular exchange of information in order to effectively 
carry out the primary responsibilities of the position.

Contact and the exchange of information is outside one’s im-
mediate work unit

40

Level 4
Position is constantly exchanging information in order to effectively 
carry out the position’s primary functions.

Contact and the exchange of information is usually focused 
outside one’s immediate work unit and is directly related to the 

The exchange of information is shared, meaning the position 
takes on an active role in inquiring and gathering data
The impact of the exchange may affect the public’s perception of 
the organization.

50
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Points

Second Degree
Contact with other employees, groups of employees, the public, 

the organization. Involves communications that affect the achievement 
of divisional and departmental objectives. At times, exchanges may 
deal with matters in dispute between the parties, requires tact and 
discretion to avoid friction and resolve issues. 

Level 1
Focus of communication is primarily within the organization dealing 
with non-technical matters.

Decisions and outcomes usually affect the immediate parties 
and are restricted to facilitation processes, rather than altering 
policy and practice

information and data that directly affects the organization’s 
administration, operations, and integrity

75

Level 2
Regular contact with clients. May be of a technical nature and in a 
variety of forums (meetings, one-on-one), including the conducting of 
formal presentations.

Decisions and outcomes may affect others not immediately 
involved in the discussion
(optional) Responsible for conducting internal and external train-

-
ing staff reporting to position)

100

Level 3
Regular contact with clients, primarily dealing with technical matters.

Regularly conducts formal presentations of a technical nature, 
responding to questions, comments, and complaints that require 
a detailed explanation
Responsible for managing outside contacts, involving the review 
of work quality and standards on the organization’s behalf
(optional) Responsible for the training of other organization 
staff on a regular basis, requiring the transfer of knowledge of a 
technical specialty

125
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Points

Level 4
Diverse contacts ranging to the most senior personnel within the 
organization on technical matters, including presentations and reports.

specialized area, directly affecting the operation of a division or 
department’s actions
(optional) Responsible for managing large outside contracts 
involving reviewing work quality and standards and resolving 
service issues in dispute 
(optional) Responsible for the training and counseling of other 
organization staff, requiring the transfer of broad knowledge.

150

Points

representatives of other agencies, and other outside organizations. 
Involves issues sensitive to the achievement of the goals, objectives, and 
strategies of the organization. Involves controversial communications, 
discussions, meetings, and negotiations. Involves extensive explanations 
and persuasion, leading to a decision agreement or rejection.

Level 1
Involved in discussions and negotiations that result in securing 
agreements that impact day to day operations.

Providing advice and counseling that impact the day to day al-
location of budget monies and resources
(optional) On a regular basis, provides expert evidence before a 
legally convened board, tribunal, panel, or court in a specialized 
area.

200

Level 2
The position is primarily responsible for regularly securing agreements 
that directly impact the business of the organization.

of policy and programs, as well as the allocation of budget funds 
within a department
May represent the organization by responding (within its own 
responsibilities) to technical questions, complaints, and opposi-
tion related to proposed long term plans and strategies
(optional) Regularly called upon to act as the organization 
spokesperson to communicate matters dealt with by the organi-
zation.

250
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Points

Level 3
The position is primarily responsible for discussions and negotiations 
resulting in the securing of major agreements directly affecting the 

implications throughout the organization

securing of long term revenue and/or the allocation of future 
monies

could result in discrediting the organization
(optional) Conducts presentations before legislative 

-
cial impact or impact the long term plans of the organization, 
possibly resulting in amendment to such plans

300
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Factor 6—Physical Effort and Tedium 

This factor examines the physical effort called upon in the job and/or the 
degree to which the job functions promote monotony and/or mental fatigue. 

tasks. Physical effort addresses the degree to which work produces strain and 
fatigue within the work period, taking into account the intensity of physical effort, 
awkward work positions, and the frequency of actions before a rest period is 
available. Tedium looks at the degree of monotony associated with repetitious 
tasks and the amount of attention to raw factual detail that is required. (Work 
that is tedious may also require constant audio or visual attention.)

Points

First Degree
No physical effort beyond what is required for normal day-to-day 
movement about the workplace. Non-repetitive work.

25

Second Degree
Limited physical effort is required, such as the movement of light 
objects. Physical fatigue is a limited factor; some minimal exertion is 
required to do the job. Includes jobs with somewhat repetitive tasks.

35

Moderate physical effort is required, involving somewhat heavy objects 
or somewhat rapid movement to keep up the pace of work. Physical 
fatigue is a moderate factor; exertion is required to do the job.

audio or visual attention.

45

Considerable physical effort is required, involving heavy objects or 
sustained periods of rapid movement to keep up the pace of work. 
Physical fatigue is a considerable factor, requiring rest periods on the 
job for safety reasons; a high level of exertion is periodically required 
to do the job or jobs, with very repetitive tasks causing extreme mental 
fatigue.

55
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Factor 7—Working Conditions

Working conditions examines the physical surroundings and potential hazards 
under which a job is performed. Environmental factors should be considered, 
such as exposure to heat, cold, noise, fumes, dirt, dust, and grease. 
Consideration should also be given to work in extremely isolated or crowded 
situations, work having restricted movement within the workplace, and work 
involving exposure to personal injury or occupational disease.

Points

First Degree
Work environment that involves very minimal discomfort or risk.

25

Second Degree
Work environment that involves minimal discomforts or risks that require 
standard safety precautions, such as working with light equipment 

35

Work environment that involves limited discomforts or risks that require 
safety precautions associated with working with potentially dangerous 

45

Work environment that involves moderate discomforts and risks that 
require safety precautions associated with potentially dangerous 
industrial or heavy equipment. Or work that occasionally puts the 
incumbent in conditions of mental stress. 

55

Work environment involves considerable risk and exposure to potentially 
dangerous situations, which require constant attention to safety and/or 
monitoring of acceptable environmental conditions. Work may involve 

situations. Or work that regularly puts any incumbent in the job in 
conditions of extreme mental stress. 

65

Note to reader: As each organization will place different emphasis on each of the 

factors and the degrees within each factor, it is not possible to provide an overall 

calculation indicating how many points equal which wage/salary grade. However, 

this is a realistic example of a generic plan that is Pay Equity compliant. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 8.5:  Sample Employee Opinion Survey

Sample Format and Questions

This survey has been designed with input from a number of employees 

Company’s leadership team review its policies and practices. Your views and 
opinions are important and will help the leadership team make sure that our 

goals. 

Please be frank and honest in answering these questions; write what you really 
feel. 

with a group number. Put your group number at the top of the next 
page.

Please provide only one response to each statement. If you wish to 
provide additional information, or explain your answer, please do so 
using the back of the survey pages. Be sure to indicate which answer 
you are explaining.

When you have completed your survey, please put it in the attached 
envelope, seal the envelope, and turn it in to the survey administrator.

company will not

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.

Note: This employee opinion survey is a sample only. For an 
employee opinion survey that is customized to your company, please 
contact Lloyd Field using the information provided on page 435.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 8.6:  Sample Focus Group Questions

Focus Group Discussion
 

Welcome

I (the Facilitator) will make notes of what you tell me and create a 

 
This slide lists the topics we will be discussing in this focus group discussion:

Training

Performance Feedback

Leaders

Communications

Discipline

Improvements

Values

If there are no further administration questions, let us now begin, and I’ll 
move to the next slide with the discussion questions concerning training.
 
Training

Did you receive adequate training to do your job?

  
Performance Feedback

Do you receive feedback on how well you do your job?

Is the feedback helpful? Is it timely?

What do you do if you do not agree with the feedback?
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Leaders

Do you enjoy working with your team leader?

Is the Plant Manager good at his/her job?

Are you treated fairly and with respect?

Have you received praise or recognition in the last seven (7) days?
 
Communications

What is your best source of information?

Who do you go to, to get answers about work-related problems?

Who do you go to, to resolve personal problems?

 
Discipline

Are you treated fairly when disciplined?

If you disagree with the discipline, what options are available to you?

 

Are you paid fairly for the work that you do?

 
Improvements

Why?
 
Values

handbook.
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Respect for Individual Differences

Appreciation that Change is Inevitable

Passion for Products and Process.

today?
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FURTHER RESOURCE 8.7:  Exit Interview Questions

To (Employee’s Name):  ____________________________________________
From (HR Director or President):  _____________________________________

We value the time you have worked with us, and we welcome your insight into 

with feedback that will assist us in evaluating the way we do things and in 
making future improvements for our employees and our customers. Please 

with your comments.

_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________

On a 1-10 scale (10 = high), how would you rate your experiences at 

Low         High

What positive changes have occurred during your time here?

What negative changes have occurred during your time here?
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  What did you like most about your position?

 What did you like least about your position?

 

demonstrate our continued commitment to employees. Please check the 
boxes with which you agree:

      Management recognized the importance of my work/life balance.

      I was paid fairly compared to employees in similar jobs and positions.
 

         employees.
 

         requirements.

Thank you for all your comments.

W. H. Burford
General Manager
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your employer brand
    is everywhere

There is a direct link between Positive Employee RelationsTM and being 
one of the best employers. The link is having engaged employees who are 
actively involved in every aspect of the organization’s success.

To achieve this status—becoming an Employer of Choice—means senior 
leadership must communicate the success of the organization (employer 
branding) so that employees can see that it is the best company.

I must emphasize that to become an Employer of Choice is the 
employees’ decision, based on how they perceive their 
employer.

If your organization has been ISO certified, you will appreciate that all of 
the administrative effort to achieve this certification was not the point. The 
objective was to manage your business, from initial inputs to final outputs, 
in thoughtful ways that enhanced the organization’s ability to deliver value 
to its stakeholders, which includes your employee population. Once ISO 
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practices become internalized and operational, over time, they become 
the modus operandi for running your enterprise.

In much the same way, employer branding requires a high degree 
of understanding and initial administrative effort to have it become 
integrated in your organization’s culture. By living your values through 
the implementation of Positive Employee Relations, they will become the 
de facto culture. This culture will be so engaging that employees will see 
your organization as an Employer of Choice, an environment where job 
satisfaction and values-based leadership are the norm. (We will discuss 
becoming an Employer of Choice in Chapter 10.) One of the many positive 
outcomes of such a workplace is that employees will not see any need for 
an external advocacy service—a union.

So, where do we begin and what comes first? The answer is not linear. 
Every step is, in one way or another, linked to all the other steps. A Positive 
Employee Relations program is the first and last step. Practicing the essence 
of Positive Employee Relations will lead to the implementation of values-
based leadership. Such leaders will be open and collaborative in both their 
intentions and actions. They will make changes in policies and practices 
to ensure that employees have job platforms where they are engaged and 
successful. Once the senior leadership team realizes that employees are 
satisfied and engaged, they have the basic ingredients needed to take 
their Positive Employee Relations program and give it flight. This is where 
internal marketing, or employer branding, begins.

When understood holistically, Positive Employee Relations is 
built on the engagement and pride your employees have in 
themselves as a result of their participation in your organization. 
This is not a human resources event, it is a culture that benefits 
the whole enterprise.
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LAYING THE FOUNDATION 

Employer branding is part of a long-term solution, not a quick fix. Consider 
how much is at stake: 

Your reputation as a potential Employer of Choice.

Your ability to hire and retain better employees.

Your ability to deliver outstanding products and outstanding 
customer service.

Your success in convincing your employees that you, not a trade 
union, have their best interests at heart.

Your ability to build a track record of Positive Employee 
Relations—and then talk about it!

The goal of employer branding is to create a workplace environment where 
employees feel a psychological bond. This means they are empowered 
and engaged with their work, with quality, innovation, and the customer’s 
satisfaction. This can only happen when self-responsibility, problem-
solving, and decision-making are inherent components of their jobs.

One indication that your internal marketing is working is when employees 
are willing to express and share their positive and negative perceptions 
with leadership. Remember, employers are known by how they treat all 
their employees, particularly those in the most vulnerable positions: 
entry-level employees, those who work in hazardous environments, 
and those who suffer from workplace illnesses. These circumstances 
present the greatest challenges for reasonable and respectful treatment. 
Positive actions on such issues put your employer brand in flashing lights.

Culture change is a cumulative process—one success builds 
upon another. Culture change is not a radical, foot-to-the-floor 
event; culture change is a different worldview and lifestyle for 
your organization. Therefore, you must shed old ways of  
thinking, behaving, and acting, to attain such a paradigm shift. 
Culture change does not happen quickly.
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Employer branding is the major vehicle that clearly demonstrates, to all 
employees, how your organization is living its values. The following steps 
will give life to and evidence of your brand:

1. Articulate your values

2. Demonstrate clear and concise guiding behaviours

3. Make training your leaders a priority

4. Check your pulse

5. Share the lesson

6. Recognize and reward

7. Keep on

8. Don’t let up

1. Articulate your values
Demonstrate how the bedrock of your organization relates to all of your 
stakeholders (employees, customers, suppliers, shareholders, and the 
community). You demonstrate your values (and hence your employer 
brand) by living them, especially in difficult times. One example would 
be to review and/or revise all systems, policies, and practices to ensure 
that your organization is reflecting its values and guiding behaviours.

One of my clients reviewed each of their human resources policies to 
ensure they began with a statement that indicated which values were 
embedded. This then was transferred to their employee handbook, and in 
turn, to a quarterly development workshop for the front line leaders.

2. Demonstrate clear and concise guiding behaviours
Develop, with the involvement of the complete leadership team, clear and 
actionable statements to demonstrate the implementation of your core 
values. For example, include the why and how of your values and guiding 
behaviours in your initial training for front line leaders and orientation of 
newly-hired employees.

3. Make training your leaders a priority
All leaders must know why and how they will modify their own workplace 
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behaviours to harmonize with your core values and guiding behaviours. 
Without such a information, your leaders cannot be positive values-based 
mentors for newly appointed front line leaders. 

After initial training has occurred and your leaders are immersed in a 
Positive Employee Relations culture, devote a one or two-hour workshop 
to values and guiding behaviours, and how they are used in the workplace, 
on a semi-annual or annual basis. Emphasis should be on making sure 
the definitions of your core values are still clear and consistent. As you 
explore the guiding behaviours that show off your values, you may find 
new expressions used by other leaders that can be added. Without such 
a workshop, any enthusiasm that was there at the beginning of the values 
implementation program will diminish, and it will become just another 
“topic/flavour of the month”.

4. Check your pulse
Use your employee opinion surveys or focus groups (see Further 
Resources 8.5 and 8.6) to check on how front line leaders and next-level 
leaders are living the values in their day-to-day supervisory behaviour. 
Compare employee perceptions to the senior leadership team’s desired 
perceptions, conduct a gap analysis, and make changes where necessary. 
A good example of not living your values is to conduct surveys, garner 
feedback, and then not make responsive and responsible changes.

5. Share the lesson
Conduct workshops for all employees, so that they can experience the 
values and guiding behaviours in action. If respect and dignity are listed 
in your important values, demonstrate how this affects employee-to-
employee relationships. Values are not intended just for leadership. 
Such workshops, for example, would be an ideal opportunity to link your 
values to your diversity and anti-harassment policies and procedures. The 
feedback from the employee participants at the workshop presents an 
ideal source from developing further guiding behaviours.

6. Recognize and reward
Include the adherence to the guiding behaviours in leaders’ performance 
reviews. Create a separate and measurable performance standard for this 
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responsibility. The weight you place on values adherence will demonstrate 
its importance to leaders and employees alike. Reward and recognize 
leaders and employees whose actions have lived up to the values.

7. Keep on
Repeat steps 1 and 4 first six months after your first implementation. Then 
repeat them again annually.
 
8. Don’t let up
Training done once is not enough. It is one thing to attend a training 
program and quite another to put the training into practice by learning 
how to live the values. Without being able to measure what has been 
learned and monitor its transferability to the workplace, all training is in 
jeopardy of being meaningless. 

APPLICATION GUIDELINES

When preparing your employer branding program, apply the same 
standards you would if your leaders were communicating with external 
customers or other stakeholders. Develop your program, and then work 
the program. This may require retaining an employee communications 
specialist to review your program and its implementation steps.

The following are four application guidelines:

1. Tailor the medium,

2. Strive for professionalism,

3. Touch employees’ lives, and

4. Survival and growth.

1. Tailor the medium
We are bombarded with messages 24/7— television, radio, the Internet, 
social networking tools, e-mail, newspapers, magazines and books. 
Your messages and the media you use to deliver these messages should 
appeal to your specific employee audience. You need to identify the 
demographics of your audience by age, gender, cultural background, and 
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other criteria. You may need to use more than one media tool to reach a 
diverse audience, and you will need to change the media and messages 
periodically to keep your ideas fresh and appealing. The days of just using 
a newsletter and/or bulletin boards are history. Today’s employer brand 
is too important to get lost in old media, especially if your employees are 
engaged with social media.

2. Strive for professionalism
All leaders, especially front line leaders, are your message! What you say, 
the positions you take, and how you package the message, all reflect your 
organization’s values. Should there be differing positions or points of view, 
always take the high road or the ethical path to ensure your company is 
professional.

3. Touch employees’ lives
Encouraging and supporting employees’ desires for a better work/life 
balance is comprised of many facets. The following are examples of how 
an organization can connect with its employees:

Support healthy lifestyles

Ensure health choices in the cafeteria

Offer self-improvement and career development

Provide educational savings programs for employees’ children

Support for volunteer activities

Consider the need for child and elder care

Easy-to-read and credible information on these subjects is frequently more 
personal and meaningful to most employees than the financial data about 
the company’s performance.

On the other hand, if the employees do not see any connection between 
their work and the company’s financial performance, this can also be 
a potential problem. Employees need to see how their jobs fit into the 
grand scheme, and be reassured they make a positive contribution to the 
advancement of the organization.
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4. Survival and growth
Initiatives like employee profit-sharing programs are underwritten through 
good fiscal leadership, where profit is the end result of applying sound 
business systems and practices. These systems and practices should 
continue to be developed, maintained, and updated by leaders and 
employees. This is living your values. Your employer branding program 
will live or die on the success of reinforcing the message that earning a 
reasonable return-on-investment is the nature of free enterprise. Without 
an acceptable level of profit, relative to the total shareholder’s financial 
investment, the business will fail.

YES! YOU CURRENTLY HAVE AN EMPLOYER BRAND 

Even after discussing brand implementation, the first thing to realize is 
that you already have an employer brand. Employer branding simply 
means that your organization has an external reputation. It may not be 
the reputation you want, or one that you feel accurately reflects the reality 
your organization. It may be stronger or weaker than you would like. It 
will, in all probability, be vaguer than you would wish. It may even fail to 
differentiate you from your competitors in the labour market. Nonetheless, 
it exists.

For employee candidates, the initial application process (even with online 
application forms and applicant tracking systems) should be one of a 
growing familiarity and engagement with the company. It should be a 
smooth, incremental process, ideally culminating in the candidates feeling 
that they have a nominal psychological bond with your organization even 
before they have been hired. That’s what it should be. But is that what 
happens for your company?

What is needed is absolute consistency of message, style, and 
tone at every contact point between you and the candidate. It is 
your employer brand that makes this possible, by identifying 
not just the messages that the candidate needs to receive, but 
the style and tone in which he/she receives them.
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The strongest employer brands are those that achieve a high degree of 
consistency over varied contexts and at every level of experience the 
individual has with the brand. Exhibit 9.1, below, follows a candidate’s 
experiences. Note how the brand can achieve a sense of affinity, of 
psychological engagement, even at the point of considering an application.

Exhibit 9.1: A Candidate-Employee Branding Experience
(From Initial Contact to Start Date)

Point of Contact Branding Experience

Website Creates a clear impression of the 
corporate brand.

Application form (print or online) Relates competencies to potential 
employment behaviours.

Interview Interviewer should exemplify the 
brand.

Assessment (if applicable) Ensure assessment measures values, 
or the fit between the candidate and 
the company.

Offer letter Offer or rejection letters should 
continue to reflect the brand.

“Keep warm” activities During the gap between the offer 
letter and employment, ensure points 
of contact continue to build emotional 
attachment and affinity to your brand.

Brand-based welcome folder, 
including personal message from the 
senior leader.

Fosters emotional connection to your 
brand prior to actual start date.

Induction Embeds emotional brand through 
attitudes and behaviours.
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THINKING FURTHER ABOUT THE BRAND

A product’s brand (e.g., Kellogg’s Corn Flakes®, Bayer Aspirin®, or Ford 
Mustang®) is used to gain customer loyalty, and therefore, increased revenues 
through differentiating their product from that of their competitors. 
An employer brand, when applied internally, can be used similarly: to 
compete effectively in the labour market and enhance employee loyalty 
in recruitment, engagement, and retention. For example, companies like 
Google©, Apple©, Mercedes Benz©, and Johnson & Johnson© have positive 
employee brands. Just review their websites as if you were a prospective 
employee. 

For a workable definition of the term employer brand, we suggest the 
following: An employer brand is a set of attributes and qualities, 
sometimes intangible, that make an organization distinctive. It promises 
an engaging employment experience and appeals to employees who 
will thrive and perform, to the best of their ability, in such a culture.

Regardless of the form the employer brand takes, its success 
will be demonstrated by how effectively leaders and employees 
continue to embed the brand in the organization’s Positive 
Employee Relations culture. In reality the only way this can 
happen is by living your company values—in both intentions 
and actions.

Employer branding and the whole practice of developing and implementing 
a brand are not new. As discussed, your employer brand already exists. 
If we look at the labour market, the economy, and how the fundamental 
relationship between people and work is changing, the practice of 
employer branding makes abundant sense. For an employer committed 
to values-based leadership and the practice of Positive Employee 
Relations—employer branding is a logical next step. Leaders who are 
engaged are always seeking new ways to demonstrate positive workplace 
characteristics, and thus have embedded the true value that branding can 
bring to their organization.
 
There can be, understandably, some confusion about the role of an 
employer brand; different departmental or divisional leadership chairs may 
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look at this issue with different lenses. What often gets lost in the mêlée 
is the fact that employer brands are marketing concepts. For example, it’s 
significant how Apple© talks about their approach to employer branding: 
“We took the best approaches from the marketing community around 
brand-building and segmentation and applied them to the employee 
relations world.”

The optimal employer brand is one that emanates from 
employees selecting your organization as an Employer of 
Choice, which, in turn, is synonymous with the principles of 
Positive Employee Relations.

Brands influence people to buy things and help them feel good about their 
purchases for a long time afterwards. Feeling good about your purchases 
makes you want to tell other people about them. It turns you into an 
unsuspecting brand advocate. Brands are always about differentiation. 
Don’t forget that differentiation was the main reason for the original brands 
burnt into the flanks of cattle, to distinguish them from the other ranchers’ 
cattle. Today, when technology makes products and jobs increasingly 
similar, the employer brand comes into play to give people a basis for 
choice.

Finally, brands are also about reputation, which probably explains why 
Oracle’s© legendary founder and CEO, Larry Ellison, is on record as saying, 
“Your brand is what people say about you when you’ve left the room.” 
Think of the way brand reputation has seen many great corporations safely 
through difficult economic times. The UK’s long-standing ultimate retailer, 
Marks & Spencer©, seemed to have lost their way a few years ago, but their 
brand—their reputation for quality products, built up over many decades 
in the British psyche— saw them through.

In Canada, we saw the opposite occur with the Eaton and Simpson retail 
brands. They were generally perceived as businesses that would never 
fail. Eaton’s, founded in 1869, was once Canada’s largest department 
store retailer, with 100+ stores across the nation. The changing needs of 
consumers and management’s inability to grasp these changes and trends 
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culminated in the chain’s bankruptcy in 1999. Simpson’s (Eaton’s primary 
competitor) was founded in 1858, sold in 1978, and closed in the 1990s. 
The motto You’ll enjoy shopping at Simpson’s was conceived by the 
company’s founder, Robert Simpson, and remained until its acquisition 
by the Hudson’s Bay Company (the oldest commercial company in North 
America) in 1978.

THREE BRANDING CHARACTERISTICS

Employer brands are more like consumer or corporate brands than many 
leaders realize. All brands function and deliver value using the following 
three characteristics: differentiation, premium prices, and inspired affinity. 
Let’s look at each one separately:

Differentiation
The question is: how is our company really different from our competitors 
down the street? 

In the following case study from my training files, here is an example 
of two apparently similar credit card call centres. Both offer excellent 
training, flexible shift patterns, and many other features and benefits that 
employees look for in a job.

Call Centre A had, within 5%, the same employee compliment as Call Centre 

B. That is about where the similarities ended.

Call Centre A was part of a large multi-national organization with its head 

office in Ireland. There was very little contact with the corporate leaders, 

except a quarterly meeting to review the financial picture.

Due to the particular values and previous work experiences of the 

general manager, he appeared to focus his attention on the expense side 

of the ledger more than the income side. For example, he refused to use 

newspaper employment advertising and relied solely on the company’s 

CASE STUDY
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website. His training budget was low by industry standards. Training was 

given by long service employees; giving these employees extra duties also 

justified his rationale for a nominal salary adjustment. The ratio of employees 

to supervisor was, at most times, 20:1.

When asked about his human resources record, he continually pointed to the 

Christmas Party, which was 100% paid for by the company. The employees’ 

spouses/partners were provided tickets at 50% of the original cost.

Call Centre B made sure that what it promised to potential employees about 

how it actually felt to work there was actually how working at the company 

felt. Their external promises aligned with internal realities. Its recruitment 

advertising and all the employment materials an applicant saw contained the 

same messages and shared a common look and feel. From the recruiting stage 

to the working stage—the messages were all based on the company’s values 

and culture. Feeling good about being hired was the beginning of the journey 

for the employee. Here are a few examples of what they did for all newly-hired 

employees:

12 quality pens with the company name embossed on them were given 

to them at the end of the orientation.

After the probation period, all employees were given business 

cards. The cards read “Alice Feldman and I represent The Sherborne 

Call Centre. Can I help you with your customer service needs?” The 

company’s name, mailing address, website and the employee’s name 

and business email address appeared on the business cards.

After the probation period, for casual dress Fridays employees were 

given a choice of 3 summer and 3 winter t-shirts. Each shirt had the 

company logo and the employee’s first name.

On the first anniversary of employment, employees were introduced 

to an Employee-to-Employee Recognition Program. Each employee 

received six $10.00 Visa credit cards with instructions to give them to 

other employees, over the next 6 months, who helped them to perform 

their job or were clearly demonstrating one of the company values in 

their customer or employee relationships.
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The real differentiation lies in the fact that the employees’ 
perceptions were clearly delineated. Individual perceptions 
were not vague. Hence the expression: one’s perceptions are 
one’s realities. 

Premium Pricing
How often have you paid twenty, a hundred, or a thousand dollars more 
on a product brand that you recognized, trusted, and admired? In consumer 
marketing, the manufacturer/retailer team can simply charge more on 
the basis of the strength of their brand. BMW©, Sony©, and Tiffany© have 
always been good at accomplishing this type of branding.

In the world of employment marketing, of a well-developed brand 
provides the same benefit, but it is expressed differently. With no brand, 
no profile, or no reputation, you are forced to compete for labour with 
wages and benefits. Many organizations find themselves throwing money 
at a recruitment problem, and getting embroiled in a virtual auction 
with their local labour market competitors, by trying to outbid them on 
compensation. The conundrum is do they outbid competitors or settle 
for second best employees, putting up with high turnover rates and the 
related costs?

With a fully formed employer brand, you’ll have plenty of other areas in 
which you can compete, successfully, for talent. You could be joining the 
ranks of those fortunate organizations who can say, “Of course, we don’t 

At the end of the day, the two call centres still remained as they always were, 

nearly identical to each other when viewed from the outside. Some differences 

were a matter of style rather than substance, but that’s not the point. The point 

is that one call centre had out-smarted the other by painting a realistic picture 

of what it would feel like to work there. When comparing key indicators, Call 

Centre B had a lower turnover rate and a higher call rate per operator—two 

outcomes that the general manager attributed to his organization’s Employer 

of Choice status.
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necessarily pay the highest salaries, but people are lining up to join us. 
They like working for us, and they know our name will look good on their 
resume.”

My first work experience was as a personnel manager for Capital Records/
EMI, Canada. They had just signed the Beatles to their label (still an example 
of a popular brand even today). My primary role, in addition to establishing 
a national personnel function, was to assist the general manager in staffing 
the new record club. Once we began showing the Capitol logo in the help 
want ads (the simplest of employer branding ideas), candidates were lined 
up around the block to submit their resume, in spite of the fact that the 
advertisement said to mail resumes with a covering letter. As expected, too 
many wanted the Beatles affiliation and not necessarily the work involved.

Inspire Affinity
Any marketer knows that their brand’s greatest value doesn’t come with 
the customer’s initial purchase, but with the way that customer will stay 
loyal to the brand for many years to come. If you feel good about the 
car, mobile phone company, or clothing retailer you’ve chosen; if you 
feel that it’s done what it said in its promotional advertising and actually 
delivered on the kind of promises that attracted you in the first place, 
you’ll want to tell people about it. And when you do, your spontaneous 
advocacy will have more impact than any amount of corporate advertising, 
no matter how skillful and creative it may be. We have seen the same 
phenomenon with the use of social media.

An employer brand will attract better applicants, but the real value comes 
later, when the newly-hired employee looks around, after their first few 
months, and feels that things are pretty much as they’d been promised. 
The employee starts to feel an affinity—a bond that characterizes the 
relationship people have with all the really important brands in their 
lives. They will be more engaged in their work, thus willing to volunteer 
discretionary time and effort.

The notion of affinity is central to the concept of an employer brand. It’s 
a sign of the psychological contract, that all-important aspect of employee 
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engagement. It is one of the key drivers of above standard individual 
employees, which in turn contributes to team performance. While loyalty 
is at least, in part, logical and often publicly expressed, affinity is something 
quieter, more intuitive, and harder to articulate, but it’s every bit as strong 
and as valuable to the organization. It’s simply the feeling that the 
company I work for is somehow right for me. And the corollary: if 
it’s right for me, it’s wrong for a different kind of person. Employees 
who have the characteristics and attitudes to be self-responsible and make 
decisions while performing their jobs, will likely not attract or recommend 
candidates who prefer to delegate to a shop steward.

So, in the context of employer brands, affinity is another dimension. Even 
at the earliest stages of the recruitment process (e.g., the first advertisement 
or webpage that initiates an individual’s relationship with an employer), 
the brand creates an opportunity to identify and create a bond. Such a bond 
will ensure that the right people—those who feel an affinity with Positive 
Employee Relations—will thrive and perform to their fullest potential in 
its culture. At the same early stage, the opportunity also exists to gently 
dissuade and deter the wrong people.

Living the Brand
The following is an overview of the six critical components that must be 
prominent in your plan for employer branding:

1. Recruitment

2. Orientation

3. Communications

4. Layoff & termination

5. Getting feedback

6. An on-going process

1. Recruitment
Adapting the customer satisfaction paradigm, so we think and behave as 
though employees are internal customers will fit our Positive Employee 
Relations model perfectly. Marketing to your internal customers begins at 
the recruitment stage. The media you use is the first step.
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For example, placing your employment advertisements on major Internet 
recruiting sites is a common practice, as print media is so costly. Internet 
recruiting sites appear to be reaching an ever-increasing audience. Most 
professional associations (e.g., engineering, accounting/finance, human 
resources) use their own special, profession-based websites to make 
the employment process much easier for their members. Employment 
agencies (working on a fee-for-service or contingency basis) may also be 
a vehicle to consider—as long as they represent your organization with 
the professionalism you deem appropriate. The same can be said for major 
executive search firms.
 
When recruiting new candidates, we must treat them as if they were 
external customers (beginning with the first interaction), and then conduct 
our employment interviews with the diligence and importance they truly 
deserve: be on time; conduct interviews in a private office; and take a 
professional position rather than a power stance. Ask good, open-ended, 
and insightful questions to determine how each candidate thinks, 
makes decisions, and communicates with others. Be an active listener. 
Provide ample time for the candidate to ask questions, provide a tour of the 
facility, or at least, the work area. If the workplace is a team environment, 
encourage the final candidates to meet with their future peers. Feedback 
from both parties can help in making a sound final choice.

Normally, the interview-to-job-offer ratio is higher for a Positive Employee 
Relations organization, because such an employer works harder to find 
candidates who fit their values and culture. This is as it should be; being 
hired should be a privilege and the successful candidate should feel 
valued by being chosen. By contrast, a candidate who lands a job because 
she/he appears to be a warm body is hardly going to feel privileged to 
work for the organization (see Chapter 13: Recruiting & Selecting Engaged 
Employees).

2. Orientation
You want to assure your newly hired “internal customers” that they have 
made the correct decision in joining your organization, so inform them of 
the features and benefits of working for you. Too often, the word benefits is 
limited to insurance-sponsored benefits. Not so. Benefits coalesce around 
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the job and the responsibility-authority-accountability equation that goes 
along with the job. Newly hired employees want to know that they have 
been hired for their competencies, their experience, and their ability to 
think clearly and make good decisions. No one wants to be just another 
payroll number on the time sheet.

The purpose of orientation is to ensure the new employee is effectively 
integrated into their department and across the organization, for the 
benefit of both parties. A good orientation program contains the following 
elements:

The organization’s history, products, services, culture, values, and 
guiding behaviours

A clear outline of the job/role requirements, expectations, and 
details about the company’s recognition program

A tour of the facilities

Clarity on where the employee’s new role fits into the team and 
how the role fits with the organization’s strategy and goals

Awareness of other functions within the organization and how the 
employee’s new role fits with those teams/departments

Introduction to the front line leader and senior leaders (either 
face-to-face or through the use of technology)

Provide and encourage the use of health and safety information, 
including the mandatory use of personal protective equipment(PPE)

Review the employee handbook, highlighting key policies and 
programs

Review benefits’ options and have the employee sign-up for the 
appropriate ones

3. Communications
The most effective way to communicate is face-to-face. All other 
communications methods are of secondary value when compared to 
the opportunities for clarity, active listening, and reading body language 
available in face-to-face communication. Face-to-face communication is 
also the most time-consuming method of communication, and therefore 
the most costly. For these reasons and since most front line leaders are not 
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adequately trained as communicators, the face-to-face approach is left for 
only a few critical events: employment, performance feedback, discipline, 
and termination interviews (see Further Resource 15.3: Let’s Talk©: An 
Employee’s Guide to Effective Communications).

The least effective means of communicating with employees is in writing. 
Some employees do not read well, some read very selectively, and others 
complain that the writing style lacks clarity or enthusiasm or is just too 
wordy. So what is the right way to communicate? Unfortunately, there is 
no simple answer. The proper answer depends on the sender and on the 
receiver. For example, in an advanced technology workplace (where a 
college or university level education is required), the use of social media 
might work well. In a multi-site organization, video-based Internet (Cisco© 
or Skype©) communications may achieve positive results, whereas in a 
factory located in a multicultural metropolitan city, translators may be 
needed, due to either illiteracy factors or because English may not be the 
first language of many employees.

The correct communication method for your business will also depend 
on the topics being communicated. News about the company picnic is 
very different from information about a pending merger or an employee’s 
retirement plan and options. If the organization wishes to communicate 
information about its Positive Employee Relations program (and the 
benefits of this program to employees), a simple poster or short article in 
the newsletter will not suffice. Considerable time is needed to plan such a 
campaign—clearly understanding the employees’ perception about their 
jobs’ satisfaction-dissatisfaction platform and knowing which features and 
benefits to highlight are necessary.

In larger, multi-location companies a cost-driven approach to 
communication, such as the use of intranet/Internet kiosks or an outsourced 
public relations firm, may be the answer. When such options are used, 
they should be researched to ensure that the Positive Employee Relations 
message is getting through to the employees. Paramount is the fact that in 
Positive Employee Relations, nothing succeeds as well as a front line 
leader who lives and walks the values of the company.
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User-friendly, in the context of communications, does not mean that 
the pension committee and your actuarial consultants understand the 
retirement plan and its nuisances, it means that the employees and their 
spouses/partners understand the retirement plan and benefits program. 
If their first language is not English, have the information translated. You 
would provide this service for your external customers, so why not your 
employees? In Canada, we do not sell products or services to French-
speaking communities using English-only literature, and in Europe, we do 
not assume that one language will cover the European Union.

Treat your internal customers as you treat your external 
customers, and they will never view a trade union as a beneficial 
option.

Once you start thinking about communications in a more user-friendly 
manner, opportunities abound. First, when informing a newly hired 
employee about benefits plan options, consider having the employee’s 
spouse/partner present. In this manner, the family unit understands the 
options, can make informed choices, and will know how to access the 
programs, if needed. Second, package all the information in a binder or 
packet for easy reference and updating; if you provide separate pages 
and booklets for each policy or program, some may be misfiled or lost. 
Depending on your employee audience, all this information could be 
Internet, intranet, or kiosk-based. Being user-friendly could also include 
having your in-house benefits specialist trained in customer service skills, 
which improves the quality of service provided, and again, demonstrates 
that the employees are treated as internal customers.

4. Layoff & termination
The final step in a basic employer branding plan is to think through the 
layoff/termination process and how it impacts your Positive Employee 
Relations program. Through unfortunate economic or business climates, 
termination of the relationship is sometimes required. In the spirit of 
Positive Employee Relations, termination of employment should be 
considered the last resort. Layoffs should customarily be completed based 
on hire date… “last in–first out”. This is not the time to blend performance 
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management and layoff. If, during such a layoff period, you decide to let a 
poor performer go you will:

Violate the integrity of your Positive Employee Relations program,

Place some of your values and guiding behaviours in question,

Open an ethical or credibility gap with many employees, and

Give a union organizer, waiting on the side lines, an opportunity 
to come front and centre with a ready-made story.

The time to address poor performance is when poor performance 
occurs.

Termination is probably the most severe human resources issue. There are 
two parties to think about regarding termination:

The employee to be terminated, and

The rest of the employees who are watching you manage this 
process.

First, termination for cause (e.g., theft, arson, gross insubordination, 
selling illegal drugs on-site, sexual misconduct in the workplace) appears 
to be a straightforward process, but it frequently is not. The unknown 
variables include the proof of such an action, credible witnesses, and the 
tenacity of the terminated employee’s lawyer. If you are thinking about 
termination based solely on cause…proceed with caution.

Second, termination for performance is a completely different matter. 
Here you have the time to record all of the performance improvement 
discussions and their consequences. Under such circumstances, 
termination at the end of an employee-failed performance improvement 
plan is not a surprise to anyone. Frequently, at this point of termination, 
other employees will come forward and ask, “What took you so long?”

Do not walk the employee to the door and then ship their personal 
effects by courier the next day. Regardless of the reason for termination 
(except in a few egregious circumstances), we are dealing with another 
human being. Providing terminated employees with some resources to 
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get over the trauma of termination and secure their next job is always a 
positive position to take. Our humanity precedes our organizational role/
title.

5. Getting feedback
Conduct a series of focus group meetings (or an employee opinion survey) 
to determine what employees want to know about the company versus 
what they currently know. Do employees want more information about 
insurance-type benefits? Do they want to know more about the various 
internal job opportunities and career ladders that are available to them? Is 
the company newsletter useful? If not, how should it be changed? If it is 
useful, how can the editor make it even better? 

Using Herzberg’s definition (see Chapter 4: Why Employees Join Unions), 
you want to assess the level of satisfaction and dissatisfaction for both 
hygiene and motivational factors among your employees. The results will 
provide an indicator of employee engagement and morale.

Employee feedback can be used to alter the employer branding 
program, both to address issues causing dissatisfaction and to 
enhance issues that are currently viewed favourably.

If, for example, employees were asked to assess the quality of leadership 
demonstrated by their immediate front line leader, this information would 
be used to:

Provide feedback to the leadership group,

Assist a front line leader to improve his/her performance,

Implement new training programs, and

Revise policies and procedures.

The data would also reveal the employees’ perceptions about the senior 
leadership team. The odds are weighed heavily in favour of employees 
viewing their direct front line leaders as people who lead by authority, 
rather than by vision or inspiration. This is important information for 
employer branding initiatives. How can we expect to influence employee 
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perceptions if leaders believe their skills and practices are participative, 
collaborative, and co-operative when those being led view them as 
authoritative, manipulative, or inconsistent with the values? 

Your employer branding efforts must always be seen as 
trustworthy, credible, and transparent. When leadership’s 
behaviours and actions do not live up to these high standards, 
we have only two choices: either upgrade our  leadership 
practices or accept that our employer branding is flawed and 
will be seen for what it is—a propaganda tool.

6. An on-going process
Employer branding is a strategic initiative that will have little effect if based 
on a “tactic-of-the-month” approach. If continuous improvement is one 
of the company values, apply continuous improvement as strenuously to 
employer branding as you do to product quality and customer service.

To undertake an employer branding initiative, such as the preparation 
of an employee handbook or an employee-focused website, is just the 
beginning. To be effective these, and other, communication tools need 
to be updated regularly and need to be useful, since they are referred to 
frequently by front line leaders and employees. 

For example, if you plan to issue a newsletter, first determine:

Why a newsletter will be beneficial

What you expect to achieve through the newsletter

What employees would want from a newsletter

How the newsletter should be distributed—electronically, as a 
plant handout, etc.

How you will know the newsletter is meeting the desired goals

Once the leadership team has answered these questions, consider who 
should be the newsletter’s champions. Who determines the content and 
writing style? Who gathers information for the articles? If the newsletter 
is scheduled every three months, then adhere to the schedule; do not 
make it a “periodic quarterly”. Make sure its style is well suited for your 
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employee population. Make sure the newsletter takes into account the 
employee’s language skills and demographics. Post an electronic version 
of your newsletter on your company’s website to appeal to a greater 
readership.

COMMUNICATING THE BRAND: A CASE STUDY

Many of my clients have found that recognizing employee efforts in 
suggesting suitable candidates for job openings has provided access to an 
untapped talent pool. By using creativity and the positive perception of 
employer branding, you can initiate a strategy to approach your employees 
and make them a part of the solution to finding applicants. The following 
case study demonstrates creativity and employee involvement at their 
very best.

I was working with a large client in the Ottawa area, installing a Positive 

Employee Relations program. Over dinner one evening with the CEO and 

Vice President of Human Resources, we talked about the difficulty they 

were facing in hiring technicians in such a competitive labour market. The 

demand was much higher than the supply. They had over 100 vacancies 

for electronic technicians and didn’t know how to resolve this problem. I 

asked how much short-term and long-term revenue was being lost by this 

recruiting shortfall; the CEO laughed and said the number was too high to 

talk about. During our discussion I proposed the following:

First, establish an in-house marketing campaign addressed to all 

employees (not just the technical group) explaining the company’s 

need and difficulty in hiring community college graduate-level 

electronic technicians. There was nothing to hide or embellish; the 

entire technical community in the area knew of the problem.

Second, offer each employee who recommended a candidate who 

was hired and who passed a rigorous probation period, a cheque 

for $500 and a chance to win a new car (a model valued at $30,000-

$35,000)! For each additional candidate hired, the employee would 

CASE STUDY
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receive an additional $500 cheque and an additional chance at the car 

lottery. The campaign would run for the balance of the year; about 

eight months.

For context, the company was located in a community with numerous advanced 

technology firms—from start-ups to multi-nationals. Our client was a Canadian 

multi-national that was struggling with such labour shortage problems that 

every technician was asked to work 50-55 hours per week (with paid overtime), 

and technicians from their UK facility were seconded for two month periods 

(then one month back home) and then another two months at head office. The 

age range of the technicians was 20-25, mostly single males, who were earning 

beyond their wildest college dreams.

I had the opportunity to privately ask the CEO, “Why did this issue arise in the 

first place? And what systems are in place to ensure this does not re-occur?” 

This set the CEO off on a diatribe about human resources, but that is another 

story, for another case study.

Back to the recommendation...the $500 dollar hiring bonus was no problem 

for the CEO. This incentive was going to save him money in the long run. He 

asked the Vice President of Human Resources, “What are we going to do to 

ensure these new hires don’t just stay 91 days and leave?” The response to that 

inquiry would come from the Human Resources team the following week.

However, upon reflection, I didn’t think the $500 dollars was enough. The 

current group of technicians earned that or more in their overtime pay, and 

the UK employees got a free ride to Canada for two months and then back 

home again for a month. The current arrangements were a sweet deal when 

considered from the employee’s viewpoint.

That’s where the draw for the car comes into play. For effect, I recommended 

placing the car in the company’s front lobby, which was also the employee 

entrance. (That part of the Positive Employee Relations program was a no-

brainer for them to accept.) The proposed car would be a bright yellow Ford 

Mustang convertible, fully loaded. The CEO said no. He upgraded the car to a 
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Porsche; four times the value of the Ford!

The CEO’s “marketing hat” was well in place, as was his understanding of his 

employee audience. (One hundred plus approved and open vacancies and 

an astonishing amount being spent on overtime! Some customer deadlines 

were not being met and some quality assurance issues were becoming very 

problematic.) He now saw a creative way to move this problem forward to a 

resolution.

The next day the Vice President of Human Resources, the Recruiting Manager, 

and I, using the table in my hotel room, began mapping out the details of two 

programs.

First, how to get this employee-based recruiting campaign off the 

ground, and

Second, how to ensure this recruiting nightmare did not happen again. 

Three days later the employee-based recruiting campaign was in a report on the 

CEO’s desk, and the Vice President of Human Resources was the campaign’s 

champion. 

The issue relating to a recurrence of the problem turned out to be a somewhat 

different issue that, at its core, was based on vice president-level managers 

and the “silos” they had constructed. The CEO approved an extension to the 

Positive Employee Relations program and included a new senior organization 

development component to address the “silos”. (As an aside, this became a 

much bigger problem to resolve.)

When a department keeps all the knowledge, practices, etc. and 

does not sharing with others, it is referred to as constructing a 

“silo”. The misguided assumption is that by not sharing, power 

will accrue for the knowledge-holder or group of knowledge-

holders. In reality, this practice breaks lines of communications 

and makes any type of matrix organization virtually impossible to 

run.
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The employees’ reaction to the Find a Technician Campaign was 

overwhelming, to say the least. They asked for more information, particularly 

about the company’s willingness to hire European and Asian technicians. This 

was not going to be a problem for my client, as their in-house legal department 

cleared any potential problems with Immigration Canada. (The fact that the 

then Prime Minister and my client were university friends didn’t hurt.) The 

employees asked if the newly hired technicians, after their probation period, 

were eligible to participate in this employee recruiting campaign. The answer 

was yes; we had not thought to add that piece into our planning.

Fast forward….the campaign had run for eight months. The winner was to be 

selected that evening, at the company’s annual Christmas party. The tension 

mounted as the President spun the raffle drum…the winner was a Purchasing 

Assistant in the Logistics Department. She had recommended her brother, who 

had been living in Denmark.

A few weeks later, the winner sought out the CEO. She had not yet taken 

possession of the car. After some family time to talk about her win, she asked 

the CEO if he could arrange that she receive the dollar value of the car, not the 

car. Naturally he was surprised (remember the Porsche was his idea), but said 

that it would be okay, but could she explain why. It turns out that the winner’s 

mother was a recent cancer victim, and she wanted to donate the funds to The 

Cancer Society in her mother’s name. The CEO immediately said the company 

would match her donation to The Cancer Society.

Once the Internal Communications and Public Relations Manager heard the 

story, it led to a personal letter to each employee, signed by the CEO and the 

Purchasing Assistant, explaining the family background and the outcome. The 

topic filled the next issue of the company newsletter; it appeared in The Globe 

and Mail and ran on CBC radio and television as well. Within a month, each 

vendor and customer had heard what had happened. The resulting goodwill 

was outstanding!

After all the excitement settled, I met with the Vice President of Human 

Resources and asked for an update. Ten months after the Find a Technician 

Campaign had begun:
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105 technicians had been hired,

200+ resumes were still to be processed,

Employee turnover, on a monthly basis, was down 60%,

Employee branding was now understood across the company, 

internationally, and

The Steelworkers Union had started campaigns at four other technology 

companies in the area, but never approached their employees and was 

not handing out literature at their parking lot gate.

With a wide grin, he gave me a solid handshake and a big hug (somewhat 

unexpected) and went on to his next meeting. The CEO and I were scheduled 

for dinner that evening, where he expressed how proud he was that one of his 

employees had a worldview that involved giving so much to others.
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COMMUNICATING THE BRAND: CONCLUSIONS

As shown in the above case study, an employer brand can enhance 
employee engagement with the company. The way in which the brand is 
presented and implemented make a difference. Engaged employees who 
believe in the brand will then promote this image to customers, both 
internal and external.

Look at the range of communications channels open to your organization.

Exhibit 9.2: Employer Branding Communications Channels

External Internal

Website Company intranet

Web-driven press advertising Orientation/induction program and 
materials

Print-based advertising Online newsletters

Email Pay envelope stufferes

Text messaging Email presentations and meetings

Online advertising on professional or 
special-interest websites

Management conferences

Digital TV Posters and displays

Webcasts and podcasts Team briefings

Posters Teambuilding events

Campus marketing Self-appraisals and assessments

Employee referral programs Community-based initiatives and 
events
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MEASURING SUCCESS

Assessing the impact of employer branding is about ensuring all employees 
and leaders are aligned with the whole organization. This alignment will 
be better understood by using a variety of feedback measures: employee 
opinion surveys, focus group meetings, the Let’s Talk© program, and 
interactive performance reviews.

Our fictional Sherborne Company uses opinion surveys, focus groups, 
and town hall meetings to gather feedback on how employees feel about 
their employer. For example, a key feedback question: “Is the way your 
leaders are delivering the Positive Employee Relations program and your 
personal experience at Sherborne in harmony?”

On the basis employee feedback, senior leaders will be able to introduce 
new strategies, if needed, which will strengthen the brand. For example, 
feedback validated that our company’s general manager must visit each 
location, and each department at all locations, at least twice yearly to 
answer employee questions. Further, an on-line learning centre is being 
designed to provide employees with new learning and development 
opportunities. These measures seek to ensure employees are having the 
best possible work experience. This is another way of seeing Positive 
Employee Relations (a dynamic employer brand) in action!

Exhibit 9.3 illustrates the different levels of employee association with the 
employer brand and the factors that influence it. You might want a newly-
hired employee in production, with limited influence, just to be aware of, 
and to understand, what the brand is and how it impacts his/her work 
experience. By contrast, at the senior leadership level or in a customer 
relationship role, an employee would need to promote or even champion 
the employer brand to make it successful and ensure expectations are 
realized.
 



391YOUR EMPLOYER BRAND IS EVERYWHERE

Exhibit 9.3 Employees’ Growing Link with the Employer Brand
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Conduct an employee opinion survey to assess employee engagement 
and employee satisfaction.

2. Conduct employee focus groups to determine what employees do and 
do not know about your organization and compare this information 
to what they actually should know.

3. Communicate useful information about your company’s benefits, 
policies, programs, and practices. Offer working sessions during off-
hours, evenings, and weekends to enable spouses and interested 
family members to attend. Put your employer brand into action!

4. Hold an open house. Throw open the doors (by invitation) for family, 
spouses, and children to see where mom/dad works. Provide tours 
guided by employees; demonstrate products; show videos of the 
products used in the field; have key speakers, including members 
of the senior leadership team. Tie the open house to a company 
anniversary. Bring back retirees and display old photos. Have an on-
site picnic with food and entertainment. Ask customers and vendors 
to help you sell your employer brand.

5. Leverage your core values as a theme for campaigning for Employer 
of Choice. For example, The Sherborne Company leverages these 
seven core values:

Spirit of inclusion,

Solid belief in decency,

Commitment to self-knowledge and development,

Respect for individual differences,

Health, safety, and well-being,

Appreciating that change is natural, and

Passion for our products and services.

6. Highlight one value every other month (perhaps omit November and 
December due to the holiday season). Devote a booth or tent at the 
annual picnic for each core value. Take full ownership with policies, 
practices, and training to support each value.
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7. Apply the lessons of recognition. Identify and recognize those 
employees who are both engaged and satisfied. Celebrate their 
successes. Promote and train these winners.

8. Expand your Employer of Choice campaign to the community 
through recruitment practices, open house tours, and college and 
university recruitment offices.

9. Differentiate your organization through:

Clear, measurable goals to achieve,

Open communication with leaders and with co-workers,

Trust in leadership and the organization’s values,

Accountability (for everyone) for their work behaviours and 
values, and 

Strategic, timely, specific recognition of meaningful behaviours 
and accomplishments.
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. To be known as an Employer of Choice is the highest accolade an 
employer can receive from its employees—it’s the Olympic Gold! 
However, the first point to realize is that you already have a brand, 
because your organization has a reputation as an employer. On which 
end of the spectrum does your company fall?

2. Before you launch your brand externally, make sure it’s fully 
communicated, understood, and embedded internally.

3. Being hired by an Employer of Choice should be a privilege, and the 
successful candidate should feel valued by being chosen.

4. Regardless of the form the employer brand takes, its success will be 
demonstrated by how successfully leaders and employees continue 
to embed the brand in the organization’s culture.

5. Employer branding is how an organization markets what it has to offer 
to both potential and existing employees. Like all brands, employer 
brands are essentially marketing concepts. They are at least as much 
about engagement and retention as they are about recruitment. If 
there is no employee engagement, Positive Employee Relations is 
just an illusion.

6. Every employer brand is an investment that should demonstrate a 
return comparable to other forms of business investment. 

7. You likely cannot develop a brand on your own—you need to involve 
your marketing and public relations teams, and possibly an external 
advertising/communications agency. 

8. Your recruitment website is one of the most potent expressions of 
your brand, enabling potential applicants (and your own employees) 
to see your values in action and experience the reality of working for 
your organization.

9. One of the keys to a successful brand is to ensure that expectations 
are fully aligned with the reality of working for your organization. 
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10. The brand creates an opportunity to identify and create a bond with 
the right people: those people will feel an affinity with the organization 
and will thrive and perform to their fullest potential in its culture. With 
no brand, no profile, and no reputation, you’re forced to compete on 
wages and benefits.

11. The value proposition answers the question:“Why should I work for 
your organization?” Your response must be appealing.

12. Make sure that everyone understands the rationale behind the 
employer brand, where it comes from, its purpose, and its value. 
Simply presenting them with a fait accompli can make the employees 
“switch off” or be resistant.

13. Where loyalty is at least in part logical and often publicly expressed, 
affinity is something quieter, more intuitive, and harder to articulate. 
Affinity is more private and personal, but every bit as strong and as 
valuable to the organization.
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  becoming an
Employer of Choice

The best path to avoiding unionization is to become an Employer of 
Choice. By definition, you are an Employer of Choice only when your 
employees perceive you to be so. After you’ve made the effort to transform 
your organization into the type of workplace where people want to work, 
how do you ensure that your employees recognize the special qualities your 
organization has to offer? This chapter focuses on the internal marketing 
required to be recognized as an Employer of Choice: an employer who 
exemplifies Positive Employee Relations™.

EMPLOYER OF CHOICE

Avoiding unionization is by no means the only reason to become an 
Employer of Choice. However, your business landscape is complete if you 
are viewed as an Employer of Choice by all the stakeholders: employees, 
customers, vendors, and shareholders. Consequently, the employee 
workforce is not an appendage that can be forgotten when all goes well, 
nor can they be dealt with only when a crisis occurs.
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Customers and employees—you can’t have one without the 
other!

To be successful, businesses must invest in the development of a long-
term, symbiotic relationship with these two key stakeholders; customers 
and employees. 

Everything stems from your employees: products and services, research, 
manufacturing, quality assurance, sales, customer service, and financial 
acumen. Even your leadership team, in many cases, includes those who 
have been promoted from the employee ranks. Our customers are our 
customers because someone (or some team) was successful at fulfilling 
customers’ needs and requirements, probably by going the extra mile.

The benefits of achieving Employer of Choice status runs the full gamut, 
from reduced employee absenteeism to greater employee innovation. 
Organizations who achieve this status tend to attract and retain the better 
employees, and these employees, in turn, bring a strong commitment to 
their jobs (see Chapter 14: Retaining Engaged Employees). They are more 
likely to be high-performing, self-motivated, satisfied, engaged, continuous 
learners, who pay great attention to customer care and quality service. 

To be known as an Employer of Choice is the highest accolade 
an employer can receive from its employees!

QUALITIES OF AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE 

Employer of Choice companies share certain elements, beneficial to 
employers and to their employees: 

Clarity of mission and purpose

Responsible, people-skilled leadership

A high degree of job satisfaction

A sense of engagement focused on continuous improvement

Collaboration among all groups and at all levels
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Self-managing teams

Vitality, energy, and creativity

Open, direct 360° communications

A sense of resilience

CHECK YOUR ALIGNMENT

How do you become recognized as an Employer of Choice? Certainly 
not by chance! This special recognition requires leadership behaviours 
and internal marketing that is consistent with your values and guiding 
behaviours. For example, a leader can allocate resources (people, time, and 
money) to design a special employee decision-making/problem solving 
communications program. The human resources team can implement their 
internal marketing/communications campaign to promote this program. 
Beyond the straight-forward delivery of such a program, each leader 
must understand the organization’s values—and their expressions—
to appreciate the impact that their actions concerning decision-making 
have on others. What is the alignment between your internal marketing 
program and the various day-to-day employee decision making steps in 
the organization? Anything less than full synchronization will drain the 
spirit away from the employees. 

If the leaders’ intentions, values, and behaviours are not aligned 
to speak to the integrity, dignity, and capability of all employees, 
then even the best, most expensive internal marketing campaign 
will fail.

We have all seen examples of where it is easier to pay money than it 
is to change what and how one thinks about employees. If a leader is 
insincere, this action expresses disrespect for the employees, and it will 
eventually earn disrespect from employees.

How and what we think about employees is a solid indicator of 
what we will receive in return from employees.
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What an organization truly values, regardless of what it publishes as values 
and guiding behaviours, will be expressed through every action taken by 
every leader. For example, an organization that does not devote sufficient 
time to recruiting and training employees, and directs its resources to 
some other activity, reveals that recruitment and training is perceived as 
an activity of lesser value. This will also be revealed in employee turnover 
rates.

Too often, an organization’s day-to-day climate is out of alignment with its 
stated values. If an organization has published a values statement, credo, 
or guiding behaviours, but has no feedback mechanism to determine if 
the front line leaders and next-level leaders are walking the walk and 
talking the talk, then there is no assurance that the workplace culture 
is in harmony with the stated values and guiding behaviours. Likewise, 
if the company is not holding its leaders accountable, an internal public 
relations disaster is looming.

Consider the effect such inconsistency would have if it were applied to 
your customers. Imagine that your marketing team develops and promotes 
a particular customer service policy, but your sales team makes decisions 
that bear no relationship to this policy. Initially, some customers may 
overlook the inconsistency, but others will complain. Eventually most 
will seek other vendors whose sales practices are consistent with the 
marketplace image they are projecting. Inconsistency with your values 
will have the same impact on your employees.

If we do not inspect what we expect, we will quickly lose touch 
with our employees’ experiences and perceptions.

The key to being an Employer of Choice is to articulate your values. 
Then have everyone in the leadership group (likely headed up by the 
human resources leader) rigorously ensure all leadership intentions and 
actions are consistent with these values, as if the values were legislated. 
For example, just after WWII and in the 1950s few organizations had a 
policy that addressed non-discrimination (race, religion, colour, gender, 
and ethnicity) in the workplace. Today, all provinces, including the federal 
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government, have passed Human Rights legislation. So we have policies, 
practices, and training to assist the leadership group (from front line leaders 
to president) in ensuring that their intentions and behaviours comply with 
the law. Having legislated certain values (for example, all candidates and 
employees are equal regardless of their race, religion, colour, gender, or 
sexual orientation), we now find that most workplaces comply and do not 
discriminate on these grounds. But why do we, as employers, wait for 
governments to intervene before we take action? 

Let’s assume one of your company’s values is “passion for the products 
and services we provide to our customers”. It would be hard to conceive 
of any legislation that would intervene to establish policies or practices 
around this value. The employer must become involved and take full 
ownership if there will be policies, practices, and training to support 
this value. Policies must be written and carried out with a belief in 
continuous improvement, “doing it right the first time”, continual learning, 
and learning from our mistakes. For this to work, employees must have 
the same passion as expressed in the values statement. Front line leaders 
and next-level managers must be trained in coaching, facilitating, and 
mentoring skills.

The key is to value your employees as much as you value your 
customers. And, not surprisingly, this is also one of the cornerstones of 
Positive Employee Relations.

Becoming an Employer of Choice is not what you give your 
employees (although that is important), but what you believe in 
your heart and how that belief manifests itself daily. Your 
employees then determine if you are an  Employer of Choice.

UNDERSTANDING EMPLOYEE MOTIVATION

We know how to market to our external customers. Most businesses 
contract with marketing firms, advertising agencies, media firms, and 
public relations consultants to ensure their message reaches customers and 
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potential customers. We know it is generally less costly to keep existing 
customer relationships than to turn prospects into new customers. Since 
our employees are our internal customers, it is just as important that we 
market to them.

In an organization that has a Positive Employee Relations mandate, 
informing and educating employees on the features and benefits of the 
company is a natural next step.

If we don’t tell our employees about the good things we do for 
them, for their families, and for their community, nobody else 
will.

A union certainly won’t sing our praises. A union’s default posture is to 
challenge all of our marketing and communications efforts. Unions 
succeed at this every time they win a union certification vote.

Internal employee marketing, employer branding, begins with an 
understanding of employee motivation. Herzberg’s Hygiene-Motivation 
Theory (see Chapter 4: Why Employees Join Unions) is a theory we 
continue to use throughout this book. This theory is based on the concept 
that employees, at least in western society, are generally self-motivated and 
willing to accept personal responsibility when their jobs are characterized 
by words such as:

Interesting (versus routine/repetitive),

Challenging (requiring thought and exploration of ideas, skills, or 
techniques), and 

Developmental (encouraging employees to seek opportunities of 
greater responsibility by increasing their competencies).

As a result of all of these characteristics, the job is then seen as worthy of 
engagement.
 
There is a hurdle: job motivators (which Herzberg refers to as the intrinsic 
factors within a job) do not kick in unless there is an acceptable platform 
on which these intrinsic factors are built. That platform (which Herzberg 
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refers to as hygiene factors) is made up of issues like working conditions, 
pay and benefit levels, front line leaders’ technical knowledge, etc. If these 
hygiene factors are not acceptable to the employees, the consequences 
are usually low morale, an absence of self-motivation, general malaise, 
dissatisfaction, and even disengagement. In this instance, employees need 
to be motivated; that is, the front line leader must actually do something 
(frequently daily) to cause the employees to want to work. Herzberg 
referred to this type of motivation by a front line leader as KITA (kick in 
the ass). It has no lasting effect, except to aggravate both the employee 
and the front line leader. The dissatisfaction is the objection (to use a 
selling term), and until the objection is resolved the sale will not be 
made.

A company’s goodwill “bank account” can overcome the 
employees’ objections, but the credibility “reserve” is not 
bottomless and employee patience is not endless.

Before launching any program of internal marketing, you must first resolve 
any dissatisfactions caused by hygiene factors, issues that are peripheral 
to the job itself but nevertheless influence the employees’ satisfaction 
levels. Examples include compensation, front line leaders’ knowledge 
and behaviour, and company policies. If hygiene satisfaction is at an 
unacceptable level, you can’t expect employees to be interested in any 
organizational program, whether it is continuous improvement, zero 
defects, or a Kaizen event.

THE ROLE OF RECOGNITION: A STEP TO BECOMING 
AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE 

An effective recognition program will reward employees for behaviours 
and for performance consistent with the organizations’ values and goals.

After studying more than 200,000 people over 10 years, Adrian D. Gostick 
and Chester Elton explained in their book, The Carrot Principle© (Free 
Press: Simon & Schuster, New York, 2007), that it is the organizations 
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that effectively recognize individuals that have more loyal and engaged 
employees. These two factors, loyalty and engagement with their work, 
are cornerstones to retaining your union-free status. The authors stressed 
that to maximize the effect, recognition should align with corporate values 
and also help employees achieve their personal goals. 

Highly engaged employees who are also highly satisfied in their roles are 
rare and valuable. In the survey of these 200,000 employees only 40% were 
identified as being both highly engaged and highly satisfied (see Exhibit 
10.1). These results are similar to numerous other surveys (Gallup, Center 
for Talent Solutions, Hewitt), which all suggest there are a high percentage 
of employees, in virtually all organizations, who are dissatisfied with their 
roles and are significantly disengaged. 

Exhibit 10.1 Engaged and Satisfied Employees
 

SA
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20%
SATISFIED TO BE EMPLOYED
Just getting by, requiring a lot of 
supervision. Add nothing to the
pool of creativity/innovation.

40%
LOYAL & ENGAGED
Self-motivated learners.

26%
NEITHER ENGAGED NOR L0YAL
Ideally, these employees should 
not have made it past probation; 
they should be working for another 
employer.

14%
ENGAGED BUT NOT LOYAL
Type A dissatisfaction  
permeates.

ENGAGEMENT

Through the regular use of employee opinion surveys and focus 
groups, questions for each team of employees (and your entire work 
force) can be aligned with the four quadrants suggested by Gostick 
and Elton. The degree of this differentiation is of great significance, 
because it is your employees who separate your organization from the 
competition.
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LOYAL & ENGAGED = 40%

These are your employees who are:

Working at the higher levels of Maslow’s Hierarchy and are self-
motivated when viewing Herzberg’s Motivation Factors;

Ambassadors for your organization;

Believe in your vision and your goals;

Committed to success—both personal and organizational; and

A lower risk for turnover.

By diagnosing what group (individuals or teams) perceives that your 
organization is doing right, you will understand their motivations and 
why they are continually your top performers. These employees see 
no value in union membership; for one thing, they would lose merit 
or performance pay.

ENGAGED BUT NOT LOYAL = 14%

These are your employees who are:

Giving their all, but are not satisfied with their work environment;

Suffering low morale and are pessimistic about the future of your 
company; and

Are at a higher risk for turnover.

This is your swing group. It is very important to determine the 
cause of their dissatisfaction in the work environment, because a 
union organizer’s story will address their dissatisfactions. They are 
normally not difficult to identify and satisfy. More often than not 
the issues can be resolved by writing a cheque. This is significantly 
different from attempting to change the front line leaders’ intentions 
and assumptions about people. You will not receive a thank you for 
correcting something others thought was wrong in the first place, but 
the corrected issue will no longer be a dissatisfier.
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SATISFIED TO BE EMPLOYED = 20%

These are your employees who are:

Happy to “just-get-by”;
Satisfied with their pay and position, but do not believe in your 
goals and your vision;
A low risk for turnover; and
Drain your organizational resources.

This group can be identified as the second most likely group to see 
a union organizer’s message in a positive light. Frequently this group 
has concerns about their front line leaders. We would encourage you 
to determine if the problem is the behaviour of the front line leader 
or is the front line leader dissatisfied with his/her own role (and it 
shows).

NEITHER ENGAGED NOR LOYAL = 26%

These are your employees who are:
Actively disengaged;
Standing on the brakes with both feet;
Vocal in their critiques of the organization;
A distinct threat to your brand; and
A high risk for turnover.

This group represents a union organizer’s dream. These employees 
will be receptive to a union’s message and actively support the union’s 
effort to organize. It is very important to determine the cause of their 
dissatisfaction with both their work (jobs) and where they work 
(environment). With a series of focus groups and town hall meetings 
you can usually identify their concerns.

From the other perspective, this group will most certainly have 
performance and/or disciplinary problems. A human resources leader  
should audit all the practices and documentation to determine what
the issues are and who is taking responsibility to respond to this 
high degree of employee disengagement. To have these employees 
re-employed with another employer would be a positive move.
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To highlight the point about likely union interest
1. LOYAL & ENGAGED = 40%

Most likely to be supporters of the organization; these are its 
champions. They are the ones least likely to see the value in a union. 
In a union campaign, these employees will be the ones on which you 
can build your “pro-company campaign”.

2. SATISFIED TO BE EMPLOYED = 20%

These are high maintenance employees, frequently concerned that 
their front line leader doesn’t spend enough time with them. They 
generally do not like the risk and/or responsibility of decision-making 
and hence are proficient at upward delegation. A patient but focused 
front line leader is required. They may be union supporters, because 
in a union environment, someone else will be taking the lead, and 
they will appreciate the apparent security of a collective agreement.

3. ENGAGED BUT NOT LOYAL = 14%

This is the swing group. Their vote may or may not support a union. 
Their concerns are Type A Dissatisfiers. The message: fix the hygiene 
concerns. It is cheaper to do it now than later; during a campaign, the 
union can score points by saying their presence has caused you to “fix 
things up”.

4. NEITHER ENGAGED NOR LOYAL = 26%

These people represent those who should never have been hired or 
whos should have been flagged by your performance management 
team. If their performance is low, then increase the frequency of 
the reviews. There is nothing that precludes quarterly reviews. If 
employees receive overall below standard ratings twice, you should 
assist them to find employment elsewhere. This 26% is likely in the 
union campaign even before the organizer has shown up. Often the 
initial call to the union will come from this group.

Why people in this group were hired should be researched and 
understood. Better recruiting and interviewing skills are need. We 
will address this topic later in the book.
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Employee behaviour, more than any other factor IS what will 
make or break your business!

It is essential to recognize and to celebrate employee performance and 
behaviours that are consistent with your values. Equally essential is to 
intervene and to identify behaviours that are unacceptable and inconsistent 
with your values! Your company will go no further than the calibre of 
the employees and their leaders. Recognize and reward winning 
performance and behaviour.

Employees know that if their performance or their behaviour is 
not formally rewarded, it is not a priority with their front line 
leaders and the organization. 

Frequently, company recognition programs that consist exclusively of 
long-term service awards are sending a clear message that seniority is 
the greatest achievement an employee can attain. Surely there are better 
means of rewarding employee contributions without relying on an 
over-used union tactic. A core value in the union movement is seniority, 
which is why the trade unions handle seniority-related recognition better 
than most employers.

Employees who believe their efforts lead to meaningful rewards become 
productive and stay productive, if the rewards meet their expectations for 
self-esteem. Effective recognition programs encourage people to become 
excited about their workplace and the work they do. 

Most people, regardless of job responsibilities, work for two fundamental 
reasons:

To earn the financial resources to ensure their basic physical, 
psychological, and social needs are satisfied and secure, and

To achieve their higher-level needs of self-esteem and self-
actualization, the creativity at the core of their being.

It is too often the case that people cannot satisfy these needs in the 
workplace because their job has little inherent depth or substance. 
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Disengaged (a close cousin of dissatisfied) people seek to fulfill these 
needs outside the workplace, and we, as employers, miss a significant 
opportunity. Imagine all the creative talent that leaves the workplace at the 
end of the day: writers, computer wizards, artists, volunteers, musicians, 
politicians, Olympic-class athletes, and the list goes on.

In pragmatic terms, there are two ways to remedy this brain-drain. First, 
people whose direct leader encourages employees to challenge their own 
thinking, innovation, and creativity are more likely to build a symbiotic or 
quality relationship, which is in direct contrast with employees who see 
their leaders as a taskmaster.

Put decision-making back into job responsibilities and ask 
employees to work smarter, not harder.

Second, acknowledge and reward the results of employees who put 
their brains to work. Nothing does more to satisfy employees’ self-esteem 
and self-actualization needs than genuine and deserved recognition for the 
thought and creativity they put into their work.

Countless research projects have confirmed that one of the most frequent 
employee complaints is that their accomplishments are not recognized by 
their employer. Although leaders often claim their most valuable resource 
is their employees, they don’t always behave in ways that make employees 
feel truly appreciated. Unfortunately, it is quite common to criticize 
employees when things go wrong, and far less common to acknowledge 
their successes in a formal way. Front line leaders, and leaders at all 
levels, have the power to recognize employee achievement. Don’t let this 
opportunity slip by!

The link between employee dissatisfaction and the employee finding 
sympathy, even empathy, within a union culture is very high. The union is 
already equipped to provide emotional and organizational recognition to 
any employee who is seen to support union ideals and union programs.
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RECOGNITION BEST PRACTICES

Dr. Bob Nelson is considered one of the world’s authorities on employee 
recognition, rewards, and retention. He earned his PhD on the topic 
of recognition (specifically addressing why managers do or do not use 
recognition with their employees). His book, 1001 Ways to Reward 
Employees© (Workman Publishing, New York, 2005), is a bestseller. In a 
recognition white paper, published in 2011, he points out that employees 
expect to be recognized when they do good work. Thanking employees 
for doing good work is not just common sense, it increases the likelihood 
that they will want to continue to do good work. It also serves as a catalyst 
for attracting and retaining talented employees.

Leaders who used recognition reported that it helped to:

Better motivate employees (90%)

Increase employee performance (84%)

Provide practical feedback (84%)

Get work done more easily (80%)

Enhance productivity (78%)

Better achieve their personal goals (69%)

Achieve their job goals (60%)

So the question remains, if recognition really does work at driving 
performance, why don’t more leaders use it? 

Why Some Leaders Don’t Use Recognition
My experience with client focus groups and employee opinion surveys 
correlate with Nelson’s research: I have found six key reasons why front 
line leaders do not routinely use recognition with their employees. (Note: 
the examples presented are from some of my Employer of Choice clients.)
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1. “I am unsure how best to recognize my employees.”

Thanking an employee for doing a good job may seem like common sense, 
but the behaviour does not come easily to leaders who are uncomfortable 
with the expression of appreciation or recognition. Front line leaders and 
next-level managers need to:

Have an increased awareness of the importance of recognition,

Be trained in the skills of recognition,

Be provided with feedback about their use of recognition, and 

Be shown positive examples and techniques that they can actually 
use, no matter their time and resource constraints.

For example, front line leaders might provide their employees with an 
index card on their first day of work and ask them to list those things that 
motivate them. Over time the leader collects an individualized motivation 
checklist from every employee. A significant number of my clients have 
made it a corporate policy for every meeting to begin with some type 
of recognition, using the information collected on the individualized 
motivation checklists. Over time, leaders will understand what kind of 
recognition works for their individual groups.

2. “I do not feel that providing recognition is an important part 
of my job.”

Organizations need to set the expectation that providing recognition is not 
an optional activity, but is an integral part of every leader’s job. That it helps 
drive the organization’s values, mission, strategies, and goals. Leaders need 
to be evaluated on providing recognition in a frequent and meaningful 
way, and they need to be held accountable for using recognition with their 
employees. Recognition should be made an important part of the human 
resources plan (re: organizational, team, and individual goal setting), 
and not left for leadership by announcement, in which an initiative is 
recognized once and then never heard of again.

For example, a vice president personally writes notes of thanks to 
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individuals, demonstrating to all front line leaders under him/her that if he 
could find time to acknowledge employees, then they can, too.

3. “I do not have the time to recognize my employees.”

This reaction by low-recognition leaders is usually tied to their perceived 
priority that other responsibilities are more important. Such perceptions 
can be countered with recognition techniques that can be readily applied, 
even by busy leaders.

For example, one CEO decided that people really were his most important 
resource. He committed to taking a few minutes, at the end of each day, 
to reflect on whose actions stood out. Once a week he then emailed 
the employee with the most interesting new idea or approach to work/
customer service and invited him/her to a discussion over lunch. He keeps 
note cards on his desk as a reminder of what he has seen and who he 
needs to say thank you to as he walks through the facility. (As an aside, he 
is one of my favourite clients, and his company has been union-free for the 
14 years we have worked together.)

4. “I’m afraid I might leave somebody out.”

Another common concern among front line leaders is the possibility of 
leaving out someone who is deserving of recognition. Low-recognition 
leaders articulate this concern as an excuse for not recognizing any 
employees at all. High-recognition leaders use the same concern to be sure 
that no one is left out. If, at any time, someone deserving is overlooked, 
it is perfectly acceptable to acknowledge the oversight, apologize for it, 
and provide the recognition. It is the leaders who learn from such an 
experience, and who get better at the behaviour.

For example, a newly appointed front line leader, at the monthly company-
wide recognition meetings, personally checked in advance to ensure that 
everyone who was to receive an award was present (he also checked 
how to pronounce each person’s name who was being acknowledged). 
Individuals not present were acknowledged separately, in person, by the 
leader.
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5. “Employees do not value the recognition I’ve given in the past.”

Low-recognition leaders should make a fresh start. Seek to find out what 
forms of recognition their employees would most value. Front line leaders 
can ask a human resources representative to talk with his/her employees 
one-on-one or have group discussions about potential forms of recognition 
that employees value. Better still, front line leaders could be coached on 
how to conduct these discussions or meetings under their own steam. 
Involving employees increases the employees’ commitment and buy-in, 
as well as increasing the likelihood that their work will be successful.

For example, a front line leader asked her employees what ideas they 
had for increasing recognition. One employee suggested they rotate the 
responsibility for recognition, so that each month another person would 
be responsible for identifying an area of performance and recognizing the 
person responsible, in a way of his/her own choosing. Creativity flourished 
and recognition skyrocketed! (Note: there was no voting of who should be 
the responsible person…it was done alphabetically.)

6. “My organization doesn’t support recognition efforts.”

Recognition efforts can flourish even in the absence of formal organizational 
support. Information, training tools, budget, and programs that reinforce 
recognition should be made available to department leaders, so they can 
support the efforts of front line leaders. Positive Employee Relations and 
the leader’s responsibility of providing recognition go hand-in-hand.

For example, at one company, during morning meetings employees 
are encouraged to publicly exchange thanks and “recognition 
acknowledgements” with one another.

Example: Another example is a case where all front line leaders are 
provided tokens inscribed with the words “Thank you” to use as an on-
the-spot form of recognition for any employee observed demonstrating 
one of the organization’s core values. The tokens were actually “with our 
thanks—have a coffee at Tim Horton’s on us”. 
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How Leaders Become Regular “Recognition Users”
The three step program:

1. All behaviours stem from our beliefs, intentions, and values. We must 
understand that one cannot be an effective leader unless feedback and 
recognition are part of our leadership toolboxes. Leadership training is 
integral to driving effective recognition efforts. Share the evidence that:

Recognition is highly desired by employees

It works to create a high performance culture 

The organization is mandating that all leaders must make 
recognition a priority

2.  A leader can be well-intentioned, yet lacking in the skills to effectively 
communicate and recognize employees. Human resources can show 
leaders what recognition looks like in practice; roleplaying is a good way 
to practice these skills. Videotaping a number of role play events where 
the front line leader is the star of the show will help reduce the leader’s 
feelings of discomfort and awkwardness when faced with the need to give 
recognition. 

Place a stack of thank you cards on a leader’s desk and get his/her 
commitment to write a few notes to deserving employees at the end of 
each day. Have them list their direct reports on their weekly to do list and 
check off each employee once they have recognized him/her for doing 
something right. Make recognition simple and doable.

3. The front line leader needs to personally experience the recognition 
behaviour and its potential to truly become a believer in the activity. 
One way is to be the recipient. For example, the next-level manager could 
discuss how he/she determines which of his/her direct reports should be 
recognized, and how the process will unfold. A front line leader could 
observe the process and then discuss with the next-level manager his/her 
rationale for the choices made.
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Once they are convinced of the value of recognition, encouragement can 
help identify recognition opportunities and encourage leaders to share 
what has worked for them when they use recognition on an ongoing basis.

CUSTOMIZE YOUR OWN RECOGNITION PROGRAM

To customize your own recognition program, use the following guidelines:

1. Tie rewards to values and goals

2. Communicate the connection between goals and rewards

3. Rewards must be perceived as equitable

4. Goals must be realistic

5. Focus on award prestige rather than monetary value

6. Presentation makes the difference

7. Customize the rewards

8. Present rewards as soon as the goal is attained

9. Periodically adjust the recognition program

10. Seek employee input on design and maintenance of the program

1. Tie rewards to values and goals
Front line leaders sometimes assume employees intuitively know what is 
expected of them. Don’t assume! It is not enough to use job descriptions 
and performance standards as the basis for the annual performance review. 
Those tools only link rewards to accomplishments.

Tie rewards to your organizations’ core values, so that you 
reinforce the intentions and behaviours that perpetuate the 
culture.

Specific behaviours must be encouraged by positive consequences. For 
example, customer service and quality assurance training may not be 
a written component of a design engineer’s job description, but if he/
she goes beyond his/her typical responsibilities to help a customer or to 
mentor an employee, the engineer is reinforcing the value of a “passion 
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for products and services”. Senior leaders must always work at increasing 
the behaviours that will help achieve core values and the always present 
Positive Employee Relations.

2. Communicate the connection between goals and rewards 
Employees need to know exactly what they must do to earn a particular 
recognition. Goals must be tangible, specific, and measureable, such as 
improving a condition for customers (or employees) that visibly enhances 
your organization. For an employee, the more abstract a goal (such as 
marketplace penetration or determining a creative corporate merger 
strategy), the more difficult it will be to clarify and subsequently reward. 
Here is an opportunity when a leader can be helpful in providing a 
simplified explanation, so that the goals are clear.

Periodically provide information on how well the employee is progressing 
to keep motivation and enthusiasm high. If employees know how much 
farther they have to go to achieve a goal, they will be much more likely 
to get there. A recognition program will be only as important to the 
employees as it is to the front line leaders who sponsor it. If leaders are lax 
in promotion and enthusiasm, the employees respond in kind.

3. Rewards must be perceived as equitable 
If employees believe that only those personally favoured by their front line 
leader are those who are rewarded, the recognition program will have a 
negative impact on morale. It can be the precursor to dissatisfaction. Such 
behaviour undermines the credibility of every positive step taken by your 
organization.

Favouritism and pro-union sentiment are cause and effect. Front 
line leaders who support favouritism or nepotism bring about a 
very negative effect.

4. Goals must be realistic
Well-intended competition between individuals or departments can 
actually lead to a reduction in team spirit and even the sabotage of one 



417BECOMING AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE

another’s efforts. An organization’s values and goals should not become 
the victims of competition. Internal competition frequently leads to silos, 
hoarding resources, and various behaviours that are anti-participative. 
Company-wide cooperation and collaboration, rather than departmental 
competition, are inherent in the values of Positive Employee Relations. 
Structure rewards so that the criteria is based on reaching a measurable, 
objective target, rather than merely being better than each other. In this 
way, all strong contributors will be rewarded rather than recognizing one 
best performance.

5. Focus on award prestige rather than monetary value
The point of a recognition program is to address the employees’ self-
esteem needs; their paycheques take care of their monetary needs. Using 
public acknowledgment to leverage esteem is very powerful, because it 
makes people feel good about themselves. An article and/or picture in 
your newsletter, on your website, or in the local community newspaper 
(as an advertisement, if necessary) lets employees bask in the glow of the 
spotlight, something they may not often experience. Similarly, a plaque 
or gift is a symbolic representation that serves as an ongoing reminder 
of behaviours and achievements. Clothing, watches, or mugs, with your 
company logo affixed, can be displayed with pride to improve feelings of 
belonging. A company-sponsored lunch or dinner (with a guest) can make 
employees feel special and important.

Giving cash is always well received, but the effect usually lasts no longer 
than the money lasts. A paycheque doesn’t increase proportionately from 
one week to the next if the employee has gone that extra mile in effort.

Money makes a poor primary reward, because it is so difficult to 
estimate the amount of money to the actual effort given.

6. Presentation makes a difference
Leadership creates the symbolic worth of a reward through the manner 
in which the reward is presented. It is essential for the presenter to cite 
the accomplishment clearly and to sincerely express appreciation. The 
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higher the status of the presenter, the more impressive the presentation 
will be. Thus, senior executives often present the most significant rewards. 
Whenever possible, the presentations should be made in the presence of 
all the employees. The symbolic significance is greatly enhanced by the 
presence of others, and as a result, the effects on employee attitudes are 
more profound.

By carefully structuring who presents the reward and when and 
how it is presented, leaders can endow the award with prestige 
far greater than its financial value.

7. Customize the rewards
What works for one organization or one department or one individual 
may not work for another. While it is certainly easier to have a standard 
list of rewards, it doesn’t take a lot of extra time to customize the rewards 
to the recipients. One group may wish to have team hats emblazoned 
with the company logo, while another group may prefer t-shirts or coffee 
mugs. One person may wish to have an extra vacation day, while the next 
might prefer to have a company-sponsored theatre night/sports event with 
a guest.

Another great idea is to ascertain the employee’s favourite charity and 
make a donation in his/her name. This leads to recognition from both you 
and the charity.

8. Present rewards as soon as the goal is attained 
Some recognition programs fail because by the time the rewards are 
presented, people can barely remember the work that earned the 
recognition. Distributing rewards on an annual basis will almost certainly 
ensure failure. Sometimes circumstances may make it impossible to 
present rewards immediately, but the sooner rewards are presented, the 
more influential the recognition.

9. Periodically adjust the recognition program
It is reasonable to expect goals to change as circumstances change. 
Review the recognition program every six to twelve months to encourage 
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leaders to keep goals challenging, fresh, and realistic. If too few or too 
many employees are hitting goals, change is in order. Furthermore, some 
components of the program may have to be re-addressed or dropped 
if they are not working out as well as planned. At the same time, new 
components may be integrated, depending on employee feedback.

10. Seek employee input on design and maintenance of the 
program
Recognition is for the employees, so who better to help make it work? 
Leadership can never be truly confident about what employees find 
rewarding unless they ask the employees.

This might be a good opportunity to randomly assemble a task group of 
employees, representing all departments and shifts, to seek their input on 
what initiatives should be recognized as special, and what rewards might 
be considered appropriate. Additionally, employee involvement will 
ensure the entire employee population will be more tolerant of inevitable 
glitches in the system.

WHY CANDIDATES WANT TO JOIN AN EMPLOYER OF 
CHOICE 

I have found the following criteria to have the biggest impact on job 
candidates’ employment (hiring) decisions.

1. The company

2. The culture

3. Leadership

4. Wellness

5. Meaningful work

6. Jobs that become careers

7. Compensation and benefits

8. Making a difference
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1. The Company
People want to work for an organization that is financially healthy, 
well respected (both internally and externally), and forward thinking. 
While the senior leadership team does not have total control over how 
the public perceives their organization, there is much that leaders can do 
to promote the organization’s strength and identity. Strategically doing so 
will capture the attention of applicants and reinforce the commitment of 
existing employees.
 
Leaders should view the recruitment practices and procedures as a way 
to sell the organization’s unique environment and corporate culture to 
potential job candidates. Companies can use the principles of internal 
marketing (e.g., a user-friendly website with eye-catching graphics, 
text, and visuals to help attract attention and distinguish your site from 
the competition). Your company should have an employer brand with a 
particular look and feel that reflects the organization’s culture. Use the brand 
to develop employment advertisements, correspond with candidates, and 
enhanced employee-referral programs. The website should incorporate a 
call to action, asking applicants to embark on an exciting career with the 
organization. As well, the website should provide an automated application 
page (featuring a series of questions to gauge applicant’s experience and 
core competencies) that can be filled out on-line.

In other words, from a recruiting perspective, it is all about 
marketing and more marketing. What is your message? Why 
does your organization stand out? What draws top candidates to 
your company?

 

2. The Culture
Just telling the world that your organization has a unique and progressive 
work culture is not enough to earn you status as an Employer of Choice. 
Candidates need to see the culture in action or at least hear it from satisfied 
employees. Candidates need answers from employees to questions such 
as:

Knowing what you know today, would you still join the company?
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Are your co-workers empowered, engaged, and given recognition 
for their accomplishments?

Do people look forward to coming to work because of their 
relationships with their co-workers?

 
If the answers to such questions are a resounding “yes”, then the 
organization will have employees who are empowered to work as a team. 
Such collaboration inevitably leads to innovation, which is a forerunner 
to improved product design, production, quality, logistics, and overall 
customer satisfaction.
 
Employees who work for an Employer of Choice will actively participate 
in many aspects of the company including:

The impression it first creates with newly-hired employees,

Its orientation or on-boarding program,

Its recognition program,

How it celebrates events,

Opportunities for employees to be creative and take initiative, and

The development and delivery of weekly training or safety topics.

Further enhancing an organization’s positive culture frequently means 
an emphasis on the social aspects of work. Barbecues, sports teams, 
and children’s Christmas parties are commonplace social events that 
demonstrate, in a tangible way, an organization’s open and friendly culture.
 
At The Sherborne Company, we see a good example of an Employer 
of Choice that developed an employee-centric culture at their head 
office. Senior leaders not only consider employee inputs when making 
critical decisions—they rely on these inputs. During special monthly staff 
meetings, employees are asked:

To share their suggestions for improving customer satisfaction,

How technology could be put to better use,

To provide input to the current design of jobs, and

How the business can grow and diversify.
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The Sherborne Company’s Director of Customer Satisfaction is quoted 
as saying, “We make a concerted effort to ensure that what candidates 
perceive their new job to be, is in fact what they find when they become 
employees. There should be no real differences between what we say 
in employment advertising and the actual job a newly-hired employee 
performs.”

3. Leadership
Employees want to work for leaders who are accessible, communicative, 
and sensitive to the internal and external factors that influence their 
personal and work success. It would be a testament to the intentions 
and behaviour of senior leadership if employees were to say, “She treats 
everyone with respect and decency. She respects the uniqueness of each 
employee and recognizes that employees in her division have a passion 
to excel in their jobs. She has an Open Door policy that allows her team 
members to express themselves and offer their ideas.”
 
A leader who lives the core message of Employer of Choice places great 
value on his/her employees, keeping in constant contact with them through 
group meetings, one-on-one sessions, and informal chats. These leaders 
let their employees know that their open-door policy does not have set 
hours, and if it helps, will extend the hours to help solve personal matters.

For example, when it is time to leave and an employee is clearly upset 
about an issue and needs your time—whether it is personal or business—
it does not matter. If something is upsetting the employee, it is affecting 
their ability to perform their work. An insensitive leader would ignore this 
message and walk right out the door or might say, “Can we talk about this 
tomorrow?” That does not solve anything. You have to show that you are 
compassionate and a good listener.

If you want your team to be loyal to you, you need to be there 
for them.
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4. Wellness
The Employer of Choice mantra respects a healthy work/life balance, 
emphasizes wellness for employees (and their families), and has flexible 
policies regarding where, when, and how people work. For example, 
an Employer of Choice company a value that supports employee-
focus proves its beliefs through its actions. A “people first” philosophy 
demonstrates that engaged and self-motivated employees hold the key to 
long-term business success. If your employees are satisfied and motivated, 
customers are going to see that behaviour carried over in the quality of 
what employees do in marketing your products, and the care employees 
take when responding to customer needs. If customers are satisfied, all the 
stakeholders succeed. Thus, if we live by the value of employees first, 
customers second, and shareholders third, ultimately everyone wins.
 
Employer of Choice  organizations spend long hours making sure employees 
work safely, have healthy food in the cafeteria, and are provided with 
exercise facilities. Many implement a formal wellness strategy to help fend 
off employee burnout, illness, and injury, while enhancing performance. 
As part of a wellness program, an employer may provide a quiet room for 
reflection or a break period away from workplace noises. This quiet room 
can become a prayer (or sacred) space in a multi-cultural workplace. An 
equipped fitness room is another example of employee first thinking. A 
frequently used alternative is to provide employees with a discounted or 
fully paid membership at a local YM/YWCA.

5. Meaningful Work
Employees, when treated as adults, still need praise and recognition; 
they also need to be engaged and challenged, and to feel a strong 
sense of purpose in their jobs. An Employer of Choice organization uses 
their hiring and orientation programs to show candidates and new hires 
just how meaningful their positions are within the company. Many provide 
prospective and new employees with realistic job previews—e.g., a DVD 
of a typical workday, a tour of the organization, and brief interviews with 
appropriate employees (vis-à-vis a movie trailer). Such organizations also 
explain the significance of each employee’s impact on innovation, quality, 
and customer satisfaction, and their contribution to the enterprise as a 
whole.
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The most sought-after employers make employees’ jobs even 
more meaningful by involving employees in interesting projects 
and off-line activities—often tapping individual employees’ 
unique skills and knowledge to better the organization.
 

For example, The Sherborne Company has a progressive mentoring 
program, where employees who are struggling in a particular area are 
matched with an experienced employee proficient in that area. In addition 
to helping the protégé with real-time concerns, the mentor helps the 
employee to develop action plans to steadily improve their performance 
level.
 
Employers of Choice also recognize employees, frequently and formally, 
for the challenging and important work they do, and for the impact they 
have on their co-workers and customers. Examples include displaying 
employees’ names on a  “wall of fame”, citing employees’ accomplishments 
in the organization’s newsletter, sending employees to a work-related 
seminar or conference of their choice, or highlighting the employee and 
their entire work-team with rewards and accolades at a town hall meeting.

6. Jobs that become careers
While employees appreciate job diversity (i.e., acquiring new 
competencies) and recognition, they also want to know that there is 
ample room for advancement that will lead to compensation growth. 
That is why it is beneficial for organizations to make a concerted effort 
to create comprehensive career and skill paths, where employees have a 
chance to explore new opportunities, learn, advance their skills, and earn 
additional income.

In my consulting role, I recently assisted an east-coast client to design and 
implement a multi-tiered career path that helped transform a struggling call 
centre, with high employee burn-out and turnover, into a high-performing 
operation with an enviable retention rate. The centre cut attrition by 43% 
after implementing various career paths, which featured nine different 
levels, ranging from Associate I all the way up to Team Leader II.
 



425BECOMING AN EMPLOYER OF CHOICE

Each level was described in detail, to ensure that all employees understood 
the various job functions (i.e., duties and matching performance standards), 
as the ladder for a promotion from one level to another. To obtain the 
additional skills needed for a new level, employees may need to attend 
specific training classes and/or complete self-paced e-learning modules. 
For more advanced levels, employees need to acquire a community 
college certificate. Employees demonstrate that they are ready for a new 
position by a combination of mentoring/performance results and written/
certification tests. Team leaders regularly meet with each employee to 
discuss the progress he/she has made and to answer any questions about 
the criteria for each level.
 
With such comprehensive career paths in place, employees always have 
something to strive for, and more important, a reason to stay with the 
organization. Such career paths give employees an opportunity to choose 
where they want their career to take them.

When an employer shows their employees the light at the end 
of the tunnel, then interested employees work towards 
something they deem to be worthwhile. Team leaders give their 
employees a detailed plan on how to get there.

 
Not all organizations have the luxury of creating such an elaborate career 
path program, featuring so many levels and position titles. That does not 
deter an Employer of Choice from creating growth opportunities and 
retaining employees. For example, The Sherborne Company has a skill path 
in place where employees can increase their pay in small increments by 
obtaining advanced skills and knowledge through on-the-job experience 
and continuous training. In addition, once they obtain enough skill and 
knowledge, they earn the right to be a resource for their fellow employees 
as:

Subject matter experts, who serve as buddies for newly hired 
employees, and

Peer coaches, who assist supervisors with mentoring and 
monitoring.
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7. Compensation and benefits
There frequently is not much room for innovation in this area. This is one 
topic where the keep it simple approach will pay dividends. However, 
Employer of Choice organizations do more than just “follow the herd” 
when it comes to compensating employees. An organization can go beyond 
merely adhering to compensation benchmark studies and/or paying 
employees exactly what nearby and/or competing employers pay their 
employees. Instead, organizations with successful employee engagement 
and retention plans give employees what they are worth in their particular 
organization—often paying an attractive premium for employees who:

Directly generate or protect revenue through customer satisfaction 
initiatives,

Have good guidance or instructional skills,

Have highly diverse skill/knowledge sets,

Possess bilingual/multi-lingual language capabilities, and

Are particularly flexible with regard to work schedules.

8. Making a difference
All of us want to feel that we are part of something much larger than we 
are. Being a contributing member of a successful organization can satisfy 
that need, but many employees want to have an impact on something 
bigger: their community, local and beyond. At this time, it is common 
for job candidates and existing employees to ask: “Does this company 
encourage or provide opportunities for employees to volunteer their time 
and expertise to improve the lives of others?” 
 
The answer should be a resounding, “Yes”. For example, The Sherborne 
Company provides sponsorship and volunteer support for numerous 
charities, including the local Food Bank, Kids Help Phone, Child Abuse 
Hotline, and the local United Way. Employees are encouraged to participate 
in these and other not-for-profit organizations. Almost 24 million (2010 
data) Canadians volunteer in virtually every aspect of society, including 
health, education, social services, youth, sports and recreation, culture, the 
arts, and the environment. In the USA over 64 million people volunteer 
their time and expertise (2011 data).
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Philanthropy is alive and well in vibrant organizations and communities. For 
example, The Sherborne Company announced its intention to collaborate 
with the local Habitat for Humanity organization. Habitat’s mandate is to 
build affordable homes in partnership with needy families, using volunteer 
labour and donations of funds and materials. The organization’s Team 
Habitat has helped to build three homes.
 
These are examples of opportunities for an Employer of Choice to harness 
the energy and enthusiasm of its employees to support the:

Companies that match employee volunteer hours with a financial 
donation;

Communications tools, such as a company e-newsletter featuring 
employee involvement in adult and children’s teams (e.g., 
baseball, hockey, curling);

Subsidizing sport teams (e.g., equipment, facility rental); and

Company-sponsored self-improvement programs (e.g., English as 
a second language, literacy, trade skills).

The organization’s values go beyond daily work issues. An 
enlightened employer will always encourage employees to 
volunteer, whether at work or on their own time.
 

Being an Employer of Choice is, as the saying goes, not rocket science. It 
is taking a strategic view about the value or importance of your employees 
and using the employee first approach. When job applicants are anxious 
to be interviewed with your company and when your better performing 
employees voluntarily offer their creativity, you have tangible feedback 
about being an Employer of Choice. The integration with Positive 
Employee Relations is a natural next step.
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Identify top performers who are not satisfied. Intervene to minimize 
the risk of losing these key contributors.

2. Identify those employees who are actively disengaged. Conduct an 
exhaustive review of leadership practices that may have created or 
condoned this sad result. These are people who are not satisfied! 
Implement change initiatives. Apply positive, corrective, progressive, 
non-punitive discipline.

3. Use recognition more often when stress and change accelerate. 
(Be aware that leaders’ tendencies in such instances are to use less 
recognition.)

4. Discuss with your leaders how they want to be recognized when 
they do good work, and seek feedback from them on the recognition 
behaviours they plan to use with their employees.

5. Purposely and intentionally market your campaign to become an 
Employer of Choice. Follow the steps necessary to implement internal 
marketing. 

6. Expand your internal marketing campaign successes through one-on-
one communications (see Further Resource 15.3: Let’s Talk©).

7. Expand your Employer of Choice campaign to the community 
through recruitment practices, open house tours, and information 
given to high school and college recruitment offices.

8. Differentiate your organization through:

a) Clear, measurable, achievable goals;

b) Open communications with leaders and with co-workers;

c) Trust in leadership and the organization values;

d) Accountability (for everyone) for their work, behaviours, 
and values; and

e) Strategic, timely, specific, frequent recognition of meaningful 
behaviours and accomplishments.
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9. Review the values-based workshop (see Chapter 12: Training & 
Managing Front Line Leaders and Further Resource 12.1: Training 
Needs Analysis). Is it time to conduct this workshop again, as a 
refresher?

10. Live your values!
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. Everything stems from our employees: our products, services, 
research, manufacturing, quality assurance, sales, and customer 
services. Even our leadership team, in many cases, includes those 
who have been promoted from the employee ranks.

2. If the leaders’ thoughts, values, and behaviours are not realigned to 
speak to the integrity, dignity, and capability of all employees, then 
even the best, most expensive internal marketing campaign will fail.

3. If we do not inspect what we expect, we will quickly lose touch with 
our employees’ perceptions.

4. The key is to value your employees as much as you value your 
customers.

5. If you don’t tell the employees about the good things you do for 
them, for their families, and for their community, nobody will.

6. Companies with a long history as an Employer of Choice have 
equity in trust and credibility upon which they can draw in cases of 
emergency.

7. Favouritism and pro-union sentiment are cause and effect.

8. Recognition should align with corporate values and help employees 
achieve their personal goals.

9. Highly engaged employees who are also highly satisfied in their roles 
are rare and valuable, constituting only 40% of the workforce. Can 
you recruit more?

10. The goal of internal marketing is to promote a workplace environment 
where the employees feel empowered and engaged with their work, 
with the quality of what they do, and with customer satisfaction.

11. Culture change is not a radical, foot-to-the-floor event; culture change 
is a new worldview and new lifestyle for your organization.
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12. Employers are known by how they treat all their employees, particularly 
those in the most vulnerable positions: entry-level employees, those 
who work in hazardous environments, and those who suffer from 
workplace illnesses.

13. Being hired by an Employer of Choice should be a privilege, and the 
successful candidate should feel valued by being chosen.

14. How can we expect to influence employee perceptions if front line 
leaders believe their leadership skills and practices are participative, 
collaborative, and co-operative, while those being led view leadership 
as authoritative, manipulative, and inconsistent with company values?
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selecting front line
          Leaders

This chapter deals with how employees connect with their employers, 
with the focus on selecting the right front line leaders. The interface 
between employees and their front line leaders is so important that I can 
state without hesitation: the front line leader holds the key to retaining 
your union-free status.

Under optimum Positive Employee Relations™ conditions, the results 
of employee opinion surveys and focus groups would always be 
positive. These positive results indicate that employees have confidence 
that their employer will be transparent, ethical, and open in both their 
communications and actions. Of equal importance, is the view that 
employees (regardless of their role) are the people who make everything 
happen for your customers. This is where the front line leader fits into the 
picture as the primary and critical interface between employees and the 
employer.
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BEGINNING WITH EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT

Studies over the last few decades confirm that organizations with high rates 
of employee engagement are more successful than those with low rates of 
engagement. Using the data from the previous chapter (see Exhibit 10.1),

40% are loyal and engaged,

20% are just getting by, requiring a lot of supervision,

14% are engaged but not loyal, and

26% are neither engaged nor loyal.

The result? To some degree, 60% of those polled are lacking in loyalty and 
commitment to their current job and employer. As discussed, this lack of 
engagement is a precursor to dissatisfaction, which in turn, is the primary 
reason why employees seek the services of a union.

When seen from a 30,000 foot bird’s eye view, prevalent corporate culture 
in North America and most of Western Europe is based on either:

An industrial model that emerged with the advances of mass 
production, where people were not expected to think and instead 
parked their minds at the door when they arrived to clock-in for 
work, or

A similar autocratic model, where strict adherence to the chain of 
command regarding communications and feedback are the norm. 
If you disagree with, or do not like, your supervisor or foreman, 
you have two choices: leave or accept this reality.

These two types of cultures fostered work environments that could be 
described as follows: “you are only an hourly-paid employee, listen 
carefully, do what you are told to do, follow orders, and all things being 
equal (especially in the marketplace) you will continue to have a job”. 
These cultures were prominent until the mid-1970’s when corporations 
began to understand that there were clear challenges to these archaic ways 
of managing people.

As Baby Boomers began their careers, they were heavily influenced by 
the 1960’s social revolution, which said, “question everything, especially 
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authority”. Women became influential in the workforce and pushed the 
radical idea that relationships were as important as results. Women often 
used alliances and networks, not hierarchy, to deliver performance results. 
Globalization was on the rise, and with it, diverse groups brought their 
own perspectives, cultures, and values into the workplace. It also brought 
the exporting of jobs to Asia. Finally, the access to information and 
communication provided by the Internet changed the concept of having a 
job and people began to ask, “Why are we following the old rules?”

The idea of values and guiding behaviours, as an organizational 
framework, began to emerge in the late 1980’s and continues today. While 
acknowledging the importance of capable and competent people to the 
success of the organization, senior leaders began to see core values as 
a way to re-think their organization. The goal was to capture the spirit 
(imagination, creativity, innovation) of employees and thereby improve 
the quality of product/service outputs. These early steps of non-autocratic 
organizational systems proved difficult for many senior leaders. They 
found it difficult to advocate a new set of behaviours by talking a new talk 
while knowingly holding on to models of managing people that reflected 
walking the old walk.

Through participative and collaborative leadership, a new conversation 
began. For example, if we want employee engagement in the workplace the 
old autocratic rules do not work. Mission, vision, and values statements 
would now influence organizational culture. Decision-making, for 
example, would now be linked to a values test; if the intent or outcome 
of a decision did not match the criteria of the core values, it would fail the 
test, and then the leader would start over.

Often the decision to promote an individual to a front line leader position 
was based on the work performance and behaviours acquired while in an 
employee’s role. If we take the example of The Sherborne Company, by 
promoting the best performing widget maker to a leadership role, all-too-
often this led to two outcomes:

A front line leader not adequately suited for a leadership role, and

The loss of your best widget maker.
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There is little overlap, if any, between the skill sets (competencies) of 
a non-leadership position (e.g., the widget maker) and that of the front 
line leader. This oversight will continue to haunt leaders as long as the 
selection process for front line leaders is not up-graded.

THE FRONT LINE LEADER’S IMPACT

Under ideal circumstances, the front line leader represents and models 
the organization’s culture and is the major influence in Positive Employee 
Relations environments.

A measure of front line leaders’ success is the quality of the 
relationships with their employees. The integrity and 
commitment inherent in such relationships directly influences 
the level of discretionary effort and the degree of loyalty the 
employees give to the organization.

To a newly appointed front line leader, this level of influence and 
responsibility can frequently be overwhelming. The impact front line 
leaders have on the working life of employees and their performance 
outcomes is critical to the organization’s success.

Front line leaders who effectively use their competencies (knowledge, 
skills, and attitudes) are the lifeblood of any successful management 
and leadership process. Yet, it is no secret that many front line leaders 
do not achieve satisfactory performance levels in their first supervisory 
assignment. This is because many organizations approach selecting front 
line leaders with less strategy than, for example, determining the cost-
benefit ratio of fork-lift truck A over fork-lift truck B. However, the risk is 
considerably higher.

From various manufacturing information sources (on numerous business 
websites), approximately 60% of front line leaders under-perform, 
driving employee performance gaps and employee turnover higher. The 
challenges facing union-free organizations today are considerable. Such 
newly appointed front line leaders are thrust onto the front line to deal 
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with unlimited challenges—both from the manufacturing and quality of 
the product to customer satisfaction, and from the increased expectations 
from poorly trained and poorly performing employees faced with new 
technologies. Without adequate preparation, what can we hope for? To 
counter these risks, a wiser approach to the selection and training of 
front line leaders is needed.

The issue is clear. The relationship between employees (assuming they 
have been well trained) and their front line leaders is the most significant 
factor affecting employee performance and engagement. This impact can 
be further demonstrated by the following observations:

An effective front line leader, when applying Positive Employee Relations 
practices and guidelines can achieve:

Improved employee performance by 25% or more,

Increased employee engagement by 50% or more, 

Increased employee retention by 40% or more,

Increased employee job commitment by 30% or more,

Increased emotional commitment to the organization by 40% or 
more, and 

Increased commitment to team members by 45% or more.

Those employees who are most committed perform 25% better and are 
70% less likely to leave the organization—indicating the significance of 
engagement (satisfaction) to organizational performance. The impact of 
Positive Employee Relations is very powerful!

(Note to reader: Based on empirical research conducted with client organizations over a 

ten year period from 1995 to 2005.)

As positive as these results are, they do not demonstrate the 
important cumulative effect of the increased quality of 
relationships and performance between employees and their 
front line leaders.



442 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

FREQUENTLY SELECTION CAN BE A GAMBLE

An employee first attitude towards leading and managing your organization 
is one of the best ways to implement and to maintain a Positive Employee 
Relations program. Surprisingly, many senior leaders and entrepreneurs 
with whom I have worked view an employee first approach as being 
synonymous with:

Profits being a second, or even a third, priority. They argue that 
such an outcome would be the antithesis of running a successful 
free enterprise business. I respond by positing that having an 
employee first strategy is a cultural shift and not a get rich quick 
game plan. It is imperative to make the connection that using 
an employee first approach also equals treating customers 
exactly the same way. This is one of the underlying imperatives 
of Positive Employee Relations.

Leaders and companies will spend too much time and money on 
training programs and seminars. They tell me that their front line 
leaders are either:

* Qualified as they currently are, or

* Only a day or two of training is needed to become good front 

line leaders.

In other words, they are basically satisfied with the current level of 
leadership and do not see the quality of leadership as a concern. Expressed 
another way, their company’s front line leaders know how to do their 
jobs, and the level of employee dissatisfaction is insufficient for them 
to undertake further training or development initiatives. (This is a very 
dangerous perspective as I see it!)

Not surprisingly, when a union begins to show some interest in their 
company, these same senior leaders immediately place a gag-order on 
their front line leaders. “What the front line leaders could, or might, say 
must be tightly controlled, so that nothing is communicated that could 
eventually compromise our company.” In my view, this action clearly 
demonstrates a lack of trust in the front line leaders group, and it is an 
obvious contradiction to any previous statements about having qualified 



443SELECTING FRONT LINE LEADERS

front line leaders. It follows, then, that many front line leaders are not as 
qualified as previously espoused by senior leadership who supposedly 
advocate Positive Employee Relations.

It is the senior leaderships’ attitudes and assumptions embedded in these 
negative examples that make the selection of outstanding front line leaders 
more, not less, difficult. Why? Front line leaders present senior leaders with 
at least two contradictions to unravel. First, are front line leaders really 
members of the leadership/management team, or are they just experienced 
(or long service) team leaders or lead hands? Second, if front line leaders 
are as important as I have argued they are, then why are there no standard 
qualifications for a front line leader? Why can any senior leader, at any 
time, appoint anyone to be a front line leader, without a best practice 
standard? And, why is it that any given hourly paid employee could earn 
more than their front line leader (especially in overtime situations)?

Let me clarify my position on these issues:

1. Front line leaders are not lead hands; they are the front line of the 
leadership/management team.

2. The lack of national front line leader professional qualifications 
is a fact that I too acknowledge and do not believe it should be 
so. (Creating an institute to accredit professional front line 
leaders is one of my long-term goals.) Historically, the freedom 
to ask virtually anyone to be a front line leader is how most 
businesses ran. Frequently favouritism and nepotism were all too 
apparent. Most Baby Boomer senior leaders are rooted in their 
past experiences (often based on Theory X assumptions) and hold 
on to them tenaciously.

3. The wage/salary compression issue is potentially a result of a 
poorly thought-out compensation plan that does not have the 
checks and balances to avoid hourly-rated positions earning more 
than salaried front line leader positions. Hence, compensation in 
and of itself does not present a sound justification to support the 
arbitrary selection of front line leaders.
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DEVELOPING PEOPLE MANAGEMENT SKILLS

Front line leaders, like most other employees, will carry out the duties 
assigned to them. This presumes that both the front line leader and next-
level leader understand the scope of these responsibilities, how they will 
be carried out, and how they will be measured.

When it comes to technology-oriented tasks (as opposed to 
people-oriented tasks), there is usually little difficulty in 
determining how and why a job should be performed. However, 
when the discussion turns to a front line leader’s responsibility 
for the human resources side of the job, the lack of understanding 
and a need for decisiveness is astonishing.

In my experiences, very few front line leaders comprehend the nature and 
scope of their people-oriented responsibilities. They generally lack the 
training and/or the knowledge and skill sets to know:

How to interview,

How to counsel employees,

How to conduct performance interviews,

How to give positive recognition, 

How to handle problem employees, etc.

Middle-level managers, particularly in manufacturing or operations, 
ironically have stated that the two reasons for this shortcoming are:

Next-level managers focus more on what has to be shipped today 
than the people doing the shipping.

Next-level managers (frequently themselves promoted from the 
untrained front line leader pool) generally do not lead by example 
and do not reinforce and recognize front line leaders who handle 
human resources effectively. 

Front line leaders, like other employees, learn by observing their own and 
other leaders. Even if their next-level leader is incompetent or unsure of 
how to deal with people, most front line leaders will likely assume the 
behaviour they see is acceptable.
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DEVELOPING HUMAN RESOURCES COMPETENCIES IN 
FRONT LINE LEADERS

The following is a list of steps to be taken by the next-level leader in 
conjunction with a human resources representative to develop human 
resources competencies in front line leaders:

Outline the tasks to be performed. Clearly indicate job 
responsibilities, accountabilities, and levels of authority. Explain 
the company’s stand on unions. Explain why and how the Positive 

Bad performance, good performance and the other two kinds

 In the industrial age, the boss defines a good job as one that meets 

spec. If you do what you are told, on time and on budget, it’s a good job.

 A bad job, then, is one that requires repair or rescheduling or 

produces a shoddy output.

 In the connection economy, the post-industrial age we’re moving 

into now, there are two other kinds of work worth mentioning:

 A remarkable performance is one that exceeds expectations so 

much that we talk about it. (Remarkable, as in worth making a remark 

about). In just about every field, it’s possible to be remarkable, at least for 

a while, and thanks to the increasing number of connections between and 

among customers, remarkable work spreads your idea.

 It’s difficult to be remarkable every day in every way, though, 

because expectations continue to rise. Which leads to a fourth category?

 A personal performance.

 A good job is largely anonymous and forgotten (but still 

important). A personal job, on the other hand, is humanized. It brings us 

closer together. It might not be remarkable, but it stands out as memorable 

because (however briefly) someone else touched the recipient of the work. 

Often, remarkable work is personal too, but personal might just be enough 

for today.

From Seth Godin’s blog, November, 2012

BLOG ARTICLE
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Employee Relations program was developed, and its use in daily 
responsibilities.

Explain the performance standards (how and why they were 
prepared), and the measurables that will tell the employees and 
the front line leader how well the responsibilities have been 
performed.

Let the front line leader know, in detail, what is expected regarding 
people relationships. The scope of their role includes:

* Interviewing candidates,

* Employee orientation,

* Assessing performance,

* Arranging training,

* Providing recognition, and

* Addressing employee dissatisfaction.

Review the values and guiding behaviours that support Positive 
Employee Relations. Everyone, employees and leaders alike, is 
expected to treat others (internally and externally) as per the core 
values. All decision-making is checked for authenticity against the 
values statements.

Train front line leaders in how to design an employee’s job, 
ensuring that decision-making is inherent in the responsibilities. 
The same applies to all health and safety requirements and 
legislation.

As a next-level leader, behave as you expect front line leaders to 
behave in dealing with their employees.

Give positive reinforcement, recognition, and praise when you 
observe the front line leader handling people situations correctly 
and consistently with the values and policies of your organization.

Set high standards for your front line leaders and expect them to 
be met. 

Be a positive role model. Mediocre performance on the part of 
the next-level manager begets mediocrity.
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SELECTING FRONT LINE LEADERS

How your organization approaches the selection of front line leaders 
will hinge on the assumptions senior leaders have concerning the value 
of front line leaders. We believe next-level leaders will understand there 
is much to be gained by endorsing a systematic approach to the selection 
front line leaders. It all begins with the following five points:

1. Acknowledge the positive and important concept that employees 
first is the only way to be successful, regardless of the metric, 
while retaining your union-free status.

2. Front line leaders, given our traditional hierarchical structures, are 
the ones tasked with the manufacturing of quality products and/or 
the delivery of exceptional services. The front line leaders watch 
and direct most organizational plans and tactics.

3. Front line leaders are the conduit through which all information 
flows between leaders and employees and employees and leaders.

4. Front line leaders are the lifeblood of your future leadership teams. 
It is from the front line leaders that most organizations draw their 
managers and future leaders.

5. Most importantly, it is through this initial line of management that 
all organizations retain their union-free status.

If front line leaders do not fit your Positive Employee Relations 
culture behaviourally, the likelihood of remaining union-free 
will be significantly diminished.

In the absence of a well thought-out approach to front line leader selection, 
many employees have been, and continue to be, promoted to leadership 
positions as recognition of their technical expertise or because they have 
met or exceeded the performance standards of this employee role.

Unfortunately, employees in the course of their responsibilities are not 
assessed or trained for the basics of management and leadership (see 
Exhibit 11.1, below). Occasionally effective front line leaders do emerge 
from this flawed practice, but it is mostly a matter of luck. Sometimes 
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when employers roll the front line leader promotion dice they will win, 
but the odds of the gamble are not with the employer, and eventually the 
employer will pay a heavy price for their failure to recognize leadership 
competencies or to prepare the new front line leader for the Positive 
Employee Relations challenges that lie ahead.

Exhibit 11.1: Some Differences between Employees and Front 
Line Leaders

Employees Front Line Leaders

Personally motivated and satisfied
Effective team members
Positive attitude towards the work  

      and all those connected with the  
      work, especially the customers

Focused on specific job skills
Work on assigned priorities
Perform the work
Concerned about the quality of their  

      own work
Contribute to the department’s  

      success
Work a specified number of hours
Receive information from others

Leading people
Ensure work gets completed in time  

      and with quality
Effective team builder
Motivate and develop other  

      employees—ensure decision- 
      making remains in their job, remove  
      roadblocks to success, and remove  
      Type B dissatisfiers

Concerned about the quality of the  
      entire team’s work

Maintain a positive attitude, even  
      when circumstances would make it  
      easy to be negative

Involved with multiple priorities
Share information with others
Contribute to the entire  

      organization’s success
Willing to work overtime and on a  

      scheduled day off knowing there  
      may not be any extra pay

The transition from employee to front line leader represents a 
major social and psychological adjustment—a transformation—
as front line leaders begin to understand their new responsibilities. 
All newly appointed front line leaders must learn how to lead 
others, to engender respect and trust, to help employees learn 
to self-motivate, and to achieve the right balance between 
training, delegation, and control. It is this transition that many 
newly appointed front line leaders fail to make.
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Newly appointed front line leaders are often intolerant of employees who 
now perform that leader’s former job, believing that these employees 
aren’t measuring up. Further, new leaders are expected (by their own 
aspirations, as well as by their next-level leader’s standards) to be the best 
in a new role that has little to do with their former expertise. (This scenario 
is comparable to the superstar athlete who is mediocre or worse as a coach 
or manager.)

CRITICAL FIT FACTORS

One thing we know for sure: people succeed in their jobs for exactly 
the same reason people fail in jobs—fit! However, fit to what? A good 
fit relates to a culture and values match. Front line leaders are frequently 
hired or promoted because of their competencies related to their current 
position. What is more difficult to assess and, hence, not usually measured 
is the cultural fit (see Exhibit 11.2: Role Suitability).

The key factors to success as a leader become increasingly important in 
positions of greater responsibility and leadership, accounting for more 
than 75% of the elements for success in a position. Research also validates 
that people are most successful and contented when they do what comes 
most naturally to them. So, in addition to the appropriate competencies, 
which are fairly straightforward to discern, the critical fit factors are: 

Alignment of the candidate’s natural behaviours with the 
behavioural demands of the front line leader’s role, as developed 
by your organization;

Alignment of the candidate’s expectations of the position with the 
demands of the position;

Alignment with the behavioural style and expectations of their 
next-level leader; and

Alignment of the candidate’s values and principles with the culture 
of the organization. 

Motivation and performance will be maximized when all of these 
factors are in harmony. 
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Exhibit 11.2: Role Suitability 

When selecting leaders, the objective is to create win-win situations. That 
is, a high likelihood of performance and career success for the front line 
leader, improved outcomes for the team, overall performance results for 
the organization, and enhancement of the Positive Employee Relations
culture. Selection processes with these goals in mind are in the best 
interests of everyone.

It is the behavioural, or fit, factors that determine success or eventual 
failure of your front line leaders. When these factors are never assessed, 
the risk is high that your front line leaders will fail. To illustrate, here are 
some examples of behavioural factors that are relevant to front line leaders 
(and all other leadership) positions:

How effectively do they communicate with others?

How well do they influence others?

What is their understanding of employee satisfaction and 
dissatisfaction?

What is the process they use to make decisions?

Can they effectively resolve conflict?
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Will they persist when faced with obstacles?

How well can they handle the responsibility versus accountability 
question?

Will they be able to instruct others effectively?

The importance of assessing these behavioural factors is evidenced by 
the fact that most organizations choose people for their background 
experiences and then try to develop their behavioural characteristics, 
which leads to the old adage “hire because of experience, and fire because 
of fit”. Fundamentally, behaviour is more difficult to change than any 
other factor; it is best to select front line leaders who already have the 
behavioural fit for the job. 

One also needs to raise the question: “Is our business the business of 
behavioural change?” There is no doubt that well designed and delivered 
corporate training and development does have a positive effect in shaping 
some behaviours, to some degree. For many organizations, the time 
and money are not readily available to support extensive and long-term 
behavioural training. Therefore, we are back at the beginning, invest less 
money and ensure a supreme effort at the selection stage.

ESTABLISHING A BENCHMARK

Using assessment tools to create benchmarks involves working with 
senior leaders and successful front line leaders to develop the outcomes 
and expectations for the role of a front line leader. This leads to the 
identification of the behaviours necessary for success in the role. From 
this data, a benchmark profile can be developed that includes energy 
demands, behavioural demands, and values appropriate to the Positive 
Employee Relations culture of the organization and the role.

The benchmark establishes the behavioural profile that will have the 
highest likelihood of success in the role. Once established, all candidates 
are assessed in relation to this benchmark. With a surprising degree of 
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accuracy, the process measures basic qualities found in all individuals, 
such as thinking skills, behavioural traits, and occupational interests. 
The combination of these factors results in a unique personality style 
for each candidate. Identifying those personality styles provides a depth 
of insight into an individual’s attributes in areas such as leadership, 
motivation, communications, decision-making, and conflict resolution. 
The assessment process also provides feedback as to the suitability of 
the candidate (strengths and weaknesses relative to the demands of the 
role); an explanation of the consequences of the particular gaps from 
the benchmark; training suggestions, and coaching tips for managing the 
candidate. I have found no process where the return-on-investment is 
higher.

Putting the right people in the right position is one of the most 
important aspects of your Positive Employee Relations Program; 
ensuring the right fit improves organizational effectiveness.

Because benchmarking enables more informed hiring decisions, it also has 
a great impact on employee retention. Terminations, whether voluntary or 
involuntary, are based largely on the difference between the employer’s 
and the employee’s expectations. Research suggests that upwards of 80% 
of all employment terminations are the result of a gap in expectations. By 
narrowing the gap, we increase employee retention and success.

During various client experiences, I have evaluated a number of 
assessment tools used in the process of selecting front line leaders. The 
better assessment tools are calibrated to focus on critical traits specific to 
high performers in leadership roles, thereby making the correct selection 
decision more accurate. The assessment tool I currently use includes the 
following thinking and behavioural attributes and occupational interests:

Thinking Attributes:

An individual’s learning, reasoning, and problem-solving 
approach;

An individual’s measure of verbal skill through vocabulary;

An individual’s use of words as a basis in reasoning and problem-
solving;
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How well an individual works with numbers; and

An individual’s ability to reason and problem-solve through 
numbers.

Behavioural Attributes:

An individual’s tendency towards restlessness and drive, and how 
they deal with issues such as efficiency and time utilization;

An individual’s measure of confidence and their level of expressed 
influence;

An individual’s social style and approach;

A measure of how an individual reacts to rules and limits set by 
authority;

A measure of an individual’s positive outlook and their tendency 
to trust/expect the best in others;

A measure of an individual’s acceptance of the risk associated 
with making decisions in a timely manner;

An individual’s attitude toward team accountability and willingness 
to consider the needs of others;

The manner in which an individual prefers to be directed by 
others; 

An individual’s potential to accomplish tasks with minimal 
supervision; and

A measurement of the balance between cognitive versus intuitive 
thinking.

Occupational Interests:

Does the individual have an interest in activities like leading and 
persuading others, and presenting ideas and plans;

Does the individual have an interest in activities like organizing 
information or business procedures;

Does the individual have an interest in activities that involve 
helping people, tending to other’s welfare, and working with 
others;
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Does the individual have an interest in activities that centre on 
scientific and technical activities, research, and intellectual skills;

Does the individual have an interest in activities that involve 
working with tools and machinery, as well as work that involves 
the outdoors; and

Does the individual have an interest in activities where one may 
be creative, imaginative, original, and aesthetics.

See Further Resource 11.1: Assessments and a Customized Benchmark for 
a specific discussion of using a behavioural assessment tool in the selection 
of a front line leader and in identifying the characteristics of a potential 
union organizer. My colleague Margaret Miller [www.assessmentsonline.
ca] prepared this Further Resource, and we greatly appreciate her 
contribution.

CONSIDER THE INTERNAL LABOUR POOL

In recruiting front line leaders, first consider the existing internal labour 
pool. The benefits to your organization by promoting from within include:

Employees see leaders (especially human resources) actively 
demonstrating the job posting policy, which adds significantly 
to the organization’s employee first philosophy. Employees will 
also perceive action being taken to respond to their normal and 
legitimate desires for job advancement and career growth.

Looking internally confirms you will interview and consider people 
who have established a successful record of accomplishment. The 
advantages of hiring a “new” employee for a front line leader 
position dwindles in importance when you consider that no 
employee is actually new. Other employers have put the “new” 
employee through their own orientation, branding, front line 
leader and technical training programs, and reinforced behavioural 
traits particular to their culture.

You obtain a front line leader who already knows your product 
or service, policies, procedures, Positive Employee Relations 
culture, and workforce.
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Promoting front line leaders from within demands a commitment to their 
training. Good employees do not always make an easy or successful 
transition to the role of front line leader. Yet, given all the cautions, I have 
mentioned regarding promoting employees to front line leaders, internal 
promotion is still a sound Positive Employee Relations principle. The 
keys are an effective interview (or two) and a reliable sssessment tool 
(see Further Resource 11.1). Following these steps will significantly reduce 
the risk of a traditional promotion based solely on the performance as an 
employee. Please remember that the skill sets required for an outstanding 
line worker are, for the most part, the opposite competencies needed to 
be an outstanding front line leader.

INTERVIEWING FRONT LINE LEADER CANDIDATES

When interviewing potential candidates for a front line leader’s position, 
the interviewing should be in-depth and extensive. By this, I mean that 
other people should be included in the process, such as the next-level 
leader, a human resources representative, and two or three of your top 
performing employees. If you’ve set aside no more than an hour for this 
process, you’re likely way off the mark. In a limited or restricted timeframe, 
it is difficult to assess any candidate’s values, intentions, behaviours, etc., 
and then contrast these with your organizations values. The fewer number 
of hours devoted to this task, the greater the risk of making a very costly 
error. The short-listed candidates should be invited to participate in at 
least a second interview.

What questions do you ask a front line leader candidate? How do you 
know the person will be a suitable front line leader? You need to know 
what to ask and how to interpret the responses. The latter is the more 
difficult task. Why? The interviewer must be able to tune in to the intent of 
the response as well as to the actual words spoken by the candidate.

By misinterpreting or not hearing the intent behind the 
candidate’s answers, the interview, at best, is an exchange of 
factual information with limited depth or understanding.
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If the hiring manager or the interviewing team have the best questions 
to ask, but don’t know how to interpret the responses, then even those 
questions become meaningless. Knowing how to interpret the candidate’s 
answers requires that you:

Know the difference between what is said and what is meant. 
Sometimes the candidate is not even aware there is a difference.

Be grounded in your organization’s values system and know the 
guiding behaviours that represent consistency, equity, diversity, 
and respect. Then, actively listen to the candidate’s answers and 
determine whether they harmonize with your organization’s 
values and guiding behaviours.

Recognize general, non-specific responses for what they are. 
Begin to scratch the surface and ask for examples and how the 
examples were carried out. We come closer to the intent when 
we ask how the experience felt or how it affected the candidates’ 
decisions or in his/her dealings with others.

Know there is a cost to asking questions. As a guideline, the 
interviewer should spend 20% (plus or minus) of the total interview 
time either asking questions or talking. And the questions should 
be open-ended, beginning with phrases such as:

* What do you mean by ...

* How did you feel about ...

* What was your intention ...

* How did your manager behave ...

* If we asked your direct reports and your next-level manager, 

how would they describe your strengths and weaknesses?

Other considerations include:

Avoid asking questions to which the candidate can simply answer 
yes, no, or that’s right. These are close-ended questions and are 
used to confirm information only.

Ask open-ended questions starting with what, when, why, where, 
and how.



457SELECTING FRONT LINE LEADERS

Avoid asking questions that give away the answer you are seeking.

Ask one question at a time. Asking multiple questions will confuse 
the candidate. Frequently, it is only the last question that is 
answered.

Only by listening to the candidate’s answers and making connections with 
what the candidate’s previously answers, can the hiring leader begin to 
understand the candidate’s interests, drives, motivations, passions, and 
values.

It is when we dig down to the “feelings level” that we begin to 
understand the candidates we are interviewing.

Knowing what to ask is a critical ingredient for a successful interview. 
If we apply 20% of the time asking questions, then each segment of the 
candidate’s experiences should include many why questions. Imagine you 
are considering a candidate whose resume indicates she graduated from 
a technical college two years ago. You will need to discuss what courses 
she took, what she liked, and in what areas she excelled. The answers 
will constitute the factual data, or information. To understand better the 
candidate’s motivations and values, ask: 

Why did you attend college and not seek immediate work 
experience?

Why technology classes as opposed to any other choice?

Why this particular college?

Was the college experience a success? Why?

How do you see applying your college experience at our company?

The candidate’s completion of a three-year diploma course as a mechanical 
technologist is already on the resume or application form. You want to 
know why the candidate chose mechanical versus architectural versus 
electrical. Answering these open-ended questions gives the candidate an 
opportunity to talk about her interests, motivations, and intentions. By 
listening 80% of the time and being well-grounded in your company’s 
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values system, you can see patterns emerge that will reveal, for example, 
the degree of: 

Assertiveness versus aggressiveness,

High risk-taking versus low risk-taking,

Shyness versus sociability,

Competitiveness versus collaboration, and

Attention to detail versus an ability to see the big picture.

See Exhibit 13.3: Sample Interviewing Guide for an interview guide used 
for selecting employee candidates, as there is considerable information 
that can be applied to selecting front line leaders.

To maintain your organization’s union-free status, a commitment of support 
from the senior leadership team must be accompanied by a commitment 
to take proactive action at the first level of leadership. While senior leaders 
must determine the policies and strategies for remaining union-free, the 
front line leaders are responsible for carrying out these strategies and for 
ensuring the organization’s Positive Employee Relations program meets 
its objectives. 

Until you have a clear picture of how the candidate thinks, 
makes decisions, and understands and lives his/her own values, 
you will be unlikely to know enough to make a good hiring 
decision. Remember: unionization is the result of the attitudes 
and practices of front line leaders and next-level leaders.

Each front line leader must be trained in the art and skills of effective 
leadership, human relations, and communications to grasp the concepts 
and the practices underlying Positive Employee Relations. Once trained, 
front line leaders will require regular practice and reinforcement to 
successfully apply their new skills. To be launched for success, front line 
leaders must be carefully selected and hired by senior leaders sensitive to 
the needs and requirements of the Positive Employee Relations program.
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Selecting the right front line leader is critical; the front line leader 
will be the most influential link in your Positive Employee 
Relations program.

HOW THE TRADITIONAL INTERVIEW FALLS SHORT

Research evidence highlights the limitations of the traditional interview by 
a non-skilled interviewer as a predictor of a candidate’s performance on 
the job. Evidence suggests information is gathered from the interview in a 
relatively unsystematic manner, and that judgments may be made without 
considering the following factors:

Self-fulfilling prophecy effect: interviewers may ask questions 
designed to confirm initial impressions of the candidate, gained 
either before the interview (in the resume) or during the early 
stages of the interview.

Stereotyping effect: interviewers may assume that specific 
characteristics are typical of members of a particular group. Making 
a decision on the basis of gender, ethnicity, religion, etc., is illegal.

Halo or horns effect: interviewers sometimes rate candidates as 
good or bad across the board and thus reach very unbalanced 
decisions. Candidate answers are usually not simple black versus 
white responses, but varying shades of grey.

Contrast effect: interviewers can allow the experience of 
interviewing one candidate to affect the way they interview others 
who arrive later in the selection process.

Similar-to-me effect: interviewers sometimes give preference to 
candidates they perceive as having a similar background, career 
history, personality, or attitudes to themselves.

Personal-liking effect: interviewers may make decisions on the 
basis of whether they personally like or dislike the candidate.

If you agree that employee pro-union sentiments are grounded in 
dissatisfaction and that the front line leader is the company in the 
employee’s eyes, then the front line leader is the key to the success of your 
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Positive Employee Relations program. Any step (including rationalizations 
and excuses) that devalues the integrity of the interview process is a perfect 
example of short-term gain for long-term pain.
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Identify management skills in people who have the potential to move 
into front line leader positions.

2. Determine tasks that a new front line leader will be responsible for 
and develop a detailed job description. Performance standards will 
also need to be completed.

3. List competencies and behaviours required to meet expectations 
outlined in the job description, paying attention to human resources 
requirements as well as technical requirements.

4. Develop a benchmark profile that details the behavioural demands of 
the front line leader role. A professional assessment tool will assist in 
developing this profile.

5. Make an effort to fill the position through your internal job posting 
policy.

6. Direct each candidate to complete a behavioural assessment to 
determine their fit with company’s values.

7. Conduct in-depth interviews with a view to understanding candidates’ 
interests, drives, motivations, passions, values, and competencies.

8. When defining new job descriptions and conducting interviews, use 
the behavioural assessment tool discussed in Further Resource 11.1: 
Assessments and a Customized Benchmark.
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. In a nation-wide US Survey (2009) “Nearly 60% of front line leaders 
and next-level leaders lack loyalty and commitment to their current 
job; under-perform, driving performance gaps and employee turnover 
across the entire front line.”

2. Organizational culture is, to a significant degree, influenced by the 
decisions made regarding who is placed into front line leadership 
positions.

3. As the front line leader’s actions pervade every aspect of the 
employee’s work, the quality of this relationship dictates the level 
of discretionary effort and the degree of loyalty that the employee 
willingly gives to the organization.

4. It is imperative to make the connection that employee first equals 
treating internal and external customers exactly the same way.

5. It is the senior leadership’s attitudes and assumptions about the worth 
of front line leaders that makes the selection of front line leaders 
more, not less, difficult.

6. When it comes to technology-oriented tasks (as opposed to people-
oriented tasks), there is usually little difficulty in determining how and 
why a job should be performed. However, when the discussion turns 
to a front line leader’s responsibility for the human resources side of 
the job, the lack of understanding and decisiveness is astonishing.

7. If front line leaders do not fit your Positive Employee Relations 
culture behaviourally, your likelihood of remaining union-free has 
been significantly diminished.

8. Most organizations choose people for their background experiences 
and then try to re-vamp their behavioural characteristics, which leads 
to the old adage “hire because of experience and fire because of fit”.

9. Terminations, whether voluntary or involuntary, are based largely 
on the difference between the employer’s and the employee’s 
expectations.
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10. While senior leaders must determine the policies and strategies 
for remaining union-free, the front line leaders are responsible for 
carrying out these strategies and for ensuring the organization’s 
Positive Employee Relations program meets its objectives.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 11.1: Assessments and a Customized 
Benchmark

I have found that the use of an appropriate assessment tool can dramatically 
reduce the risk of hiring (or promoting) the wrong individual to a leadership 
position.

The assessment tool we use will measure the following three factors:

1. An individual’s natural behavioural tendencies that supports him/

for the role. In other words, we learn where the individual lives the 

are more likely to perform the work better, be self-motivated, and be 
successful in the position. That is why it is essential to know what sort 
of work inspires the person before we decide to place someone in a 
leadership role.

numerical skills, and reasoning is essential to ensure that they are a 

In The Sherborne Company, a task group—consisting of: (a) two front line 
leaders with the highest performance and potential ratings, (b) two next-level 
leaders who are highlighted in Sherborne’s succession plan for promotion, and 
(c) a senior human resources representation—developed a list of abilities and 
attributes for a front line leader .

Once the list (see below) was developed and all parties had signed-off, a group 
of better performing employees (usually 10–15) were asked to add their input. 
This last step has proven critical because: (a) employees view a leadership 
position from a different perspective, and (b) their understanding of the process 
demonstrates the degree to which the leadership team goes to selecting front 
line leaders.

The following represents the benchmark of abilities and attributes for a front 
line leader at The Sherborne Company. An individual who:
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Orientation Program for all newly hired employees.

Communicates effectively and responds best to straightforward 
communications.

responsibility for complex or sophisticated numerical analysis.

Makes decisions based on basic numerical data and understands the 
implications of charts and graphs that explain such data.

Responds well to customer time-lines and generally works at a brisk 
pace.

position, and rarely seeks out the role of an unquestioning follower. 
Highly assertive (not aggressive) when providing guidance to others.

Is sociable within a business context, motivated by the opportunity to 
present ideas and suggestions, and is encouraged by the opportunity 
to work in a team environment.

Leads and manages well in a union-free environment (Positive 
Employee Relations) and willing accepts the leadership of peers and 
next-level leaders.

Responds at an even pace and maintains effective time management 
skills when making decisions.

Appropriately accommodates the needs of customers and team 

position that may differ from the team’s position.

Demonstrates a moderate level of independent action, as required in 
an workplace.

Motivated by Sherborne’s entrepreneurial marketplace.

Motivated by the practical, hands-on aspect of the widget industry 
and its mechanical aspects.

Can successfully manage the required administrative duties (i.e., 
forecasts, budgets, and other systems or processes).
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The following is a graphical representation of the desired benchmark range for 
the front line leader’s position as described above.

Cognitive Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Skill 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numerical Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numeric Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Energy Level 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Assertiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Sociability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Manageability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Attitude 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Decisiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Accommodating 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Independence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

SCENARIO #1 – IDEAL CANDIDATE

Below are the results of the assessment used with a candidate, Alan Smith, 
who is applying for the position of front line leader. This is a key position 
at The Sherborne Company. The work cell he would lead is responsible for 
the production of the recently developed model X of the widget. This cell is 
composed of long-term employees who perceive themselves to be an “elite” 
group. 

There are certainly pluses and minuses to their perception. A leader must be 
able to keep the team feeling good about themselves (they are highly engaged). 
Within the non-union environment at Sherborne, leading this highly creative 
group will require special leadership characteristics.
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This is a graphical representation of Alan’s results overlaid (in bold) on the 
benchmark.
Cognitive Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Skill 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numerical Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numeric Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Energy Level 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Assertiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Sociability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Manageability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Attitude 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Decisiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Accommodating 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Independence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Cognitive Ability 5. He is good at 
learning new information quickly. He may need to apply greater effort during 
more challenging bases of training.

Verbal Skills 5. He is capable of 

most situations, however, he will need to be more observant of any special 
need when giving instructions that are more complex, especially when giving 
instructions during times of heightened stress.

Verbal Reasoning 6. He demonstrates 
good verbal reasoning abilities. He may become frustrated expressing ideas to 
others at different verbal reasoning ability levels.

Numerical Ability 5. He may need 
assistance with complex mathematics or technical calculations. He would 
prefer additional time to process complex numerical information.

Numeric Reasoning 5. He can 
assimilate information that requires reasoning with numbers at a general level. 
He will require more time than many to evaluate complex numerical data.
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Energy Level  8. He is a self-starter 
and energetic producer with a high sense of urgency. He may appear bored at 
times and become less productive if activity lags. He can become frustrated 
and impatient with others who have lower energy levels. Because his score is 
above the designated benchmark for this position, his drive and enthusiasm is 

enough to maintain his level of performance.

Assertiveness 7. He is more of a leader 
than a follower and is motivated by situations where he is held accountable for 

Sociability 4. He prefers direct and 
to the point communications and may avoid spending time on small talk and 
social niceties. He may appear distant with the group he supervises, as he is 
only moderately motivated by assignments that require interpersonal contact. 
Because he scores below the designated benchmark for this position, his 
orientation for working within a team will be different than the position typically 
requires.

Manageability 5. He has a cooperative 
interpersonal style and works well with others. He is comfortable regarding 
authority and rules. There may be times when he may resent high-pressure 
leadership and express a need for more personal freedom.
Attitude 7.He demonstrates a positive 
attitude regarding changes in policies and guidelines. He has a positive 

tendency to trust most people.

Decisiveness 8. He will be quick 
to respond to emergencies and will resolve problems with decisive actions. 
At times, he may appear too spontaneous in his decision-making, taking 

thoroughly before moving forward.

Accommodating 6
need to work with others and a willingness to share resources and information. 
He is generally pleasant and patient and not inclined to show temper or 
frustration.
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Independence 5. He tends to have 
predictable patterns and may hesitate to be more resourceful when needed. 
He may require guidance when under the pressure of deadlines.

Objective Judgment 5. He uses 

works well with routine problems and decisions. 

SUMMARY:
The results of Alan’s assessment indicated that he was an overall good match 
to the position. In the cognitive area, he matched all 5 measurements, falling 

his frustration level with others whose verbal reasoning is less than his. Also, his 
energy level is very high and his frustration level with less energetic employees 
may be a concern.

In the behavioural area, he matched 5 out of 9 measurements, falling within the 

benchmark for the position, however, those scores fall only one point outside 
and are generally not cause for concern. It is important to understand Alan and 
how he may act with and towards others in those areas. Alan’s behavioural 

SCENARIO #2 – POTENTIAL UNION ORGANIZER

Brown, who is applying for the position of front line leader. This is a key position 
at The Sherborne Company. The work cell he would lead is responsible for the 
production of the recently developed model X of the widget. The work team is 
composed of long-term employees who perceive themselves to be an “elite” 
group. 

There are certainly pluses and minuses to their perception. A leader must be 
able to keep the team feeling good about themselves (they are highly engaged). 
Within the non-union environment at Sherborne, leading this highly creative 
group will require special leadership characteristics.
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the benchmark range for the front line leader’s position.
Cognitive Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Skill 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numerical Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numeric Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Energy Level 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Assertiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Sociability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Manageability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Attitude 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Decisiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Accommodating 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Independence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Cognitive Ability 5. He is good at 
learning new information quickly. He may need to apply greater effort during 
more challenging bases of training.

Verbal Skills 5. He is capable of 

situations, however, he’ll need to be more observant of any special needs when 
giving instructions that are more complex, especially when giving instructions 
during times of heightened stress.

Verbal Reasoning 3. He does not 
always process thoughts and ideas as effectively as others who have stronger 

understands verbal information, particularly as it relates to problem solving. 
Since he falls below the designated benchmark, his ability to solve verbal 
problems is less than the position typically requires, and he may have a problem 

Numerical Ability 5. He may need 
assistance with complex mathematics or technical calculations. He would 
prefer additional time to process complex numerical information.
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Numeric Reasoning 5. He can 
assimilate information that requires reasoning with numbers at a general level. 
He will require more time than many to evaluate complex numerical data.

Energy Level 8. He is a self-starter 
and energetic producer with a high sense of urgency. He may appear bored at 
times and become less productive if activity lags. He can become frustrated 
and impatient with others who have lower energy levels. Because his score is 
above the designated benchmark for this position, his drive and enthusiasm is 

enough to maintain his level of performance.

Assertiveness 7. He is more of a leader 
than a follower and is motivated by situations where he is held accountable for 

Sociability 4. He prefers direct and 
to the point communication and may avoid spending time on small talk and 
social niceties. He may appear distant with the group he supervises, as he is 
only moderately motivated by assignments that require interpersonal contact. 
Because he scores below the designated benchmark for this position, his 
orientation for working within a team is different than the position typically 
requires.

Manageability 2. He likes to work 
with minimal supervision and external controls, and he will question the status 

Since his score is below the designated benchmark for this position, he may 
not willingly follow standard procedures, and he could be challenged by his own 
capability to perform in this area.

Attitude 4. He expresses guarded 
optimism and trust. When under stress, his attitude toward some individuals 
can be more negative than positive. He can become impatient and/or fault-

outside the designated benchmark for this position, his outlook is different 
from an individual who fell within the benchmark. He could have a problem 
with maintaining an appropriate perspective when under stress.
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Decisiveness 8. He will be quick 
to respond to emergencies and will resolve problems with decisive actions. 
At times, he may appear too spontaneous in his decision-making, taking 

thoroughly before moving forward.

Accommodating 2. He is more 
concerned with pursuing his own agenda, rather than assisting others in 
meeting theirs. He is inclined to tell others what he thinks of them. He may 
become frustrated with the differing perspectives of others when working in 

a more individualistic or competitive approach. Since his score is below the 
designated benchmark for this position, his patience with the opinions of others 
in the group is less than the position requires, and he may have a problem with 
the capability to resolve differences of opinion in an accommodating way.

Independence 5. He tends to have 
predictable patterns and hesitate to be more resourceful when needed. He 
may require guidance when under pressure of deadlines.

Objective Judgment 2. He may be 
less thoughtful when making decisions and allow his personal biases and 

process. Since his score is below the designated benchmark for this position, 

Summary:

match to the position. Although he was an overall 75% match to the position, 
when digging further, there were some serious concerns. In the cognitive area, 

about his ability to effectively communicate and connect with the members of 
the Sherborne team.

plus there were other concerns about how he may act with and towards others. 
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with the degree to which his manageability and accommodating scores fell 
outside the desired benchmark, they immediately raise concerns about a 

at The Sherborne Company.

Margaret Miller, C.E.C.
www.assessmentsonline.ca
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training and managing
Front Line Leaders

Communication is the key to remaining union-free and your front 
line leaders are the guardians of that key. As seen in Exhibits 12.1 and 
12.2, below, the front line leader is the primary factor in communicating 
upward, downward, and laterally throughout the organization. These 
exhibits list both upward communications techniques (how employees 
can get through the maze of managers and leaders) and downward
communications techniques (how managers and leaders can reach 
employees).

Emphasis is always given to lateral communications, regardless 
of the leadership level. If peers, in the service of the customers, 
do not see themselves as team members, turf wars and “silo 
management” will be the inevitable outcome. One’s department 
has no bearing on meaningful communications.

These communications techniques are both formal, such as in meetings to 
discuss an annual report or The Let’s Talk© program (see Further Resource 
15.3), and informal (the grapevine or free-wheeling conversations over 
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pizza). Senior leaders must heed the messages coming from all directions. 
Front line leaders must be well-equipped to listen carefully (hearing what 
is said and what is not said) to deliver the desired Positive Employee 
RelationsTM message.

Exhibit 12.1: Employee Communications Techniques: Upward

Getting the Message to Front Line Leaders and Other Leaders
MBWA—management by walking around

Informal inquiries or focus group discussions with employees

Formal meetings

Counselling/mentoring

Performance appraisal

Lunch with the plant/office manager

Let’s Talk© program

Telephone hotline directly to the CEO

Company website and social networking

Email, Internet, intranet

Opinion or perception surveys

Question-and-answer column in the company magazine or newsletter

Grievance or complaint procedures

Suggestion systems

Exhibit 12.2: Employee Communications Techniques: Downward

Getting the Message to Employees
Front line leader

Introduction and re-orientation presentations

Town hall meetings

Department- or company-wide meetings

Multi-media presentations
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Letters to employees

Employee publications

Intranet, kiosks 

Employee-only links on company websites

Bulletin boards

Pay envelope inserts

Posters

Job postings

Annual reports

News stories in local newspapers, television, or radio

COMMUNICATIONS SKILLS ARE PARAMOUNT

Studies of several union-free companies found that the quality of front line 
leaders’ communications skills was the most important consideration in 
their Positive Employee Relations program. Measures taken to improve 
and/or support front line leaders at these companies included:

Open and free-wheeling discussions with next-level and senior 
leaders that reinforces the organization’s values and guiding 
behaviours as central to company culture, and the culture as 
central to engaging employees.

Specific learning programs where front line leaders are trained 
in various communications skills, from talking to listening, and 
from asking open-ended questions to interpreting the meaning of 
what has been said. These programs are most effective when front 
line leaders have been videotaped and learn from the feedback of 
their actual performance and the performances of other workshop 
participants.

Establishment of procedures to distribute all announcements 
to the front line leaders before general release to the employee 
population. This ensures that front line leaders are aware of the 
communications before they were circulated to their staff and 
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allows for time for the message to be clarified to the front line 
leaders, if needed.

Development of an exclusive channel for front line leader 
communications. In one example, the vice president of 
manufacturing established a regular series of personalized letters 
and emails to his front line leaders. These communiqués covered 
various aspects of management, including how to manage the 
company’s resources: people, facilities, money, material, and time. 
Special emphasis was placed on the need to maintain respect for 
the individual and to encourage an environment of trust in the 
workplace.

Informal, 15-minute meetings every day on work-related topics for 
the front line leader and his/her team. These are informal sessions 
that allow both front line leaders and employees to discuss 
any work-related topics they wish. White boards, flip charts, or 
PowerPoint notes are made during the sessions and are available 
immediately afterwards for team or individual discussion.

Benefits policy and user booklets were distributed and discussed 
personally with each employee by their front line leader. A human 
resources representative was present if technical questions arose. 
This technique reinforces each employee’s right to approach 
the front line leader about anything that affects that employee’s 
responsibilities, security, or future; it also builds employees’ 
comfort levels with approaching their front line leaders. 

Front line leaders are not clones. It is understood that a variety of 
techniques are needed to keep front line leaders’ messages accurate and 
on target. These techniques include a company website for employees, 
intranet, kiosks, bulletin boards, handbooks, and multi-media and social 
media vehicles. These channels can also be effective in reinforcing and 
supporting the front line leader’s role in communicating.

Exhibit 12.3, below, lists 10 principles that have proven to be successful in 
developing a Positive Employee Relations communications program that 
supports front line leaders interactions with their teams.
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Exhibit 12.3: Ten Principles of a Successful Communications Program

1. Role of CEO
The CEO is the role model for the senior leadership team. As the CEO 
goes, so goes the rest of the leadership team. For this reason, it is 
critical that the CEO maintain a high level of visibility, accessibility, and 
responsiveness. Employees need to see clear evidence of support for a 
communications program that reflects the organization’s commitment 
to Positive Employee Relations.

2. Role of Senior Leadership
Similarly, senior leadership serves as an extension of the CEO, and as 
a role model for the rest of the leadership team. If they demonstrate 
actions, consistency, and accessibility levels that are negative, these will 
be serious drawbacks not only to a successful communications program 
but to the whole Positive Employee Relations initiative.

3. Create a Communications Strategy
Establishing a focused communications strategy that aids the front line 
leader > employee > front line leader communications process and 
ensures that employees receive and understand the information they 
need within the time frame required. Feedback, including questions 
from employees, must be an integral part of this strategy.

4. Use Multiple Communications Vehicles
Getting the right messages to employees is facilitated through a strategy 
that includes an assortment of methods and tools. The possibilities are 
extensive and are generally influenced by the organization’s culture and 
its technological sophistication. A variety of communications methods 
should be used in order to reinforce the messages over time.

5. Communications Training
Basic training in the fundamentals of communications is a prerequisite 
for all successful corporate communications programs. Such training 
ensures a consistent understanding of the organization’s Positive 
Employee Relations program, a common basis of communications, and 
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an opportunity to set forth the expectations for roles and responsibilities 
in relation to the program. 

6. Safeguard Credibility
If employees perceive a lack of consistency in what the organization 
does versus what it says, a credibility gap will occur. This can have 
long-lasting repercussions on employee morale, and in turn, lead to 
disengagement and dissatisfaction. The senior leadership team can 
safeguard against possible communications and/or cultural gaps by 
giving straight answers to difficult questions. No question should go 
unanswered!

7. Actively Listen
Listen first, with the intention to understand. Only then can you listen 
with the intention to respond. All too often we try to form a response 
in the midst of a conversation. (Refer to the following section: Active 
Listening.)

8. Seek Input
Employees who care about their company want to talk about what they 
think, share how they feel, and let you know their opinion on what 
should be done to resolve certain issues. Here, leadership can be on the 
listening end of the Positive Employee Relations program.

9. Provide Feedback
I recommend that companies conduct regular employee opinion surveys 
and/or focus group meetings to determine if their Positive Employee 
Relations program (and the communications wrapped around it) is on 
track and doing what it was designed to do. Surveys or focus groups 
should be conducted every 8-12 months, or more frequently if concerns 
arise.

10. Revisit Communications Strategy
Periodically revisit your overall communications strategy to assess 
where it is helping your organization to meet your Positive Employee 
Relations objectives and where it is falling short. Take remedial action, 
as necessary, to improve the plan.
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ACTIVE LISTENING

Numerous research studies have indicated that between 40% and 60% of 
everything that is said (from one person to another; or one person to a 
group) is, unfortunately, quickly forgotten. So, if a front line leader were 
to hold a 10-minute conversation with an employee, the employee would 
only remember about 50% of what was discussed a few hours later. This 
applies equally if the employee is doing the talking and the front line 
leader is doing the listening. With my emphasis on Positive Employee 
Relations, if the front line leader only recalls 50% of what the employee 
has discussed or vice versa, we have a serious communications problem.

The solution lies in the way that the front line leader actually listens. Active 
listening is, as the name implies, not a passive process. Below are the five 
steps a front line leader can use to ensure that he/she is actually hearing 
the employee, understands what is being said, and grasps the meaning 
behind the words. This, in turn, helps the employee to know the front line 
leader is listening carefully.

1. Focused Attention
Give the employee your undivided attention and acknowledge his/her 
message. Recognize that non-verbal communications also speak loudly.

Look directly at the employee.

Put aside distracting thoughts. Do not mentally prepare a rebuttal.

Avoid being distracted by your surrounding environment.

“Listen” to the employee’s body language.

Refrain from side conversations when listening in a group setting.

2. Demonstrate Active Listening
Use your own body language and gestures to convey your attention.

Nod occasionally.

Smile and use other facial expressions.

Note your posture and make sure it is open and inviting.

Encourage the employee to continue with small verbal comments, 
like “yes” and “uh huh”.
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3. Provide Feedback
As listeners, our assumptions, beliefs, and judgement-calls can distort what 
we hear. It is, however, the front line leader’s role to understand what is 
being said and what is meant.

Reflect what the employee has said by paraphrasing, such as: 
“what I’m hearing you say is….” and “it sounds like you are 
saying….”

Ask questions to clarify any uncertainty: “what do you mean when 
you say….” or “is this what you mean….?”

Summarize the employee’s comments periodically.

4. Defer Judgement
Interrupting the conversation frustrates the employee and limits full 
understanding of what is being said.

Allow the employee to finish his/her thought.

Don’t interrupt with counter arguments.

If the employee talks about his/her dissatisfaction, listen to all of 
it! Front line leaders should not close off the discussion, because 
they sense the employee may want to discuss their dissatisfaction 
or discuss a union inquiry.

5. Respond Appropriately
Active listening is a clear sign of respect and understanding. Front line 
leaders gain more information and a deeper understanding when using 
this approach. There are no advantages to “sidebar quips” or breaking the 
employee’s train of thought.

Be candid, open, and honest in your response.

Express your opinions respectfully.

Listen to the employee as you would wish to be listened to.
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FRONT LINE LEADERS: TRAINING AND 
UNDERSTANDING POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS

The problem of confused loyalty and identity can seriously detract from 
the front line leader’s commitment and subsequent ability to carry out 
the organization’s Positive Employee Relations program. At a conceptual 
and philosophical level, Positive Employee Relations and its “employee 
first” emphasis is not always easy to grasp for most front line leaders (see 
Chapters 1,2, and 8 for a discussion of the meaning of Positive Employee 
Relations and why it inevitably leads to an employee first mandate).

Regardless of your organization’s training and development initiatives, 
including the learning methodology used, the following eight questions 
must be answered. If you answer “no” or “I don’t know” to any of these 
questions, positive and corrective action must be taken as soon as possible.

1. Have all front line leaders and their employee groups been told of 
the senior leadership team’s feelings concerning remaining union-
free and employees’ rights in this matter?

2. Do front line leaders know your company’s policy is to nurture 
an atmosphere of individual employee recognition, in which 
unionization is not considered by employees as either a need or a 
benefit?

3. Has there been training and communications methods established, 
so the front line leaders know how to identify trouble spots and 
alert human resources (or next-level leaders) to the need for 
expedient and positive corrective action?

4. Do front line leaders and their next-level leaders know and 
understand the values that support the organization’s culture, 
especially as it relates to individual employee recognition?

5. Do front line leaders know the guiding behaviours for each value, 
so that they can walk-the-walk related to Positive Employee 
Relations?

6. Do your front line leaders understand why they must be committed 
to the cause of preserving your organization’s union-free status?
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7. Do your front line leaders know how to be neutral while leading 
their teams at the same time?

8. Do your front line leaders understand that they will be required 
to make difficult people-related decisions, and hence they might 
be attracted to the illusionary benefits assumed as certainties in a 
collective agreement?

Concerning #8, above, a labour agreement may appear to afford a base 
from which front line leaders can make easy decisions on day-to-day 
issues—frequently excluding value and guiding behaviour considerations. 
Further, many front line leaders retain certain feelings of loyalty toward 
the group or team they have recently left for a promotion into front-line 
management. Next-level leaders and human resources representatives 
must understand the intellectual and emotional commitment they are 
asking their front line leader group to commit to when leading from a 
position of Positive Employee Relations.

UNDERSTANDING POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS 
FROM THE FRONT LINE LEADER’S PERSPECTIVE

I urge you to invite all of your front line leaders to participate in the design 
and subsequent decision-making steps that lead to the development 
and implementation of your organization’s Positive Employee Relations 
program. This will ensure that all members of the senior leadership team 
fully appreciate the social and psychological implications of the Positive 
Employee Relations program that the front line leader group is being 
asked to implement.

All senior leaders must demonstrate the values and guiding 
behaviours in their relationships and dealings with all front line 
leaders. Demonstrating these values will reinforce what they 
wish the front line leaders to do.

As front line leaders are the critical communicators of your Positive 
Employee Relations message, they must demonstrate leadership qualities 
that inspire followers.



485TRAINING AND MANAGING FRONT LINE LEADERS

A front line leader’s next-level leader must also possess the same qualities 
you want to see in your front line leaders. The next-level leaders must 
demonstrate and promote these abilities, reinforcing good examples of 
leadership. This is where coaching and/or mentoring play such an 
important role.

Exhibit 12.4, below, is a useful guide that all front line leaders should 
review with their next-level leaders, to ensure all parties have the same 
understanding and goals for communications. 

Exhibit 12.4: Qualities of a Front Line Leader

Managing a group of people who all have different personalities, 
abilities, and interpersonal skills is not an easy task. In my opinion, to 
be successful front line leaders require the following qualities and skills:

Excellent communications skills. You need to relay instructions 
very clearly, so that every part of your message is well understood, 
so mistakes are avoided. You also need to listen carefully to what 
your employees tell you. A very good way to make sure someone has 
understood your instructions is to ask them to repeat the message 
in their own words. To make sure you have received information 
correctly, you should say “so what you are saying is...” and repeat 
what they said in your own words. This simple method avoids many 
misunderstandings.

Fairness. Human beings react badly to what they perceive as being 
unfair. If you delegate work to others, make sure you are scrupulous 
in allocating pleasant and unpleasant tasks evenly. Favouritism and 
nepotism have no place in the workplace.

Good organizational skills are essential. It is your job to 
coordinate the work and allocate resources. You should know 
where everything is and be prepared for the task. Your tool kit 
should be full and available.

Knowledge. Part of the front line leader’s job is to train others, so 
it goes without saying that you should be a resource to your team, 
when needed.
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Accountability. If a mistake is made by one of your team members, 
you should discuss and clarify responsibility. If, however, someone 
has deliberately disobeyed your instructions, a different discussion 
is needed.

Efficiency. For your department to operate like clockwork, you 
should always have the next task ready to be allocated to the right 
person, so no one spends time idly.

Adaptability. Be ready to manage change efficiently when it 
happens. If you don’t agree with the change, seek an understanding 
with your next-level leader.

Social skills. You should be courteous at all times. When you 
have to tell someone about an error they have made, it should be 
done assertively, but politely, and never in front of other people. 
Everyone makes mistakes and nobody needs to be humiliated. You 
will get more done with a smile than with rudeness. Likewise, don’t 
be afraid to praise your team for a task well done. The carrot always 
works better than the stick.

Diplomacy. You have a commitment (and hopefully loyalty) to 
your employer, but you should have loyalty to your team as well, 
who are responsible for the department’s outputs. This can be a 
difficult balance, which requires a great deal of tact.

Self-discipline. You should inspire respect; discretion in your 
private life is essential. You cannot hold team members accountable 
for lateness if you are always late yourself.

DELIVER BROAD-BASED TRAINING FOR FRONT LINE LEADERS

Ensure that front line leader training encompasses a broad range of 
information and skills development. At a bare minimum, the program 
should spell out your human resources policies and procedures 
pertaining to employee relations, human rights, relevant employee-
employer legislation, problem-solving, managing performance, discipline, 
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counselling, interviewing, and listening. See Further Resource 2.4: Values-
Based Supervisory Workshop for an outline of a training program that 
addresses the core learning modules that support a sustainable Positive 
Employee Relations culture. Remember that this workshop is generic and 
not adapted to the specifics of any organization except The Sherborne 
Company.

Reinforcing and maintaining your union-free status requires a comprehensive 
understanding of the organization’s mission, vision, values, and guiding 
behaviours. This understanding forms the basis of any plan to set out the 
organization’s policies, procedures, and practices. Each human resources 
policy and procedure should have a training program (likely 2–4 hours). 
For example, do not expect a newly-appointed front line leader to know 
how to conduct a corrective action interview or oversee a recognition 
event just because the organization has policies on these topics.

Every human resources policy/procedure should be 
accompanied by a brief, but targeted, training program on how 
to implement it consistently throughout the organization.

To train front line leaders, the training must be relevant to their actual 
day-to-day situations. Trainers are often hired to conduct packaged 
front line leadership seminars, but this approach is more often than not 
unproductive. How do the designers of pre-packaged supervisory training 
materials know, in advance, your organization’s culture and values? How 
would they know, while in their design laboratories, the competency 
levels and learning abilities of your front line leaders and their particular 
training requirements?

Despite inherent drawbacks, some human resources teams (training and 
development staff) prefer to select a packaged training program. There 
are many programs available through colleges, universities, training 
associations, training firms, Internet-based learning, and consultants. If you 
are addressing the fundamental concepts and basic principles, a packaged 
course might be a good initial approach. However, if your assessment 
has determined the need to change behaviours and reinforce behavioural 
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change in the workplace, you will need more than packaged training. 
Here is where a matrix of customized programs, mentoring, and coaching 
can go a long way to reinforce the desired change.

ON-GOING AND RELEVANT TRAINING

For the best results (and value for cost) the content of your training needs 
to be specific to your organization. Training should be continuous—for 
example, one work day every month, on company time—and take 
place in an environment conducive to learning. Learning should be a 
significant component of every front line leader’s and next-level leader’s 
job responsibilities.

Without on-going learning, how can an organization expect to achieve its 
mission and develop its vision? For training to have meaning to front line 
leaders, what is learned must be transferable to their day-to-day jobs. 
Testing the front line leader’s learning by providing a case problem to 
solve will indicate, to some degree, what has been learned and how it can 
be applied. It will also demonstrate the organization’s commitment to the 
importance it places on training and its training investment.

All front line leader training should be designed to change 
assumptions and behaviours and/or to upgrade skills that 
support your Positive Employee Relations goals.

The responsibility to become an effective front line leader rests with the 
individual, not with the training/human resources department or the next-
level leaders. Newly-hired employees, and employees in entry-level jobs, 
can legitimately expect front line leaders and facilitators to train them. 
However, when people become front line leaders, they must take on 
a self-directed commitment for professional and personal growth. 
Whether in a low- or high-technology company, continuous learning, self-
development, and growth as a person (i.e., moving up Maslow’s Hierarchy 
of Needs), must be seen as a positive, long-term strategy that is supported 
and reinforced by the organization. If front line leaders believe in the 
importance of self-development and act on that belief, this will become a 
model of immense value for their team members to follow.
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The purpose of any training needs assessment is to pinpoint 
specific needs, establish benchmark performance, plan 
individual programs of training and development, measure 
improvement over time, and ensure training takes place at the 
right time.

By using a training needs analysis, you can determine the existing front 
line leader’s skills levels and immediately reinforce any under-developed 
skills with ongoing training activities (see Further Resource 12.1: Training 
Needs Analysis). Under no circumstances should you assume the front line 
leadership group has the inherent skill-sets to meet your Positive Employee 
Relations objectives, even if you have the group’s avowed commitment.

Upon completion of a needs analysis, a “gap analysis” should be 
conducted. This will identify the discrepancies between where front line 
leaders’ skills and capabilities exist today and where your organization’s 
Positive Employee Relations competencies need to be. At this point, 
various training objectives, priorities, and time lines can be established to 
close the identified training gaps.

My experience is that front line leadership training programs most 
frequently fail because: 

Training content and the various learning methods and exercises 
used are not aligned with the organization’s Positive Employee 
Relations program.

Trainers fail to recognize the availability and importance of 
non-training solutions (e.g., coaching, mentoring, performance 
management).

The training objectives that have been articulated are too vague 
and provide little direction and focus.

High cost solutions are assumed to be the correct response.

Organizations fail to see training as an on-going process rather 
than a single event.

Participants are not held accountable for the material learned.
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Organizations fail to prepare the job environment for the transition 
to the newly learned skills and competencies.

Senior leadership, with all its initial claims of support, does not 
reinforce training over the long term.

Organizations fail to seek meaningful feedback from front line 
leaders and their team members and, frequently, do very little 
with whatever feedback they receive.

LINKING COMMUNICATIONS WITH FRONT LINE 
LEADER TRAINING

One way to link communications to front line leader training is to create 
a 12-month communications schedule. Decide on 12 issues (e.g., Positive 
Employee Relations, employee counselling, benefit programs, grievance 
procedures) and then focus on one topic each month (see Exhibit 12.5). 
Emphasize the monthly topic as the theme on an employee-focused 
website, in bulletin board materials, in letters to the employees (mailed 
to their homes; not included in pay envelopes), through an intranet link-
of-the-month, and in the company magazine or departmental newsletter. 
Give the topic full coverage for that month. Apply all of your employer 
branding skills, as discussed in Chapter 9.
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Exhibit 12.5: The Sherborne Company’s Training and 
Communications Schedule

Month Front Line Leader Training Topic 
Conducted first Monday of the 
month 

Employee Communications Topic 
Implemented third Monday of the 
month 

January Maintaining our union-free 
environment through Positive 
Employee Relations.

Your Employee Charter of Rights

February Performance appraisals: guidelines for 
evaluating employee performance.

Employee performance reviews and 
self-development plans.

March Dynamics of face-to-face 
communications.

Sherborne employees are #1 with us!

April Problem-solving and issues 
resolution.

It’s easy for you (the employee) to air 
your concerns.

May Training and coaching: steps to 
improve performance.

How on-the-job training ensures job 
knowledge and skills, and provides 
opportunities for advancement at 
Sherborne.

June Conducting effective meetings and 
conferences.

Department meetings and how they 
benefit both employees and The 
Sherborne Company.

July Wage and salary administration. How wage/salary scales are developed 
(job evaluation, surveys, internal 
equity) and this year’s salary structure.

August Benefit plans: their design and 
administration.

What Sherborne’s benefit plan 
means to you and your family in 
case of illness, accident, disability, or 
retirement.

September Conducting employee salary/merit 
reviews.

The new salary structure has now 
been approved by The Sherborne 
Company’s management committee. 
This month, your front line leader will 
review any salary changes with you.

October Conduct annual employee opinion 
surveys/focus group meetings.

Provide your feedback on how 
successful Sherborne has been as an 
employer.

November Product training: how we make 
our widget, new processes, new 
applications, and new customers for 
next year.

The widget and how you have made it 
world-famous.

December Annual company-wide review: What 
we did well, and where/how we need 
to improve.

Annual re-orientation program and 
holiday greetings for all employees, 
spouses, and partners.
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Document an annual communications plan and follow it 
monthly. This establishes a precedent you can use during a 
union organizing drive.

To inform, educate, and involve all front line leaders in this plan, send 
them an outline of the up-coming monthly training program. Ask the 
front line leaders to amend the training outline, where needed, to include 
both their suggestions and concerns and those from their team members. 
The last exercise in the training program is to have the front line leaders 
develop the communiqué that will be distributed to all employees two 
weeks later. The communiqué should also include special messages from 
the senior leadership team, human resources, and the health and safety 
committee. In summary, the communiqué reinforces the original training 
material and incorporates the front line leaders’ opinions (opinions that 
front line leaders will be gratified to know are valued). Senior leaders will 
then be making intelligent use of a most-often overlooked resource: 
front line leaders.

An extension of this approach to employee communications is now being 
used by a manufacturing company with 42 front line leaders and more 
than 1200 employees. I developed this communication tool for a client in 
response to a request by front line leaders who were required to conduct 
performance reviews every six months. The front line leaders wanted ice-
breakers. “How do you start a discussion when the anxious employee 
knows the real agenda is their job performance?” they asked. The answer 
was a one-page summary of these combined communiqués, shown as 
“news releases”, which were sent to the front line leaders every six months 
with the blank performance review forms. The summary provided a script 
for opening discussions that set the stage for individual performance 
meetings and subsequent salary reviews in a more professional tone.
 

The organization that has not yet developed a planned 
communications program for front line leaders could begin by 
discussing various topics in their employee handbook or human 
resources policy manual.
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It is critical to garner involvement from all front line leaders in a Positive 
Employee Relations culture. Frequently, this is best accomplished at a 
roundtable discussion, aimed at talking about their needs and concerns 
and the needs and concerns of their teams. The ultimate resolution of 
these needs becomes incorporated into a coordinated communications 
plan that is used throughout the organization. If front line leaders and/or 
employees have unresolved needs or concerns, then senior leaders must 
remember that such unresolved concerns can lead to disengagement and 
dissatisfaction.

Exhibit 12.6, below, shows six practices that are universally accepted by 
successful organizations when preparing their communications plans.

Exhibit 12.6: Design Elements in Successful Communications Plans

1. Focus front line leaders, next-level leaders, and especially employees 
on customer needs and how they can better satisfy these needs.

2. Engage employees in running the business. (At the outset, more 
tactically than strategically.)

3. Help front line leaders and next-level leaders to communicate more 
effectively.

4. Leverage the talents of internal communicators (e.g., president, 
public relations, human resources, etc.) to manage change 
effectively.

5. Measure the impact of employee communications against strategic 
goals and respond accordingly. Being timely and proactive is the 
key!

6. Brand the employee experience.

DEVELOPING EFFECTIVE FRONT LINE LEADERS

Front line leadership development is intended to achieve better results 
for the organization by improving the return-on-investment (time and/or 
dollars). Despite countless continuous improvement programs, many front 
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line leaders still under-utilize and, more importantly, under-engage their 
employees. Performing tasks may be synonymous with achieving results 
in certain roles, such as that of a production machine-operator. However,  
at the level of a front line leader, performing tasks does not necessarily 
produce physical and tangible results. The difference between employee 
and front line leader skills training can be characterized as the difference 
between doing the work yourself and getting the work done through 
others. Technical know-how may be a minor selection criterion for the 
front line leader’s role, as technical know-how is not the main determinant 
of leadership success.

Training is a process, not an event. Success is measured by 
modified and improved performance in the workplace, not by 
the acquisition of new concepts and procedures in an artificial 
work-place setting.

When designing front line leader training programs, we need to remember 
that we are not starting with a clean slate. One size does not fit all, 
because front line leaders are each at different starting positions. Each 
front line leader thinks differently, and likely, they learn in different ways 
and at different speeds. Compounding this challenge is the tremendous 
acceleration in the rate of change now affecting organizations, not just in 
the area of technological change (how-to-do), but particularly in the area 
of changing expectations regarding the desired outcomes (what-to-do). 
Today’s customer expectations and business targets are moving at an ever-
faster pace, but the skills required to meet and exceed these targets are 
also changing. 

Each front line leader, in conjunction with their next-level leader, should 
have a development plan for professional and personal growth. This plan 
requires a solid database that will likely include: 

Past performance review data—strengths and weaknesses;

Objective measures—performance standards;

Opinions of stakeholder groups, including employees (such as 
the use of 360-degree feedback); and

Awareness of all available professional and personal development 
options.
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Your employees see your front line leaders are the “living 
values” of the organization. Front line leaders must be taught 
and then be held accountable for instilling and developing the 
desired Positive Employee Relations culture within their team.

This plan would include all the developmental activities a front line leader 
intends to undertake during the next six to twelve months, along with 
a schedule and expected results for each activity. By sharing this plan 
with key stakeholders (next-level leaders, peers, and team members), a 
front line leader widens the support base and deepens the commitment 
to implement the plan. These plans become valuable input to the human 
resources/training department as a guide to know what future courses to 
offer.

Improving the organization’s return-on-investment means to improve the 
bottom-line results. Keep in mind results are a product of the intentions 
and actions of people, and actions are driven by people’s beliefs and 
behaviours.

The leadership role is to align the actions with the desired results 
by promoting, demonstrating, communicating, and inspiring the 
appropriate beliefs and behaviours.

The desired result is to continuously improve the return-on-investment, 
which, not surprisingly, is achieved by the same steps needed to implement 
and maintain a Positive Employee Relations program.

There are many avenues besides formal training that a front line leader 
might take as part of a professional and personal development plan:

Coaching by an external professional

Mentoring by a high-performance leader

Serving on a task group (committee, project team)

Participating in professional associations

Attending a national business conference

Volunteering in a leadership role with a charity of choice
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Some of these avenues are more effective than formal training programs in 
shaping certain kinds of leadership behaviour, such as social networking. 
Still, training workshops (on-site, off-site, and online) will remain the 
mainstay of front line leader and management development programs, 
because of the many benefits that they offer:

A positive impact on the organization’s culture across the board

Team-building (networking and strengthening the informal 
organization chart)

Cost effectiveness (one facilitator and packaged, or specifically 
designed, course)

Critical mass (leverage) of participants in groups (versus learning 
as individuals)

Participants become resources to each other, sharing experiences 
and serving as examples

The current trend in management development is towards one- or two-
day workshops that address specific competencies, and away from five-
day off-site programs that scatter a lot of buckshot in an attempt to hit 
everyone with something. This trend, known as targeted instruction, 
means participants attend because they want to and need to, and the 
behavioural outcomes are known and subscribed to in advance.

Although front line leaders and their next-level leaders should select 
training courses with content that fulfills their needs, effective trainers 
should provide a course design that produces a workshop that maximizes 
improved performances in the workplace. These design factors should 
include:

An executive briefing for middle and senior leaders of participants 
prior to launching a management development program;

The use of self-inventories, planning sheets, checklists, and other 
tools to be used in the workplace;

The use of action plans that each participant prepares during the 
workshop and shares with their next-level leader following each 
training session; and
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An alumni day three or six months after the training program, at 
which time the participants report the results of applying what 
they learned and take part in a discussion about follow-up training 
or learning.

The end result of all the front line leadership training, coaching, and 
mentoring is that the leader is able to achieve departmental goals and 
initiatives through the efforts of his/her team members. The leader has 
responsibilities as diverse as training team members in their job functions 
and establishing and maintaining a culture of trust and transparency. The 
leader is always looking for the “illusive permission” granted by team 
members that they acknowledge the front line leader as their leader.

In many situations, there is also a focus on providing empirical evidence 
to show the next-level leader what is being achieved; however, such 
information is always one-sided and, in principle, violates Positive 
Employee Relations principles. A more effective performance feedback 
for the front line leader can take the form of a 360 degree feedback report 
and/or a more typical performance review conducted semi-annually at the 
outset of their leadership role, and then annually thereafter. See Chapter 
16: Reviewing Employee Performance, Further Resource 16.3 for a sample 
performance review document suitable for front line leaders.

A Case in Point
What you can communicate to employees during a union drive is 
considerably less than the open communications that a union-free employer 
enjoys. The informal rule of thumb is that an employer is restricted to about 
10%-20% of what could have been communicated prior to the beginning 
of a union campaign. Why? The employer is frequently most anxious to 
talk about their reasons for not wanting to see their employees’ unionized 
and such talk is restricted by legislation that supports no anti-union talk, 
undue influence, coercion, threats, and introduction of adjustments to 
wages, benefits, or working conditions. Hence, 10%-20%.

One way to ensure more communications visibility is to establish and 
publish an annual communications plan. Exhibit 12.5 is a good example 
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of such a plan. By publishing and distributing a communications plan, as 
soon as it is available—let’s say, during the third quarter of the previous 
year—the employer and employees know exactly what is to be discussed 
during the forthcoming year. If the annual employee opinion survey or 
focus group meetings are divided, so that one quarter of the employee 
population is surveyed during each of the four quarters, the employer can 
talk about any issue that surfaces as a result of the survey or meetings, 
because there is already a plan to communicate. 

Questions about unions, unionization, or decertification should 
not be included in your employee opinion survey.

By publishing your communications plan, the organization has set a 
precedent as to how, when, and what it will address in its communications 
with employees. Once the precedent has been set, distribute the plan to 
all employees and then follow it. No union will have a legitimate right to 
argue that implementing a previously set communications plan is unfair.

Note: Caution is always a good policy. If there is any doubt 
about the application of your communications plan, either 
during a union drive or during the regular course of business, 
please check with legal counsel.

FRONT LINE LEADER RESPONSES TO A UNION 
ORGANIZING DRIVE

Often senior leaders in a union-free environment avoid training front line 
leaders in labour/industrial relations, which is quite unfair to both the 
front line leaders and to the organization. All front line leaders should 
be familiar with the applicable labour legislation in their jurisdiction. 
They should know what they can and cannot say to employees during an 
organizing campaign, and what should have been said and done before 
relations between management and employees deteriorated. See Chapter 
5: Understanding the Union Organizers’ Strategies for a full understanding 
of union organization strategies and the most effective ways to deal with 
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them. As well, Further Resource 5.2 provides a generic list of what front 
line leaders can and cannot say while communicating with employees 
during an organizing campaign. Please note that this Further Resource 
may need to be amended in some jurisdictions because of particular 
legislated requirements.

DON’T ACCEPT POOR PERFORMANCE FROM ANYONE

What if, despite all attempts to prepare a front line leader to become an 
effective key to communicating your pro-employee philosophy, the front 
line leader is still showing an attitude of “I’ll show them who is boss, 
because this soft approach never works!” What can the next-level manager 
do? If the front line leader has not responded to his/her next-level leader’s 
advice, pro-active counsel, appraisal, and disciplinary notices, the next-
level leader may be faced with an issue of constructive discipline, up to 
and including termination. Discipline and termination solutions should not 
be considered until every reasonable attempt has been made to redirect 
and modify the front line leader’s behaviour. A word of caution: when 
a front line leader is on “disciplinary notice” his/her behaviour may turn 
from pro- to anti-company. The next-level leader must always be alert to 
any negative behaviour and be prepared to take prompt action, including 
termination.

Transferring a “problem” front line leader to another department is merely 
relocating, not resolving, the situation. Demoting the front line leader back 
into the workforce is unlikely to have a successful outcome and is not a 
recommended strategy.

From Training to Practice

To what degree has performance improved as a result of training?

What opportunities exist for further development?

How does the cost of the program compare with the benefits?

What is the return on investment?

Where does the training program or the performance management 
program need strengthening?
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By reassessing front line leaders’ performances at appropriate intervals 
after the training (usually three or six months), these questions can be 
answered. Given the cost of training and development today, organizations 
are no longer content to evaluate courses solely on the basis of the end-of-
course personal reactions, or quickly completed evaluation forms.

By measuring actual performance against the same standards 
used in the training needs assessment conducted prior to the 
workshop’s design, we can obtain useful data on the gain 
attributable to training.

To be sure, in the work environment many factors operate concurrently 
that will both help and hinder participants as they translate their new 
learning into improved performance. One purpose of action plans and 
partnerships between participants and their next-level leaders is to 
prepare front line leaders to take advantage of the job satisfiers and to 
overcome the environmental constraints. Training programs are designed 
to prepare participants to perform more insightfully at work, not merely 
in workshops. Thus, reassessments must take place after the intervening 
satisfiers and constraints have had time to take effect.

LINKING VALUES TO POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS

The phrase Positive Employee Relations refers to a manner of leading 
employees, so that they, the employees, see no justifiable rationale to 
have a trade union represent their interests. This can only happen when 
corporate values positively affect the way front line leaders interact 
with employees, both individually and in groups.

Further Resource 12.1: Training Needs Analysis provides a sample that 
can be used by front line leaders and their next-level leaders to identify 
subject matter that requires further training and development. Additionally, 
you will find Further Resource 2.2 has a worksheet that outlines how to 
link your values to your training program. This can be customized and 
incorporated into either a 2- or 3-day workshop on Positive Employee 
Relations.
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Further Resource 12.2 is an example of an assignment that I have used 
on a number of occasions. It fits a specific training niche: the linking of 
corporate values to a front line leader’s and their next-level manager’s need 
to ensure an open and effective system of Positive Employee Relations.

Note to reader: If you would like to explore the use of these training 
tools, please contact the author using the contact information 
provided on page 859.
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TAKE ACTION! 

1. Enlist the buy-in of front line leaders: 

Invite them to participate in the development and implementation 
of the Positive Employee Relations program. 

Ensure that the senior leadership team fully appreciates the 
psychological and social implications of the Positive Employee 
Relations program.

Make sure that senior leaders demonstrate the appropriate 
behaviours for front line leaders to model.

2. Link communications skills to front line leader training by creating a 
12-month communications and training schedule.

3. Make front line leaders aware of the key facts about unions, so that 
they can make employees aware of the disadvantages of unionization.

4. Conduct a training needs analysis to determine front line leaders’ 
competencies and training needs.

5. Conduct competency-based training and development for front line 
leaders and make sure that the training encompasses a broad range 
of skills development.

6. Conduct an organizing campaign simulation for front line leaders.

7. Treat employees, including front line leaders, like customers! No 
union will ever have a real chance of successfully organizing.

8. Do not accept poor performance from anyone, especially leaders! 
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. Emphasis is always given to lateral communications, regardless of the 
leadership level. If peers do not see themselves as team members, 
turf wars and silo management will be an inevitable outcome.

2. Have front line leaders and employees been told of the senior 
leadership team’s feelings concerning unionization? Do front line 
leaders know the company’s policy is to nurture an atmosphere 
of individual employee recognition in which unionization is not 
considered by employees as either a need or a benefit?

3. Why must front line leaders be committed to the cause of preserving 
your organization’s union-free status? Why can’t front line leaders be 
neutral?

4. Once Positive Employee Relations is understood, all senior leaders 
must demonstrate the values and guiding behaviours of the company 
in their relationships and dealings with their front line leaders. Doing 
so reinforces what they wish the front line leaders to do.

5. Under no circumstances assume the front line leader group has the 
competencies to meet your Positive Employee Relations objectives.

6. For each human resources policy that appears in your policy and 
procedure manual or employee handbook, there should be a front 
line leader training program (2–4 hours long).

7. Training should be continuous. Devote at least one work day every 
month, on company time, to training. Ensure that it takes place in an 
environment conducive to learning.

8. The responsibility to become an effective front line leader rests with 
the individual and not with the training/human resources department 
or their next-level leader. 

9. Distribute all announcements to the front line leaders before general 
release to the employee population. This ensures that front line 
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leaders are aware of the communications before they are circulated 
to their staff. This also allows ample time for less-than-clear messages 
to be clarified, if needed. 

10. Document an annual communications plan and follow it monthly. 
This establishes a precedent you can use during a union organizing 
drive.

11. Employers are frequently most anxious to talk about their reasons 
for not wanting to see their employees unionized, and such talk is 
restricted by legislation that supports no anti-union talk, undue 
influence, coercion, threats, and introduction of adjustments to wages, 
benefits, or working conditions.

12. It is the employees’ decision, not the employers, that counts in the 
long run. However, if their decision is to join a union, every aspect of 
the employees’ relationship with the employer will change.

13. Unions tend to protect and encourage “a culture of low expectations”, 
jeopardizing the very viability of the business. Mediocrity is the 
antithesis of exceptional job performance, innovation, creativity, and 
the practice of being an Employer of Choice. 

14. To maintain a union-free environment, leaders must adopt the union 
organizer’s pro-people communications approach and train front line 
leaders to make this approach work for them. Your mantra should be: 
“Treat employees as you would your customers and they will never 
see any advantage in unionization”.

15. Union organizers will look for a weak spot in your defence and recruit 
a disengaged front line leader in an attempt to scuttle the company’s 
Positive Employee Relations program.

16. Do not accept poor performance from anyone, especially front line 
leaders.

17. Not only are today’s customer expectations and business targets 
moving at an ever-faster pace, but the competencies required to meet 
and exceed these targets are also changing.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 12.1: Training Needs Analysis

What is a Training Needs Analysis?

Training and the sustained development of all front line leaders are key 
aspects of a viable Positive Employee Relations program. Identifying training 
and learning needs is at the heart of this analysis.

A front line leader training needs analysis is the systematic gathering of data 
gaps in the existing competencies (knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes) of front line leaders. It involves collecting data about the 
front line leader’s performance and capabilities, and comparing them to the 
position’s demand for such competencies, now and in the foreseeable future. 

and the requirements outlined in the strategic plan. Its aim is the development 
and delivery of a training/learning programs for front line leaders (although it 

performance increases and the potential to sustain the position in the normal 
course of business growth.

A careful understanding of training needs and the resulting learning 
programs are important because:

* 
and quantity of training available.

* Providing learning opportunities enables front line leaders to 
achieve their professional and personal goals while, at the same 

* Well-planned training is an effective retention strategy, particularly 

company’s talent pool.

A front line leader training needs analysis can be undertaken at a 
number of levels:

* 
types of training and development needed to ensure that all front 
line leaders (and next-level managers) have the right competencies 

mission and vision.
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* 
and opportunities require new methods of working, such as the 

role.

* For front line leaders— linking their own professional and personal 
training and development needs to those of the business. This 

performance review.

While it is critical that such a training needs analysis should be 
conducted, it also needs to be responsive. Bureaucracy has no place 
here!

* Relevance: ensure that your current and forecasted training plans 
meet and support the strategic direction of the business.

* Alignment: when human resources designs and delivers a new 
training and development program, they must talk to key leaders 
about the intended programs and how these programs can help to 
achieve success in the workplace.

* Measurement: consistently measure and evaluate all training and 

such as front line leader improvements when measured against 
the achievement of performance standards, return-on-training 
investment, etc.
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Front Line Leaders Training Needs Analysis
These statements describe the learning needs of front line leaders. On the line 
that precedes each statement, write 3, 2, or 1, to indicate the degree to which 
the statement applies to you or your front line leader. 

3 = Extremely Important 
(Front line leader requires training on this topic now.) 

2 = Fairly Important 
(Training should take place within six to twelve months.)

1 = Not Important 
(Front line leader has the necessary skills, or this topic is not relevant to the 

___  Able to transfer company values and guiding behaviours into daily 
interactions with employees. 

___  
requirements, and develop action plans for tracking employee 
performance.

___  Able to communicate effectively in face-to-face situations with 
employees, peers, managers, and customers.

___  Able to conduct meaningful selection interviews in a way that produces 
the information needed to make sound hiring decisions.

___  
responsibilities, both production-oriented and people-oriented.

___  
satisfaction and developing an enthusiastic team.

___  
behaviour.

___  
constructive performance reviews that are two-way dialogues.

___  Able to communicate (oral and written) in ways that are clear, concise, 
complete, and compelling.

___  
controlling interruptions, measuring cost-effectiveness, and investing 
rather than spending time.
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___  

___  

___  

___  

upon.

___  Able to identify problems and separate causes from symptoms, 
evaluate evidence, weigh alternatives, and select and implement 
appropriate solutions.

___  Able to prepare action plans and performance documents that apply 
at the department level.

___  Able to make effective presentations and sell ideas in a persuasive, 
well-documented manner to managers, employees, and other 
stakeholders.

___  
without losing any understanding and meaning. 

Comments: 

  
Survey completed by:   Date:

___________________________ ________________________________

[  ] Front Line leader    [  ] Next-level manager    [  ] Team Member
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FURTHER RESOURCE 12.2: Organizing Campaign 
Simulation Exercise

To hone front line leaders’ skills to understand Type B dissatisfaction and its 

experience. One of my management development programs employs a unique 

potential employee relations problems and the probable strategies/tactics a 

during this exercise, the front line and senior leaders can further tailor their 
Positive Employee Relations program, thus maintaining the visibility of the 

On the last day of this three-day management development program, newly-
appointed front line leaders are divided into three teams and assigned to 

below.

Team A takes the role of the company’s senior leadership team,

Team C is the employee team.

separately, each team records their understanding of current employee 
dissatisfaction and what should be done to address these concerns. When 

Typically, the strategy of the  team (Team A) is to give a rundown of all 
the housekeeping issues that it had introduced. They address hygiene issues, 
such as the newly-paved parking lot, the up-to-date employee handbook, a new 
company website for employees only, and recreation/social activities, such 
as the children’s Christmas party. However, when all is said and done, the 

really think there is a union drive anyway and “things are pretty good around 
here.” 

Meanwhile, the employee team (Team C) has made a long list of grievances 
against the company, and the  (Team B) has come up with a 10-
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Once the three groups have completed these exercises, we reconvene as a 
whole group. I request that no group add or delete information, based on what 
other groups have stated.

Then I ask Team B, , to discuss their observations about 
employee dissatisfaction and what they would do about these concerns. 
Frequently Team C, 
presentation. The last group to participate, Team A, , are 

the concerns that have been raised and the speed with which the union team 
has put together their strategy and tactics.

During the second session, we take each issue raised during the morning’s 

line leaders develop solutions to eliminate the reasons why their employees 
might support a union. 

In one memorable training session,  and  

the hypothetical card-signing campaign) for them was a middle manager’s 

This issue was contrasted against all the other clothing that management had 
provided the workforce (t-shirts, caps, etc.) and dispelled the view held by the 
leadership team that all hygiene issues had been addressed.

Workshop Assignments

1. Leadership Team (Team A)
You are the senior leadership team at The Sherborne Company’s plant. You 
are involved directly with widget manufacturing, maintenance, and quality 

a pending union campaign. It appears the drive will be launched by the 

the newly acquired Sherborne Magic Widget Division in Dayton, Ohio.

Assignment

Company’s strengths and weaknesses as you see them and as you think the 
union might see them. With this data, outline in detail your union-free (Positive 
Employee Relations) campaign.
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of the Board is most anxious to keep The Sherborne Company union-free. 
You were left with the impression that thwarting the union drive would be 
very favourably viewed and probably rewarded when year-end bonuses are 
distributed.

2. Union Team (Team B)
Scenario 1

 for an upcoming campaign at The Sherborne 
Company.

Assignment

and weaknesses of the whole Sherborne plant, so your plans will accentuate 
the weaknesses and downplay the strengths of The Sherborne Company.

The campaign will cost the union a lot of seed money and your careers as 

strategy and subsequent campaign.

The Sherborne Dayton plant, will arrive today to help in your planning.

3. Employee Team (Team C)
You are a group of non-front line leader production employees at The Sherborne 
Company’s newly acquired plant in Dayton. You have been approached 

employees. You are all in agreement that the threat of a union drive would 
scare senior leaders into being more generous (possibly with improved wages, 

Assignment
Prepare a list of all employee grievances, complaints, and management’s 

$5,000 bonus to each of you if you can:
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Provide a list of plant employees and their cell phone numbers. Can 
you get such a list? If so, how?

employees can sign up online. Can you do this? If so, how?



recruiting and selecting
Committed Employees

In a culture that embraces Positive Employee Relations™, each employee 
is viewed as an integral part of the organization. To use a sports analogy, 
no team wins the Olympic gold with second-rate players or coaches. 
Similarly, no company achieves its full potential with employees who are 
poorly matched to the organization’s vision, mission, values, and goals. 
A poorly placed employee is almost a guarantee of poor performance. 
Moreover, an employee who has been correctly selected and placed has a 
long-term value that far exceeds the significance of his/her vote during a 
union representation election. However, it is always worth remembering 
that each employee can vote for or against the company when the Labour 
Board holds an election. It takes just one vote to win!

Every employment decision is important. Ideally, the most 
difficult challenge a candidate should experience is getting 
hired! Only the best candidates belong on the A team.
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A rigorous recruitment and selection process demonstrates, right from 
the start, the value placed on top-quality employees. Consequently, 
employment decisions are not trivial and are not to be taken lightly by 
either party. How valued would you feel if you were hired after a loose 
and sloppy selection process—a perceived score of 2 on a scale of 1 to 10 
(10 = important; 1 = unimportant)? Suspicion that the employer managed 
the process by default, or that any warm body would do, is not flattering.

By contrast, using the same scale, how valued would you feel if you 
were hired after a thorough process, to ensure that your qualifications, 
experiences, abilities, interests, and values were a good fit with the 
company? (This usually scores a 9 or 10). 

Employee selection is where the rubber meets the road. Too often we 
find all the talk about vision, culture, and teamwork is forgotten when 
an urgent production schedule comes into play. The human resources 
department receives a frantic request from someone in production or 
distribution to hire 20 new employees by tomorrow. If they have some 
lead time, the day after tomorrow, at the latest, would be okay. 

Without a good selection process, a union activist could be 
recruited accidentally, appear qualified during the probation 
period, and be hired for full-time employment without the front 
line leader being any the wiser. Unfortunately, in too many 
companies, the human resources/recruitment manager would 
never have to face the consequences of his/her poor interviewing 
or decision-making actions. Such a potential lack of accountability 
speaks volumes about the organization’s culture and leadership 
style.

RECRUITMENT

All too often front line leaders and their next-level leaders justify a demand 
for the instant hiring of employees by claiming they are too busy and have 
no choice. I hear phrases such as “lean manufacturing” and “just-in-time” 
used to rationalize most practices that should never occur in the first place. 
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However, leaders do have options to choose from, but too often select the 
most expedient alternative, rather than the wise choice. This error can be 
traced to a set of assumptions, including a propensity to see: 

Quantity over quality as a short-term manageable goal,

A planning cycle limited to a daily time-frame, and 

An employee’s probation period as an alternative for a sound 
interview process.

Leaders who accept this type of flawed hiring practice send a clear message 
regarding the low respect in which they hold:

The organization’s values and guiding behaviours,

The integrity of providing quality products/services to stakeholders,

The individual employee’s worth,

The Positive Employee Relations process, and potentially,

The entire culture of human resources in their organization.

Consider a company that has earned a quality standard for both its 
administrative practices and the product it provides; for example, the ISO 
9001 and 140001 series. If this standard means more than just a banner 
decorating the reception area, then it suggests the importance of quality 
processes and above-standard outcomes. What could be more important 
to a union-free employer than to ensure the values it holds are matched 
to similar values held by the employee?

How can the hiring process be disconnected from the principles of 
continuous improvement? While the concept of congruence will not 
allow such disparities, it happens regularly and results in a widespread 
epidemic of corporate cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is what 
happens when we hold two incompatible beliefs or attitudes (e.g., quality 
versus expediency). In seeking to eliminate the dissention, when there 
is a discrepancy between attitudes and behaviours, we will be more 
successful by changing our attitudes to accommodate our behaviours than 
the other way around.
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When some leaders find that their values are in conflict with 
their actions, they are frequently inclined to change their values 
rather than their behaviours. Such actions speak volumes about 
the leader’s integrity in upholding the organization’s values.

IS OUTSOURCING THE ANSWER?

Many organizations turn to employment agencies for a ready supply of 
instant employees. While this tactic can be helpful when used periodically, 
it needs to be managed as carefully as any other subcontracted service. If 
we rely on an agency to make our hiring decisions, we place our business 
at considerable risk. We are, after all, just one customer on the agency’s 
client list. The employment agency’s accountability is limited to replacing 
an employee who doesn’t work out with another employee selected 
through the same process; beyond this step, the risk is all ours.

One of my Fortune 500 clients, with 4,000 employees at one site, used the 

employment agency’s three-month replacement guarantee as their de facto 

“employment interview”. Then they compounded this selection problem by 

having the agency personnel spend the first two months in full-time training. 

Their justification was that they could learn enough about any candidate 

during the training period that, in the end, paying the agency’s fees was a 

cost effective way of conducting the successful selection process. Maybe so, 

but with a 40+% turnover rate during the first three months, nothing positive 

about the selection process or the promotion of their Positive Employee 

Relations program was apparent.

Senior leaders rationalized this expedient use of employment agencies 

because:

The agency could find new employees quickly, 

They tested the candidates, and

They provided a replacement candidate when one was unsuccessful 
during the probation period.

CASE STUDY
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Senior leaders also viewed this “agency approach” as preferable to training 

front line leaders to conduct thorough employment interviews and probationary 

performance reviews. Their final rationalization was that this practice kept 

human resources staff to a minimum. Understandably, my viewpoint was 

different. They had found a way to show the Chicago Head Office auditors 

that their permanent head count was at a minimum by writing off the agency 

invoices as a business expense.

To imagine that a three-month temporary contract constitutes a probationary 

period is a mistake. “If the employee doesn’t work out, their contract simply 

won’t be renewed” is, in my opinion, a very questionable human resources 

practice. Philosophically, such a rationale undermines any Positive Employee 

Relations effort because:

The goal of developing individual one-on-one relationships with 

employees doesn’t truly begin until the three-month contract has been 

passed successfully, and

It places a significant business risk on the shoulders of a contingency-

based employment agency.

Please keep in mind: new employees are never new. Each individual brings 

to your workplace a wealth of experiences, attitudes, and perceptions, to 

say nothing of the negative baggage (frequently about employers) that they 

regularly carry. During a three-month probation period, for example, they will 

show you what they think you want to see and hear. They will be selling 

themselves. Being on the periphery of the relationship, you are unlikely to get 

to know them until they are on your payroll. Their peers will have told them 

how to play the game.

Employees are not an expense. From a typical human resources perspective, 

employees are “human assets” and they should be viewed as a “financial 

investment”…never as an expense. (Note: though the phrase “human asset” 

is widely used, it is offensive to many employees.) Consider the following 

questions when thinking about the messages you send to both your regular 

and contract employees:

What message does the employer send when contract employees know 
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The goal of any Positive Employee Relations program must be to ensure 
that all employees are treated with equity, respect, and dignity. In return, 
we expect employees to produce top-quality products and deliver first-
class customer service. It all begins with the selection process, which must 
integrate the desire to be a good employer with our values and, most 
importantly, our behaviours and practices.
 

A good hiring decision will enhance the company’s goals, 
objectives, and values. A poor hiring decision will undermine 
goals, objectives, and values. It is worth the effort to do it right 
the first time. It is costly, on many levels, to be short-sighted 
during this critical decision-making process.

their salary is only 60% to 75% of the fee paid to the agency?

How do they feel about doing the same job as a permanent employee, 

but without any of the benefits?

How does this treatment align with the organization’s values?

How does one tap into employee commitment under these 

circumstances?

Please remember that under some conditions temporary and/contract 

employees are eligible to sign membership cards and vote for or against 

a union.

In a values-centered employee relations environment, there are no second-

class employees. Permanent employees are fully aware of the injustices 

inherent in any employment strategy that requires contract employees to 

work for less wages and benefits, side-by-side with regular employees. The 

only conclusion is that the organization has stated values that are not taken 

seriously. Even the argument that the company will layoff contract employees 

first holds little weight in current economic times.
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JOB ANALYSIS

Let’s take a detailed look at the recruitment process. Keep in mind this is, 
above all, a decision-making process. The interview process is meant to 
collect the information needed to make a judicious and informed decision. 
A good interviewer will be aware of the risks involved and be capable of 
making a decision within the parameters of those risks.

The initial step in the recruitment process is to collect background 
information about the vacant position. If you have only a vague notion 
of the competencies (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) that this position 
requires, you’re going in blind. If you wait until the position is filled to 
determine this information, it’s too late!

The information collected during the job analysis stage will 
produce a job description and performance standards that will 
be of enormous value not only during the recruitment process, 
but also after the employee has started to work.

Let’s look at the example of a Production Expediter at The Sherborne 
Company. One of the critical components of this position is that the 
incumbent advises the Operations Manager of anticipated production 
shortfalls, as soon as possible. However, to translate this specific job 
responsibility into terms that will be useful when recruiting and interviewing 
candidates, the interviewer must know the answers to questions such as: 

Must the employee keep up-to-date schedules of work-in-progress 
or is this someone else’s responsibility? 

If another person is responsible for the schedule, what type 
of relationship is required to ensure information is smoothly 
exchanged between these employees? 

Is the employee responsible for ensuring the schedule is reliable 
and accurate if someone else maintains it? 

Does the employee’s ability to predict accurately anticipated 
shortfalls require experience with this particular type of widget 
and its peculiarities? Or, is it possible to make the necessary 
predictions by studying a current production schedule? 
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Will the employee be expected to make decisions based on 
impression, intuition, or facts? 

What kind of facts will be required? How will the employee obtain 
these facts, and what skills will be needed to gather, organize, and 
evaluate them? 

Clearly, a wide variety of competencies (knowledge, skills, and attitudes) 
are required for a single job responsibility. The job analysis, though time 
consuming to develop, focuses on what the employee must put into the 
job; what competencies are required to be effective. Sadly, if you skip 
this step, you are likely to hire a candidate who lacks the necessary 
competencies required for the job, and such an error frequently leads to 
poor performance, disciplinary action, and possible termination.

The knowledge needed to do the job may include:
Knowing how to use particular IT equipment and software

Knowledge of technical terminology

Knowledge of company procedures

The skills required to do the job may include:
Communications

Human relations

Learning abilities 

Analytical thinking

Physical attributes (coordination, vision, and hearing)

The attitudes necessary to handle the job may include: 
Readiness to relate to and communicate with front line leaders, 
next-level leaders, and peers

Self-confidence

Acceptance of one’s role 

Willingness to meet high performance standards

Self-respect

Stability and maturity
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The competency information used in a job analysis can be gathered 
through three methods, either alone or in combination: 

Direct observation. A job analyst observes the actual work-in-
progress, recording notes or questions regarding the specific 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to perform the job.

Interviews. The analyst raises questions with current and past 
job holders, front line leaders, next-level leaders, and internal 
customers to evaluate their observations and compare the 
perceptions of everyone intimately involved in the success of the 
position.

Worksheets. The job holder completes a job analysis worksheet, 
recording and analyzing their own work over a pre-determined 
time (See Further Resource 13.1 for a sample job analysis 
worksheet).

This information should be interpreted by the job analyst, who records 
the responsibilities in a logical sequence and determines the correct 
performance standards. Since these factors will by no means remain static, 
the front line leader and next-level leader must review the appropriateness 
of this data on an annual basis, ideally when the annual performance 
review is completed. Effective performance usually requires a balance 
between tasks and people, so performance standards should address these 
aspects of achievement:

Tasks. Qualitative and quantitative measures. Specific performance 
standards.

Team. Productive relationships within the work group, with 
internal suppliers and customers, as well as with relevant external 
groups.

Incumbent. Personal development goals, performance standards, 
and contributions to the cohesiveness of the team.
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JOB DESCRIPTION

The analysis stage produces the raw material with which to produce a 
relevant job description. This is the second step in the recruitment process. 
If you find yourself responding skeptically to the value of a job description, 
you are not alone. More job descriptions are produced than are ever used. 
Why? They are frequently irrelevant to the day-to-day realty of performing 
the job, especially if they are not the outcome of a job analysis. Take a 
fresh look at the necessary components of a useful job description. These 
include: 

Name of incumbent job holder

Title of the position

Objectives (or rationale for why the job exists)

Experience required to perform at entry level

Education required to perform at entry level

Tasks or responsibilities to be performed

Level of excellence required (performance standards)

Level of authority to take action

Salary grade and range

(See Further Resource 13.2 for a simplified job description for a 
technologist’s position at The Sherborne Company.)

Notice that the job description is also written to assist a job candidate in 
making an informed decision about working for the company, by spelling 
out the key responsibilities rather than bureaucratic minutiae. With the 
job description in hand, the candidate can go into the interview with clear 
knowledge of what is expected upon accepting the position. The candidate 
will be able to engage the interviewer in useful dialogue about how any 
previous experience might be applied to the key tasks and performance 
standards of the new job.

This job description format can also be used as a guide in the employee 
orientation process. Similarly, on-the-job training can be tailored to the 
performance standards for this position. Finally, the job description 
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can be used at every performance review or planning discussion. By 
linking the performance expectations to each key task, the discussion 
about performance successes and/or failures will be more relevant and 
professional, and less likely to produce negative reactions due to personal 
failings. If the newly hired employee is to undergo a probationary review, 
the job description provides the ideal platform to discuss successful 
passage through the gate—or not.

FINDING GOOD CANDIDATES

The third and final step in the recruitment process is attracting candidates. 
While the pool of qualified candidates is not always overflowing, the 
sources of candidates may be broader than you think. Consider the 
following avenues:

Current Employees—job postings (internal advancement), 
promotions, and friends or relatives of current employees.

Employee Referral Program—a reasonable fee is paid to any non-
leadership employee who refers a candidate, who successfully 
completes the probationary review and is actually hired on as a 
permanent staff member.

The Internet—your website, employment sites dedicated to a 
particular profession, government-sponsored sites to assist people 
who are currently unemployed, and all-purpose agency sites.

Social Media—LinkedIn, Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and an 
ever-growing list of social media sites are being used by more 
and more companies for recruiting, particularly for new college 
graduates. 

Newspapers—national, local, or campus.

Radio and/or Television—national, local (daily and weekly), or 
college stations.

Job Fairs—single- and multi-employer events, industry association 
events, and third-party agency events.

Private Employment Agencies—on contingency (a percentage of 
the new hire’s salary) or for a fixed fee for the time required.
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Government and Local Support Groups—government-
sponsored employment services and youth opportunity centers.

Educational Institutions—placement offices at high schools, 
private technical schools, colleges, and universities for graduates 
and alumni.

No single source is likely to satisfy an employer’s complete staffing needs. 
Different positions call for different levels of experience and drive different 
recruiting strategies. Frequently, entry-level positions will be filled within 
your local community. As the complexity of the positions increases, so will 
the geographic boundaries of your search.

Regardless of your recruiting method, build a bridge to these resources. 
Like many events in the business world, relationships frequently make 
the difference between failure and success. If you plan to use an 
agency—either government-sponsored or private—invite the consultant 
to visit your facility. Present him/her with a thorough overview of your 
culture, including your values and guiding behaviours. Also, provide the 
agency with profiles of employees who are performing well and copies of 
relevant policies and procedures.

PREPARING FOR THE INTERVIEW

Planning for the interview is an important step in the selection process 
that is often overlooked. The fast pace of business activities and the short 
lead time available to find candidates makes it tempting to prepare for the 
interview on the fly. Woefully, skimping on preparation usually leads to 
problems down the road when the selected candidate:

Does not possess the necessary competencies to perform the job,

Has not shared all relevant background information,

Will become a quick turnover statistic,

May have a hidden agenda (for example, spreading discontent), 
and 

Fits the interviewer’s unconscious bias, leading to a poor hire 
decision. 



525RECRUITING & SELECTING COMMITTED EMPLOYEES

Begin preparation by reviewing the job description, which was designed 
to focus on the key responsibilities of the position. These responsibilities 
are not merely the preferred requirements of the job: they are the essential 
requirements. Built on the job analysis, the job description will identify 
the specific competencies the candidates must possess to be considered 
beyond the initial screening interview.

THE INTERVIEW

A job interview is a time-consuming exercise, yet one that can be valuable 
to both the candidate and to the organization, if conducted properly. An 
interview presents an opportunity for an exchange of information that will 
determine whether the candidate is suited to the job and whether the job 
is suited to the candidate. 

The thoughtfulness invested in a thorough interview will pay 
significant dividends by providing a smooth transition for the 
candidate into a new position and culture. Sustaining the 
relationship also begins at this stage.

Interview questions are designed to elicit thoughtful and candid responses 
to enquiring, open-ended questions, rather than brief yes or no answers 
to closed-ended questions. For sample interview questions, see Further 
Resource 13.3: Sample Interviewing Guide. Using these samples, follow 
this structure:

1. Greeting
Set a friendly, respectful tone for the interview. Begin by expressing 
appreciation for the candidate’s interest and visit. Explain that the purpose 
is to exchange information, so that both parties can make an informed 
decision about employment opportunities. Stress that the organization is 
looking for a mutual fit; that the candidate has to fit with the organization’s 
culture and the organization has to fit with the candidate’s needs. Briefly 
describe the interview format and point out that you will be taking notes. 
Offer the opportunity for the candidate to also take notes.
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2. Ask preliminary questions
Ask detailed and open-ended questions regarding the candidate’s work 
history, skills, education, training, career goals, and personal work style.

a. Work history—Ask the candidate to identify key responsibilities 
and most- and least-enjoyable aspects of each job, beginning with 
the most recent or current position. Find out why the candidate 
wants to leave his/her current position and whether the current 
employer is aware of this desire. Ask whether the decision to 
leave originated with the employer, the candidate, or whether it 
was mutual.

 In reviewing the responses to these opening questions, the 
interviewer should watch for, and ask, the candidate to explain 
any: 

* Inconsistencies in their resume,

* Unexplained gaps in employment, and

* Inconsistencies in their answers. For example, if the 

candidate says he/she left a job for more responsibility and 

his/her subsequent job doesn’t appear to have that quality, 

ask for an explanation of the discrepancy.

b. Job-specific skills—These questions are designed to determine 
whether the candidate’s job-related skills match those skills 
identified through the job analysis and recorded in the job 
description and performance standards.

c. Education and training—The candidate’s resume will outline 
education and training, so the questions should focus on 
determining the candidate’s rationale for educational/career 
choices and inclination to work hard to reach objectives…these 
questions can find out much more than a grade average.

d. Career goals—These questions are intended to provide the 
interviewer with some insight into the candidate’s degree of career 
satisfaction. Asking what responsibilities the candidate would like 
to have and why, is an opportunity to compare what the candidate 
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wants with what the organization has to offer. Be leery of pursuing 
a candidate who wants responsibilities quite different from those 
required by the position. A candidate who expresses a desire 
for supervisory responsibilities would not be a good long-term 
hire for a job in which there are presently, and in the foreseeable 
future, no supervisory responsibilities.

e. Personal work style—The answers to these questions will provide 
some insight into the fit between the candidate’s personal style 
and the organization’s culture. Questions concerning relationships 
with front line leaders and team members will be revealing, as 
will questions regarding the candidate’s response to criticism, 
frustrations, and various leadership styles. How the candidate 
handles decision-making and the consequences of both positive 
and negative outcomes, will provide insight into their strength of 
character.

Hiring mistakes are as likely to result from candidates accepting 
the wrong position as they are from employers choosing the 
wrong candidate.

3. Describe the organization’s history, its culture, the employer brand, 
and the position
Use this opportunity to sell the organization and the position to the 
candidate, but don’t oversell. Be candid; just as candidates have downsides, 
so do opportunities. Mentioning these downsides up front demonstrates 
your sincerity and may avoid an inappropriate hiring.

Some interviewers offer information to the candidate at the beginning of 
the interview. They believe it can save time in cases where the candidate 
learns of information that makes the job unattractive and chooses to 
withdraw from consideration. Ideally, with proper screening, this situation 
should rarely occur. There are two benefits to waiting for the candidate to 
answer the main interview questions before providing specific information 
about the job:

It prevents the candidate from deliberately tailoring answers to 
match the job requirements, and
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If the candidate is highly desirable, it allows you to stress those 
specific job benefits that you know to be important to the 
candidate. 

 
4. Ask in-depth questions
Now that considerable information exchange has taken place between you 
and the candidate, it is time to get down to specifics. Ask the candidate 
questions regarding the position and your company, to give you an idea as 
to how well the candidate listened to what you had to say. Assess whether 
the answers make sense, given the information that has already been 
exchanged.

Decide whether the candidate understands the job requirements and has a 
realistic sense of what is necessary to perform the job. Find out whether the 
candidate is aware of any differences in culture between your organization 
and the candidate’s former workplace. Decide how well you think the 
candidate will adapt to your organization’s culture.

Ask specific questions regarding the candidate’s current compensation 
package and expectations. Generally, it is wise to avoid hiring someone 
whose previous compensation package was more than 10 to 15 percent 
greater than what you plan to offer. Often such candidates, if they do 
accept the position, will be less than satisfied with the compensation and 
will ultimately look elsewhere for employment, making them a short-term 
solution to the hiring problem. Even worse, these individuals sometimes 
become disengaged and dissatisfied, yet stay with you.

5. Provide further information 
Explain the compensation program (wage/salary and benefits) for the 
position and your organization’s probationary review.

6. Invite the candidate to ask questions 
Answer questions to the best of your ability. Be open and forthright. If you 
cannot answer a question, say so. 

Take note of the questions that the candidate asks. Are they good questions? 
Do they show an interest in the job? Do they demonstrate the candidate 
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was listening while you spoke? The questions will demonstrate both how 
the candidate thinks and, in many cases, what they think.

7. Ask final questions
Ask the candidate about the people listed as references. These questions 
are designed to allow the candidate to share with you and explain the 
circumstances surrounding any potentially negative comments that 
might be forthcoming. It is also a good opportunity to double-check 
the candidate’s earlier answers. Be alert to any inconsistencies between 
the information provided in answer to these questions and information 
provided earlier in the interview (see Further Resource 13.4: Hiring the 
Right Employee: Foundation that Supports a Positive Environment).

Next, ask some questions about the candidate’s job search. These questions 
are designed to give you an idea of the urgency of the search from the 
candidate’s perspective, as well as the legitimacy of the search.

Finally, ask whether the candidate is still interested in the position. The 
answers to the three final questions in Further Resource 13.3 will provide 
a good reality check. The answers will also serve to highlight what the 
candidate thinks is important.

8. Wrap up 
Indicate that the interview is over. Tell the candidate what next steps to 
expect, including timing and whom to contact with follow-up questions. 
Thank the candidate for his or her time and interest. 

 

BEHAVIOURAL INTERVIEWING

Behavioural-based interviewing is a thorough, planned, and systematic 
way to gather and evaluate information about what candidates have done 
in the past to show how they would handle future situations.

The key assumption is that job candidates who have previously 
demonstrated a particular behaviour in responding to a situation will 
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repeat that same (or similar) behaviour in the future when confronted with 
a comparable set of problems. The interviewer determines which specific 
behaviours are necessary for success on the job. He/she then seeks out 
candidates who have shown that they are capable of exhibiting those 
behaviours.

Generally, there are four steps in preparing for this type of interview:

1. Identify the behaviours and key competencies that are critical 
to successful job performance, based on an analysis of the job 
requirements.

2. Determine which behavioural questions elicit the desired 
behaviours for each position you are looking to fill. For example: 

* “Think of an occasion when you…”

* “Can you give me an example of…”

* “What needed to be done about this situation…”

* “What were the results of…”

* “If your supervisor said the results were unsatisfactory, how 

did you handle this outcome?” 

3. Questions are designed to address the various themes of behaviour 
exhibited by the most promising candidates. The interviewer 
should enquire into values, ethics, work intensity, people and 
relationship skills, problem-solving and decision-making, and 
similar factors that would support successes on the job. To do this:

* Develop a customized and structured format for any front line 

leader and next-level leader to use when asking questions;

* Use open-ended, but structured questions (here the 

performance standards may be more important than the job 

description as the source data);

* Ask each candidate the same questions; and

* Ask these questions only after the candidate has demonstrated 

the desired competencies.

4. Develop benchmark (or ideal) responses prior to the interview, 
such as examples of good, average, and unacceptable responses 
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to the questions. It is from this step that we can determine the 
suitability of each candidate.

There are minimally two behaviours that you always want to explore:

* The candidate’s methodology and ability to resolve 
problems. I am referring to day-to-day situations that other 

employees, performing the same job, have encountered. It 

has been said that how someone responds to problems: 
from identification to resolution, is a clear window into 
how they think. Understanding how a candidate thinks leads 

to a better assessment of their values and their perceived 

self-worth. If, for example, a candidate does not have or 

cannot express their problem-solving methodology, they 

may likely manage their job in ways that are foreign to your 

organization’s values and modes operandi.

* The candidate’s confidence level and their willingness to 
take ownership for resolving difficult decisions related to 
inter-personal situations. If, for example, a candidate has 

low self-esteem and an expressed behaviour of letting his/her 

supervisor resolve most problems (upward delegation), then 

he/she will probably demonstrate immaturity on the job. In 

addition, such behaviours may indicate low self-confidence 

and sufficient inclination to have a union organizer (or shop 

steward) be their own personal “problem solver”.

The importance of the position will likely have a bearing on the investment 
made in behavioural assessment tools. If the position that you are 
recruiting for interacts with customers, has a direct bearing on product 
quality, or could be a position from which you recruit future front line 
leaders, I strongly recommend the use of the assessment tool we discussed 
in Chapter 11: Selecting Front Line Leaders (see Further Resource 11.1: 
Assessments and a Customized Benchmark).

Consistent with the logic behind the assessment tool described in Further 
Resource 11.1, Margaret Miller has also prepared a profile for a production 
department employee that demonstrates the attributes and behaviours 
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of an employee inclined to be a union follower (see Further Resource 
13.5: Assessments and a Customized Benchmark—Production Employee). 
In all likelihood, such an individual will be a union supporter from the 
beginning, because he/she will prefer to “delegate up” and avoid personal 
self-responsibility. The example in Further Resource 13.5 shows key 
behavioural characteristics of such a candidate.

TIPS FOR AWKWARD SITUATIONS

If the screening process (the pre-interview stage) is inadequate, you may 
find yourself investing time with a candidate who proves to be missing 
one or more of the required skills or behaviours. Should you go through 
the motions and complete the remaining steps of the interview when you 
are certain the decision will be negative? No. Curtail the interview in this 
case. If the candidate is a potential fit for another position that is open (or 
is expected to become available), you could make a statement such as: 

“At this point, I normally ask for your questions about the job, but with 
your job (or career) interests in mind, I don’t see that as a productive use 
of our time. This job definitely requires a candidate with proven technical 
skills in widget design, and as we have just confirmed, your background 
has not yet provided you with an opportunity to acquire these particular 
skills. It seems, however, you might be qualified for (another job title). 
Would you be interested in being considered for that type of position?”

If the answer is yes, arrange a referral to another department. If it is no, 
thank the candidate for their time and interest.

If, however, it is clear the candidate has little potential fit for other jobs in 
your organization, then it is best to curtail the interview in the following 
manner: 

“At this point, I normally ask for your questions about the job, but with 
your interests in mind, I don’t see that as a productive use of our time. The 
job definitely requires a candidate with proven technical skills in widget 
design, and as we have just confirmed, your background has not yet 
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provided you with an opportunity to acquire these technical skills. Thank 
you for your time and interest. I’ve enjoyed talking with you today and 
regret that our screening process did not highlight this reality before now. 
However, I would be less than honest if I completed our interview and led 
you to believe that you might be offered this position.”

Allow the candidate an opportunity to respond. If the candidate is angry, 
apologize once again for any inconvenience and empathize with any 
disappointment.

You or your organization may choose to complete all interviews as a 
matter of policy. While there may be some legitimate reasons for doing 
so, you may also be giving a candidate false hope. You must decide on 
the procedure that will provide you with the most benefits considering 
your organization’s values and Positive Employee Relations program. You 
should also be concerned about community or public relations, branding, 
and any legal consequences.

There is one situation in which it is advisable to complete the interview, 
despite obvious limitations on the part of the candidate. That is when the 
candidate is being sponsored by some influential person. For example, 
you are interviewing the vice-president’s nephew. Unless you know for 
certain that your judgment about his qualifications will be the sole factor 
in the hiring decision, it is best to continue with the remainder of the 
interview and seek advice on how to handle this political situation after 
the nephew has left your site.

Exhibit 13.1 is a list of further examples where interviewers have not used 
a logical interview sequence or allowed their emotions to take control of 
the interview.
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Exhibit 13.1: Reasons Why Interviewers May Make Poor Decisions 

Self-fulfilling Prophecy—asking questions to confirm the 
interviewer’s initial impression of the candidate.

Stereotyping Effect—assuming that particular characteristics are 
typical of a particular group. Examples are gender, race, disability, 
and other factors usually excluded by Human Rights legislation.

Halo and Horns Effect—rating candidates as good or bad across 
the board, thus reaching unbalanced interview decisions.

Contrast Effect—the experience of interviewing one candidate 
reflects on all other candidates who are seen later in the process.

Similar-to-Me Effect—giving preference to candidates who have 
similar educational, work experience, and personality traits to the 
interviewer.

Personal Liking Effect—making decisions on the basis of whether 
the interviewer personally likes or dislikes the candidate.

POST-INTERVIEW TASK LIST

Immediately following each interview:
Review your notes. Make sure they are complete; finish any 
incomplete sentences or ideas.

Outline the attributes that make this particular candidate desirable.

Outline any concerns you may have and indicate how you will 
address them in a subsequent interview.

Compare this candidate to the benchmark (the ideal profile) and 
assign a ranking.

Invite the highest-rated candidates to the next step.

Make and communicate the decision.

Once you have completed the second round of interviews, compare each 
person with your definition of the ideal candidate. This will help you focus 
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on personal biases or some of the other factors noted in Exhibit 13.1. Next, 
check your post-interview notes to see how you ranked this candidate in 
relation to the others interviewed for this position. Chances are good this 
process has narrowed down your choice of candidates. Decide whether to 
recommend a job offer to the number one candidate on your short list or 
whether to put him/her on hold, pending other developments.

In some organizations, the selection process deteriorates after the 
interview. Poor follow-up and untimely or inappropriate post-interview 
communications can result in a poor start to an otherwise positive employee 
experience. Ensure the last part of the selection process is as professional 
as the first part by: 

Specifying positive aspects about each candidate in all post-
interview communications. Even the weakest candidate is certain 
to have strengths. Emphasize these characteristics, even when 
informing the candidate that no offer will be extended. In all cases 
speak to the candidate’s lack of skills or relevant experience, 
never about them as a person.

Keeping candidates informed of their status, particularly if the 
process is on hold. Waiting is stressful, and the candidate may 
assume the worst and accept a job elsewhere when he/she hears 
nothing following an interview with you.

Stating the decision clearly in written communications. Some 
organizations cushion the news in such confusing language that 
candidates find it difficult to determine whether or not a job has 
been offered. 

Once your offer has been made and accepted, communicating 
with all candidates quickly, so they hear the results from you first, 
particularly if you have internal candidates. In any case, make 
sure candidates are not left hanging, especially when follow-up is 
the responsibility of a busy front line leader or next-level leader. 
A candidate who has been waiting by the phone or his/her inbox 
for a decision will find it of little consolation to hear that someone 
else dropped the ball.
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The interview process, from beginning to end, represents your 
organization’s culture. If the organization’s values are violated 
during this process, how the candidate may respond, given 
social networking, may surprise the best of  employers.

INTERVIEWING IN A UNION-FREE ENVIRONMENT

Candidates for a position in a union-free environment may present some 
unique issues. After completing the steps just discussed, consider the 
following:

You should have a good understanding of each candidate’s values 
and behaviours—what makes him/her tick. With this in mind, a 
candidate with previous work experience in a unionized workplace 
is not always, by definition, a “no-hire”. The candidate may be 
wishing to leave such a restrictive and polarized environment and 
could be one of your best champions for remaining union-free.

You will need to determine if the candidate has a propensity for 
either low self-esteem or a preference for upward delegation. 
Both of these characteristics should be red flags. Someone with a 
track record of delegating upward while at a unionized employer 
might be looking for a shop steward or union representative to 
carry their concerns forward.

If the candidate appears to be too good to be true…that may very 
likely be the case. Proceed with caution!

One of the essential features of Positive Employee Relations is a strong 
sense of personal responsibility, accountability, and self-development. 
If the candidate has not demonstrated these attributes by the end of the 
interview, this fact alone may be a strong signal to bypass this candidate.

The most difficult experience a potential employee should face, 
in their initial relationship with your organization, is to be hired. 
Not everyone is good enough to be on your A team!
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TAKE ACTION!
1. Commit to making the best choice when it comes to employee 

selection, not necessarily the most expedient choice.

2. Collect background information about vacant positions through a 
thorough job analysis process.

3. Use the data collected in the job analysis to create a relevant job 
description (without focusing on minutiae) and determine what 
information is needed from the candidates.

4. Explore all avenues for a broad source of candidates.

5. Prepare for interviews by creating a picture of the ideal candidate.

6. Conduct the interviews, allowing for an exchange of information.

7. Review interview notes, outline candidates’ highlights, note any 
concerns, rank candidates, and decide which candidates are worth 
pursuing to the next step. 

8. Evaluate the data and make a decision about the candidates’ 
qualifications. 

9. Advise candidates either that a job offer will follow, or that he/she is 
not the most qualified candidate.

10. Coordinate communications with other departments to make sure the 
appropriate follow-up takes place on schedule.
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. Without a good selection process, a union supporter could be recruited 
accidentally, appear qualified during the probation period, and be 
hired for full-time employment without management being any the 
wiser. Unfortunately, in many companies, the human resources or 
line manager would never have to face the consequences of his/her 
poor interviewing or decision-making actions. Such a potential lack 
of accountability speaks volumes about the organization’s culture 
and leadership style.

2. What could be more important to a union-free employer than to 
ensure that the values the organization holds are matched to similar 
values held by the employee?

3. Leaders who find that their values are in conflict with their actions are 
more likely to change their values than their behaviours. Under such 
circumstances, this action demonstrates the leader’s lack of integrity 
in up-holding the organization’s values.

4. New employees are never new. Each individual brings to your 
workplace a wealth of experiences, perceptions, and attitudes, to say 
nothing of the negative baggage that they carry.

5. Employees are not an expense. They may be perceived as “human 
assets” and viewed as a financial investment… but never as an 
expense. From a Positive Employee Relations viewpoint the phrase 
“human asset” is demeaning and misses the respect and integrity in 
the employee first, customer second philosophy.

6. Under some conditions temporary and contract employees are eligible 
to sign membership cards and vote for or against a union.

7. The information collected during the job analysis stage will be used 
to produce a job description and performance standards that will be 
of enormous value not only during the recruitment process, but also 
after the employee has been hired.
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8. The thoughtfulness invested in a thorough interview will pay 
significant dividends, providing a smooth transition for the candidate 
into a new position and culture. Sustaining this relationship also 
begins at this stage.

9. The candidate has to fit with the organization’s culture and vice versa.

10. There are minimally two behaviours that you always want to explore:

The candidate’s methodology and ability to resolve problems.

The candidate’s confidence level and his/her willingness to take 
ownership to resolve difficult decisions related to inter-personal 
situations.

11. The interview process, from beginning to end, represents your 
organization’s culture. If the organization’s values are violated during 
this process, how the candidate may respond may surprise the best of 
employers.

12. If the candidate has a propensity for low self-esteem or a preference 
for upward delegation, these should be red flags.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 13.1: Job Analysis Worksheet

A. Meeting Information

Date: ____________________________________________________________

Interviewer: _______________________________________________________

Candidate: _______________________________________________________

B. Identifying Information

Name of Manager: _________________________________________________

Department: ______________________________________________________

 ____________________________________

C. Describe the PRIMARY duties performed daily. If additional important 
duties are performed less frequently, include these duties and their frequency. 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

D. Describe the SECONDARY duties performed weekly, monthly, or 
quarterly and their frequency.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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E. 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

F. List the production machines and equipment used. 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

G. Describe the working conditions. Refer to all legislated, industry, and 
company health and safety requirements. 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

H. Describe the required formal education or its equivalent. 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

I.  Describe the responsibility for accuracy. What is the seriousness of 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

J. Specify the special training or education necessary before an employee 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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K.
to obtain such experience. State whether the experience may take place in this 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

L. Describe the proximity, extent, and closeness of front line leadership 

the methods to be followed, results to be accomplished, work-in-progress, and 
handling of exceptional cases? 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

M.
other employees. What degree of accountability exists for results, in terms of 
methods, work accomplished, and co-operation with other team members? 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

N. How many employees are supervised directly? Indirectly?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

O. In a team-based environment, describe the role and authority of team 
leaders and team members. 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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P.

information).

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Q. Describe the kind of personal contacts made by an employee 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

R.
is permitted by the employee? What decisions is the employee permitted to 
make? 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

S.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Note:
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FURTHER RESOURCE 13.2: Sample Job Description

Technologist Position
_______________________________________________

Date: ____________________________________________________________

Position Title: Technologist 

es: To provide repairs and maintenance to electronic equipment.

Tasks/Responsibilities
Develop schedule for routine and preventative maintenance for 
equipment within your control, including:

* Variable frequency drive, vector drives, server drives, and DC drives

* Level, motion pressure, and temperature sensors

* Transducers and signal converters

* Load cells and integrators on weigh scales

* A/B intelligent motion controllers and TarmensPLCs

Perform routine and preventative maintenance in accordance with 
schedule: 

* Repair equipment as required

* 

1. Performance Standards
No downtime resulting from non-performance of routine or preventative 
maintenance

Documentation is complete

2. Experience Required 
5 years in industrial electronics

3. Education Required 

of instrumentation
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4. Compensation
This is a Grade 10 position that equates to a hiring range of $55,000 
+/- 3 percent and a performance-based salary band of $60,000 to 
$80,000 with a midpoint of $70,000 (2012 Scale)

continuous employment

 



546 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

FURTHER RESOURCE 13.3: Sample Interviewing Guide

Sample Technologist Position
Candi

Date: ____________________________________________________________

Interviewer Name: _________________________________________________

1. Greet the Candidate 
Express appreciation for attending interview

Ice-breaker ( )

Explain purpose of interview. Note that the interview will involve an 
exchange of information:

more about The Sherborne Company, so that we may both make an 
informed decision about employment opportunities.”

* 

* 

State that the interview format will allow you, the interviewer, to ask 

an opportunity to ask questions.

Mention that you will be taking notes.

 
2. Ask Preliminary Questions 
A. Work history

Current or most recent position.

Which accomplishment would you most like to be remembered?
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of your desire to leave? Did the decision to leave originate with you, 
with your employer, or was it mutual?

Will your employer be surprised? Do you think your employer will try 
to stop you from leaving? How? What could they do that would entice 
you to stay?

positions. Be sure to clarify start and end dates for each position. 

and how you went about it.

What kind of regular maintenance would you recommend performing 
on a variable frequency drive? Why?

What safety precautions do you follow when performing repair work 
on temperature sensors? Why?

How did you tackle it? 

In the context of your technical skills, what do you consider to be your 
strongest assets? Why? Give an example of when you have used these 
assets recently. 

In the context of your technical skills, in what areas would you like to 
enhance your skills? Why? How would this have helped you in your 

C. Education/Training
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study? How were your grades? 

How did you get your training for your skills as a technologist? On-the-

What do you do to stay current in your trade?

What do you do to develop yourself?

D. Career Goals

Looking back, do you believe you made the right choice? Why?

If you were to go back and start over again, would you still become a 
technologist? Why? Why not? If not, what would you rather be doing?

Why would you like to do these things? 

Do you have a longer-term career goal? If so, what is it? (If not, why 
not?) What steps are you taking to achieve it? 

E. Personal Work Style 

Of the different managers/supervisors for whom you have worked, 
which one enabled you to do your best work? Describe that manager’s 
leadership style.

how did you deal with it? 

this frustrating? How did the frustration manifest itself? What did you 
do about it? 

respond to the criticism? 

Tell me about a time when you have had to work as part of a team. 
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Which do you prefer, working as part of a team or working on your 
own? Why?

When did you last have a performance review? What areas did you 
do particularly well in? What suggestions did your supervisor make 
to help you improve your performance? Do you think these were valid 
suggestions? Why? Why not?

If I were to ask your co-workers about you, what do you think they 
might say? Why?

work for. Why are these characteristics important to you? 
 
3. Describe your organization, its culture and the  
 position.
 A. History of the company 

* When it was started   

* Ownership 

* Nature of the business   

* Historical growth 

* Future plans

 B. Culture of the company 

* Teamwork     

* Hardworking

* Very busy     

* Other factors

 C. The position 

* Key responsibilities  

* How performance will be measured 

* Training that will be provided 

* Management style of the supervisor 

*  Why the position exists (replacement or new)
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4. Ask In-depth Questions
 A. The position 

* 
Why? (

)

* What do you think would be your biggest challenge in performing 

* From your past experience, what do you think would help you the 

* What additional skills do you think you would need to learn to be 

* How long do you think it would take you to become familiar with 

* (
goal) 
goal that we spoke about earlier? 

 B. The company 

* Is this a company that you would like to work for?

* How does the culture here compare with what you’re used to? What 

* 
culture? How would you overcome them?

 C. Compensation 

* 

* When did you last have a salary change?

* How much of an increase did you get at that time?

* When do you anticipate your next salary increase will be? 

*  Is it 
company-paid or do you contribute to the cost?
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* How much vacation are you entitled to? 

* Do you participate in a bonus plan or an incentive plan?  
How much did you earn under the plan last year?

* Is there a pension plan? Is it contributory? When does it vest? 

* 
package? If so, what?

5.  Provide Further Information About The Sherborne   
 Company

Provide information about the compensation program for the position, 

brochure, if possible), and vacation.

review and the company’s probationary period.

6.  Invite Candidate to Ask Questions

appropriate response might be, “That’s a good question, but one that 
I can’t answer at this time. It might be more appropriate at a second 
interview.” Or, “Let’s pursue that if we go forward with an offer.”

 A. References

* Who would you provide as references? 

* What do you expect your references will say about you? 

* 

* How long have you been looking? 

* Have you had any offers? 

* Do you have anything that is quite active now?

* If you were offered this position, when would you be available to 
start? 
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* 
being considered for this position? What most attracts you? Do you 
see any disadvantages to it? What?

* If this position were offered to you, what additional information or 
activities would you like to see before you would be able to make 
a decision? 

* If you wanted me to remember three things about you, what would 
they be?

8.  Wrap up

opportunity this position is for the candidate. Point out the synergies between 

the next steps in the process and the schedule for each step. Indicate when 

of when you will follow-up. Don’t promise a time commitment you know you 
can’t meet. Allow for the unexpected to delay your process! 

Indicate whether you will be contacting the candidate’s references, and allow 
the candidate an opportunity to alert references before your call. Tell the 
candidate whom to contact if there are follow-up questions. 

interview, will be interpreted as bad public relations. You could say, “It’s been a 

in our position to spend this much time with me today. Thank you.” 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 13.4: Hiring the Right Employee—
The Foundation that Supports a Positive Environment

In today’s talent campaigns, employee retention and turnover are placing 

The results of hiring the wrong candidates are dire and can cause long-term 
consequences. Further, if a recruit is placed improperly, all the costs associated 
with turnover become a reality.

Research suggests, for example, that fraudulent applications may be more 
common than ever. Such misrepresentations lead to the high cost of replacing 

training.

So what do we know about the current workforce?

Numerous research studies have shown us that most current employees and 

largely to take advantage of better career opportunities or changing economic 
conditions. Most companies are totally unprepared for the challenges of this 

resumes, if such experiences create the perception of instability. The question 
becomes whether you trust what is on an employment application, resume, or 
even what is said in an interview. 

found that 44% of 2.6 million respondents said they had misstated their work 
experience on their resumes. This equates to almost half of everyone who 

Federal Bureau of Investigation estimated, based on a sampling, that 500,000 

applications, that year alone. 

staggering statistics about employees who, essentially, seem to be stable and 
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36% of those polled are actively seeking work, while 40% are passively seeking 
work, with only 24% not seeking other opportunities. This unhealthy condition is 
driven, in part, by poor employee relations practices and by changing economic 

make ends meet.

How important can employee turnover really be?

$45,000. It is estimated that every 1 percent of employee turnover will equate 
to about $1.3 million loss in annual revenue, according to a 2008 report by the 

types of costs span a wide range of industries and occupations. Columbia 

in training and orientation to replace one nurse. Similarly, SAP, a leader in 
business application software, determined it costs $678,000 in recruiting, 
training, and missed sales every time an experienced sales person resigns.

The fact remains that letting the wrong candidate through the 
employment door causes serious, long-term, negative consequences 
to any business and its employee relations culture. Nothing impacts 
employee attitudes as much as lack of trust and dishonesty in the 
workplace. 

Careless scrutiny in recruiting and selecting employees can lead to other very 
serious issues in the workplace. For example, according to a 2007 National 

average length of employment in documented, dishonest employees was found 

was found that vendor fraud amounted to 5% while employee theft topped the 
causes at 47%. Shoplifting, for example, represented 33%.

The frequency of lawsuits in Canada is clearly on the rise. Statistics indicate 

businesses and their owners as the prime targets. 

 Overtime pay is quickly becoming the next big wave of class action 

allegedly violating Federal and Provincial labour laws mandating overtime pay 
for employees who worked above the hour limits dictated by the statutes. These 
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traction as a way for employees to explore the use of Employment Standards 

a track record of suing their previous employers is important information that 
any employer should know before an employment offer is made.

Other serious areas can also quickly contaminate a work environment: 
harassment, violence, and substance abuse. For example, according to the 

harrassment and issues involving workplace violence will fester in a silent, 
dark layer within the employee population and become apparent only after the 
damage to the employee relations climate is severe. 

Knowing how potential employees have previously behaved, not only with 
 they have the 

beyond standard reference checks. It means background probes, conducted 
by experts, that reach into prior work experiences and draw out information 
normally not exposed by references supplied by the candidates themselves.

As education and awareness about sexual harrassment becomes more 
prevalent, a new phenomena has emerged within the workplace that appears 
to be even more harmful and widespread than sexual harrassment. This 

(Kingston, Ontario) showed that workers who were bullied—experiencing 

dialogue to out and out violence. When someone is perceived in the workplace 
to be capable of violence, it creates an atmosphere of negativity that can 
impact not only the potential victim(s) but everyone exposed to the event(s). If a 
violent event does occur, aside from the absenteeism and loss of productivity, 
serious damage has been done to the employee relations environment.

Canada holds an unexpectedly high rank in workplace violence incidents. 

homicides). Offenders who have a history of such unhealthy behaviours can 
often be discovered through effective, expert background diligence. Preventing 
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such personalties from becoming a negative force within a workplace is the 
best and most effective way to deal with the issue. 

Substance abuse also continues to be a serious workplace issue. Alcohol, 
being the most commonly abused substance, accounted for about $14.6 
billion in overall costs, in Canada in 2006. This represented 36.6% of the total 
cost of substance abuse to businesses. These costs are directly related to lost 
productivity due to illness, absenteeism, and premature death. Oftentimes 
employers will hand the keys of company vehicles to employees without even a 
thought about the employee’s driving record. In addition, illegal drug abuse is 
on the rise, accounting for over $8.2 billion and representing over 20% of the 
total costs in 2006.

Alcohol abuse cost $191.6 billion

Tobacco use cost $167.8 billion

Drug abuse $151.4 billion

These and other illegal actions that occur in the workplace, argue for directly 
knowing each and every candidate that comes through the recruiting door. 
From peer relations issues to criminal history, knowing more up front could 
prevent long-term, costly consequences. Simply asking will not be enough! A 
study conducted by the FBI in 2009, involving a sampling of over 500,000 
people, showed that approximately 50% of those with criminal records will lie 
about those records when applying for work. It is well known that white collar 

The potential impact of not researching the criminal and conviction backgrounds 
of potential employees includes:

Workplace violence

Sexual harassment

Drug use
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the incalculable costs that would be associated with bad public relations and 

company can unravel years of Positive Employee Relations efforts and turn 

Studies show that when employees feel safe and secure at their workplace, 

more likely to refrain from negative behaviour at work. They will also be much 
less likely to quit for other opportunities.

The bottom line is that companies that hire the right candidates and 
place an emphasis on Positive Employee Relations outperform 
those that don’t.

The critical issues to be concerned about are:

Employees among the current workforce will have had an average 

must be ready to manage turnover.

annually. Employees are the #1 cause of theft.

Lawsuits are now a common employee method of challenging 
employers. 

The cost to businesses resulting from sexual harassment, workplace 
bullying, and substance abuse is reaching epidemic levels. Left 
unchecked, these insidious activities will lead to other workplace 
criminal activities.

Workplace violence leads to poor morale, absenteeism, and negative 
public relations.

current practices of relying on the standard recruiting methods—applications, 
resumes, and interview results—will not adequately provide the necessary 
diligence required to pre-empt the introduction of negative elements. It is 
time to augment traditional recruiting and hiring practices with the right pre-
screening diligence, so that all the valuable resources spent in hiring, training, 
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and retaining employees are not wasted. Competent employment pre-screening 
can determine, for example, if the information on the application or resume 

on more complete information will lead to building a more Positive Employee 
Relations culture.

Terry Bruni, B.Sc
Vice President of Global Operations

Veyance Technologies, Inc.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 13.5: Assessments and a Customized 
Benchmark—Production Employee

The following represents the benchmark of abilities and attributes for a 
Production Line employee in the Widget Manufacturing Department at The 
Sherborne Company.

An individual who:

Can be trained within normal limits and yet may occasionally require 
closer attention when learning new material.

Communicates effectively, with a basic undestanding of the production 
components of this position, and who responds best to straightforward 
communications.

Is capable of discerning the important elements in basic 
communications and routine verbal instructions.

complex data or sophisticated numerical analysis.

Can make decisions based on basic numerical data, and who 
understands the basic implications of charts and graphs that explain 
such data.

Responds to demands on their time and effort, but who is most 
effective in a more relaxed environment.

Takes on a team leadership role comfortably, when required, but is 
still capable of following when necessary.

Is somewhat reserved, but capable of presenting ideas and viewpoints 
to others, with some motivation derived by working with others.

Responds enthusiastically to a highly structured environment that 
requires one to work under the direction of the front line leader.

Demonstrates a positive attitude, yet is not required to resist the 
expression of frustration.

Is capable of making timely responses, but is quite comfortable using 
a methodical approach to make decisions.
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Can appropriately accommodate the needs of customers and peers, 
and also appreciates the occasional need to take a personal position 
that is different than the group’s position.

Demonstrates some level of independence, but functions best when 
provided supervision and structure.

decisions, yet is capable of relying on intuition when necessary.

Is highly motivated by the practical, hands-on aspect of industry and 
mechanical interests.

processing.

possesses less technical interests.
 
The following is a graphical representation of the desired benchmark range for 
the Production Line employee’s position, as described above.

Cognitive Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Skill 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numerical Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numeric Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Energy Level 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Assertiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Sociability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Manageability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Attitude 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Decisiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Accommodating 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Independence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Following are the results of the assessment used with a candidate, Anne 
Campbell, who is applying for the position of a production line worker. 
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The following is a graphical representation of Anne’s scores overlaid against 
the benchmark range for the Production Line employee’s position.
Cognitive Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Skill 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Verbal Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numerical Ability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Numeric Reasoning 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Energy Level 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Assertiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Sociability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Manageability 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Attitude 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Decisiveness 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Accommodating 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Independence 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Cognitive Ability 8. She is an 
effective learner and assimilates new information better than most. If there 
is little challenge in the training process, she will become frustrated and her 

Verbal Skills 8. She is competent 
in understanding written and verbal data and has a sound understanding of 
basic communication processes. She needs to actively listen to others. so that 
she may communicate at the appropriate level.

Verbal Reasoning 6. She possesses 

She will become frustrated with her peers who have lower verbal skills and may 
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Numerical Ability 9. She is quick 
in determining correct mathematical solutions to problems. She may express 

loose patience with her peers who have a lower ability than she does. 

Numeric Reasoning 9. She is 
adaptive when handling complex numerical decisions. She may become 
frustrated in her role, because of the lack of challenge in this area. She will 
be challenged communicating techniques to others. 

Energy Level 8. She has a strong 
focus on critical deadlines. She is a self-starter with a high sense of urgency. 
She can become bored, resulting in decreased productivity when the workload 

Assertiveness 5. She prefers solutions 
that are low risk. She tends to be more of a follower than a leader. 

Sociability 4. She prefers direct and 
to the point communication and is only moderately motivated by assignments 
that require interpersonal contact with others. 

Manageability 2. She willingly 
asks questions when not in agreement with a policy or a directive. She may 

Attitude 1. She is inclined to assume 
a negative position, express doubts about outcomes, and become critical of 
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others. Being on-guard, she may be slow to show a positive attitude regarding 
changes in policies and guidelines and unexpected challenges. 

Decisiveness 8. She is decisive 

decision and is not inclined to back down once she has made up her mind. 

Accommodating 1. She is more 
concerned with pursuing her own agenda than assisting others in meeting 
theirs. She is inclined to tell others what she thinks of them. She will likely 

with others in the workplace. 

Independence 7. She prefer to work 
with minimal supervision and has a need for freedom from controls, close 

with some of the traditional methods of the workplace. 

 
Objective Judgment 7

time assessing all the facts. When under pressure, she may become frustrated 
by a possible lack of information.

Summary
The results of Anne’s assessment indicated that she is not an overall match to 
the position. In the cognitive area, she did not match any of the 5 measurements 

herability to effectively communicate and connect with the members of The 
Sherborne Company’s team.
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In the behavioural area, Anne matched only 3 of 9 the measurements. The red 

and how she may act with and towards others. Anne’s attitude score raises 
issues relating to the trust factor. This coupled with the degree to which her 
manageability and accommodating scores fell outside the desired benchmark, 
immediately raised concerns about a possible strong prepotency that Anne 
naturally favours a union mentality. This raises concerns that Anne could 

She was not hired for the Production Line position at The Sherborne Company. 

Margaret Miller, C.E.C.
www.assessmentsonline.ca



retaining engaged
          Employees

I have met a number of employers who erroneously believe that a high 
level of turnover should be a major part of their union-free strategy. They 
assume that if employees are not on the payroll long enough, they cannot 
become involved in any union activity. Fortunately, most employers 
would agree this short-sighted tactic is poorly thought out, costly, leads to 
decreased productivity, and sends an abhorrent morale message. Such a 
strategy represents the antithesis of Positive Employee Relations™.

Employees leave employers for many reasons. A certain level of employee 
turnover can be expected for reasons that the employer has little or 
no control over. For example, individuals may choose to further their 
education, relocate to another community, get married, or change their 
life priorities. People may also leave because another organization offers 
more engaging job prospects or a more attractive compensation package. 
These reasons are understandable and acceptable, as long as the turnover 
percentage is not too high. Under normal circumstances, there is little 
reason for concern when turnover is at the normal rate for your industry 
or community.
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WHY GOOD EMPLOYEES LEAVE

Competent employees who enthusiastically engage with your culture 
and the work you do are hard to find. Retaining the commitment of 
these employees should be a significant leadership and human resources 
priority. When talented employees leave, at least three negative messages 
race through the grapevine about front line leaders and/or the senior 
leadership team and its abilities: 

They are not treating talented people well;

Negative commentary on your salary and benefit programs (any 
pronouncements about being competitive is meaningless at this 
time); and 

Derision of company values and guiding behaviours.

Every time a good performer leaves, the rumour mill will continually 
reinforce negative messages about your Positive Employee Relations 
program. So, why do good performers leave for reasons that are ostensibly 
(or perceived to be) in the employer’s control? The reasons can be 
categorized around three topics, in order of priority:

1. Careers,

2. Relationships, and

3. Economics. 

1. Careers
The concept of careers may vary widely from company to company and 
from employee to employee. However, the universal underpinnings of 
careers involves:

A healthy and hopeful future,

Job expansion and/or advancement,

Breadth of job responsibilities,

Degree of authority and level of accountability,

Problem solving and decision-making inherent in their position,

Education or competency development, and

Innovation and creativity.
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Front line leaders and next-level leaders should dismiss the false premise 
that the concept of career applies only to individuals in technical, 
professional, and/or leadership roles. 

The desire for a positive and hopeful job future, regardless of 
position, is a universal truth.

Employees who are overqualified for their jobs are rarely satisfied with 
the status quo. Therefore, employees hired to perform jobs below their 
aspirations, education, experience, or competency levels will likely become 
disenchanted. If there are no realistic opportunities for engagement or 
advancement, the likelihood of boredom will increase exponentially. 
These circumstances can lead to productivity, quality, morale problems, 
and almost certainly, a turnover statistic. 

The Sample Interviewing Guide outlined Further Resource 13.3 identifies 
suitability as a critical factor, which applies right here. For example, 
positive accommodations for high-potential employees can include:

Accelerated learning opportunities,

Being partnered with peers who can positively challenge and 
grow their skills, or

Being provided with mentoring opportunities.

Attitude, performance, and related problems associated with overqualified 
employees will, in all likelihood, show up during the probation period. 
The presence of an overqualified employee places the front line leader 
at a critical juncture when the probation decision must be made. If the 
role—responsibilities or performance standards—cannot be made more 
challenging, the over-qualified employee will, in one manner or 
another, become dissatisfied and eventually demonstrate some form of 
disruptive behaviour. Voluntarily leaving and becoming another turnover 
statistic would be an optimal solution. However, these relationships do not 
occur in a vacuum. Other employees are watching and wondering if they 
will be treated in the same manner.
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The reverse occurs when employees whose skills, competencies, and/
or potential are below the required for the position. When using the 
Sample Interviewing Guide (Further Resource 13.3), this situation should 
never occur. An effective interview would identify an imbalance between 
competency levels and/or behaviours and the position’s performance 
standards, and rule out the candidate. However, if the candidate slips 
through the interview screen, the employee’s performance and behaviour 
should be noticed by an alert front line leader long before the end of the 
probation period.

Under-qualified employees pose a variety of problems. First, they will 
be frustrated by their inability to achieve the performance standards 
of their position. They will eventually become demoralized and feel 
alienated from the organization—an all too common profile of an 
employee who would be ripe to sign a union membership card. Finally, 
if the demoralization is not addressed, this negativity will influence other 
employees. Issues related to an employee’s performance, discipline, and 
termination are, understandably, private matters. However, as mentioned 
above, none of this occurs in a vacuum. Other employees, even external 
observers, are watching to see if you are living your values.

The two key factors at play when addressing over- and under-qualified 
employees are: 

A poor match between skills and job. When job responsibilities 
are poorly matched with the candidate’s aspirations, competencies, 
behavioural requirements, and potential, there is a high risk 
of turnover. To confirm the employment interview results, I 
recommend the use of the assessment we described in Further 
Resource 13.5: Assessments and a Customized Benchmark—
Production Employee. 

Lack of clarity around decision-making roles. Examine the job 
and determine if the decision-making responsibilities are correctly 
assigned. Front line leaders or next-level leaders will likely have a 
strong propensity to want to see their careers move forward. This 
leads many front line leaders to retain too many decision-making 
opportunities for themselves, which can lead to lower morale, 
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impeded workflow, and lack of development/training for their 
employees.

2. Relationships
There are four key scenarios where relationships can lead to employee 
turnover:

Front line leader relationships. If this most critical relationship is 
not built on a foundation of mutual respect, trust, and transparency, 
it is doomed to repetitive cycles of dysfunctional behaviours. 
For example, the negative consequences of this scenario could 
include:

* Lack of respect for one’s leader;

* Long-term personal bitterness and regrets, unacceptable 

performance, and unfulfilled potential; and

* In extreme cases, actively-dysfunctional behaviour, such as 

white-collar crimes or industrial sabotage.

The absence of respect, trust, and transparency will eventually 
lead to relationships based on fear.

When characterized by a lack of mutual respect and trust, employees’ 
working relationships with their front line leaders are frequently forced into 
one of compromised values. The resulting dysfunctional norms often cause 
the employees to behave in ways that may satisfy their front line leaders, 
while conflicting with their own values. In such a stilted relationship, 
creativity, innovation, and free-and-easy dialogue become much more 
difficult, if not impossible. By instinct, employees in this situation must 
guard against spontaneity, as this may overstep the unwritten norms 
of the stilted relationship.

Mentoring/coaching relationships. Mutual respect is essential for 
the success of coaching and mentoring programs. Without respect, 
why would anyone place their career progression in the hands of 
their front line leader or next-level leader? Respect transcends 
performance. Regardless of how successful the employee is, if 



570 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

the relationship doesn’t move beyond the simplistic black-and-
white of performance, neither the employee nor the front line 
leader is going to give wholehearted commitment to the process. 
The investment in coaching and mentoring is both professional 
and personal; without the give and take inherent in respectful and 
trusting relationships, the dynamic will not work.

Without respect, trust will not flourish and the mentoring/
coaching relationship will be mediocre at best. Respect 
transcends performance!

Peer relationships. A study of at-work relationships also included 
employees’ interactions with their peers. Most people seek 
collaboration, not competition, with their colleagues. A work 
environment where competition is supported by senior leaders 
frequently leaves employees on their own, fending for themselves 
with little support, no advice on past experiences, and no synergy. 
Information is power and there is no benefit in sharing that 
information when competition is promoted in the workplace, 
not even for the good of the organization. Why? Because the 
employer is always a secondary priority; an individual’s career 
aspirations and achievements are the first priority. 

Competition—for its own sake—within the organization 
develops silos and prompts team players to leave. Competition 
belongs in the marketplace, not between individuals mutually 
working towards organizational goals.

Hostile relationships. A front line leader cannot make a positive 
and sustained difference in the performance of his/her job if they 
are experiencing hostilities between themselves and

* Other front line leaders,

* Next-level leaders, or

* Employees who do not fit the organization’s values and 

culture.
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With such hostilities in the foreground, most front line leaders’ long-term 
relationships with their employers is questionable. If the time and energy 
necessary for a turnaround is significant, newly-hired front line leaders 
may leave.

Most people would want to leave an environment that is hostile to the 
honest intentions of leaders, internally competitive, or lacking in respect 
and trust among peers. Employees, irrespective of their status in the 
hierarchy, may stay long enough to gain specific experience, training, or a 
title that will improve their resume. However, they will always be another 
turnover statistic waiting to happen.

3. Economics
In the case of a newly-hired employee, compensation should never be 
the primary cause of voluntary departure. Front line leaders should have 
confidence in the competitive salary/wage and benefit systems and believe 
the hiring rate is fair and acceptable to the employee. If not, the employee 
would have to negotiate further, not accept the position in the first place, 
or unfortunately, accept the position under false pretences.

An employer who lowers the pay rate in a labour market where there are 
more candidates than jobs is buying a short-term gain that will lead to 
long-term pain. The ethical reality of such a situation is so poor that 
turnover may be the employer’s naive strategy for union avoidance. 
Such behaviours are grounded in greed, not in Positive Employee 
Relations.

In most organizations, sound compensation practices are based on 
internal comparisons and job evaluations of all positions, and a study of 
compensation in the community to competitive determine salary ranges 
for all positions (see Further Resource 8.4: Generic Job Evaluation Plan).
When an organization that has generally sound compensation practices 
is experiencing economic-driven employee turnover, senior leadership 
should, minimally, address the following questions:

Is compensation based on an accurate comparison with your 
industry and the geographic labour market? 
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Where was the comparison line drawn: at the 50th percentile, the 
75th percentile, or elsewhere? 

Are wage/salary determinations made equitably, based on a 
reasonable assessment of the individual’s performance and 
potential?

The technology to determine fair and equitable marketplace compensation 
ranges is well within the capabilities of most organizations. A sound 
compensation strategy requires a judgment call to be made by the senior 
leadership team regarding which survey data to use and which percentile 
to benchmark. In other words, how competitive do you wish to be in your 
labour market? Do results of employee performance reviews validate the 
accuracy of the compensation benchmarks you have chosen?

This decision is also linked to the organization’s values, its strategic business 
plan, and the calibre (e.g., competency levels, advancement potential, 
etc.) of the employees it wishes to recruit and retain. Unfortunately, the 
decision regarding percentile is often influenced more by short-term 
financial results than by a long-term business strategy.

Lowering the percentile, for example, from the 75th to the 50th, will 
positively impact the bottom line in the short-term. Such a tactic will 
impact negatively employees’ bottom line (their take home pay). If there 
is a positive goodwill balance in the organization’s trust and respect 
account with the employees, dropping the percentile may pass with 
little more than a brief explanation in the short term. However, if the 
organization’s trust and respect account is in arrears, employees will likely 
have little sympathy for such a move and the top performers will begin to 
contemplate leaving.

Once good will leaves the relationship, mediocrity is an 
inevitable outcome. If the resulting dissatisfaction has great 
significance, the result will have more negative consequences: 
signing union membership cards.
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Salary Adjustment and Performance Reviews
If the compensation rates are competitive within your community and 
industry, one of the main reasons why employees voluntarily terminate is 
the method used to evaluate the worth of their past year’s performance. As 
such, the process is likely perceived as disrespectful and/or insensitive 
to the individual’s perception of his/her contribution or worth. Also, 
there is the potential that the employee’s performance was measured 
against difficult to define subjective factors (e.g. flexibility, dependability, 
adaptability, etc.) versus objective performance standards.

Assuming most employees, most of the time, are capable and do perform 
their job responsibilities well (or at least as well as they have been 
trained to do), tying a salary adjustment solely to a performance review 
may, surprisingly, be problematic. Why? In many cases, the size of the 
organization’s compensation budget is determined by numerous over-
riding financial and economic factors that influence the bottom line before 
the employees’ contributions are considered. This means an employee 
who performed at an above-standard level of accomplishment may only 
receive an increase of one or two percentage points above the rise in 
inflation or the cost of living. 

From the employee’s perspective, performance assessed at above standard 
is an endorsement of a personal and professional accomplishment. To then 
be told the reward for such an achievement is only a percentage or two 
above the norm is demoralizing, no matter how empathetic the front line 
leader or the human resources representative may be. Without a cogent 
explanation by senior leadership, the employee has a limited number of 
options:

Leave and find a better paying job,

Stay and try for more financial rewards next year, or

Stay, become dissatisfied, and turn against the organization.

In two out of these three scenarios, the employer loses.
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We acknowledge that a bell curve most frequently represents the 
relationship between the organization’s compensation structure and the 
performance review graph that represents the scores from all employees. 
Under normal circumstances, about 70% of the employees are meeting 
the performance standards of their position. Somewhere between 3-5% of 
employees are above standard and/or exceeding the standards. These 
individuals represent your champions, your promotable talent, and 
your future bench strength. The use of bonuses, tied to performance 
achievements, overcomes the nominal increase determined by the salary 
structure. Further, a discretionary bonus (based on annual performance 
achievements) will not negatively distort the integrity of your salary plan.

This also means that approximately 25% of your employee population are 
at the beginning of the learning curve or are assessed as below standard 
on their performance review. If an individual has two below standard 
assessments—given a monitored development plan has occurred between 
the two reviews—then the individual is like not a good fit with your culture.

Exhibits 14.1 and 14.2 provide a formula for measuring turnover and 
measuring retention.
 

Exhibit 14.1 Measuring Employee Turnover

Most organizations track their turnover rates on a monthly or annual 
basis. In addition, rates can be calculated for individual departments or 
locations.

Total number of terminations over (selected) period X 100 =   % 
Average total number employed over (selected) period

The total figure includes all terminations, even employees who left 
involuntarily (due to termination), layoff, or retirement. There is no 
distinction between beneficial turnover and that which is dysfunctional.
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Exhibit 14.2: Measuring Employee Retention

A stability index indicates the retention rate of experienced employees. 
Like turnover rates, this can be used across the organization or for a 
particular department or location.

Number of employees with service of 1 year or more X 100 =   % 
Total number of employees one year ago

 

RETAINING YOUR BEST EMPLOYEES

Having reviewed the problem of employee retention from the perspective 
of careers, relationships, and economics, then what can be done, more 
specifically, in a Positive Employee Relations environment to address 
these turnover issues?

Let’s start with the values and guiding behaviours the senior leadership 
have approved. These statements will always be the bedrock from which 
to develop and implement any employee strategy. An integrated employee 
retention plan will identify and support your champions, while building 
your Positive Employee Relations initiatives. Such a plan, however, must 
confirm that:

Honesty, respect, dignity, and transparency—in all employee 
dealings—are the only way to ensure leadership receives 
reciprocal treatment from employees.

An organization aspiring to excellence will succeed only if the 
employees have the competencies and desires to walk the same 
path.

All organizational relationships that withstand the tests of time 
and periodic adversity are relationships that understand that who 
I am and what I achieve are interwoven circles.

Given these three building blocks, employee retention can be significantly 
enhanced if your organization ensures:
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Selection, placement, orientation, training, and performance 
review processes are all of the highest possible calibre. Just as 
one would expect from your Positive Employee Relations goals. 
Anything less and you employ the wrong people!

Front line leaders, next-level leaders, and human resources 
staff are trained to a standard of excellence in interviewing, 
counselling, coaching, and performance feedback. The absence 
of excellence and a sound retention plan are an oxymoron right 
from the beginning.

Taking proactive steps to ensure that talented employees do not 
leave the organization.

Leadership behaviours that fall into the negative realm include:

Lowering the performance standards, and

Accepting mediocrity in fulfilling your mission.

Performance feedback is tied into values
Properly conducted performance reviews provide clear, objective 
feedback. Feedback is a dialogue, not a “sit and listen” speech. From this 
discussion front line leaders will learn that employees will likely have 
valuable insights into the realities of their jobs and the circumstances under 
which they perform their work. Such information should be included in 
the performance conversation and may mean that front line leaders need 
to modify their initial observations.

Performance feedback, by definition, is a conversation. The more 
preconceived information the front line leader brings to the discussion, 
the less he/she will be listening to inputs from the employee. For 
example, acknowledging what is said and what is meant are like two 
different aspects of listening. Active listening is virtually impossible to do 
if the leader’s mind is full of what should be said and how it should be 
presented. It is the same with effective performance reviews.

Bright, capable, and competent employees do not generally 
leave positions that challenge and excite their minds.
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 All leaders are held accountable and exemplify the organization’s 
values and guiding behaviours.
The commitment of all front line leaders and their next level leaders is 
critical on this point. It is in the spirit of the values that your employees will 
find more humanity, and hence, integrity and transparency. Without such 
a sincere commitment by front line leaders, employees have little reason to 
let down their guard and risk exposing personal views and perspectives. If 
this were the case, front line leaders would be unable to get close enough, 
quickly enough, to understand each employee’s individual motivations 
and ways of behaving. Without this information, effective coaching and 
mentoring is unlikely to occur. Employee retention and mentoring for 
professional growth and development go hand-in-hand.

The maximum amount of responsibility, authority, and 
accountability is retained within each job.
Do not move responsibility, authority, and accountability up the 
organization; keep pushing these factors and their consequences—
problem-solving and decision-making—down the organization. Jobs that 
are routine and repetitive lead to idle minds, and in turn, lead to thinking 
that frequently does not support the organization’s values or its Positive 
Employee Relations initiatives. Narrow, boring jobs should, wherever 
possible, be automated.

A robotic arm is for repetitive work; the human brain is for 
creating robotic devices and other solutions.

 
Payroll costs are recognized as an investment, not an expense
By compensating good performers (both well and creatively), there is 
always the value-added factor that their commitment will increase. At a 
peer level, this can be contagious, resulting in a further factor to effect 
lower turnover. Linking holistic jobs (inclusive of problem-solving and 
decision-making) with self-responsibility, good selection practices, and 
inspirational leaders will inevitably lead to the logic of maintaining wage/
salary ranges above the 50th percentile.
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Relative to our Positive Employee Relations strategy, we have placed 
compensation (wage/salary structure) in a non-primary position; however, 
we also need to recognize that when making employment decisions, it may 
be seen as a primary factor for our employee candidates. As an employer, 
you are now competing in the labour market for talented people. To lose 
a good candidate because your wage/salary range is at the 50% (versus 
75%) percentile reflects a misunderstanding of compensation, and the 
Positive Employee Relations program itself. To recruit and retain good 
people, your goal is to pay well enough so that compensation is no longer 
a primary factor.

RETENTION TACTICS

The first two steps in your retention strategy are to determine:

Why are employees with good performance records leaving?

What is employee turnover costing your organization?

Data from exit interviews can be used to develop a model that focuses 
on the particular causes of turnover in your organization (see Further 
Resource 8.7: Exit Interview Questions).

It is worth considering the following seven factors, which have all been 
shown to play a positive role in improving retention:

1. Job previews—give prospective employees a realistic job preview 
during the recruitment stage. Take care not to raise expectations, 
only to dash them later. Advances in technology present front 
line leaders and human resources professionals with increasing 
opportunities to familiarize potential candidates with both the job 
and your organization’s values and guiding behaviours before 
they accept a position.

2. Use front line leader’s talent—recognize and reward front 
line leaders and next level leaders who have a good record of 
retaining employees by including this topic (employee retention) 
during their annual performance reviews. Train front line leaders 
in interviewing and developmental skills before appointing or 
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promoting them. Offer re-training programs to current front 
line leaders who have a high level of turnover on their team. 
Acknowledge that high turnover is detrimental to all your Positive 
Employee Relations objectives.

3. Career development and advancement—maximize opportunities 
for employees to develop their competencies and move their 
careers forward. When promotions are not feasible, look for 
lateral moves that add new experiences and make the job more 
interesting.

4. Consult employees—ensure that employees have a voice in 
their performance review interviews. Also, use opinion surveys, 
focus group meetings, and the Let’s Talk© program to encourage 
employees to use their voice in the workplace. These options will 
provide dissatisfied employees with a number of opportunities to 
discuss their problems before taking critical action (e.g., resignation 
or signing union membership cards).

5. Being responsive—wherever possible, accommodate employee 
preferences on hygiene issues, such as flexible work hours and 
job sharing. Where employees are obligated to work hours that 
do not suit their domestic responsibilities, they will invariably look 
for another job that can offer such hours.

6. Job security—provide as much job security as possible. Employees 
who are made to feel that their jobs are precarious will be looking 
for more secure employment. Security and stability are greatly 
valued by most employees. If a lay-off is necessary, use the last-
in, first-out rule….this is not the time to remove performance 
problems.

7. Treat employees fairly—ensure there is no discrimination or 
any actions counter to your organization’s values and guiding 
behaviours. A perception of unfairness, whatever the reality, 
when seen from the employee’s view, will become a major cause 
of voluntary termination. While the overall level of compensation 
is unlikely to play a major role unless it is below the market rate, 
perceived unfairness in the distribution of compensation is very 
likely to lead to turn-over.
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EMPLOYEE RETENTION 2.0

As discussed in Chapter 9, employer brands are marketing concepts. 
I suggest that you go to the website of a major corporate player and see 
how they integrate their employee message with their consumer message. 
For example, www.gapinc.com/careers, www.microsoft.com/careers, 
www.traderjoes.com/careers, and www.jnj.com/careers. For technology 
corporations, go to www.1RIM.com/careers for Blackberry, www.apple.
com/jobs for Apple, and www.hcl.in/employeesfirst.asp for an unique 
Indian technology company known for their interpretation of Positive 
Employee Relations.

This is how one major multi-national describes what it did: “We took the 
best approaches from the marketing community around brand-building 
and segmentation, and applied those techniques to our human resources 
world.”

Brands make people want to buy something and feel good about the 
decision. Feeling good about your decision makes you want to tell other 
people about it; in an employment situation, sharing the employee 
brand makes you a champion of the company. Brands are also about 
differentiation, the original purpose of a brand was to distinguish your 
herd from your neighbour’s cattle. The animal was physically branded 
with the ranch logo. Today, when technology makes products (and jobs) 
increasingly similar, your brand comes into play to give people a basis for 
choice.

Brands are about reputation, which explains why Larry Ellison, 
founder of software giant Oracle, says, “Your brand is what 
people say about you when you’ve left the room.”

What are you offering to retain employees?
Recall the case study of two call centres (see Chapter 9). Each centre offers 
excellent training, flexible shift arrangements, and plenty of other good 
benefits. One centre has taken the time to communicate these positive factors 
clearly and consistently, building its reputation in the local community. 
This call centre has made sure what it promises potential employees and 
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how it actually feels to work there is accurate. Its recruitment advertising 
and all the material an applicant sees contain the same message and share 
a common look and feel.

You make a strong case for your values when promises to an 
external candidate align with their reality as an employee.

Retention and loyalty have much in common
Marketers know the greatest value of their brand does not come with 
the customer’s initial purchase, but customer loyalty to that brand. An 
employer brand will match that effect by attracting enough of the right kind 
of applicants. The real value to you comes later, when the individual looks 
around after his/her probation period, feels that things are pretty much as 
promised and hoped for, and starts to feel a bond that characterizes the 
relationship people have with all the really important brands in their lives.

Positive Employee Relations™ is such a brand!

Employees who are more engaged in their work, including sharing more 
discretionary time and effort—are demonstrating one of the basic measures 
of employee engagement. Such employee behaviour clearly says your 
Positive Employee Relations program is achieving its ultimate purpose: 
to demonstrate to employees they have nothing to gain by choosing to 
support a trade union.

Addressing employee retention and maintaining your employee brand does 
not end when employment ends. One of my colleagues, Av Lieberman, has 
created a one-of-a-kind program for employment transition or retirement 
planning. I have recommended Av’s program to clients who are seeking 
new and creative ways to demonstrate their long-term commitments 
to employees, even when they are ending their employment with the 
company (see Further Resource 14.1: Lifestyle Transition). Your employee 
brand can be strong among former employees and retired employees too.
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FURTHER STEPS TO ADDRESS EMPLOYEE RETENTION

Provide learning and development opportunities across all 
departments.

Ensure that orientation or on-boarding procedures reflect your 
employer brand.

Improve recruitment and selection techniques; make interviewing 
a competency for all leaders.

Increase compensation (wages/salary and benefits); identify 
creative ways to reward outstanding performers.

Up-grade the way employees are rewarded for positive and 
observable effort, as well as accomplishment.

Improve front line leaders’ human resources skills.

Increase opportunities for employee self-responsibility and 
engagement.

Enrich jobs to make them more satisfying.

Continue to make systems and process improvements to enhance 
work-life balance.

Provide easier access to coaching or mentoring.

Improve physical working conditions (hygiene factors).

Update opportunities for employees to participate in career 
management or career ladders.

Encourage short-term job transfers as further learning opportunities.

Note: When employing these retention options, it is critical to 
remember to include them in employee feedback. For example, 
why would one wish to improve something without knowing in 
advance that it is currently a legitimate employee concern? The 
intention to seek employee feedback in all human resources  
systems and practices is fundamental to Positive Employee 
Relations.
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Determine the sources of dissatisfaction that are causing your 
employees to leave. Explore factors related to career, relationships, 
and economics.

2. Starting with your values statements, develop a strategy to retain 
employees who have demonstrated high performance levels and 
evidence of potential. 

3. Conduct exit interviews and organize the resulting information to 
indicate trends.

4. Be proactive. Ensure that: 

 
    the highest possible caliber.

 
   behaviours that exemplify the organization’s values and beliefs.

 
   are encouraged within each job.

5. Conduct focus groups in departments that are most affected by above 
average turnover to determine underlying causes.
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. Most employers would agree that a high level of turnover strategy is 
a poorly thought out, short-sighted tactic to remain union-free

2. If there are no realistic opportunities for job enrichment, progression, 
or advancement, the likelihood of boredom will increase 
exponentially.

3. The presence of an overqualified employee places the front line 
leader at a critical juncture when a probation decision must be made.

4. Under-qualified employees will eventually become demoralized and 
feel alienated from the organization—a description of someone who 
would be ripe to sign a union membership card to seek protection.

5. If the relationship with a direct front line leader is not built on a 
foundation of mutual respect and trust, it is doomed to repetitive 
cycles of dysfunctional behaviours.

6. Respect transcends performance.

7. Competition belongs in the marketplace, not between individuals 
mutually working toward organizational goals.

8. From the employee’s perspective, performance assessed at 
above standard is an endorsement of a personal and professional 
accomplishment. To be told the reward for such an achievement is 
only a percentage or two above the annual norm is demoralizing. A 
bonus plan must be available.

9. Do not move responsibility, authority, and accountability up the 
organization to the next level, keep pushing these factors and their 
consequences—problem-solving and decision-making—down the 
organization. This is the real source of job enrichment!

10. A robotic arm is for repetitive work; the human brain is for creating 
robotic devices and other solutions.
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11. When information becomes power and there are no long-term 
benefits in sharing information with colleagues, silos develop and the  
overall effectiveness of the organization diminishes.

12. If the organization’s trust and respect account is in arrears, employees 
will likely have little sympathy for cost cutting activities (such as 
lowering wages) and the top performers will begin to contemplate 
leaving. This is another example of an outcome that leads to 
mediocrity. If the dissatisfaction is significant the outcome can have 
more negative consequences: signing union membership cards.

13. A well thought-out and integrated employee retention plan will 
generate “champions” while unobtrusively building union-free 
relationships.

14. Brands are about reputation, which explains why Larry Ellison, 
founder of software giant Oracle, says, “Your Brand is what people 
say about you when you’ve left the room.”
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FURTHER RESOURCE 14.1: Lifestyle Transition Planning 
Program

Employee autonomy is a keystone in the plan for a union-free environment. 

regardless of what the employer does in the workplace, there are bound to be 
other issues in employees’ lives that can negatively impact their performance. 
Companies using the Positive Employee Relations

personal lifestyle (e.g., birth of a child, aging parents, and critical illness in 

compounding stress for the employee. Teaching employees to manage lifestyle 
transitions is an excellent way to promote employee autonomy, reduce stress 
and its associated costs, and uphold a climate of trust.

What may be a positive transition for one could be negative for someone else. 

A Lifestyle Transition Planning Program should be a part of any Positive 
Employee Relations program.

A Lifestyle Transition Planning Program
Transitions are tough for many reasons: moving from one reality to another is 
uncomfortable and unknown, there is ambiguity of expectations, uncertainty 
in how to proceed, and the experience of vulnerability. In our culture, we have 
no formal training in managing lifestyle transitions, relying on what we observe 
in our family and those around us to learn how to cope with change—perhaps 
not the best example for most of us. An educational program that integrates 
lifestyle and retirement transition planning provides employees with a skill set 
that will serve them well (and should reduce their stress levels) throughout 
all of the transitional changes they will experience in life. In essence, this is a 
program that teaches life management skills.

What does it teach?

to making that a reality.
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decisions.

using a modeling software.

unplanned change.

How do these skills reduce stress?
Whenever change happens, employees have the ability to examine it, think 
about it, forecast various reactions on their part, and make decisions to create 
their best outcome.

The Process for Managing Life Transitions
Employees need a road map, a step by step process, that allows them to 

and will consist of several components.

A program of this nature should be voluntary and introduced to employees in 
an orientation seminar format. This way, employees will have a clear picture 
of what the program is all about and understand what’s in it for them before 
making a decision to participate.

A successful Lifestyle Transition Planning Program should include self-

Through a series of exercises, contemplation, and discussion with spouse/
partner (or friend if the employee is single), the employee should clarify his/

to determine one’s overall readiness for making a transition—emotionally, 
socially, and logistically. This checklist should be done in consultation with 
the appropriate people in the employee’s life, who may be impacted by the 
transition.

by examining what special life events are likely to occur (e.g., a child’s wedding), 
their regular on-going expenses, retirement assets, and investment personality 

as their lives change and evolve.
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While participating in a Lifestyle Transition Planning Program or 
while experiencing change after attending such a program, 
employees may have:

Challenges in coming to a consensus with their spouse/ 
 partner,

 
 use the modeling software, and

 
 determining their best plan for the future.
 
Companies providing this type of program should consider  providing 
ongoing support.

With the self-preparation work completed, employees should return to the 
meeting room, where they can use modeling software to work with various 

employee stress.

What happens when employees are thrown a curve ball that will impact 
their plans? Perhaps a critical illness will prevent a spouse from working, or 

provide ongoing lifestyle transition support, employees can return to the 

weather the storm.

balance of assets over the course of their lives from present ages of 49 and 
50. Without the skills to plan their lives and cope with change, and based on 

are ages 62 and 63, despite age expectancies of 85 and 81.
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Barb and Bill’s Balance of Assets:  
From Present to Depletion at Ages 62 & 63

The second graph represents the same couple’s balance of assets, for the same 
time period and with the same age expectancies. Having completed a Lifestyle 
Transition Planning Program, they have learned more about themselves, 

plans a reality. In this second graph, their money is expected to last 5 years 
past their age expectancy and also leave something for their children.
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Barb and Bill’s Balance of Assets:  
From Present to Ages 90 & 91 

change along the way, they can easily plug in the new information to see how 
best to manage the change in their lives.
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By reducing employee stress, productivity will remain stable or potentially 

people feel they have more control over their lives, they are less worried and 
less stressed. 

down initiative)
It empowers people to create their own path towards getting the life they want. 
It fully supports and demonstrates the value of employee autonomy, and when 

It provides a roadmap for the future.

A Lifestyle Transition Planning Program can be a tool that assists employers 
in helping to protect the company, as a pension plan sponsor, against certain 
liability issues. 

deliver this type of program should not be in the business of selling 

credibility of the program. 

In turbulent times, having a plan can be a lifesaver. When people know that they 
have a plan to follow, they don’t need to worry about  or  
They know what steps they are taking to meet their goals. Employee stress is 
reduced when people feel they are in control of their lives.

By offering a Lifestyle Transition Planning Program, employers provide the skills 
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employer trust—my employer cares enough about me to help (rather, to help 
me help myself) in times of trouble.

Focused on Forward-Thinking, Being Goal-Oriented

With the appropriate training program, employees gain the skill set and tools 
they need to cope with change before transitions occur. Those skills and tools 
are at the ready when unplanned changes occur.

Who should participate in this program?

feeling of having taken control of one’s life.

When should employees participate?

The old saying the sooner the better holds true.

an appropriate program as a life management tool

When receiving a promotion, to plan the allocation of increased 
income

program

At any time a life change is experienced

Conclusion
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businesses can address in advance. A Lifestyle Transition Planning Program 
provides employees with

A skill set for managing life’s transitions

The knowledge of how to plan for those changes, and

On-going support in dealing with change.

The result should be an increase in employee autonomy, a reduction in 
employee stress levels, and a contribution to a trust-based culture. All of these 
are characteristics of a union-free environment.

For further information about establishing a Lifestyle Transition Planning 
Program, please feel free to contact:

Av Lieberman, President
The Retirement Education Centre Inc.

Toll-free: 800-637-6140
Local: 519-576-1575
Web: www.iretire.org
Email: av@iretire.org
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communicating your
           Message

Effective communications is the lynchpin around which any successful 
organization is based. A good idea, expressed well, is a thousand times 
more valuable than a great idea expressed poorly. It then follows that 
unskilful communications can be held responsible for the majority of the 
problems faced in the workplace on any given day. Poor communications 
is, without a doubt, a major contributing factor to the failure of any 
senior leadership team wishing to preserve their non-union status. 

Employees in today’s workforce are not satisfied (if they ever were) with 
being treated as live equipment or being categorized along with other 
assets, such as furniture and real estate. Employees are recruited to be 
active participants in helping the organization succeed; they are 
partners in your success just as you are in theirs. In a culture designed 
to sustain a Positive Employee RelationsTM program, employees expect, 
and deserve to be:

Direct recipients of the organization’s values and guiding 
behaviours,
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Treated with dignity and respect at all times,

Provided with work that supports their sense of self-worth,

Appreciated for their contributions, and

Engaged with their work and the various self-improvement 
opportunities resulting from their commitment to you and your 
organization.

Communications that by-pass any of these outcomes will create employee 
resistance and resentment. Therefore, we must, as a principle of sound 
leadership, include all employees in discussions about your organizations’ 
goals, strategies, and tactics. Sharing the organization’s union-free goals is 
a natural and logical outcome of this transparent approach. 

Good two-way communications can help build a psychological 
contract, in which employees feel valued by their employer, and the 
employer clearly demonstrates an appreciation for the value of the 
employees’ contributions. It is from such an environment that employees 
are encouraged to engage in all aspects of their work. Such enhanced 
employee engagement leads to commitment, which will contribute to:

Improved work performance

Reduced absenteeism

Reduced employee turnover

Upholding your employer brand

Being selected as an Employer of Choice

Recruiting better employees

The net outcome is that you create a positive image for the organization 
and a commitment from everyone to contribute to the over-arching goals.

Communications strategies that open the door to opportunities for input 
from employees are based on the premise that no one can understand a 
job as intimately as the person actually performing it.
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Leaders can glean critical information from employees that will 
directly impact quality, customer service, and other key success 
factors. In some industries, employees (their knowledge and 
skills) are the actual “value added” component offered to 
customers.

Organizations that do not take the time and do not make the effort to 
actively listen to their employees:

Lose the critical benefits of employee engagement,

Lose the opportunity to be alerted to potential problems, and

Miss workable solutions that might otherwise be offered.

A well-designed and managed communications program is another 
example of your Positive Employee Relations program going live. 
Communications also needs to be linked to the strategic or business plan, 
with everyone in the process clear about their roles in making effective 
collaboration happen. Good communications is also about consistency: 
people are more likely to listen if there is a regular flow of information 
they trust.

The worst communications scenario, from the front line leader’s 
perspective, is when negative or discouraging news is being 
sent down from above. Likewise, from the employees’ 
perspective, there is no value added in such negative 
communications. Negativity breeds mediocrity.

Information must be delivered through a variety of channels, because 
some employees take more notice of messages delivered verbally, while 
others pay greater attention to written material. If a topic is important 
enough, it deserves to be repeated more than once and through more 
than one channel.
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TRANSPARENCY: THE OTHER SIDE OF TRUST

No amount of communications design or techniques will get to the heart 
of any subject if employees do not trust either the message or the sender. 
Trust is the keystone of all relationships, from families to corporations. The 
absence of trust leads to behaviours (by either leaders or employees) 
that are generally unacceptable, regardless of the communications 
benchmarks that one may use.

No matter what subject we wish to discuss with our employees, 
if there is a lack of trust, the message will lose its true meaning. 
This lack of trust means that some aspect of our critical 
relationship is under question, hence, the potential for 
misunderstanding.

The leadership team can say they will live the company’s values and in 
return they want an open and trusting relationship with all employees. 
This is only achievable if the leadership team takes the initiative to be 
transparent in all that it says and does. Transparency will mean, for many 
front line leaders and more senior leaders, a complete re-calibration of 
their understanding about what employee trust actually means. Questions 
like these are counter-productive:

Employees don’t need to know we are opening a new branch in 
Calgary…how could that possibly help them do their job better?

Employees would jump ship if they knew we were negotiating for 
a new distribution centre in Quebec, so why tell them?

Why should we share this financial information with our 
employees?

As a result of talking openly to our employees, will our competitors 
know our next steps?

It is management speak like the above that leads to the very opposite of 
communicating and living your values. Such intentions and behaviours 
only add negativity when working towards open and trusting relationships 
with employees. If we are a synergistic organization that believes the whole 
is greater than the sum of the individual parts, we must be transparent with 
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why and what we are doing and saying. Why? If we are not transparent, 
employees become sceptical of the values of the company, especially trust 
and respect.

Are there degrees of transparency? No, but there are degrees of 
confidentiality. Where to draw the line is the issue! Think about 
problematic communications as a castle. In this scenario, we have built the 
walls high enough and filled the moat, then put the front line leaders and 
what they need to know inside. The executive team and the information 
they have is housed in the keep. Now, senior leaders are separated from 
front line leaders. When the castle has drawn up the bridge, the employees 
are on the outside and each level of the leadership hierarchy has its own 
enclosure. High walls, deep moats, and drawn bridges are the opposite of 
transparency.

This absence of transparency is not as uncommon as one might think. Once 
the separation is there, open and honest dialogue between employees and 
front line leaders becomes problematic, if not impossible. Why? Without 
answers to employees’ questions, how can employees establish a trusting 
relationship with their front line leaders and next-level leaders? 

You may not be like all the other front line leaders your 
employees have experienced in their career; you will stand out 
because your communications is understandable, trustworthy, 
and by definition, transparent. Your word is your bond! 

Trust is the foundation of all relationships! Like many aspects of life, you 
get more of it by giving it away. By trusting more, others are willing to trust 
you. Trust, without openness and honesty through communications, is an 
illusion. Openness and honesty are the prime ingredients in transparency. 

Refer to Exhibit 15.1 for the behaviours that leaders, at all levels, need to 
demonstrate to sustain trustworthiness.
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Exhibit 15.1: Ten Behaviours of Trust from Leaders who 
Practice Positive Employee Relations

1. Talk honestly and clearly.

2. Demonstrate respect and dignity at all times.

3. Be transparent in your words and actions.

4. Correct whatever is not right.

5. Be loyal to your employees.

6. Achieve the goals you have committed to deliver.

7. Drop all hypothetical or unreal expectations.

8. Clarify performance standards; no one wishes to be surprised.

9. Listen 80%, talk 20%.

10. Extend trust to everyone. You will receive more than you give.

EMPLOYEE EXPECTATIONS AND NEEDS

The toughest part of a good communications program is being able to 
see the employee’s perception, which is their reality. Too often front line 
leaders and next-level leaders are so involved in the hectic day-to-day 
aspects of their jobs that they do not think about the impact that their 
words and non-verbal messages have on others. By not slowing down and 
taking the time to determine how to craft their communications effectively, 
front line leaders have perhaps a 50-50 chance of being on the mark. For 
front line leaders who have a history of ineffective communications, the 
odds of being on target can drop to as low as zero—because employees 
accustomed to poor communications become deaf to the front line 
leaders’ attempts to get through.

Employee Expectations from the Company
Many studies have been conducted to determine what employees, 
arguably the most critical stakeholders in your organization, expect from 
their employment relationships:
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Equitable treatment when raising concerns or complaints;

Knowledge that management will go out of its way in striving to 
provide job security;

Acknowledgement of their competencies (knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes);

Praise and credit for their accomplishments and contributions;

Constructive, confidential, and mature handling of disciplinary 
matters;

Compensation based on performance, not favouritism;

Promotions based on qualifications, not favouritism;

Clear evidence that leadership expects reasonable amounts of 
work in a reasonable amount of time;

Wage/salary and benefit plans at least equal to the going rate in 
the community or industry; and

Reasonable credit for length of service.

Research has shown bread-and-butter items, such as pay and benefits, rank 
relatively low in importance to employees. This research suggests that in 
a normal social and economic climate employees are more influenced by 
upper level needs (see Chapter 2 for Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs) that 
focus on the quality of engagement, professionalism, and development. In 
an economic downturn or recession, the lower-level needs—pay, benefits, 
and a reasonable sense of job security—take centre stage.

The more the organization encourages and allows employees to 
apply their intelligence to the job through decision-making and 
creativity, the more the employees will align themselves with 
the production and delivery of your products.

What Employees Need From Their Leaders
How are the top 10 employee needs expressed in terms of their working 
relationship with front line leaders? Surveys reveal employees want their 
front line leaders to: 
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Know how to perform their own job well;

Provide timely, honest, and transparent feedback;

Deal respectfully and consistently with everyone;

Take action on employees’ complaints and problems;

Provide the information employees need to do their jobs well 
(allow them to meet the performance standards of their jobs);

Actively listen to what employees have to say;

Give meaningful recognition for work well done;

Support employees when they are right (don’t play favourites or 
politics);

Encourage and demonstrate appreciation for change that leads to 
innovation and improvement; and 

Know what to do when things go wrong.

An effective communications program can only ensure a vibrant Positive 
Employee Relations program if it satisfies your employees’ needs. What 
those needs are must be accurately defined and prioritized. Once the 
needs have been identified, the key to success will be your prompt action 
to respond. Responding promptly is actually internal customer service…
and it must never be allowed to be described as an oxymoron.

All too often, when evaluating employee needs, front line leaders and next-
level leaders worry that employees don’t really care about their company. 
However, further dialogue demonstrates that this is frequently not the case. 
The more the organization encourages and allows employees to apply 
their intelligence to the job through decision-making and creativity, 
the more the employees will align themselves with the company and its 
products. The reverse is also true. If job activities can best be described 
as routine or repetitive (with little or no decision-making), how can 
employees align themselves with your company and its products? What 
is there for employees to engage with? How do employees engage with 
repetition? This situation reveals a gap between the needs and objectives 
of the employees and the needs and objectives of the senior leadership 
team, thus creating a dilemma for both constituents.
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Achieving the leadership teams’ goals depends on employee 
effectiveness. The quality of work increases when employees’ 
individual goals are met when doing their jobs. That only occurs 
when they are fully engaged with their work.

Successful organizations ensure that employees are made aware of the 
economic realities (both opportunities and constraints) of a free enterprise 
society. Transparency in these discussions is critical: attempting to sell the 
employees a bill of goods will almost always guarantee long-term pain 
(even if there is an apparent short-term gain).

LEADERSHIP MUST TAKE THE FIRST STEP

Internal communications plays a key role in aligning employee needs with 
organizational goals. Employees want to know, want to participate, want 
to understand, and want to contribute. Their opinions and feelings 
surface only when the level of understanding, trust, and transparency 
is high.

Transparency in what you say and in what you do is essential to 
the success of your Positive Employee Relations program.

If the senior leadership team expects to maintain a union-free environment, 
it must commit itself to investing an amount equal to 3-5% of the gross 
annual payroll on communications programs, leadership training (at all 
levels), and employee development. This commitment ensures front line 
leaders know how to involve employees in their jobs, their careers, and 
their company. This 3-5% investment is contrasted with the 25-30% of 
annual gross payroll measured as the added cost of conducting business 
when a company is saddled with a collective agreement.

To use this 3-5% effectively means much more than protecting your 
current Positive Employee Relations investment. It means having a front 
line leadership group that is the best and employees who understand what 
creativity and innovation mean to the long term success of your company. 
Customer care is no longer a wish, it is a reality. Such an investment 
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in training and development, if managed astutely, will return the 3-5% 
investment many times over.

This additional investment in Positive Employee Relations requires 
more than merely spending money, which is a very impersonal act. This 
investment requires a long-term strategy to shift leadership behaviours to 
harmonize with the organizations’ stated values and guiding behaviours 
and thereby influence employee attitudes. 

Stereotypical values and beliefs must change (refer to the 1987 film Wall 
Street, starring Michael Douglas as Gordon Gecko, who said “Greed is 
good.”). The initiators of this change must be the front line leaders and 
next-level leaders, with a high level of commitment and oversight by the 
senior leadership team.

Trust and transparency (openness that is believable) must be clearly 
demonstrated and reinforced by all levels of leadership. Only then will 
employees feel secure enough to candidly speak their minds, face issues 
squarely, and participate as partners in the achievement of organizational 
goals. 

Daniel Wain, a British consultant and author, recently wrote that companies’ 
“intellectual capital—the value of the employees—always increases when 
you invest in it. This is particularly important,” he argues, “during an 
economic downturn.” (See Further Resource 1.1: Freedom of Thought for 
more from Daniel Wain.)

THE BASICS OF A COMMUNICATIONS PROGRAM

If the leadership team is willing to take the initiative to open communications 
channels, which of the many available doors should it open? To be effective, 
an employee communications program must be believable and stand the 
test of time, garnering long-term trust. It should begin with a plan based 
on the premise that communications must:
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Engage,

Inform,

Persuade,

Inspire, and

Respond.

You are ready to create an effective communications program only after 
determining your employees’ communications needs and auditing your 
current communications practices (websites, intranet, blogs, social media, 
newsletters, meetings, bulletin boards, etc.). Both the medium and the 
message are equally important. For example, The Sherborne Company’s 
Christmas party may need only one communications medium and message, 
but a campaign to respond to a union organizing drive may require the use 
of many messages and all the media options available.

The best employee communication is verbal, in a private person-
to-person setting that is on a regular schedule.

All successful Positive Employee Relations communications plans are 
based on the premise that your employees are the most critical stakeholders 
in the success of your company and should be treated accordingly. The 
following are typical components of a communications plan: 

Recruitment. Communications begins when you advertise a job 
and a candidate responds. Your handling of a job interview will 
reflect how you feel about the candidate as an individual and as 
a potential employee. Your employer brand and your core values 
will be clearly on display (see Chapter 13: Recruiting & Selecting 
Engaged Employees).

Orientation and On-Boarding. When the candidate has been 
hired he/she will hear more about the company’s history, business 
objectives, plans, marketplace, job expectations, benefits, and 
communications programs. What is said and how it is stated will 
go a long way towards reinforcing that the employee has made 
the correct decision to join your company. (Note to reader: I have 
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had great success in involving the employee’s spouse/partner in 
the orientation, particularly when the benefits programs are being 
discussed.)

Newsletters. Though one of the most commonly used employee 
communications tools, the company newsletter frequently 
misses the mark. To be effective, a newsletter must have senior 
management’s commitment. That commitment is underscored by 
the editorial perspective, people involved, and budget provided 
to regularly produce a meaningful publication.

 Effective newsletters limit the space devoted to company history. 
They focus on the goals and plans of the company (more 
than a rehash of weeks-old press releases), feedback from the 
marketplace, and human interest stories. Each edition should 
include a section that markets the benefits of being part of your 
company.

 A newsletter need not be produced monthly. Every two or three 
months is acceptable, as long as you stick to a schedule. Mail 
or e-mail the newsletter to the employees at home to assist in 
making the employees’ families more aware of your company. 
The goal is to produce a newsletter that the leadership team 
can be proud of and that employees look forward to receiving. 
Post the newsletter to the company’s intranet, so employees can 
read it online. The test: would the marketing department use the 
employee newsletter as one of its sales aids? If yes, then you likely 
have a winner. If no, then more work is needed.

Bulletin Boards. Sometimes viewed as part of the furniture, 
generally bulletin boards are ignored. Instead of letting your 
bulletin boards become scruffy and out of date, monitor and 
update them regularly. Bulletin boards are not a good channel 
for critically important announcements. Even electronic bulletin 
boards may be ignored by employees, simply because the boards 
are always there, and therefore fade into the background.

 I have frequently re-designed bulletin boards to make them more 
exciting. For example, a bulletin board measuring 6 feet by 3 feet 
is divided in half: one half (3 by 3) is a regular board to post 
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notices, but it is under glass and locked, while the second half is a 
white board with a printed heading: “Today’s Rumour Mill—What 
have you heard today that needs further explanation?” A marker 
pen and eraser are readily available.

 Human resources was tasked with managing this process. They 
posted all notices (and diarized the date for removal). They read 
and recorded (at the end of the workday or at the end of the day 
shift) the messages that employees had written on the white board, 
then they erased the board. The first notice posted the following 
day was the company’s response to the employees questions/
rumours.

 Most frequently, the “rumours” reflect employees’ sense of 
humour, but at least once a week or so, someone recorded a 
meaningful question. These questions included: “Is the company 
relocating?”, “Is the company being purchased by a competitor 
and what will happen to our jobs?”, or “What do we do with the 
union organizers who keep visiting us at home?” The message: 
you never know what is on the employee’s mind unless you ask 
and provide them with a appropriate way to speak up.

Letters. Addressed to individual employees and sent to their 
homes (not inserted into pay envelopes). Letters should be 
reserved for issues of major importance. They are more likely to 
be read than internal memos and e-mails (see Chapter 6: Winning 
the Certification Vote© for an illustration of the importance of 
letters during an organizing campaign).

Videos, DVDs, and In-house TV. In larger organizations, 
these are useful communications channels for introducing new 
products and policies. The downside is that badly produced in-
house material will quickly gain a reputation as propaganda. This 
medium can also be delivered to employees’ desktop computers 
or via secure Internet and intranet sites. As people become more 
visually sophisticated, the production quality must also advance.

Email, Social Media, and Intranets. Electronic messages can 
be targeted to particular groups and sent rapidly. In some non-
office environments not everyone has access to email, so other 
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channels may be needed. Social media is frequently the answer! 
Feedback functions can be incorporated in intranet environments, 
so long as you know it is the employee who provided the 
feedback. It is not consistent with Positive Employee Relations 
to communicate critical information, such as plant shut-downs or 
lay-offs, using this method of communications.

Department meetings. Meetings are an important part of any 
communications plan. Unfortunately, if they are not well-planned 
and well-executed, meetings can be a waste of time. Meetings 
should be planned around either information-giving or problem-
solving topics, and they should follow the principles of good 
meeting management (see to Further Resource 15.1: Meeting 
Planner and Checklist).

 A monthly meeting, lasting 45 to 60 minutes, can focus on resolving 
many operational problems. This is an ideal setting for the front 
line leader to demonstrate concern for achieving high standards of 
excellence, openness to employees’ requests for information, and 
responsiveness to suggestions. Over time, department meetings 
gradually require less time for execution.

 An interesting variation on the department meeting format is to 
have the front line leader appear at every fourth or fifth meeting 
without an agenda. Allow the first 10 minutes for the employees 
to set the agenda without the front line leader present. This 
technique will bring forward the employees’ high-priority issues 
and encourages employees who need the security of their co-
workers around them to speak up. The meeting follows the 
same practices as other department meetings: each agenda item 
is discussed fully, alternate solutions are proposed, answers or 
decisions are reached, and outstanding items are tabled to be 
resolved by the next meeting.

Presentations by Leaders. Direct presentations to employees 
by senior leaders can be powerful, but are very dependent on the 
delivery skill of the leaders. Slides, PowerPoint presentations, and 
videos can be used as a supplement, but must be well-done and 
not overdone. Allow time for questions and answers, and keep 
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in mind this is not a full two-way communications channel. Some 
employees may be reluctant to put a frank question to the CEO 
in a public forum, so allowing written, anonymous questions, in 
advance or in real-time, can be useful. A history of successful town 
hall meetings may dispel some employees’ reticence.

All-Employee Meetings. Special arrangements will be required 
to accommodate multiple-shift and multiple-site operations. 
Hold these meetings during regular business hours, perhaps the 
last hour of the business day when overlapping shifts can be 
accommodated.

 All-employee meetings (held off-site, if necessary) are an ideal 
opportunity for the senior leadership team to discuss company 
plans, accomplishments, and proposed changes that will affect 
the whole organization. This is an excellent time for recognition, 
performance, and service awards to be distributed. The meeting 
should last no longer than 45-60 minutes, with the presentation 
handled in a professional manner (e.g., a professionally assembled 
multimedia presentation that treats employees as stakeholders in 
the business). This setting allows leaders to demonstrate, once 
again, that they consider employees to be the organization’s most 
valuable resource.

To gain the fullest possible value from any meeting, leaders 
must be prepared, in advance, to present their information in a 
professional manner, to speak knowledgeably, and to answer 
all employee questions.

 After the formal presentation, refreshments might be made 
available, with the remaining portion of the meeting devoted to 
social time, so that leaders can mingle with the employees and 
respond to inquiries, suggestions, and concerns. Remember, you 
are demonstrating a Positive Employee Relations climate; leaders 
should not stay with their own employee groups, but should talk 
with as many employees as possible, making themselves available 
to any individual who wishes to talk.
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 Debriefing is important! Within 24 hours, the leadership group 
should confer and summarize the questions they were asked. Look 
for patterns, trends, and oddities. Assess the morale or climate of 
the employee group.

 Live, all-employee meetings that connect several sites, even 
globally, are becoming more economical, thanks to Internet 
webcasting. This enables identical, unfiltered messages to 
be delivered to every employee at the same time. For global 
operations, be prepared to rebroadcast (with a second live 
question-and-answer session) at a time that accommodates other 
hemispheres.

Employee Handbook. This document is frequently seen as 
the primary written component of the communications plan. 
Regardless of how well an employee handbook is produced, it 
will not succeed in conveying its message if every letter, memo, 
or booklet for the leadership team is greeted with distrust or 
scepticism.

No employee handbook should be either a unilateral declaration 
by the senior leadership team or a replication of a union contract.

 The first stage in preparing a handbook is to consider the employee 
population and their needs. This research will influence and 
largely determine the handbook’s content, form, and style. Though 
handbooks may be useful during major recruiting campaigns, they 
are primarily intended for current employees who usually have 
well-established views on what they need to know. If employees 
are expected to use the handbook, the employees should be 
involved in deciding its content, form, and style. 

 Communications is undoubtedly improved when the parties 
concerned meet to discuss the purpose, meaning, and implications 
of the message. An employee committee or task group can be 
of great benefit (e.g., proof-reading the employee handbook). 
Such committees of volunteers can work on specific projects, 
with agreed-upon deadlines. When the project is completed, the 
committee should be recognized, thanked, and disbanded. 
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What’s most important is that the information is read, believed, 
helpful, and not written as though it were a collective agreement.

 Handbooks must always be written in a straightforward style, 
particularly if there are readers whose first language is not English. 
When appropriate, translations should be available. People cannot 
be expected to carry out instructions they do not understand. Even a 
seemingly simple statement, such as “drinking is strictly forbidden 
on company property” could lead to dehydrated employees if 
applied literally. For an example of an employee handbook, see 
Further Resource 15.2: Sample Employee Handbook.

 

COMMUNICATIONS AND YOUR POSITION ON 
REMAINING UNION-FREE

Your communications plan should include your position on remaining 
union-free. Firmly declare this position in a professional and business-
like fashion, as a natural extension of your Positive Employee Relations 
position. For an example of this declaration, see Exhibit 15.2: The Sherborne 
Company’s Position Regarding Unions.

Your stated position regarding retaining your union-free status must 
appear in your employee handbook, on bulletin boards, and in other 
communications. Be sure to declared it non-antagonistically during the 
interview process with employment candidates. Reinforce this position in 
the orientation program. 

Front line leaders (and all members of the leadership team) must be trained 
to embrace the Positive Employee Relations philosophy. They must be 
fluid in expressing your position regarding the lack of need for a union. 
Ensure that they are convincing and succinct.
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Note: Not all provincial legislations allow an interviewer to 
inquire about the candidate’s views regarding unions or previous 
union experiences. What the candidate volunteers is another 
story, but do not pursue what the candidate has volunteered. 
Also, union organizers are known to use this strategy on an 
unwitting interviewer.

The goal is for employees to have no doubt, whatsoever, of your desire 
to remain union-free. The outcome is to be confident that no employee 
would sign a union membership card out of naiveté or a belief that the 
senior leadership team was neutral on the issue of unionization.
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SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

It is The Sherborne Company’s position that trade unions have clearly 
shown that they cannot provide (and historically have never provided!) 
job security to their members. All the leaders at The Sherborne Company 
believe that a union would disrupt the unity of purpose that we share 
with you. Our purpose is to continue growing a stable and successful 
business by satisfying our customer’s needs with unique and quality 
widgets.

would destroy this partnership. In fact, our spirit of partnership is 
enhanced the more we talk with each other and the more we satisfy our 
customers. As I have discussed at many town hall meetings, the more 
customers who buy our widgets, which are made by you, the more jobs 
we have, and the more job security we all have.

Under the law, you, as a responsible individual, are free to deal directly 
with any member of the senior leadership team, on any matter that you 
think is important. You have the full right to think and speak for yourself. 
All of the Sherborne facilities are non-union, and that is because you 
and your co-workers have found no reason to pay union dues, so that 
a third party can talk on your behalf. My Positive Employee Relation’s 
philosophy is to continue to do everything possible to continually 
improve our work environment and our individual working relationships.

If, in the future, you are approached by a union representative and 
asked to sign a membership card for support of a union at The Sherborne 
Company, we ask that you take the time to look at the motives of the 
person promoting a union and obtain the whole truth. A union can 
only ask management to approve your suggestions, which you can do 

you.

Always feel free to discuss any matter of concern with your front line 
leader, your next-level manager, your human resources representative, 
or any member of the senior leadership team.

 
W.H. Burford, General Manager

Exhibit 15.2: The Sherborne Company’s Position Regarding 
Unions
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THE LET’S TALK© PROGRAM 

The Let’s Talk© program focuses squarely on the relationship between 
employees and front line leaders, and it is at the heart of Positive Employee 
Relations communications. The beauty of this program is its simplicity and 
the depth of information it generates. Senior leaders frequently ask their 
front line leaders to get out on the floor and talk with the employees. 
While this directive makes sense, it never seems to take place. Why not?

Not enough time is set aside

Often there is no training or support program to ensure front line 
leaders actually listen and let employees do the talking

It is not important enough to include in the performance review

Front line leaders are not recognized for supporting the program

The Let’s Talk© program is designed to encourage employees to meet 
individually with their front line leaders, at least once every three months, 
to discuss anything the employee would like. To make it as easy as 
possible, two days before the meeting, an agenda provided by the 
employee, indicating specific areas for discussion, so that the front line 
leader can prepare. At the conclusion of the Let’s Talk© meeting (normally 
30-45 minutes), either party or both parties complete an action planner, 
outlining items that require follow-up. Copies are given to the employee, 
front line leader, next-level leader, and a human resources representative.

See Further Resource 15.3 for a sample of the Let’s Talk© program. Though 
uncomplicated in its design and methodology, the Let’s Talk© program 
does require senior management’s commitment. This includes willingness 
to: 

Invest time and money to train front line leaders and next-level 
leaders in interpersonal communications skills, conflict resolution, 
problem-solving, and decision-making; 

Conduct the Let’s Talk© meetings with all leaders, especially 
the front line leaders, thereby demonstrating good role-model 
behaviour; and 

Allow each employee to spend 30-45 minutes every three months 
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in a very important Positive Employee Relations communications 
activity.

If you are only able to implement one of the recommendations 
in this book that will support your initiative to remain union-
free, the Let’s Talk© program is my #1 recommendation.

Note: A workshop for all leaders to learn how to effectively 
conduct the Let’s Talk© program is available. 

 

A COMMUNICATIONS MODEL

1. Culture
A well-managed communications program creates an organizational climate 
that will allow a company to reach its quality and service/production goals 
while achieving its Positive Employee Relations objectives. Exhibit 
15.3: Communications Model presents a model for an effective departmental 
communications program. It can be applied effectively to most working 
relationships, from senior leadership and the employees to the front line 
leaders and to their staff. The model outlines a communications pattern 
that is integrated with the company’s major operational, administrative, 
and social sub-systems. The model is progressive: each stage is a building 
block for the subsequent stage. Its success depends directly upon a 
commitment to manage communications, including taking responsibility 
for prompt and transparent responses to all inquiries.

Exhibit 15.3: Communications Model

Step 1—The Goals of the Department
Communicate: 

Department goals

Department objectives and targets
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Department accomplishments

Employees’ questions and suggestions on goals/progress

Step 2—Individual Job Responsibilities and Standards
Communicate: 

Employees’ job responsibilities

Employees’ job performance standards (or expectations)

Answers to employees’ questions about the job

Policies and procedures affecting the job

Step 3—Individual Performance Feedback
Communicate:

Performance feedback, completed fully and on time

Personal appreciation for effective performance

Areas for performance improvement, as needed

Action needed to improve performance

Employee’s value to the department

Step 4—Individuals’ Needs and Concerns
Communicate:

Willingness to listen to personal concerns and employee relations 
problems

Willingness to assist employees in resolving job-related conflicts

Timely feedback to all job-related concerns, questions, and 
suggestions

Career opportunities

Your need for feedback on your managerial performance

Step 5—Information, Suggestions, and Proposals to be made 
Upwards
Communicate: 

Successes and failures of departments in meeting objectives

Problems or obstacles to achieving objectives
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Suggestions for actions and policy changes by senior management

Proposals to address opportunities and efficiencies

Step 6—The Department’s Place in the Company
Communicate: 

How the department goals affect the company

Major business issues affecting the department

Basic business strategy of the department

Role of other departments, as needed

All business actions affecting the work unit

2. Communications Calendar
Be intentional. Create a communications calendar to manage the messages, 
frequency, and various channels to be used to communicate with your 
employees. The senior human resources representative (the one who 
would orchestrate management’s communications program during a 
union campaign) and a communications professional, probably someone 
from public relations, are assigned to manage and control the calendar and 
be responsible for its success.
During a union organization campaign, apply this formula: 4 x 5 = 20. 
The theory is that for a message to be communicated sufficiently, the 
message must be broadcast at least five times through at least four different 
channels in the certification vote period (i.e., 5 days in Ontario). Without 
the repetition of the message through a variety of channels in a compacted 
time-frame the message will not stick.

Leaders sometimes claim, “I sent out an email” or “I also posted it on the 
bulletin board last week.” This still equals one message, one time. The 
effort is a far cry from 20! 

Note: If the union campaign period is longer than 5 days, you 
will need to adjust the above formula accordingly.
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Shaping the climate through managed communications 
eventually results in a culture that is truly communicative. It is a 
culture in which clear direction, open communications, 
innovation, and high productivity are a way of life. 

3. Critical Communications Skills 
The toughest part of a good communications program is being able to 
view issues from another perspective. Seldom will a listener understand 
the message exactly the way the message was intended. Various 
meanings and interpretations may be applied to the spoken or written 
word, depending on the listener’s past experiences, current attitudes, and 
mental state. Additionally, nonverbal behaviour (e.g., eye contact, posture, 
gestures, body movements, and the use of space) may actually contradict a 
verbal message. Obvious body gestures, including head-shaking, a shrug, 
a smirk, or crossed arms may all convey negative messages.

Even when the message is perceived as intended, the average person 
remembers about half of a message immediately after receiving it and 
retains only a quarter of the message after two weeks. Repetition and 
reminders are necessary to ensure employees recall important information.

It doesn’t matter how well the leader thinks the conversation 
went, all that really counts is what the employee understood 
and felt about the message. Are the leader and the message 
believable? Are the conversation and its subject matter  

     transparent?

The leadership team must also ensure messages sent to employees are 
consistently expressed by front line leaders, consistently expressed over 
time, and that all behaviours support the messages. Employees will believe 
actions long after the words are forgotten.

When an employee has a concern or offers input, it is essential the front 
line leader respond in a timely manner. Inform the employee if it is 
going to take some time to provide an answer. A general rule is that most 
requests should receive a response within two days. A front line leader 
should actively listen to an employee in the same manner as if he or she 
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were listening to the organization’s most senior executive. There is no one 
more important than the employee at that moment!

Communications involves both what you intended to convey 
and what the listener thought you meant. The goal is to bring 
these into alignment, so they communicate one transparent 
message.

4. Encouraging an Upward Flow of Information
An upward flow of information is more likely to occur when employees 
have:

Access to any member of the leadership team,

Input into the decision-making process, rather than providing a 
reaction after the decision has been made,

Understanding of the business and confidence that their questions 
will be taken seriously and responded to promptly,

Feedback on the impact of their suggestions or inputs, and

Trust in leadership to know reprisals do not happen.

This is the only way to ensure information will not merely be what the 
front line leader wants to hear.

Occasionally, some information cannot be shared with the employees. 
When that is the case, they should be told why and when they can expect 
a more thorough explanation. If the information is completely confidential, 
explain why it must be so. This is where trust plays a significant role. 

Facilitating the upward flow of information requires an effective 
communications strategy:

Obtain top management buy-in.

Recognize that no single method or channel will be effective by 
itself.

Use a mix of approaches and all available and relevant channels.

Target the types of communications to the employee audience 
(i.e., use different methods for in-house employees versus the 
external sales team).
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Respect cultural diversity and vary approaches accordingly.

Ensure the messages are consistent over time and between 
employee groups.

Keep the message clear and simple.

Train leaders at all levels in communications skills and ensure that 
they understand the overriding importance of communications, 
especially active listening.

Develop and sustain face-to-face communications, dialogue, and 
feedback.

Ask the leadership group whether employees believe the culture 
of the organization is such that they can say what they think 
without discomfort. If they cannot, develop and implement a 
plan to change the culture. This issue can be a topic for focus 
group meetings or an employee opinion survey.

5. Keys for Downward Flow of Information
To effectively communicate downward:

Know the employees’ perceptions.

Actively listen.

Be aware of body language.

Repeat key messages in a variety of ways.

Be consistent over time.

Be consistent with what other leaders are saying.

Give a timely response to employee inquiries.

Care about what others are feeling.

6. Skilful Communications Practices

Adult-to-adult. Speak as one adult to another, the way you would 
prefer your next-level manager to talk to you.

Overdo it. Communicate more than you think you have to. Make 
it your top priority.

Be positive. No matter the message, find a way to include 
something positive. 
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Concise. Be as clear and as specific as possible.

Care. If you are ambivalent about your message or audience, the 
communications will reflect that ambivalence.

Double-check. Probe to check you understand the message and 
that the other person understands you.

Be honest and transparent. It’s the only way people will believe 
what you say.

Encourage input. Always solicit employee ideas, suggestions, 
and reactions. 

Follow through. Always. No exceptions. 

Be helpful. Recognize that the job of the front line leader is to 
remove roadblocks, irritants, and frustrations, not to put them 
there.

7. Unskilful Communications Practices

Command. Ordering people around produces resentment and 
anger. Using statements beginning with “You must”, “You have 
to”, or “You ought to.” 

Threaten. Make statements such as, “If you don’t” or “You 
had better”, encourages rebellion; the antithesis of Positive 
Employee Relations. 

Give unsolicited advice. The only advice that is valued is advice 
that is requested.

Use vague language. Saying “We need to come up with a better 
system,” can produce confusion. (What exactly are you asking the 
listener to do? What system needs to be better?) 

Withhold information. Don’t tell them why, either. 

Name-calling. Confronting employees by saying “You are 
careless” or “You’re getting lazy” produces defensiveness. These 
statements do not provide any direction on how an employee can 
improve. 

Patronize. Talking down to the employees. Remember that each 
employee is important or else the hire would not have been 
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made in the first place. A front line leader is 100% dependent on 
employees for success.

Generalize. Categorizing things as black or white, saying “You 
never do anything I ask you to.” Even low-performing employees 
do some things right and every star employee messes up 
sometimes.

Ignore the other person. Don’t follow up. Delivering a message 
is only half the picture. How is the employee taking it? Is it 
understood the way you intended?

Rush. Not taking time for back-and-forth dialogue. Wait until you 
do have time. The only time this rule does not apply is in the case 
of fire!

SOCIAL MEDIA

Just as the Internet has changed the way we view virtually everything, 
social media has changed the way people communicate. Social media and 
networking sites are powerful tools to strengthen your employer brand 
and to further your business connections and personal relationships.

Social media can take many different forms, including Internet forums, 
blogs, online profiles, podcasts, pictures, video, email, and instant 
messaging. Social media applications include: LinkedIn, Facebook, 
MySpace, YouTube, Twitter, and Yahoo groups. The list is almost endless.

Consistent with my communications plan, The Sherborne Company has 
issued a set of guidelines for all employees, including leaders, when using 
any social media vehicle. These guidelines appear in Exhibit 15.4.

Note: The NLRB is presently paying special attention to 
employer’s human resources policies on social media. If a 
company says employees are not allowed to bad-mouth or even 
discuss their employer on social media, regulations may 
conclude that the policy impedes the workers’ right to complain 
about working conditions to co-workers. This could then be 
construed as impeding a worker’s right to complain to a union 
organizer, especially an internal union organizer.
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Exhibit 15.4: The Sherborne Company’s Social Media 
Guidelines

When an employee, any employee, including leaders, is participating 
in social networking, they are not only representing themselves, 
they are representing The Sherborne Company. We believe social 
networking is a very valuable tool and continue to advocate the 
responsible involvement of Sherborne’s employees in this space. While 
we encourage online business collaboration, we are developing a 
policy and set of guidelines for appropriate online conduct, to avoid 
the misuse of this communications medium. 

Policy Guidelines:

Do not post any financial, confidential, sensitive, or proprietary 
information about The Sherborne Company, its customers, or its 
vendors.

Always speak respectfully about current, former, and potential 
employees, customers, and business competitors. Do not engage 
in any behaviour that will reflect negatively on your reputation 
or Sherborne’s reputation. The same guidelines hold true for 
Sherborne’s business partners and vendors.

Social media sites are not the forum for venting personal complaints 
about leaders, co-workers, or the company.

As a Sherborne employee, you are responsible for the content you 
post. It is important for you to know that information remains in 
cyberspace forever. 

Use privacy settings when appropriate. The Internet is immediate 
and nothing posted is ever truly private, nor does it expire. 

If you see unfavorable opinions, negative comments, or criticism 
about The Sherborne Company, an employee, or a leader, do not try 
to have the post removed or send a written reply that will escalate 
the situation. Forward this information to the Human Resource 
Director.
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If you are posting to personal networking sites and are speaking 
about job related content or about The Sherborne Company, 
identify yourself as a Sherborne employee and use a disclaimer. 
Make it clear that these views are not reflective of the views of The 
Sherborne Company by stating, “The opinions expressed on this 
site are my own and do not necessarily represent the views of The 
Sherborne Company.” 

Many sites like Facebook and Twitter blur the lines between business 
and personal. Keep this in mind and make sure to have a balance of 
information that shows both your professional and personal sides. 
Always balance negative comments with positive comments. 

Be respectful of others. Think of what you say online in the same 
way as statements you might make to the media, or emails you 
might send to people you don’t know. Stick to the facts! Try to give 
accurate information and correct any mistakes right away.

Do not post obscenities, slurs, or personal attacks that can damage 
both Sherborne’s reputation and your own. 

When posting to social media sites, be knowledgeable, interesting, 
honest, and add value. Sherborne’s outstanding reputation and 
the widget brand is a direct result of our employees and their 
commitment to uphold our values and guiding behaviours.

Do not infringe on copyrights or trademarks. Don’t use images 
without permission, and remember to cite any information that is 
not your own.

Be aware that you are not anonymous when you make online 
comments. Information on your networking profiles is published 
in a very public place. Even if you post anonymously or under a 
pseudonym, your identity can still be revealed.

Do not forget your day job! You should make sure that your online 
activities do not interfere with your job responsibilities.



627COMMUNICATING YOUR MESSAGE

A FINAL THOUGHT

Nearly everything written today about employees and productivity 
mentions an employee’s increasing need to be valued—a need to feel as 
though he/she belongs and that his/her efforts are appreciated.

Communications answers these needs by allowing all employees to 
keep in touch with what is happening in the organization. Employees 
recognize communications as an indication of their relative value to 
the organization. If they are directly and consistently informed about key 
issues, they are in effect participating in what is happening throughout 
the company. The payoff is that employees who feel valued are more 
productive, more likely to take initiative, and frequently more willing to 
play a role in innovation.

Exhibit 15.5 is a further refinement on the available communications 
channels. It indicates on the X axis the level of sensitivity of the topic being 
discussed and on the Y axis the level of importance of the topic.

The more important (X axis) it is to get the communications out to people, 
the more it makes sense to use a multitude of channels. For example, 
an announcement of company re-structuring or of a pending union 
certification vote might be made at a town hall meeting, but then followed 
immediately by team and individual meetings.

The level of sensitivity (Y axis) can also vary within employee or stakeholder 
groups. An announcement of changes to the benefits/pension plans, for 
example, might be more sensitive for the employees in the middle of 
their working lives and less so for those retiring shortly or just entering 
employment after college.

Written and formal communications cannot create the same sense of 
belonging that face-to-face communications achieve. They are, by their 
very nature, impersonal. Face-to-face communications, directly between 
leaders and employees, must be the foundation of any meaningful 
communications effort.
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Exhibit 15.5: Communications Sensitivity and Importance
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Commit to investing approximately 5% of the gross payroll annually on 
communications, employee education, and leadership development 
to ensure employees are involved in their jobs, their careers, and their 
company.

2. Conduct an audit of your company’s current communications practices 
and determine your employees’ communications needs.

3. Create an employee communications plan based on the premise that 
communications must engage, inform, persuade, and be responsive. 
Consider including: 

© program

4.  Create a communications plan for each department by following the 
communications model in Exhibit 15.3.

5. Write your own company’s position regarding unions. Use Exhibit 
15.2 as a template.

6. Train all members of management on your position regarding unions. 
Teach, train, coach, and then critique each leader as they recite their 
own 30-second elevator speech on why they don’t want to see a 
union at your place of business.

7. Ensure your position regarding unions is included in the employee 
handbook, read it aloud at employee meetings, and emphasize it in 
employee orientation meetings.

8. Install and monitor the Let’s Talk© communications model found in 
the Further Resource 15.3.
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. Employees in today’s workforce are no longer satisfied (if they ever 
were) with being treated as live equipment.

2. Good two-way communications can help build a psychological 
contract, in which employees feel valued by their employer, and 
the employer clearly demonstrates the value of the employees’ 
contributions.

3. No one can understand a job as intimately as the person actually 
performing it.

4. If a topic is important enough, it deserves to be repeated more than 
once and through more than one channel.

5. Management takes the lead in being transparent in all that they say 
and do. 

6. Trust without openness, honesty, and transparency is an illusion.

7. The more the organization encourages and allows employees to 
apply their brains to the job, through decision-making and creativity, 
the more the employees will align themselves with the products they 
produce and deliver.

8. How do employees engage with repetition?

9. A 3-5% investment in communications is contrasted with the 25-30% 
of annual gross payroll measured as the added cost of conducting 
business when saddled with a collective agreement.

10. Trust and transparency (openness that is believable) must be clearly 
demonstrated and reinforced by all levels of leadership. Only then 
will employees feel secure enough to candidly speak their minds, 
face issues squarely, and participate as partners in the achievement of 
organizational goals.

11. The best employee communications method is verbal, in a private 
person-to-person setting, and with a regular (not annual) schedule.



631COMMUNICATING YOUR MESSAGE

12. No employee should sign a union membership card out of naiveté 
or because they believe management is neutral on the issue of 
unionization.

13. If you are only able to implement one of the recommendations in this 
book that will support your initiative to remain union-free, the Let’s 
Talk© program is my #1 recommendation.

14. It doesn’t matter how well the leader thinks the conversation went, 
all that really counts is what the employee understood and felt about 
the message. Are the leaders and their messages believable? Is the 
conversation and its subject matter transparent?
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FURTHER RESOURCE 15.1: Meeting Planner and Checklist 

These are critical issues that should be considered when arranging a meeting.

1 Planning 

Establish a need for the meeting.

Research the facts. 

Determine the most suitable type of meeting. 

Determine, in broad terms, what you expect to accomplish. 

Consider the appropriate leadership strategies. 

Decide who should attend and why. Ask potential participants to 
indicate whether or not they will attend. 

Determine the pre-meeting information needed by each participant 
and the data the participants are required to bring to the meeting. 

Schedule time to prepare for the meeting.

2. Organizing 

Prepare a more formal agenda, including who is responsible for each 
topic or item. 

Determine the format of the minutes, including a feedback system 
regarding action taken or to be taken.

Consider a dry run and make any appropriate changes. 

Determine the criteria for agreement on issues. 

Consider the contributions required from the participants, particularly 

Become familiar with the actual meeting place and surroundings. 

Prepare meeting materials (e.g., multimedia or audio-visual aids, 
reports and handouts, coffee, etc.). 
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obtain agreement as to expectations and timing. 

3. Facilitating 

Introduce the participants and their respective roles. 

Discuss the style of the meeting and the chairperson’s role. 

State the problems and criteria for agreement (agenda). 

Develop guidelines for solutions and agreement. 

Ensure that all possible solutions are reviewed. 

consider the time frame. 

Encourage intra-group communications.

4. Guiding

Decide on a course of action, that is, implementation of conclusions 
or decisions. 

Expedite this plan and follow through to conclusion. 

Establish a distribution pattern for the minutes. If possible, distribute 
minutes within three days. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 15.2: Sample Employee Handbook

Guidelines

Step 1: Review and make required revisions to The Sherborne Company’s 
current policies and procedure statements.

Step 2:  Create an outline of what to include in the employee handbook.

Step 4:  Add the summary statements of each policy in the appropriate sections, 
according to the table of contents of the handbook.

Step 5:  Review the entire handbook, using a cross-section of people from the 
employee and leadership teams.

their review and feedback.

Step 7:  Publish and distribute the employee handbooks

Note: Some employers may use their intranet to post the handbook 

those without access to the intranet or upon request. Posting the employee 
handbook on the company intranet is also useful when changes to policies/
procedures are made and need to be communicated to the employees. 

Sample Content

1. The Beginning
Welcome 
History of The Sherborne Company 
Our Mission
Direct and One-on-One
Our Values 

2. Communications
Introduction
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01-2-1 Communications Meetings 
01-2-2 Shift Communications Meetings 
01-2-3 Problem Handling Procedures 
01-2-4 Issue Resolution Committee 
01-2-5 Telephone Calls 
01-2-6 Open-Door Policy 
01-2-7 Let’s Talk© program 
01-2-8 Dialogue with the President 
01-2-9 Sherborne’s Newsletter 
01-2-10 Memo to Employees 
01-2-11 Bulletin Boards 

3. Your Career with Sherborne 
Introduction 
01-3-1 Equal Employment Opportunity 
01-3-2 Immigration Law/Compliance 
01-3-3 Respecting Others at The Sherborne Company
01-3-4 Probationary Period 
01-3-5 Employees Hired for Temporary Assignments 
01-3-6 Performance Reviews

01-3-8 Reporting Relationships 
01-3-9 Transfers 
01-3-10 Seniority 
01-3-11 Training 
01-3-12 Workplace Harassment 

01-3-14 Human Resources Files 
01-3-15 Retirement 

4. Absences and Timekeeping 
Introduction 
01-4-1 Attendance/Punctuality 
01-4-2 Leave of Absence 
01-4-3 Bereavement Leave 

01-4-5 Medical/Dental Appointments 
01-4-6 Maternity/Parental/Adoption Leave 
01-4-7 Workers’ Compensation 
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5. Money Matters 
Introduction 
01-5-1 Wage Rates
01-5-2 Pay Day 
01-5-3 Hours of Work and Overtime 
01-5-4 Time Cards 
01-5-5 Travel Reimbursements 
01-5-6 Report-In/Call-In Pay 
01-5-7 Vacation/Statutory Holidays/Paid Holidays 

6. Health and Safety Matters 
Introduction 
01-6-1 Protective Equipment 

01-6-3 Reporting Accidents 
01-6-4 Safety Rules 

01-6-6 Housekeeping 
01-6-7 Smoking 
01-6-8 Refusing to Work 

7. Living our Values 
Introduction 
01-7-1 Outside Employment 
01-7-2 Business Ethics/Solicitation
01-7-3 Leaving The Sherborne Company
01-7-4 Letters of Reference 
01-7-5 Termination
01-7-6 Guiding Behaviours
01-7-7 Performance Management 

Listening to You

Final Thought 

Employee Acknowledgment
The Sherborne Company requires that every employee provide a written 
acknowledgment of having received the employee handbook. Such 

establish that the employee has read and is aware of our policies. 
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Sherborne Employee Handbook
Welcome Letter:

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2

Prepared for (name of team member):

WELCOME! We are very pleased that you are a member of the 
Sherborne family. Along with all other team members, you will play 
an important role in the success of our company. In addition, we 
hope to play a positive role in your career and future development.

At The Sherborne Company, we believe that one of the best ways to 
encourage cooperative effort is to give each person the information 
needed to understand the general objectives of the company and 
the reasons why our practices and procedures exist. 

To maintain a positive working environment, we have developed 
guiding behaviours that we expect all employees to practice. These 
are not meant to restrict the rights of any particular person, but to 
protect the rights and increase the safety and happiness of all.

Please review this employee handbook and ask any questions you 
may have. Your front line leader will be happy to help. 

This is going to be the start of something great! 

Again, welcome.

W. H. Burford 
General Manager
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The Mission of Sherborne is:  
To produce world famous widgets that meet customer requirements, 
on time, in a cost-effective manner, with due regard for the needs of all 

To be the Employer of Choice within our community.

To demonstrate our respect for the environment.

To ensure a healthy and safe workplace.

To be a respected contributor to the welfare of our community.

 
Direct and One-On-One

competitive with those offered by other employers in this area and in 
the same industry. As an open company, we encourage employees to 
discuss any concerns about their jobs or compensation levels directly 
with their supervisors.

The experience at The Sherborne Company shows that when employees 
deal directly with their front line leaders, the work environment will be 

be satisfying. We are committed to our employees, and we pledge to 
respond effectively to employee concerns. 

in our workplace. For those employees who may consider union 
representation in the future, we urge careful consideration of all 
issues involved, including cost of union dues and the effect on existing 
relationships, our customers, and the quality of our products. Your 
job, like everyone else’s job at Sherborne, is the result of customers’ 

usually many, are eventually turned into topics at a bargaining table. 
No one can determine, in advance, what issues the union may place as 
priorities and what issues Sherborne may place as priorities. Betting on 

get it wrong.
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This company supports the preservation of direct relations with 
employees. We encourage employees to use and preserve their right to 
speak openly for themselves in the workplace. The Sherborne Company 
is a good place to work and its team members, in our view, will never 
need a union to represent them in talking to our leaders.

Our Values 

We value our employees as partners in our business. Guiding 
behaviours that will demonstrate that Sherborne lives this value 
include: 

We will communicate with employees. 

We will listen to our employees, seeking understanding. 

We will speak to our employees (keep them informed). 

We will have a mechanism for resolving issues that results in fair 

and equitable solutions. 

We will compensate our employees fairly, recognizing the value 

that each employee contributes to the organization. 

We will treat our employees with respect and dignity. 

We will treat others as we ourselves wish to be treated. 

We will take the time to learn about the needs of others, so that 

we may respond to them as they would wish. 

We will recognize that there is more than one right way.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 15.3: Let’s Talk©: An Employee’s 
Guide to Effective Communications

Note: The Let’s Talk© communications program is supported by two 
guides—one for the employee and one for the manager/leader. The 

prepare the manager’s/leader’s guide only after consultation with 
the employer.

We provide an on-site workshop for front line leaders and managers to learn 
how to effectively conduct the Let’s Talk© program and to obtain the greatest 
possible value from this important initiative.

……………………………………………………………………………………………..

Employee’s Guide to the
Let’s Talk© Communications Program

To: All Employees 

We are very pleased to provide you with this employee’s guide to Let’s Talk©, a 
unique employee communications program.

The goal of Let’s Talk© is to provide each and every one of you with answers 
to all of your questions concerning your relationship with The Sherborne 

the importance we place on open dialog between all employees and their front 
line leaders. 

Let’s Talk© has my personal support. This guide explains the program and how 
it works. Please use Let’s Talk© to its fullest capabilities. We believe it will make 

Yours very truly,

W. H. Burford 
General Manager 
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Introduction

At The Sherborne Company, we value your input. We are interested in hearing 

so we have designed a special program, Let’s Talk©, to ensure that we will hear 
what you have to say.

The idea behind Let’s Talk©

North American supplier of widgets, Sherborne requires your cooperation. 

This requires frequent and direct one-on-one communications, and that is 
what Let’s Talk© is all about.

The initial phase of Let’s Talk©

with your front line leader. We have included suggestions on how to make the 
conversation meaningful for both of you. The ongoing phases consist of the 
many brief personal contacts that you have with your front line leader every 
day. 

Sherborne’s continued success depends upon the commitment, resolve, and 
good working relationship between you and your front line leader. We believe 
that making this special Let’s Talk© program part of everyday communications 
will noticeably enhance our working relationships.

What is Let’s Talk©?

Let’s Talk© is a communications program directed at discussing any items that 
you have established on the agenda during regular meetings with your front 
line leader. Follow-up actions will be handled by your front line leader or, where 
appropriate, by yourself. 

The Objective of Let’s Talk©

The purpose of Let’s Talk© is to assist you in developing a strong and supportive 
working relationship with your front line leader, so that each of you: 

Talks freely with each other, 
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Gains a broader perspective of each other’s point of view, 

Let’s Talk© provides you with an opportunity to express your feelings, to offer 
suggestions, and to question matters affecting you and your work. It offers an 
opportunity for you to express your thoughts and opinions about The Sherborne 

When used properly and consistently, Let’s Talk© creates an open-door climate 
and encourages you to become more involved. In turn, you develop a greater 
sense of  and gain an additional feeling of purpose in your career. 

Let’s Talk© is an approach to enhancing communications within The Sherborne 
Company. It is a way for your front line leader to develop a deeper working 
relationship with you, so that both of you get to know each other on a personal 
and individual basis. 

your front line leader.

……………………………………………………………………………………………..

Let’s Talk© Agenda

Employee: 
Department: 
Front Line Leader: 
Let’s Talk© Date/Time: 

Forward a copy to your front line leader two (2) days prior to your Let’s Talk© 
meeting.

Please check off the items that you would like to discuss under each general 
heading. If there are other topics you would like to talk about in this Let’s Talk© 
session, please do not hesitate to write these down in the Additional Topics and 
Comments section.
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1. Communications
  What’s the future for Sherborne?

  Quantity of information
  Working relationship with front line leader
  Working relationships with others
  Being treated with courtesy/honesty

2. Recognition
  Recognition for accomplishments
  Being treated fairly 
  Performance appraisal feedback 

3. Quality/Productivity 
  Planning work
  Productivity
  Quality of workmanship
  Quality of systems, procedures
  Tools, equipment, supplies 
  Suggestions for improvements 

  Life insurance/pension plan 
  Sick/bereavement leave

  Wage levels/increases
  Payroll deductions 
  Vacation pay/procedure

5. General 
  Parking 
  Lunchroom 
  Hours of work 
  Working conditions 
  Quality of parts 
  Safety and housekeeping 
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Additional Topics and Comments: 
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reviewing
 employee         performance

Probably one of the most difficult tasks for front line leaders and their 
next-level leaders is to conduct regular and meaningful performance 
reviews with individual employees. All too often these appraisals do not 
cause a positive change in behaviour. This difficulty arises because of two 
conceptually different ways of viewing the feedback process.

The first is the traditional hierarchical method that is used often. One of its 
major difficulties stems partly from human nature: people shy away from 
making critical judgments of other people’s performance. Why? For at least 
three reasons:

1. The way front line leaders and next-level leaders (early in their 
work careers) were treated during their first performance reviews: 
“I went in raw and came out bleeding!”

2. The lack of understanding and training front line leaders and next-
level leaders have in this area. Feedback is both a skill and an 
art.

3. Regardless of job title, until one reaches a professional level in 
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leadership competencies, providing feedback to employees will 
always be seen as uncomfortable. It requires a certain level of 
experience to discuss an employee’s performance, while leaving 
the employee’s “personhood” intact. As well, for the inexperienced 
front line leader, determining the cost benefit for their return-on-
preparation time may be difficult to fathom.

Precisely because of this lack of understanding, front line leaders frequently 
pull away from conducting performance reviews. Positive Employee 
Relations™ means many things, but one aspect that is critical is the 
regular and transparent feedback to and from employees about their 
job performance.

The second difficulty has to do with how the performance review process 
is conceived of in the first place. It is rightly assumed that the onus for the 
feedback falls squarely on the shoulders of the front line leader. This is 
reinforced when the front line leader’s own performance review contains 
a segment on how well the front line leader conducted reviews with his/
her employee team. Though this may appear overwhelming to the front 
line leader, we should not diminish or take this responsibility away.

To this point in our discussion of Positive Employee Relations, I have 
emphasized that front line leaders and their employees need to be 
fully engaged in every aspect of their working relationship. The job 
responsibilities assigned to an employee—the job description and 
accompanying performance standards—are just one aspect of this 
relationship. What if we pushed the boundaries and assigned employees 
the responsibility to initially assess their own performance?

If employees received their job descriptions and performance 
standards at the beginning of the review cycle, they would 
know the required outcomes (6 or 12 months) in advance of the 
actual performance review. Then there should be no surprises!

We have already given employees at least half of the tools to perform 
this self-assessment: the job descriptions and performance standards. 
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During the orientation phase, consider having a human resources 
representative conduct a brief session (10-15 minutes) on how to review 
the accomplishments and further development aspects of the performance 
review. This could be considered a “mock probationary performance 
review”. Once the employee knows what to expect in the review 
discussion, much of the fear, anxiety, or resistance will begin to dissipate. 

If the Positive Employee Relations culture has been established correctly, 
and embedded from day one, employees will understand the importance 
of meeting their performance standards and will understand that making 
an honest mistake (not carelessness) is one of the better learning tools. All 
front line leaders need to appreciate this point as well.

Human resources can also conduct a 2-3 hour workshop with employees 
who are nearing the completion of their probation period, to teach them 
how to factually and transparently assess their own achievements against 
the performance standards of their jobs. For employees to report back on 
having achieved, not achieved, or exceeded the performance standards 
may seem unusual, but this is not an impossible task. Though this may be 
an awkward experience when compared to the feedback methods used 
by most previous employers, talking about their accomplishments, success 
stories, and the skills they need to upgrade will be seen as a positive move 
in the long run. All front line leaders and next-level leaders will need to 
be coached on how to conduct performance reviews and provide positive 
recognition for employees’ accomplishments.

The difficulty for the front line leader may be to create a safe environment 
for employees to discuss why, for example, they did not meet their 
performance standards. However, creating such a safe environment is, 
as I have previously argued, a major component of Positive Employee 
Relations culture. Also, all front line leaders will likely need further 
training to assist employees to see that performance levels recorded as 
“below standard” are indicators of the need for further development—not 
for punitive action.

By exploring this second approach to employee feedback, we place the 
front line leader, employee, and the organization in a position to learn and 
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explore new ways of thinking about credible and transparent feedback 
methods. This approach does not mean that the front line leader’s or next-
level leader’s judgment and observations have no role in the process. It does 
mean that the emphasis changes from the front line leader’s unilateral 
decision about the employee’s performance, to the employee taking the 
first steps in a participative process. In such a process, qualitative and 
quantitative data is generally not in dispute; it’s usually methodology that 
is the stumbling block. As I will discuss shortly in this chapter, the level 
of authority granted to the employee may answer the process questions.

As the employee’s direct involvement in their performance 
review becomes the norm, it will emphasize the importance of 
self-responsibility and self-accountability.

WHY PERFORMANCE REVIEWS ARE IMPORTANT 

Let’s step back for a moment and look at the many ways a positive and 
progressive performance review system can benefit your organization. 
The following seven points are specific to Positive Employee Relations 
and are not influenced by any particular industry group or the products/
services organizations provide. Performance reviews: 

1. Let the employee know where he/she stands, and what is expected 
from his/her job—performance standards versus the employee’s 
actual achievements.

2. Will identify the employee’s performance strengths and areas that 
need improvement, so that the front line leader and the employee 
can then work together to improve performance and/or behaviour.

3. Reinforce the message that the only way to truly change an 
employee’s attitudes and behaviours rests squarely on the 
shoulders of the employee.

4. Provide information for the front line leader and the employee to 
discuss and determine what is required to support the employee’s 
learning of new concepts and methods that will allow him/her to 
increase his/her accomplishments.
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5. Provide information for making wage/salary decisions, since 
compensation in a Positive Employee Relations environment 
should only be related to performance.

6. Provide manpower requirements and succession planning 
information by identifying the organization’s spread and depth of 
human resources. 

7. Identifies the unique training and development requirements 
for the 2-4% of the employee population who are outstanding 
performers (your champions) and have the potential to move up 
the organization. 

A performance review should be a tool for motivating employees, but 
in far too many cases it appears to do the opposite. In fact, there is 
sufficient research showing that if performance reviews are conducted in 
the traditional fashion (where the front line leader tells the employee the 
results), the process offers little in the way of positive motivation. I draw 
your attention to Chapter 4 and our discussion about Herzberg’s hygiene-
motivation theory. He argues, and evidence continues to support this 
view, that we cannot directly motivate anyone. However, what we can do 
is to create a workplace environment that eliminates or noticeably reduces 
negative hygiene factors. Then employees will be engaged enough to 
motivate themselves, because their personal needs are being met and they 
are being challenged in their careers.

How we conceptualize the purpose of a performance review 
and administer the process will have a lot to do with creating, or 
not creating, an environment for self-motivation.

Like many management practices, performance reviews have evolved over 
the last 70-80 years from a top-down evaluation tool to becoming an aid in 
employee self-development and learning. Such changes lead to improved 
performance (see Exhibit 16.1). This is the developmental component of 
a performance review. It is used by front line leaders and their next-level 
leaders as an aid in making decisions regarding promotions and transfers. 
It should never be used as a disciplinary tool.
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Discipline is a separate and distinct process that should only be 
after all discussion, appraisal, and feedback avenues have failed.
 

Exhibit 16.1: Evolution of Performance Reviews 

Evaluative  
Role

Developmental  
Role

Focus Past Performance Improvement in the future

Objective Improve performance Improve performance 
through self-learning and 
personal growth

Method Variety of rating and ranking 
procedures

Series of development 
steps (e.g., standards 
of performance and 
behavioural indicators)

Role of 
Manager

To judge and evaluate To counsel, mentor, or guide

Role of 
Employee

Passive or reactive, frequently 
to defend oneself

Active involvement in 
learning and decision 
making

MOTIVATIONAL FACTORS THAT DIRECTLY AFFECT 
FEEDBACK 

I have discussed motivation from the perspective of Maslow (see Chapter 
1) and Herzberg (see Chapter 4). The following comments are intended 
for the “spot” reader (who has not read the previous chapters), and more 
importantly, to place these two motivation theories in the context of 
performance reviews.

If the act of hiring an employee is one of the most critical decisions a 
leader can make, then conducting a proper performance review is the 
second most important.
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On-the-job performance is determined primarily by:

The employee’s competencies (knowledge, skills, and attitudes),

Self-motivation, and 

Self-responsibility, to accomplish required tasks. 

These, in turn, are influenced by workplace environmental factors, 
which run the gamut from health and safety to disciplinary practices, 
and by motivational factors, which encompass individual respect, trust, 
and transparency (in Herzberg’s terminology, from hygiene factors to 
motivational factors). Included in this scenario are the activities front line 
leaders undertake to support improved employee performance. When 
front line leaders know the needs and goals of employees, they can 
influence motivational factors and inspire employees to greater levels of 
self-motivation and self-responsibility.

Needs can be defined as unsatisfied desires. Goals, on the other 
hand, pull the individual towards a desired objective. When 
goals are achieved, objectives are met or deficiencies are 
removed, and job satisfaction can be seen as an outcome.

According to Maslow’s theory, human needs can be divided into five 
broad classes, from primary to self-actualization needs. The theory holds 
that individuals are initially concerned with the lowest-order (primary or 
physiological) needs until those needs are satisfied. Then, concern for 
second-level needs dominates. 

As each of Maslow’s needs are satisfied, the individual’s attention 
is focused upwards.

Another important consideration is that once a need has been satisfied, 
a person is no longer motivated by that particular need. For example, 
employees who have adequate social relationships with friends, colleagues, 
and family will probably not be motivated to form additional ties at work.

But if the workplace environment, Herzberg’s hygiene factors, prevents 
the fulfillment of Maslow’s lower needs, the move upward is halted! A 
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union organizer has traditionally viewed unsatisfied lower-level needs 
as fertile ground. 

Herzberg identified several characteristics (see Exhibit 16.2) that he divided 
into two factors:

Intrinsic factors, which form the actual nature of the work itself 
(motivational factors), and

Extrinsic factors, which surround the job but are not the work 
(hygiene factors). 

Exhibit 16.2: Outcomes that Reinforce Employee Behaviour
 

Intrinsic (Motivators) Extrinsic (Hygiene)

Work
Responsibility
Achievement
Growth
Satisfaction
Recognition/Pride

Salary
Relationships
Supervision
Policy and Administration
Working Conditions
Job Security

For our purposes, the view is that intrinsic factors (those related to job 
content and personal growth) are important for motivating higher 
performance through self-responsibility. It is from these motivational 
factors that employees experience job satisfaction and engagement. 
Extrinsic factors (workplace environment or hygiene) are all too often 
erroneously seen as motivators, but they are not. The best one can get 
from extrinsic or hygiene factors is the absence of dissatisfaction.

It is key for front line leaders and employees to realize that improved 
performance will lead to results that are seen as critically important by the 
employees and the organization. These outcomes are primarily Herzberg’s 
motivational factors: job satisfaction, challenge, advancement, knowledge, 
and self-esteem. The logical consequence is the experience of employee 
engagement.
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The real rewards from a job are not monetary, assuming that 
wage levels are established competitively within your industry 
and geographical labour market. The motivation for employees 
comes from learning (especially self-responsibility) and the 
other things that they take away from the job while fulfilling 
their needs and goals.

On the other hand, if the hygiene factors do not meet the employee’s 
perceived standard of acceptability, the gap caused will lead directly 
to workplace dissatisfaction. As mentioned earlier, the presence of 
dissatisfiers can lead to union organizers making their case about employer 
insensitivity.

These dissatisfiers (unresolved hygiene factors) also become a roadblock 
to the employee’s ability to experience and appreciate the benefits of the 
motivational factors. When employees are concerned about low wages or 
a reduced benefits program, it is difficult to obtain their commitment to the 
learning opportunities inherent in their jobs.

Of great surprise to many front line leaders and next-level leaders is the 
apparent lack of employee appreciation for rectifying the causes of 
dissatisfaction. For example, if the organization determines its wages are 
below the community standard and they make an upwards adjustment, 
employees will not flock to their door in gratitude for correcting what 
employees knew all along was a problem. Employees will view this as the 
employer finally correcting a wrong that they have lived with for a long 
time.

AN ENLIGHTENED APPROACH TO PERFORMANCE REVIEW

A culture that is conducive to change depends on a workplace that 
encourages, enables, and rewards performance. In a Positive Employee 
Relations environment, an enlightened perspective on the part of the 
senior leadership team counts for more than any book of rules.
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No performance review system can be effective unless there is 
an affirmative culture based on employee engagement, trust, 
and transparency. As well, all front line leader-employee 
relationships must be adult-to-adult. 

Such an enlightened approach is grounded in the following four conditions: 

1. Employee review and development involves the senior 
leadership team.
This does not mean that the president of the company administers the 
program. All members of the senior leadership team must wholeheartedly 
endorse the effort, not only through words, but through actions. The most 
powerful stimulus to review and development comes from a president 
who talks supportively about the performance review program and its 
objectives with all leaders. The president demonstrates his/her commitment 
by reviewing the performance of direct reports, and they, in turn, review 
their direct reports. This cascades throughout the organization as a natural 
consequence of seeking and providing feedback and development.

2. Front line leaders must understand human behaviour.
Any performance review program fights an uphill battle when front line 
leaders fail to understand that employee growth and development and the 
organization’s growth and development mutually influence each other. 
They are synergistic! 

To change or modify employee behaviour requires a clearly defined goal, 
along with the guidance of the front line leader, and the commitment of 
the employee. Such employee commitment must be earned by the front 
line leader; it does not appear magically when the newly-hired employee 
signs a letter of employment. This commitment is a result of a values-match 
at the time a job offer is concluded and the subsequent way the front 
line leader and employee’s relationship reflects the values and guiding 
behaviours. 

In encouraging a more effective performance, the objective is a change in 
behaviour, not personality. The front line leader must collaboratively work 
with the employee in such areas as:
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Understanding one’s behaviour,

Interpersonal relationship skills,

Styles of communication,

Quality of judgment, and

Use of authority.

There should be no attempt to change underlying personality traits. If 
there is not a personality fit at the time of the probationary review or the 
first annual performance review, there was probably not a personality fit 
when the employee was hired.

3. The front line leader-employee relationship is recognized as 
critical.
There can be no substitute for an employee’s own front line leader when 
making an appraisal about performance. This is where the four wheels 
meet the road: honesty, integrity, trust, and transparency are key. Real 
development takes place on-the-job (this is the best learning tool available) 
and the front line leader plays a vital role as a trainer and a mentor.

The critical piece is the degree to which the employee has been trained in 
problem identification and resolution, and then given the opportunity to 
use these skills in creative ways to add value to the organization. In doing 
so, the employee gains confidence in his/her competencies and maturity.

4. Motive and attitude are recognized as more important than 
technique and skill in the performance review process.
On-line learning, training films, books, and discussion groups frequently 
stress the form and technique of the performance review. However, mastery 
of skill does not guarantee effective feedback or appraisal. Knowing how 
to begin the discussion, how to ask open-ended questions, how to use 
probes, how to listen actively, and how to prepare action plans are all-
important techniques. These are the skills of performance review, not its 
art.
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The most important factor—the art—is the front line leader’s genuine 
desire to understand, assess, and help the employee to develop. With 
this desire and a sincere application of the company’s values and guiding 
behaviours, front line leaders will evolve their own way of artfully getting 
the job done. The importance of a role model, played by the next-level 
leaders, in conducting the front line leader’s performance review should 
never be underestimated. It would be the exception for the front line 
leader to know both the skill and art of conducting a performance review 
without further training and development.

The way employees feel about their job is the sum of many 
things: a leadership philosophy that makes the company’s 
existence meaningful, an attitude of joie-de-vivre, and an 
inherent enjoyment derived from the substance of their job.

ADULT-TO-ADULT FEEDBACK

Traditional performance reviews tend to focus on an after-the-fact 
subjective evaluation made unilaterally by the front line leader. The focus 
of these reviews is most frequently seen in their documentation, which 
takes the form of pre-printed or generic checklists. These lists call for the 
front line leader’s judgment about an employee’s performance regarding 
factors such as dependability, flexibility, adaptability, etc. A predetermined 
rating scale is included so that each factor is measured on a one-to-ten 
scale. 

However, what does an employee really learn or know, at the end of 
a year’s work, when his/her front line leader indicates 6 out of 10 on 
“flexibility”? What is the context of this appraisal? What development 
plans can be established from this information? How can this lead to an 
atmosphere of mutual respect? I believe such an approach to employee 
feedback adds little, if anything, to the development of the employee.

 Given the involvement of Gen X employees in many 
organization, this checklist approach will do more to ensure 
the employee leaves than commits to the organization.
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A number of progressive organizations, however, have developed 
feedback and review systems that emphasize adult-to-adult feedback 
through problem identification and resolution. This is not only consistent 
with Positive Employee Relations, it reflects its core philosophy. At the 
beginning of a review cycle, employees and front line leaders seek a clear 
and mutual understanding of the specific results to be accomplished by the 
end of the review cycle. This means the employee knows, in quantitative 
and qualitative terms (performance standards), what results are to be 
achieved and what the next performance review discussion will focus on.

As soon as possible after the completion of any given set of tasks or 
responsibilities, the employee and front line leader can discuss the 
results in factual and measureable terms. Included would be the reasons 
for below standard, meets standards, and exceeds standards results 
(measured against the appropriate performance standard), as well as any 
problems encountered. They agree on what needs to be done to overcome 
difficulties, who will undertake this action, and a timeline to complete the 
action. The front line leader is there to remove structural or bureaucratic 
roadblocks; the employee is there to learn new or refined behaviours that 
move performance towards the performance standards. 

Three basic assumptions underlie this process: 

1. Employees need to know what is expected of them.
Performance improves when employees know in advance the results 
expected, how results will be measured, what resources are available, 
and which tasks take precedence. Performance also improves when 
employees, through rational discussion, can influence any of these factors. 
A reasonable argument can be made that most employees know how well 
they are performing, long before a qualitative and/or quantitative draft of 
their performance review arrives on the front line leader’s desk.

2. Employees need to know how they are progressing.
People learn more effectively when accurate, specific, and immediate 
feedback is given followed by a semi-annual or annual performance 
review. Work planning develops specific, measurable objectives for this 
purpose. Progress reviews then allow employees and front line leaders to 
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measure results against these objectives. The final result should not be a 
surprise to anyone.

3. Employees need to be able to obtain resources and assistance.
Employees must be encouraged to ask questions and request help when 
necessary. If they feel their requests are likely to be ignored or that they 
might be ridiculed or criticized for asking, they won’t ask. Performance 
achievements will likely suffer. Where does the responsibility for such an 
outcome lie? 

Rather than building on mistakes to justify wage/salary decisions or storing 
up a paper trail of employee errors and omissions, front line leaders 
and employees should search together for ways to solve problems and 
capitalize on opportunities. Subjective opinions and traditional criticism 
give way to work-oriented analysis of hard facts about what really has 
been accomplished and what still needs to be done.

Right from the beginning of the review cycle, the employee 
knows what is to be accomplished and measured at the end of 
the cycle. The measurement is always about performance and 
never about personality.

ESTABLISHING PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

An effective system for reviewing performance must be based on clearly 
understood criteria. When these standards are specific, it is easier for 
employees to judge their own performances and to set appropriate 
improvement goals. Naturally, performance standards make the front line 
leader’s job in providing feedback much easier, as observations are based 
on criteria that the employee understands.

Performance standards are useful only if they are attainable, 
specific, and a valid measure of the assigned responsibility.

When establishing performance standards, the following four guidelines 
will prove useful: 
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1. Be Specific
Ambiguous terms accomplish little in communicating what is expected of 
the employee in fulfilling his/her responsibilities.

Avoids words such as: Use self-defining terms:

Acceptable
Adequately
Approximate
Maximum
As soon as possible
Carefully
Reasonable
Courteously
Desirable

With no more than 4% rejects
Within one day after receipt
By Tuesday at twelve noon
No later than the 15th day of the  

      month
According to instructions in our  

      procedure manual

2. Set Standards
Performance standards should always be viewed within a normal range or, 
statistically, a bell curve. Some people will exceed the standards, most will 
meet the standards, and some will fall short.

If a standard is unachievable, employees will tend to give up and perhaps 
perform less satisfactorily than if no standard had been set. If a standard 
is too easily achieved, employees will not expend extra effort, and the 
standard will eventually have a negative effect on performance.

As well as being specific and attainable, a standard must differentiate 
between activity and accomplishment, focusing on the latter. It must also 
take into consideration those conditions that the employee cannot control.

3. Set Valid Goals
To expect an employee in a sales role to make 75 telephone calls a day 
is not a valid standard, because it addresses the activity only. It is better 
to expect the employee to make 10 sales a day (the accomplishment) 
as a result of the telephone calls (the activity). Do not stipulate that an 
employee attend two seminars a year (the activity); rather, expect the 
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employee to acquire and use specific skills related to current projects (the 
accomplishments). Likewise, do not make the employee responsible for 
identifying cost-related problem areas. Instead, stipulate that the employee 
should hold costs down to, for example, three percent of the budget.

4. Clear Authority Levels
In its aim to sweep away the gray areas, leadership should make sure 
that levels of authority are clearly understood. A common cause of 
misunderstanding between an employee and front line leader is a lack of 
agreement on the employee’s authority. An employee who seems to lack 
initiative or, alternatively, who oversteps bounds may be confused as to 
the degree of authority he/she possesses. Authority levels should be clearly 
expressed. For example, employees should have one of the following 
four levels of authority attached to each responsibility and performance 
standard outlined on their job descriptions: 

Complete authority means the employee is expected to take 
action to carry out a key responsibility without consulting or 
reporting to the front line leader;

Normal authority means the employee is expected to take action, 
but to report the action to the front line leader at the earliest 
opportunity;

Limited authority means the employee is expected to present 
his/her recommendations before any action is taken; and 

No authority means that no action will be taken until a decision is 
reached by the front line leader or next-level leader.

 
Each key area of responsibility should be examined to establish its level 
of authority. For instance, if performance is less than satisfactory, the 
front line leader should check to see if a misunderstanding concerning 
the employee’s level of authority has been a contributing factor. Similarly, 
it may be prudent to lower the degree of authority when unacceptable 
performance is a concern, thereby encouraging more frequent discussions 
between the front line leader and employee. The reverse is also an option 
when an employee is exceeding the establish performance standard.
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THE PERFORMANCE REVIEW DISCUSSION

Your one-on-one discussion with an employee will be the most critical 
step in the performance review and self-development process. 

Note: This is a discussion, not an authoritative ”sit down and I’ll 
tell you how I/we have rated you!” A discussion implies a back-
and-forth exchange, where new information and ideas can 
surface. These ideas should be taken into consideration.

The goals of the discussion are to: 

Clarify any misunderstanding or ambiguity concerning the 
employee’s role in meeting the job’s performance standards. 

Set a collaborative tone as part of an ongoing and open relationship. 

Act as a major motivational event. 

Provide an opportunity to indicate, by your behaviour, the nature 
and depth of your concern for the employee’s satisfaction with 
the company and his/her job.

Discuss the employee’s accomplishments against the agreed-to 
standards. 

Preparing for the discussion:

Thoughtful preparation for the performance review discussion 
will ensure a more successful and productive outcome by both 
the employee and the leader.

Consider the following issues. They have proven helpful to many front 
line leaders and next-level leaders: 

The meeting should be private, taking place where there 
will be neither distractions nor interruptions. This tells the 
employee you consider this meeting to be important, worthy of 
your undivided attention. If your office is not satisfactory, book a 
conference room. A lunch meeting is not the correct venue.
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Transparency is important. Both the employee and the front 
line leader should complete a draft performance review document 
about two weeks prior to the meeting. They should share their 
assessments with each other no later than one week before the 
review. This emphasizes that the discussion is not a lecture, the 
leader desires a fair and reasonable attitude, and the meeting is 
open and collaborative. It clearly demonstrates that you walk-the-
walk regarding adult-to-adult relationships. 

The discussion should be unhurried. The length of time required 
for a review discussion will depend on the employee, the front 
line leader, the level of the job’s complexity, and the anticipated 
depth of the interview. Allow sufficient time, frequently an hour, 
so that both parties can jointly complete a third (and blank) 
copy of the performance review document. Any performance 
achievements that both parties agree to can be noted quickly, 
recognition provided, and then both parties can move on to the 
areas of disagreement.

The employee should never feel that a performance review is a 
chore for the leader. Ensure that it is not sandwiched between 
other business appointments.

Be up-to-date. Make sure your review of the employee’s 
performance is based on current and adequate information, 
preferably learned through first-hand observation and/or fact-
based reports. Make sure you have sufficient information on the 
day-to-day problems faced by the employee. Be aware of the halo 
effect, which is described below.

Take the employee’s input seriously. The employee is the one 
doing the job. He or she knows the performance standards and 
their input should be taken seriously. This is not the time for 
the front line leader to go on an ego trip. Likewise, the front line 
leader should not give in when doing so would indicate a lack of 
sincerity or integrity. Disagreements on performance issues are 
not arguments; they are opportunities to see the other person’s 
viewpoint.
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Remember that you are a role model. Ask yourself if you would 
like to see your own behaviour modelled by your employees. Do 
not always assume the employee knows which behaviours are 
important. You may find that you have a simple misunderstanding 
to deal with, rather than conscious resistance. 

Try to anticipate the employee’s response. It may be cooperative, 
defensive, submissive, or hostile. The employee may see no need 
for change and, therefore, be unwilling to commit to improving 
performance. Or the employee may not believe you really 
understand his/her position. Keep these points in mind when 
preparing for the interview and plan ways to deal effectively with 
these issues. 

The aim of the review is to assess the individual’s total 
performance. Consider performance in relation to all the specific 
responsibilities of the job, taking into account their relative 
importance. Don’t zero in on one responsibility only and don’t 
focus on one or two incidents that happen to stand out in your 
memory. Consider performance in all areas of the job over a 
significant period of time (e.g., since the last review).

The halo effect. A major detrimental dynamic in a performance 
review discussion occurs when the front line leader holds very 
positive, or very negative, views about the employee’s performance 
in the recent past. For example, satisfying a customer last week 
overshadows many months of mediocre or lacklustre customer 
satisfaction levels.

Performance appraisal is made in relation to the individual’s 
accomplishments in the job. Subjective factors, such as your 
like or dislike of the employee or your knowledge of his/her 
private affairs, have absolutely no place in a performance review 
discussion.

The interview is not the place to make decisions concerning 
difficult wage/salary problems. This is a separate step and 
requires the consideration of factors that go beyond the current 
performance review discussion. Do not let your knowledge of 
existing wage/salary problems affect your objective assessment 
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of performance. Some of the factors you may wish to take into 
consideration at compensation review time are the accuracy 
of the job evaluation, the employee’s past performance, future 
organizational plans, and a comparison of this employee’s 
compensation with that of others in the organization.

There is no doubt about the connection between job performance 
and salary/compensation. Both discussions should not take 
place that the same time. Separate the meetings by 3 or 4 weeks.

PITFALLS TO AVOID WHEN PLANNING AND 
CONDUCTING PERFORMANCE REVIEWS

Halo effect—seeing only the good

Horns effect—seeing only the bad

Recent effect—considering only recent performance rather than 
the entire appraisal period

Personal bias—can be positive or negative for the employee (an 
organizational negative)

Distortion—improper (too much or too little) emphasis on certain 
performance

Central tendency—tending to mark only middle values, avoiding 
marking extremes

Similar-to-me—rating those most like yourself higher than those 
who are different

Stereotypes—allowing stereotypical views to influence ratings 
given (e.g., seeing some jobs as best performed by men, other 
jobs best performed by women, etc.)

Contrast—ratings based upon a perceived or desired rank, rather 
than job standards (e.g., a front line leader rates all employees 
lower than self or applies a desired ranking of employees then 
makes scores fit)
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CONDUCTING THE REVIEW

We review employee performance for two reasons: to assess performance 
and to counsel the employee in further development. The ultimate goal is 
to inspire the employee to reach his/her potential. Further Resource 16.1: 
Guide to Conducting a Performance Feedback Meeting outlines a ten-step 
approach to conducting a performance review.

Ideally, review procedures are geared to the employee’s level of 
performance. They may focus on developing a promising employee, 
maintaining current satisfactory performance, or remedying substandard 
performance. To be successful, the review procedure must be clearly 
understood by the employee and the front line leader. The review must 
be a valid measure of the employee’s effectiveness, taking into account 
his/her level of authority. (See Further Resource 16.2: Team Member 
Performance Review and Further Resource 16.3: Leadership Performance 
Review)

Further Resources 16.2 and 16.3 are detailed performance review 
documents that can be adapted for use by your organization. You will see 
that in the final summary section of each performance review document 
an overall review of performance is required. This is based on a balanced, 
objective analysis that reflects the preceding comments on performance.

Employees should be encouraged to make comments on the form as well. 
These need not be a rebuttal (although this is possible). Ideally, employees 
will address suggestions, career expectations, etc. Both the front line 
leader and the employee should sign and date the completed performance 
review. The employee’s signature is a confirmation of the discussion only. 

Should a disagreement arise between the employee and the front line 
leader about the performance review results and/or development plans, 
both parties should make a concerted effort to reassess the data and 
seek an agreement. Subsequent meetings may need to be scheduled, if 
required. Time should be used constructively, not as a point of pressure. 
When reviewing the performance data, other resource people, such as the 
next-level leader and/or a human resources representative may need to 
assist.
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Positive Employee Relations philosophy would indicate that scheduling 
a follow-up meeting to review and resolve review process disagreements 
are both reasonable and necessary. To not do so would lead to the view 
(and likely the reality) that everything said about performance review 
being a collaborative process was inaccurate from the beginning.
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Make the paradigm shift and establish a culture that is conducive to 
change; a workplace that encourages self-responsibility and rewards 
performance. These are the foundational steps needed to ground 
your Positive Employee Relations program.

2. Establish specific performance standards and articulate them clearly. 
Wherever possible the job holder should be included when writing 
performance standards.

3. Make sure levels of authority are clearly understood. 

4. Prepare for the performance review discussion with the employee. 

5. Further Resource 16.1: Guide to Conducting a Performance Feedback 
Meeting provides a guide to conducting performance reviews. Use 
these steps to facilitate a performance review with your next-level 
leader. (It is better to understand and practice the steps with your 
leaders than one of your employees).
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. Feedback is both a skill and an art.

2. Have the employee report back on having achieved, not achieved, 
or exceeded the performance standards of his/her position. This will 
likely be an unusual, but not impossible task, for most employees 
to undertake. Though this will be a different experience, when 
compared to feedback from previous employers, talking about their 
accomplishments and skills that need to be upgraded will likely be 
seen as a positive move. Without taking these steps, an employee is 
likely to have difficulty gaining confidence in his/her ability to accept 
self-responsibility.

3. In a Positive Employee Relations culture, the emphasis changes 
from the front line leader’s unilateral decision about the employee’s 
performance to the employee taking the first steps in the process. 
Further, the emphasis is now on collaboration, not unilateral 
positioning.

4. Ideally we create a workplace environment where employees will be 
engaged enough to motivate themselves, because their career and 
personal needs are being met and challenged while performing their 
work.

5. Performance review feedback should never be used as a disciplinary 
tool. Discipline is a separate and distinct process, to be used only 
after all discussion, appraisal, and feedback avenues have failed.

6. If workplace environmental (hygiene) factors prevent the fulfillment 
of lower needs, the move upward is halted. A union organizer has 
traditionally viewed unsatisfied lower-level needs as fertile ground 
for a union campaign.

7. In developing a more effective performance, the objective is a change 
in behaviour, not personality.

8. No performance review system can be effective unless there is 
an affirmative culture based on employee engagement, trust, 
transparency, and adult front line leader-employee relationships.
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9. At the beginning of a review cycle, employees and front line leaders 
first seek a clear and mutual understanding of the specific results 
to be accomplished by the end of the review cycle. This means the 
employee knows in quantitative and qualitative terms (performance 
standards) what results are to be achieved and what the next 
performance review discussion will focus on.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 16.1: Guide to Conducting a 
Performance Feedback Meeting

Conducting an effective performance review is a discussion—nothing more 
formal and certainly not more stressful. Performance reviews are two-way 
discussions that involve preparation and participation by  the front line 
leader and the employee. The following is a ten-step approach for conducting 
effective performance reviews, which are equally applicable if providing 
feedback to an employee or a leader.

1. Prepare
Plan the appointment two to three weeks in advance, and at that time both 
the employee and front-line leader should get a blank copy of the performance 

out in advance of the meeting. Ensure that the employee has a current copy 

improvement.

Before the meeting, the leader should complete his/her pre-meeting assignment 

doing so, the front-line leader should list the employee’s key strengths and 
areas that need improvement. The front-line leader may wish to discuss these 
with a next-level leader or a human resources representative. The goal is to 
obtain an accurate picture, but not to cast this picture in stone. The employee’s 
input may change your view, and you should be open to such change.

2. Greet the team member
The front-line leader should greet the employee warmly, getting out from 
behind his or her desk to reduce the “I’m the boss” image that can easily 
inhibit communications. Say something like, “During this interview, I’d like to 
offer any assistance I can give and answer any questions you may have. It’s 
your interview, and I’m here to help in whatever way you wish me to.” 

The front-ling leader and the employee should exchange the draft performance 
review documents you both completed prior to the meeting. Assuming you 
have not done previously, there is a strong likelihood that the two of you will 
have independently reached agreement on many of the factors. Why? You have 
worked together for a period of time—maybe even a year.
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Beginning with a topic or issue that the employee is prepared to discuss can 
reduce tension. It may also increase the employee’s acceptance of changes 
that the front-line leader may suggest later in the interview.

4. Discuss concerns not mentioned by the employee
When ratings on particular evaluation points do not line up, the front-line 
leader should ask the employee to describe why he/she chose a particular 

questions. Seek out facts, reference points, and previous performance reviews 

issues. 

Then the front-line leader should explain why he/she chose a particular rating, 

table, so that one or both parties can see themselves logically revising their 
assessment on a rating that did not match before. In this way both parties 
demonstrate their willingness to listen, learn, and change positions based on 
new inputs. 

This type of problem-solving discussion will repeat itself until all factors have 
been covered.

5. Develop a written action plan for carrying out key solutions in  

 
 performance that has not been discussed

examples. 

Tell the employee why his/her positive performance is important to 

Spell out your future expectations. 

Express your appreciation.

appropriate. 
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7. Summarize the interview and discuss ratings
The front line leader should communicate the ratings now rather than earlier in 

performance areas have been discussed in detail.

8. Set follow-up dates to review action plans

9. Establish a date (4–6 weeks out) to discuss wage or salary  
adjustments, if applicable

10.  Thank the employee

Note: 
1) This guide is equally applicable for employees and leaders in your 

2) The performance review discussion is not over until both 
parties come to agreement on all issues, therefore more than one 
meeting may be required. Setting aside time for more discussion 
demonstrates the company values are being used and that Positive 
Employee Relations is functioning.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 16.2: Team Member Performance 
Review

Team Member’s Name: _____________________________________________

Date:  ____________________________________________________________

Department:  _____________________________________________________

Position:  _________________________________________________________

Front Line Leader/Manager:  ________________________________________

Our Approach 

The Sherborne Company has a deeply ingrained Positive Employee Relations 
philosophy that says, in effect—

. We believe that the real 
difference between success and failure at Sherborne can very often be traced 
to the question of how well we bring out the energy and talent of our team 
members. This is the focus of our performance reviews. Further, the task of 
every Sherborne leader is to get his/her team members from where they are 
now to where their competencies will take them. For The Sherborne Company’s 
culture to work, it is necessary to inspire team members at every level of the 

Sincerely,

W.H. Burford
General Manager
The Sherborne Company

Introduction

Day-to-day coaching of team members is a vital responsibility of every front line 
leader. However, daily discussions are likely to be concerned with immediate 
problems. The six-month performance review cycle will help both parties focus 
on critical issues. The purpose of this feedback is to provide an opportunity for 
a comprehensive discussion of overall performance. 

A carefully thought out semi-annual review of performance and implementation 
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of development/improvement plans, provides each team member with the 

performance review, with sound action plans, is designed to motivate 
individuals to make the most of their abilities. The resulting positive working 
climate is a clear demonstration, to all Sherborne team members, that 

 are at work. 

The front line leader and the team member should separately review the data 
necessary to prepare the performance review. Independently, each party should 

six months. This will result in two  performance review documents being 
completed—one by the front line leader and one by the team member. 

The front line leader should receive the approval of his/her next-level leader 
before the performance discussion takes place. The goal is to ensure that the 
front line leader has the buy-in of his/her next-level leader  decisions, 
commitments, etc. are made to the team member. However, caution is needed! 

Guidelines

This performance review includes seven performance areas. More topics can 
be added, if needed. Should further topics be required, they should be done 

Additional 
Comments, which encourages comments on performance that are not 

It is anticipated that a review will be made in each appropriate working area. 
The  section must be used in each case. 

In the section called , it is the front line 
leader’s responsibility to initiate the discussion about training and development 
plans. It is in this section that the front line leader can truly perform his/her 
human resources management responsibilities by counselling, guiding, and 

career aspirations. However, the bottom line is that the
 not the front line leader.
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, an overall review of performance is required. 

it should not be the result of a simple mathematical formula. 
 
Appraisal Factors

The following is an example of how to interpret the assessment factors: 
 
Outstanding  (12)—Performance, results, and contributions are above expected 
levels to meet position requirements or performance standards. All areas of 

Exceeds Performance Standards (10)—Performance, results, and 
contributions are above expected levels to meet position requirements or 

of results and productivity.

Meets Performance Standards (8)—Overall performance, results, and 
contributions are fully satisfactory when measured against position 
requirements or performance standards. While actual results of performance 

Needs Performance Improvement (4)—Overall performance, results, and 
contributions are below expected levels for the position responsibilities. Partial 

plans to ensure progression must be developed by the team member, the front 
line leader, and next-level leader.

Unsatisfactory Performance Level (1–3)—Overall performance, results, and 
contributions are inadequate for the position responsibilities and performance 

team member in the position is unacceptable. The team member, the front line 

and a timeframe for measuring results.

Both front line leader and team member should sign and date the completed 

only. 
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Performance Areas

1. Applying Job Skills
This factor addresses the team member’s ability to quickly acquire and 

standards, using skills appropriate to the Sherborne business practices in his/
her department.
0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

Examples/Supporting Information

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Development Plans/Target Dates 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

2. Being Productive 
Works independently or in a team, where appropriate, to produce agreed-upon 
results (performance standards, key success factors, etc.). Rarely requires 

importance The Sherborne Company places on customer satisfaction. 
0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

Examples/Supporting Information

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Development Plans/Target Dates 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 
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3. Applying Sherborne Knowledge 
This factor measures the application of Sherborne’s culture, values, guiding 
behaviours, and goals for the resolution of issues, concerns, or problems 
brought forward by external or internal customers/vendors. The team member 
demonstrates a passion to improve the business processes and systems in 
his/her department in order to satisfy the work needs of others.
0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

Examples/Supporting Information 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Development Plans/Target Dates 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

4. Being a Team Player
This factor assesses the extent to which this team member is a team player—
that is, willingly, and in concert with peers, works to achieve department goals, 
including any unexpected problems or concerns that arise. Works collaboratively 
with front line leaders and next-level leaders in offering constructive feedback 
and suggestions.
0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

Examples/Supporting Information 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Development Plans/Target Dates 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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5. Using Change Constructively
This factor assesses the team member’s active participation in the change 
process. He/she demonstrates that change is both natural and positive in a 

that hinder response to changing external or internal customer/vendor 
requirements. 
0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12
 
Examples/Supporting Information

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Development Plans/Target Dates 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

6. Resolving Problems 
This factor assesses the team member’s skills at identifying and resolving 
departmental problems (including internal and external customers). The team 
member is not seen to procrastinate when decisions are needed. He/she makes 
more acceptable decisions than unacceptable ones. He/she demonstrates a 

the line.
0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

Examples/Supporting Information 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Development Plans/Target Dates 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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7. Taking Ownership
This factor assesses the team member’s behaviour in accepting ownership for 
tasks and completing them in a timely manner. The team member regularly 
sets priorities and plans work effectively. Meets deadlines with most problems 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

Examples/Supporting Information 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Development Plans/Target Dates 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Summary 

Overall assessment of performance. How well does this employee perform his/

4 — Needs performance improvement
8 — Meets performance standards
10 — Exceeds performance standards
12 — Outstanding
0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

TEAM MEMBER’S COMMENTS 

_______________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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Acknowledging Receipt of Review

I have read this appraisal. It has been discussed with me, and I have a personal 
copy. 

Employee’s Signature   Leader’s Signature

_________________________  ________________________________
  

Date  ____________________  Date  ____________________

 
What are the strongest aspects of this employee’s performance?

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Since the last performance review, this employee’s performance has:

( ) Declined   ( ) Remained the same   ( ) Improved 

In what areas does this employee most need to improve present performance? 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Next-level leader’s Signature: ___________________________

Date: __________________________ 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 16.3: Leadership Performance Review

Leader’s Name: ___________________________________________________

Title: _____________________________________________________________

Department: ______________________________________________________

Manager: _________________________________________________________

Date: ____________________________________________________________

Introduction

This performance review is a continuous and systematic process in which you 
and your manager discuss your achievements over the past year and plan for 
the next year. This is a collaborative process. Your manager is a participant in 
the process and works with you to:

Identify and agree to the responsibilities and performance standards 

the goals of The Sherborne Company and/or your team.

Coach, guide, and counsel you on a consistent basis for more effective 
performance and career development.

Identify any shortcomings in knowledge or skills that are affecting 

Discuss and assess your overall performance in this review.

Develop a career development plan that will help you achieve your 
aspirations.

Guidelines

This performance review has been divided into three sections. 

around three topics:
 (a) You the technical leader 
 (b) You the business leader
 (c) You the human resources leader 

There is a further area entitled “Additional Comments”, which encourages 
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areas. 

It is anticipated that an assessment will be made in each area that is appropriate 
to the performance being reviewed. The supporting comments section must be 

or performance is better than acceptable. Each area should be reviewed 

In the section called Action Plans, it is the manager’s responsibility to initiate 
the discussion relative to training/development and action plans. It is in 
this section that the manager can truly perform his/her human resources 
management responsibilities, by counselling, guiding, and coaching the leader 

it should not be the result of a mathematical formula.

Both the leader being reviewed and the manager should sign and date the 

only.

Performance Areas

(a) You the technical leader

1) Technical knowledge: To what extent does this leader understand 

process, safety, etc.? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

by feedback and business results. 

8 Demonstrates good skills, applies them well, and trains team 
members, so their technical knowledge meets the performance 
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12  Indicates an exceptional understanding of the technical management 
of his/her department. Manager and team members frequently 
sought after as technical experts.

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

2) Department knowledge: To what extent does this leader have and apply 
both formal and pragmatic technical/operational management knowledge 
required for the successful completion of his/her responsibilities? Does he/
she understand the relationship between revenue generation and cost control? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0 Sometimes caught off guard and does not know what team members 
are doing. Has not been keeping up-to-date with Sherborne’s key 
results, mission, spirit, etc. Frequently needs assistance in completing 

produce agreed-to results. Rarely requires reminding of department 
concerns.

12  Demonstrates thorough and current knowledge of all aspects of 

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

3) Customer service: Does this leader fully appreciate the value of customer 
service and ensure that his/her team members treat each customer and their 
order/shipment as though they are the only reason why Sherborne exists?

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0  Customer service and quality, as measured by customer feedback, 
peer input, and manager’s observations is low. Customer needs are not 
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anticipated, team members don’t go out of their way to accommodate 
customer deadlines, quality requirements, etc. 

8  Customers are treated “like kings” at all times. Feedback from 
all sources indicates high quality products and customer service 
standards. Team members are well trained and demonstrate a 

12  Positive feedback from other managers, peers, and customers is 
frequently unsolicited. Department frequently used as a model. 
Customer service is pro-active.

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(b) You the business leader

4. Business management: Does this leader actively participate in setting 

aggressive, but achievable? Do actual results demonstrate a solid track record 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

results are unpredictable. Achievement, as measured against the 

unacceptable.

performance behaviours, that Sherborne business success requires 
involvement beyond current departmental activities. Variances 

themselves.

12  Demonstrates an enviable record of business acumen. Is sought after 
by others for advice on Sherborne business activities. Financial and 
budget plan results are right on. A consistent producer with little or no 
follow-up required. 
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Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

5. Key operating controls
and key operational data? Are the various operating reports used? Are expense 
items being controlled? Is he/she receiving value for the funds expended? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0  Operating costs are frequently over budget. Value for money expended 
is below the norm. Operating controls, as a management tool, are 

against the criteria, ratios, percentages, etc., they proceeding as 
planned. Variances, which occur infrequently, are documented and 
are not repeated. 

12  Expense items are always monitored closely, good value is received, 
and negative variances are virtually non-existent. Leader demonstrates 
pro-active cost control behaviours and recommends improvements 
to the system. Subordinate leaders demonstrate a similarly high 
application of cost control practices. 

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

6. 
and lay out work assignments for himself/herself and team members? Does 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0 Frequently charges ahead without enough thought or planning. Is 

priorities. Some of his/her team members are busy, while others 
aren’t busy enough.
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good.

long-range goals and priorities. Has a good feel for what is going on. 

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

7. Decision maker and problem solver: Does this leader make sound decisions? 
Is he/she hesitant to make decisions that may be necessary, but unpopular? 
Can this leader make quick decisions when needed? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0  Procrastinates when decisions are needed. Afraid to make unpopular 
decisions. Narrow-minded. Doesn’t usually ask team members 

problems and symptoms.

8  Frequently makes the right decision. Sometimes makes decisions 
without all of the facts. Occasionally consults others before deciding. 
Makes quick decisions when needed. Takes initiative to solve 
problems.

Gathers all the facts. Participative management style. Makes unpopular 

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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8) Communications: How effective is this leader when communicating? Are 
his/her words, reports, memos, etc. clear and concise? Does this leader listen 
well? Are team members kept well informed? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0 Reports usually need rewriting. Can’t get ideas across effectively 
when speaking. Does not spend enough time listening—too busy 
talking. Next-level leader and team members are often uninformed 
(e.g., expense items, why things are done). Information doesn’t come 

8  Only rare and minor problems in understanding what is going on and/

Messages are given to other leaders, who in turn communicate fully 
with their team members.

12  Reports and discussions are routinely clear, concise, and pertinent. 
Keeps everyone informed. An appropriate blend of listening and 
talking. Takes ownership of issues and communicates convincingly to 
team members and peers. 

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

(c) You the human resources leader 

9) Role model: Does this leader establish and demonstrate high standards of 
conduct and business professionalism? Does he/she shape and model the 
Sherborne culture? Does he/she hold tenaciously to, and clearly demonstrate, 
the belief that excellence is achievable in his/her department? Is he/she a 
good leader? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

Moody. Too serious. Sometimes sloppy, negligent in appearance. Not 
respected.
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8  Adheres to the Sherborne culture and conveys message to others. 
Leads by example. Looked up to by the better performers. Manages 
as a facilitator. His/her presence is evident in the department.

12  Model for others. Contributes to the Sherborne culture, known as a 

 
Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

10) Personnel management: To what extent does this leader select, train, and 
develop team members? Does he/she know their abilities, aspirations, etc.? 
Are team members counselled effectively? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

delegator. Frequent complaints and low morale. Group not always 
cooperative. Not a good counsellor. Plays favourites frequently.

8  Some interpersonal or operational problems develop, but these are 
quickly overcome in a fair and participative manner. Counselling is an 
on-going process. Knows staff fairly well. Could delegate more. 

12  Gets the most out of his/her team members. Builds excellent team 
work. Group is highly motivated and not afraid to discuss their 
weaknesses. Involves group in setting goals. Genuinely cares about 

differences. 
 
Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

11) Staff performance and promotability: To what extent does this leader 
develop and motivate his/her team members? What percentage of the team 
members are assessed as ? How many new 
leaders have been developed for other Sherborne departments? 
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0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0 The performance review is seen as a “necessary evil”. Team member 
turnover is higher than necessary. Few, if any, team members have been 
sought after by other leaders. Reviews are generally not completed on 
time. Senior manager spends excessive time on corrective reviews. 
Does not step up to performance problems. 

8 The performance review is used as a participative tool to develop team 
members. More than 75 percent of team members are assessed 
as . At least one team member is 

12  Performance reviews frequently show signs of creativity and 
understanding of  Demonstrable examples 
of human and/or business growth, resulting from the review process.

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

12) Causing constructive change: Does this leader consistently seek out 
opportunities to improve his/her human resources, business, and technical 
responsibilities? Does he/she have a sense of the business and the role their 
department plays? Does he/she have a spirit of inquiry, knowing when, how, 
and what change should occur? 

0 ---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 8 -------------------------------------- 12

0 Status quo, accepts the . Expects 
next-level management to cause change and take the risk. Will follow 
Sherborne policies and procedures, if not personally threatening.

8  Will follow manager’s lead, sometimes needs a push. Causes 
change to occur, but frequently makes unilateral decisions. Accepts 

ownership for improving performance at all levels.
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12 Seeks out  through opportunities and initiates change. 
Resolves problems creatively with the participation of others. Broad 

issues. Successful risk taker.

Supporting comments: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS 
Include other performance factors that you wish to assess.

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Action Plans

In this space, note the particulars of the action plans that have been agreed upon 
for the next review period, which will lead to an improvement in performance 
or will upgrade this leader’s competencies. The spirit of an action plan is best 
demonstrated when both leader and manager work together—remembering 
that buy-in is critical. 

-
formance

Target Dates/Milestones
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LEADER’S COMMENTS 
(On both the performance review and the action plans.) 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Acknowledging Receipt of Review

I have read this appraisal. It has been discussed with me and I have a personal 
copy. 

Leader’s Signature   Manager’s Signature

__________________________     ________________________________
  
Date     Date

__________________________  ________________________________
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Summary
To be completed after assessing performance factors recorded on the 
performance review.

Overall assessment of performance. How well does this leader perform his/her 

 4 — Needs performance improvement
 8 — Meets performance standards 
 10 — Exceeds performance standards
 12 — Outstanding

What are the strongest aspects of this leader’s performance? 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Since the last performance review, this leader’s performance has:
( ) Declined   ( ) Remained the same   ( ) Improved 

In what areas does this leader most need to improve present performance? 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Interviewer’s Post-Review Notes:

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

Next-level leader’s Signature/Date: 

_________________________________________________________________

General Manager’s Signature/Date: 

_________________________________________________________________

Vice-President’s Signature/Date: 

_________________________________________________________________



managing employee
      Performance

What do front line leaders do to manage their teams when some employees 
decide not to follow the performance standards and the overarching guiding 
behaviours for their positions? When an organization has a philosophical 
and functional base built on Positive Employee RelationsTM and values-
based leadership, how do front line leaders address negative behaviour? 
The answer is directly related to how we lead both individual employees 
and teams on a daily basis.

Managing the performance of others is one of the most difficult leadership 
challenges, requiring unique skills. As well, managing performance 
is essential to the quality, productivity, and innovation levels in your 
company. A front line leader’s ability to manage others is reflected in, and 
becomes a reflection of, the organization’s culture.

The senior leadership team has the responsibility to establish a platform 
on which employees can self-manage and become engaged with their 
work. They also have the responsibility to ensure that their leadership 
behaviours (decisions and actions) continue to reinforce this culture of 
employee engagement.
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Even under the best conditions, with excellent front line leaders and with 
superb employee training, somebody is going to step out of bounds every 
now and then. This could as easily be an employee as a leader. When this 
occurs, the process of performance management goes into effect. 
 

Performance management is required when an employee fails 
to meet the agreed-upon and/or written performance standards.

Your front line leader’s efforts, and even the Positive Employee Relations 
program, will be seriously handicapped if you do not include a means 
for the daily management of employee performance. The purpose of 
managing employee performance is to assist all employees to perform 
at their highest level, in a manner consistent with company values and 
guiding behaviours and their job’s performance standards.

The focus of managing performance must have as its keystones in 
consistency, impartiality, and transparency. Above all, this process must 
enable employees to make responsible choices about their employment. 
Personal responsibility and accountability are supported when the front 
line leader holds tenaciously to adult-to-adult relationships with all team 
members. It is so easy for a front line leader to fall into the trap of “telling” 
employees what to do, as a parent might talk to a child; this provides the 
employees with the opportunity to avoid self-responsibility should there 
be a mistake or negative outcome.

In a unionized environment, disciplinary issues that escalate to arbitration 
constitute the largest single category of grievance cases. This also 
accounts for a large portion of the added 30-35% of the overhead costs 
for unionization. Therefore, establishing a comprehensive performance 
management program that is consistent with Positive Employee 
Relations is of vital importance to the union-free employer. 
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All employees must understand and acknowledge that there are 
workplace expectations, including the consequences of 
acceptable and unacceptable performance and behaviours. If 
these factors are not understood, the responsibility may lie with 
the front line leader, who has not stressed their significance. 
Remember the adage: “If the student has not learned, the teacher 
has not taught.”

If the recruiting and selection process has resulted in A level newly-hired 
employees joining an A level team and the communications have been 
thorough and clear, then one can reasonably expect most employees to 
behave in ways that reflect the company’s values, guiding behaviours, and 
performance standards. It is when this does not occur that each step in 
the performance management program must be made clear, both verbally 
and in writing. If the desired modification in behaviour or improvement 
in performance is not forthcoming, both the front line leader and the 
employee must have a clear understanding of the justification leading to 
subsequent corrective actions.

If an employee is unable or unwilling to perform their work in 
a manner that is consistent with the performance standards and 
the organization’s values and guiding behaviours, corrective 
action is required. If these standards, values, and guiding 
behaviours were poorly communicated in the first place, such 
corrective action should be anticipated and understood by the 
employee.

 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO MANAGE PERFORMANCE?

Managing performance involves regular performance reviews and 
critical incident management. Regular performance reviews (see Further 
Resources 16.2 and 16.3) are normally scheduled at appropriate intervals 
(quarterly, semi-annually, or annually) to provide employees with summary 
feedback on both functional and behavioural perspectives. Any employee 
participating in a scheduled performance review should never be hearing 
the front line leader’s feedback for the first time.
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Critical incident management arises when an employee acts so far out of 
line from their job’s performance standards, values, and guiding behaviours 
that immediate leadership action is required. Critical incidents can also 
arise around functional issues (what is being accomplished), as well as 
from a behavioural perspective (how it is being accomplished).

A performance review program should be designed and implemented to 
develop employee attitudes, work habits, and behaviours that fairly and 
maturely conform to the job’s performance standards and the organization’s 
values and guiding behaviours. How can this be achieved? While leaders 
could choose to rule sternly, punishing violators and forcing employees 
to conform, this will severely reduce the chances of a successful change 
in behaviour. This negative discipline can be characterized as punitive or 
autocratic; this style is very parent-to-child oriented. It is the opposite 
of the Positive Employee Relations approach we developed in previous 
chapters.

Employees should cooperate, because they want to and it makes 
sense to do so, not because they are afraid of the consequences 
of disobedience.

If employees understand and adopt the company’s values and guiding 
behaviours and meet their job’s performance standards, then managing the 
performance of the team is a relatively straight-forward task. Unfortunately, 
employee buy-in is not always that simple to achieve. If employees’ 
personal values are in opposition to the organization’s values, conflict 
or resistance is the inevitable outcome. This is why quality employment 
interviews should be conducted up front, including thorough reference 
checks and sometimes a behavioural assessment.

Further, if front line leaders and their next-level leaders do not behave 
in ways consistent with the company’s values and guiding behaviours, 
employees will receive mixed messages. The imperative for consistency 
runs the full gamut of human resources activities, from performance 
feedback to recognition, employment, and compensation. If front line 
leaders do not model the values and guiding behaviours in everything 
they say and do, how are employees to know which leaders to emulate? 
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NEGATIVE DISCIPLINE

On one level, the problem with negative discipline is that it violates 
everything we have established in our Positive Employee Relations 
program. Additionally, such negative leadership behaviour encourages, at 
best, only the minimum level of performance or compliance necessary for 
the employee to avoid a reprimand. The practice of negative discipline is 
rooted in McGregor’s Theory X assumptions (see Chapter 1) and ensures 
employees are not provided with an opportunity to collaborate in the 
formulation of workplace expectations. This would certainly include 
their job descriptions and/or performance standards. Hence, they will 
not understand the reasons behind such expectations. Unfortunately, 
what employees will know is that they will be punished for any violation. 
Learning from one’s mistakes would now become “mission impossible”.

The rule-by-fear approach puts the emphasis on avoidance of 
punishment, rather than on enthusiastic cooperation.

Rule-by-fear (autocratic versus participative/collaborative leadership 
behaviours) will result in only limited success for a short time. This does 
not deny that for certain employees, under certain circumstances, enforced 
authority may be the required answer. Some employees, as a consequence 
of their background and personality, may respond more favourably to a 
front line leader who uses a get-tough policy. However, with more effective 
interviewing practices (see Further Resource 13.3: Sample Interviewing 
Guide) these individuals can be identified before an employment offer is 
made.

RESPONSIBLE PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT

Responsible performance management is a leadership practice that creates 
a climate of understanding and willingness, so that employees endorse the 
company’s values and guiding behaviours and are engaged with their jobs 
and the performance standards of those jobs. This is expressing Positive 
Employee Relations in alternative wording. Without the adherence 
of employees to the guiding behaviours and performance standards, 
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maintaining an operational Positive Employee Relations culture is an 
uphill battle.

The objectives of responsible performance management are to:

Counsel and encourage employees to stretch their performance 
capabilities;

Encourage employee self-responsibility when non-compliance 
with values, guiding behaviours, and performance standards 
occur; and

Encourage personal growth and responsibility, rather than 
condemning the employee for not taking ownership of his/her 
behaviour.

In practical terms, what does a responsible performance management 
program accomplish?

Emphasizes improvement and development, rather than 
punishment;

Results in employees’ modifying their own behaviour to perform 
according to values, guiding behaviours, and performance 
standards; 

Sustains the employee’s dignity and self-respect; 

Provides for increased assistance if required; and

Up-grades the quality of leadership, as directed by the 
organization’s stakeholders, especially its customers.

Exhibit 17.1 shows the elements of a responsible performance management 
program. Further Resource 17.1: Responsible Performance Management 
Program provides an example of a responsible performance management 
program and its related documentation. 
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Exhibit 17.1: Elements of a Responsible Performance 
Management Program

Define policy and 
procedure

The senior leadership team must decide what 
kind of behaviour it expects from its employees, 
and how it plans to achieve conformity with the 
organization’s values and guiding behaviours.

Communications of 
standard

Employees must understand the application of 
values, guiding behaviours, and performance 
standards for both their position and the 
organization as a whole.

Burden of proof The principle that an individual is presumed 
innocent until proven guilty also applies to Positive 
Employee Relations. The burden of proof is on 
the employer to show that the employee is not 
meeting performance expectations. However, with 
employees knowing their performance standards 
at the beginning of the cycle, they should be the 
first to notice non-compliance. In a collaborative 
Positive Employee Relations environment, 
employees should be the first to come forward with 
suggestions on how to achieve compliance.

Consistency and 
flexibility

Consistency means all aspects of performance 
management are applied openly and uniformly 
(without favouritism or discrimination) to all 
employees. However, flexibility will allow for the 
uniqueness of people and situations.

Reasonable 
workplace 
expectations

Values and guiding behaviours, as applied to 
the whole organization, must be explained, 
understood, and utilized in everyday interactions. 
Performance standards for all positions should be 
reasonable and attainable.

Right of appeal Employees must always have the right to disagree 
and present their side of any performance 
management issue. This is a basic tenet of a 
Positive Employee Relations program (see Chapter 
18: Positive Dispute Resolution).
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VALUES AND GUIDING BEHAVIOURS 

In some organizations, especially those that have not embraced Positive 
Employee Relations, there are frequently too many petty rules that 
tie everyone’s hands, stifle initiative, and sabotage morale. In such 
circumstances, for example, a rule becomes necessary when a certain 
type of misbehaviour continually recurs and is being settled by front line 
leaders or the next-level leaders on an arbitrary basis. In this scenario, 
leadership formulates a rule and decides on penalties, so that everyone 
is, hopefully, treated alike. It is then necessary to ensure that the rules are 
communicated. This leads to the many “house rules” or “plant rules” that 
are found in traditional employee handbooks. Unfortunately, applying 
these rules sometimes becomes an obsession for a front line leader. (The 
obsession, if there is one, should be with employee engagement.)

Alternatively, in a Positive Employee Relations environment, values and 
guiding behaviours take the place of rules. Together, values and guiding 
behaviours should be: 

Easy to understand. Values are the core of any organization’s 
culture. As an outcome of active participation in the orientation 
program, every employee should understand what all the values 
mean, and why it is imperative to embrace and follow all the 
values.

Important. To ensure universal understanding, each value is 
accompanied by a number of relevant guiding behaviours. These 
guiding behaviours explain why the value is so important to the 
culture and how to behave in accordance with them.

Easy to practice. A guiding behaviour that cannot be followed is 
worse than no guiding behaviour.

Actually practiced. Values and guiding behaviours must be 
practiced by everyone. Leaders, from the front line to the president, 
must be role models.

An Example of Rules Versus Guiding Behaviours
Rules are definite, specific statements of what to do and what not to do: 
no smoking, no food or drink in the lab, or no gambling on the premises.
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Guiding behaviours are more comprehensive statements that ensure 
employees will act in a responsible manner in the best interests of all the 
stakeholders in an organization. For example, if “Care and Concern” are 
values of the organization, “I will do no harm” could be a guiding behaviour 
supporting that value. Such a guiding behaviour covers a multitude of 
specific activities that would otherwise be called rules, such as no theft, 
no abusive behaviour, no harassment, no fighting, no illicit drugs, and no 
alcohol, as all these illustrate a lack of care and concern for self or others.

Guiding behaviours inform people how they should conduct themselves 
as members of a team or organization. It would be difficult to conduct 
a successful business without a common understanding of workplace 
expectations.

Values (implicit and explicit) reflect what the organization 
stands for. The guiding behaviours are the actions that make the 
values real. 

 

WHEN GUIDING BEHAVIOURS ARE NOT PRACTICED 

If a guiding behaviour is not being followed by a large portion of the 
employee population, an investigation should take place, so that you can 
discover why the guiding behaviour is not being followed. There is the 
possibility that the guiding behaviour needs to be amended. Determine 
if the guiding behaviour is consistent with your organization’s values and 
Positive Employee Relations program. Front line leaders may not have the 
authority to change a guiding behaviour, but they do have the responsibility 
to make a strong recommendation regarding its revision.

If the guiding behaviour is not being practiced by one or two employees, 
then the focus of the enquiry should be with the employees.

1. Functional Performance Problems
Performance management applies to functional performance of the job and 
to work behaviours. When the front line leader identifies a performance 
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problem (a difference between the performance standards and the actual 
employee’s output), the leader should counsel the employee on the need 
to improve. The front line leader must ensure that: 

There are no significant family or personal problems that are 
impacting the employee’s ability to perform,

There are no working conditions or job-related issues preventing 
the employee from performing the work,

Proper on-the-job training has taken place, and

The employee has received regular performance review feedback.

The front line leader must be able to state specifically what is expected 
of the employee and in what way the employee is not fulfilling the 
expectations. To state in non-specific terms that one employee has a “bad 
attitude” or that another employee has a “poor attendance record” is not 
good enough. The explanation must be clear, and it must be justified.
 

Performance problems are easier to solve when desired 
performance and actual performance are expressed in specific, 
quantifiable, and verifiable terms.

If performance problems are expressed as generalized statements (such 
as a poor attendance record), then the front line leader and employee 
are likely miscommunicating. What does “poor attendance” mean? Too 
many late arrivals? Leaving early too often? Extending the lunch break? 
Missing Mondays and Fridays on a regular basis? Without being specific, 
the employee cannot resolve the “poor attendance”.

Compare the identified performance problem to the performance standard 
and/or guiding behaviour to determine the seriousness of the infraction. 
Research how a similar problem has been handled by other front line 
leaders. Seek input from your human resources representative.

2. What to Do
All performance management actions should be directed at modifying 
employee behaviour; performance management  is not meant as a punitive 
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instrument. Performance management should follow a progression, such 
as: 

Counselling interviews,

Formal discussion of consequences,

Written statements of consequences, and 

A one-day paid suspension to think about the performance or 
behaviour and whether the employee wishes to return to work.

When investigating why a guiding behaviour is not being used or is being 
used inappropriately, there are several questions that should be considered: 

What is this guiding behaviour intended to accomplish? 

Is the guiding behaviour realistic? 

Do the employees involved know about the guiding behaviour? 

Does everyone understand the value behind the guiding 
behaviour? 

Is the guiding behaviour out-of-date? 

Can the guiding behaviour, as currently stated, be practiced under 
prevailing circumstances? 

Are the consequences of not following the guiding behaviour 
either too light or too severe? 

Do the employees living the guiding behaviour consider it to be 
reasonable? 

Is the guiding behaviour being practiced consistently? 

When discussing the specific unacceptable performance with an employee, 
ask: 

Does the employee understand the guiding behaviour?

Does the employee know the rationale for the value and the 
related guiding behaviour? 

Is the violator a newly-hired employee? 

Is the employee trying to get attention by violating the guiding 
behaviour? 
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Does the employee think the guiding behaviour is not personally 
applicable, and if so, why? 

Does the employee feel the guiding behaviour is unjust? 

Are there circumstances beyond the employee’s control that 
caused the violation of the guiding behaviour? 

Is the employee not accepting the guiding behaviour for the fun 
of it? 

Is the employee doing this out of resentment? 

This sequence of inquiry and the employee’s responses puts the onus 
on the employee to accept responsibility for the consequences of his/her 
actions. Rarely would an employee be discharged on the first occasion of 
failing to act in accordance with a particular value, guiding behaviour, or 
performance standard. 

A one-day, paid suspension is an extremely serious step, as the employee 
must decide, during this period, if his/her future behaviour will be 
in accordance with the values, guiding behaviours, and performance 
standards of the company. The employee has to understand that choosing 
to continue to act inappropriately means choosing to end the employment 
relationship. Suspension should be used only if, after counselling 
interviews and verbal and written discussions of consequences, there 
has been no change in performance. If the employee decides to make 
positive behaviour modifications, returning to work should be viewed as 
an opportunity to start with a clean slate.

The one-day, paid suspension is to be served off-site, so that the 
employee can think about his/her future employment.

Suspension without pay and termination are leadership actions outside 
what are normally considered to be within bounds of a performance 
management program. Termination is a final step that indicates the failure 
of all attempts to persuade the employee to modify behaviour. 
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Termination remains the ultimate consequence, and from the 
standpoint of performance management, it is not managing at 
all; it is an amputation, rather than a correction of a problem. 

In administering a performance management program, the leadership 
group must be constantly aware of the dual objectives of preserving the 
interests of the organization and protecting the rights of the individual. 
Unless sound Positive Employee Relations policies are adopted and orderly 
procedures followed, there is a danger that front line leaders or next-level 
leaders will look at each case solely on its short-term merits. The danger 
of such short-term thinking, regarding performance management, is that 
the organization is caught up in sending a “don’t do this” message. Over 
the long term, employees will interpret such punitive actions as the result 
of leadership frustration or inexperience. This interpretation by employees 
will usually create discontent, and the aim of performance management is 
to assist employees in improving performance and modifying behaviour. 

3. The Final Step: Termination
The assumption is that an employee who returns from a suspension has 
decided to stay and will act accordingly. If this proves to be incorrect, 
termination of employment is the only possible outcome. Follow these 
steps: 

Consult with the human resources department to ensure that 
every step has been taken to support your organization’s values 
concerning equitable treatment.

Interview the employee in the presence of the divisional vice 
president and the human resources director. Ensure the employee 
understands why this action is being taken. Review all of the 
previous discussion notes, previous letters, and memos, and ask if 
the employee has any final questions/comments.

Terminate employment and give the employee a letter documenting 
the previous responsible performance management steps taken 
and the rationale for the decision. Remember, once the decision 
to terminate has been taken, there are no further negotiations.

Note this action on the employee’s personnel file.
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Leaders should always remember that many employees are watching the 
performance management actions as they are played out. Though the 
focus is on the employee who has not performed acceptably, others are 
watching and asking, “Is this what will happen to me if I step out of line?”  
Do not underestimate this question and the perceptions other employees 
take away.

Positive Employee Relations is, by definition, about our primary 
stakeholder—the employees. Termination of employment is a major event 
in any employee’s life. Showing compassion at this time is not a sign of 
weakness, it is a sign of values-based leadership. If it is possible to assist 
the employee in seeking alternate employment, whatever action you take 
should be sincere and meaningful.

DECIDING ON PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT ACTIONS

Alternative performance management actions, from counselling to 
suspension, have now been discussed. The questions that remain are 
which option to use and when? These questions are important, because 
if the consequences are disproportionate to the employee’s actions, the 
front line leader is branded as unfair and soon morale will suffer. Too 
often, front line leaders anticipate this potential reaction and do nothing, 
which is equally problematic, because this absence of action mistreats 
employees who perform well and meet workplace expectations. A lack of 
reaction will also result in suffering productivity, and the front line leader 
becomes known as a “softie”. 

Before making any significant performance management decisions, front 
line leaders should consult:

Other front line leaders who have dealt with performance 
management problems,

Their next-level leader, and 

A senior human resources representative.

In selecting the appropriate performance management action, keep these 
points in mind: 
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Tolerating non-performance of work or inappropriate behaviour 
makes it difficult to establish a strong leadership position later, 
because a precedent has been set.

Inconsistent performance management actions could be found 
to be unjust and could be reversed by your organization’s 
issues resolutions committee (see Chapter 18: Positive Dispute 
Resolution), an outside government agency, or the courts.

Accurate and detailed record-keeping is very important.

It is not enough to note instances of unsatisfactory performance 
or behaviour and then terminate employment because of the 
accumulated incidents. You must communicate your dissatisfaction 
and take performance management action progressively. When an 
incident occurs, address it at that time. Copies of correspondence 
about the employee’s performance or behaviour must be given to 
the employee. She/he should never be outside the communications 
loop.

RECOGNIZING GOOD PERFORMANCE

It is equally important to allow the employee an opportunity to clear the 
record. If performance or behaviour improves and solves the problem that 
caused the performance management action in the first place, the employee 
is more likely to maintain good performance if given an opportunity for a 
fresh start. After an appropriate time has elapsed (for example: 4 months 
for a counselling interview; 9 months for a Step 1 letter, etc.):

Advise the employee that the previous performance management 
action is now inactive. 

Reinforce and encourage continued appropriate behaviour and 
job performance. Show your appreciation.

The original correspondence, issued to the employee after the performance 
management action and/or suspension, should not be removed from the 
employee’s personnel file; it is a permanent part of the employee’s record. 
You should, however, amend the file:
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Label the original correspondence inactive and date it.

Give the employee a letter stating the previous action is now 
inactive because of positive behaviour and/or performance 
improvement. Place a copy in the employee’s personnel file.

 

GIVING POSITIVE FEEDBACK

One of the best ways to prevent performance management problems is to 
recognize good performance. Too often we forget to say thanks, so give 
verbal feedback regularly and sincerely. There are many opportunities 
when a written note, memo, or confidential email can be used for formal 
recognition of activities such as: 

Maintaining high quality production standards

Doing something above and beyond the call of duty

Performing competently and diligently over a period of time

Taking immediate action in a crisis or emergency situation

Developing a cost-saving or work-saving idea

Providing special training or assistance to other employees

Participating in outside activities that reflect well on the company

Maintaining a good attendance record
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Determine your organization’s values, guiding behaviours, and 
performance standards. A written record/statement is required and 
must be distributed to every employee and leader.

2. After articulate your organization’s values, guiding behaviours, and 
performance standards as clearly as possible, use focus groups to 
determine understanding.

3. Be aware of the dual objective of preserving the interests of the 
organization and protecting the rights of the individual.

4. Define your corrective action steps by using Further Resource 17.1: 
Responsible Performance Management Program as a working model, 
which can be adapted to suit your organization.

5. Make sure all employees understand their right to appeal any 
disciplinary or termination decision (see Chapter 18: Positive Dispute 
Resolution).

6. Provide employees who have chosen to improve their behaviour 
with an opportunity to clear their record.

7. Give positive feedback to good performers both verbally and in 
writing.
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. Establishing a comprehensive performance management program, 
which is consistent with Positive Employee Relations, is of vital 
importance to the union-free employer.

2. Each employee must understand and acknowledge the workplace 
expectations (guiding behaviours, performance standards) and the 
consequences of acceptable and unacceptable behaviours. If these 
factors are not understood, the responsibility may lie with the front 
line leader who has not stressed their significance. Remember the old 
adage: “if the student has not learned, the teacher has not taught.”

3. If an employee is unable or unwilling to perform their work consistently 
within the performance standards and in a manner supportive of the 
organization’s values and guiding behaviours, corrective action is 
required.

4. In a Positive Employee Relations environment, values and guiding 
behaviours take the place of rules.

5. Any employee participating in a scheduled performance review 
should never be hearing the leader’s feedback for the first time.

6. If front line leaders and their next-level leaders do not behave in ways 
that are consistent with the company’s values and guiding behaviours, 
employees will receive mixed messages.

7. If front line leaders do not role model the company’s values and 
guiding behaviours consistently, how are employees to know which 
leader to emulate?

8. The rule-by-fear approach puts the emphasis on avoidance of 
punishment, rather than on enthusiastic cooperation.

9. Performance problems are easier to solve when desired performance 
and actual performance are expressed in specific, quantifiable, and 
verifiable terms.

10. A one-day paid suspension, to be served off-site, is for the employee 
to consider his/her future employment with your company.
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11. If the employee decides on behaviour modification, returning to work 
should be viewed as an opportunity to start with a clean slate.

12. Termination is not managing at all; it is an amputation rather than a 
correction of a problem.

 



714 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

FURTHER RESOURCE 17.1: Responsible Performance 
Management Program

Objective

is to improve ongoing relationships between all team members and the 
leadership team. We are concerned about the nature and quality of every team 

short, the leadership group will operate Sherborne in a manner consistent with 
Positive Employee Relations
doing so, we aim to be perceived by team members as an .

Philosophy
As an , Sherborne understands and supports the view that 
each team member is a mature, responsible, and self-reliant person. We believe 
each team member is interested in meeting the performance standards and 

of recognition, income, and potential advancement. 

The following are our beliefs about our performance management program:

This policy will, to the best of our ability, be administered consistently 

guiding behaviours.

.

All Sherborne team members (including leaders) are accountable to 
meet and maintain the performance standards of their positions and 
adhere to company values, guiding behaviours, and practices. 

Team members will always have the right to appeal any decision 
through the leadership group or the resolving disputes responsibly 
process. 

Policies, procedures, and practices have been established by Sherborne that 

States, so that we can maintain a productive working environment and to 
ensure Sherborne maintains its operating licenses.

R
. It has also been designed to be consistent. 
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Non-compliance with our values, guiding behaviours, and performance 
standards may have serious consequences for Sherborne, its team members, 
and the widgets that we manufacture.

Reasons for a Performance Management Program 
There are two basic areas that account for nearly every type of performance 
management problem: 

 that do not conform to Sherborne’s values, guiding 

 that does not meet our agreed-to 
performance standards.

 
Setting the Groundwork 
The following are guidelines, not hard and fast rules. These guidelines have 
been developed to assist leaders to determine the appropriate performance 

fairness, common sense, and an obvious link to our values and guiding 
behaviours.

1. Tell employees what Sherborne expects
Team members cannot be faulted for failure to comply with values, guiding 
behaviours, and performance standards if they do not know the workplace 
expectations. If a guiding behaviour is, “I will not smoke in non-smoking areas,” 
then no smoking signs should be posted to identify such areas. Similarly, front 
line leaders must clearly instruct team members on work methods, quality 
criteria, work deadlines, and other performance expectations.

While all values can be and should be clearly articulated, there may be a 
few situations where guiding behaviours and performance standards cannot 

communicate it, you can’t manage it.” Some behaviours and practices are 

general rule is that front line leaders must communicate work performance 
and behaviour expectations to a team member  trying to manage non-
compliance.

Before a front line leader begins to take action under our responsible 
performance management program, it is important for the next-level leader 
and Human Resources to be involved. This governance will provide Sherborne’s 
Positive Employee Relations program with two important checks and balances: 



716 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

interests will be protected from the risk of actions taken without careful 
consideration. 

2. Seek an explanation
When a team member is found not to be practicing a value or guiding behaviour, 

leader will meet with the team member. The intent of this meeting is to explain 

and counsel the team member on how to improve the situation. Before or at 
the beginning of the counselling interview, the front line leader will establish, 
beyond a doubt, whether or not the team member was consciously or knowingly 

standards. For example, had the team member been properly instructed and/

member’s explanation. If the front line leader decides to accept the team 
member’s reasons or decides that the team member has accepted the 
responsibility for changing behaviour or work performance, the front line leader 
will positively acknowledge the employee’s input, record it, and give a copy of 
the paperwork to the employee.

If the team member knew the guiding behaviour or the performance standard 
and if the explanation is not satisfactory (or if the front line leader believes 
this preliminary discussion alone will not result in changed behaviour or 
performance), the front line leader should immediately take further action.

decision, it is essential to know the alternatives, so seeking advice from Human 
Resources would be helpful.
 
Performance Management Alternatives: Counselling Interviews 
A counselling interview should be initiated by the front line leader as soon as 

the team member in a helpful and non-threatening manner. The goal of the 

help the team member develop an effective way to improve work performance 
or modify behaviour.
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When meeting with the team member, a front line leader should: 

Review the problem in terms of Sherborne’s values and guiding 
behaviours or the team member’s performance standards versus 
what actually transpired. 

performance standard.

Encourage the team member to participate in the discussion. Ask for 
the team member’s comments (open-ended questions) and actively 
listen to what the team member has to say.

Review with the team member the changes that need to be made, 

the team member’s ability to improve.

Note: If the counselling interview does not succeed in bring about 
positive results, then proceed to the next step.

Step 1—Formal discussion of consequences

Again, review with the team member the values, guiding behaviours, 
or performance standards in question. Ensure that the team member 

relevant value, guiding behaviour, or performance standard. Advise 

responsible performance management program.

Seek the team member’s agreement to an action plan. 

discussion took place and to provide a record for future reference. 
Typically, this memo will include: 

* Date of interview

* Date of non-compliance and nature of non-compliance

* Statement of agreed-upon action plans to change performance or 
behaviour
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* Signature of front line leader

* Signature of team member (acknowledging receipt of the memo)

Give one copy of the memo to the team member and forward one copy 

Note: If the formal discussion of consequences does not succeed in 
bring about positive results, then proceed to the next step.

Step 2—Written statement of consequences 
For an unacceptable reoccurrence of a repeated, minor non-compliance or for 

Interview and advise the team member, as in Step 1.

Depending on the nature of the matter, ask if the team member 

expectations will be met, and is willing to accept Sherborne’s values, 
guiding behaviours, and performance standards. If not, suggest that 

of work. At the same time, encourage the team member to remain 
with Sherborne. However, stress that it is necessary for the team 
member to adapt to the requirements of Sherborne.

Complete and distribute a written statement of consequences. 
Distribute as in Step 1. Ask the team member to sign the letter, 
indicating receipt.

Give one copy to the team member. If the team member will not accept 
the letter, send it home by registered mail. One copy goes in the front 

The purpose of asking the team member to sign the written statement of 
consequences is to acknowledge its delivery, not to admit to the facts. If the 
team member refuses to sign: a) hand the document to the team member in 
the presence of another front line leader and have that front line leader sign a 
witness statement or b) send the letter to the employee’s home by registered/



719MANAGING EMPLOYEE PERFORMANCE

Note: If the written statement of consequences does not succeed in 
bring about positive results, then proceed to the next step.

Step 3—Further statement of consequences
Depending on the seriousness or the amount of repetition of the non-
compliance, a further written statement of consequences may be appropriate.

Interview, advise, and notify as in Step 1 and Step 2.

level leader and a Human Resources representative. They are present 
at the meeting. 

Make abundantly clear the seriousness of the situation. Tell the team 
member that another occasion of non-compliance will lead to further 
consequences, which could include termination of employment.

Complete and distribute the written statement of consequences. Ask 
the team member to sign the document. (See comments on team 
member’s signature under Step 2.)

and distribute, as outlined in Step 2.

Note: If the Further Statement of Consequences does not succeed 
in bring about positive results, then proceed to the next step.

Step 4—Suspension
Depending on the seriousness and reoccurrence of the noncompliance, a 
suspension may be appropriate. 

Interview, advise, and notify as in Step 3.

Director. They are present at the meeting.

Inform the team member of the suspension. Direct the team member 
to go home for the remainder of the workday. Ask the team member 
to consider seriously the likelihood of compliance with Sherborne 
values, guiding behaviours, and performance standards. Depending 
on the seriousness of the matter, the number of hours remaining in 
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the shift and the apparent willingness of the team member to change 
behaviour or performance, you may inform the team member before 
leaving that there will be full pay for the shift. This is a last expression 
of Sherborne’s hope that the team member will decide to stay and 
meet workplace expectations.

Make abundantly clear the seriousness of the situation. Tell the team 
member that any further instances of non-compliance will indicate the 
team member no longer wishes to be part of The Sherborne Company. 
The team member in effect will be choosing to end employment with 
Sherborne. 

the team member to sign the document. (See comments on team 
member’s signature under Step 2.)

and distribute, as in Step 2.

Termination of Employment
The assumption is that a team member who returns from a suspension has 
decided to stay and will act accordingly. If this proves to be incorrect, termination 
of employment is the only possible outcome. Follow these steps: 

Interview the team member in the presence of the Divisional Vice 
President and the Human Resources Director. Consult with the Human 
Resources department to ensure that every previous step has been 
taken to support Sherborne’s values on equitable treatment. 

Terminate employment and give the team member a letter documenting 
the previous responsible performance management steps taken and 
the culminating incident.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 17.2: Written Statement of Consequences 
(Sample Letter for Step 2)

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2 

Date 

Dear (name of team member),

time, I reviewed with you the need for compliance with our values, guiding 
behaviours, and performance standards to ensure the safe, orderly, and 

you and your fellow team members.

We discussed and agreed upon the following issues and resolutions: (issues 
and resolutions). You were then advised of the performance required of 
you in your job. [This language will vary with the nature of the problem.] 

Your personnel record since (date) reads as follows:  
[Summarize any previously written letters of consequences.] 

On (date of incident) you left your work area and the building without 
notifying me or any member of the leadership group. Unfortunately, I 
cannot accept your excuse for non-compliance with our guiding behaviour 
of keeping leadership informed of your whereabouts. We discussed this 
incident on (date). 

On (date of the Step 2 interview) I reviewed your record with you and 
again advised you of our workplace expectations. We again discussed 

performance standards that are required of you in your job. 

Should there be any further non-compliance with our guiding behaviours, 
there will be more serious consequences. 

Yours truly,

[Front line leader’s name and signature]

I acknowledge having received this letter. 

[team member’s name and signature]       [date]
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FURTHER RESOURCE 17.3: Further Statement of Consequences 
(Sample Letter for Step 3)

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2 

Date 

Dear (name of team member),

interviews). At that time, I reviewed with you the need for compliance with 
our values, guiding behaviours, and performance standards to ensure the 

of you and your fellow team members. 

We discussed and agreed upon the following issues and resolution: (issues 
and resolutions). You were then advised of the behaviour required of you 
in your job. [This language will vary with the nature of the problem.] 

Your personnel record since (date) reads as follows: 
[Summarize any previously written letters of consequences.] 

On (date of incident) you were found sleeping in your car and away from your 
work area during normal working hours. This behaviour is clearly contrary to 
our guiding behaviours and there is no reasonable explanation for it. 

During the interview of (date of Step 3 interview), I reviewed your record 
with you and again advised you of our workplace expectations. We again 

performance standards required of you in your job.

the need for you to act in a manner that is consistent with our values, 
guiding behaviours, and performance standards. We certainly hope that 
you will choose to behave in an appropriate manner, otherwise we will be 
forced to conclude you do not value your employment with The Sherborne 
Company and will act accordingly. 

Yours truly,  
 
[Manager’s name and signature] 

I acknowledge having received this letter. 

[team member’s name and signature]           [date]
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FURTHER RESOURCE 17.4: Notification of Suspension 
(Sample Letter for Step 4)

SHERBORNE COMPANY
15 Bond Street

Windrush, Ontario
X1X 2X2 

Date  
Name of team member 

Dear (name of team member),

3 interviews). At that time, I reviewed with you the need for compliance 
with our values, guiding behaviours, and performance standards to ensure 

workplace expectations required of you in your job. [This language will 
vary with the nature of the problem.] 

Your personnel record since (date) reads as follows: 

[Summarize previously written letters of consequences.] 

On (date of incident) you were using profane and abusive language. During 
the interview (date of Step 4 interview), I reviewed your record with you 
and again we discussed our guiding behaviours. In an effort to point out 
to you the seriousness of the situation, you are being suspended for one 
day. However, since our purpose is to communicate the seriousness of this 
matter and not to exact a monetary penalty, you will not be required to 
serve the suspension without pay.

It is our hope that you will decide you seriously wish to work at The 
Sherborne Company and will abide by our workplace expectations. 
However, should you fail in the future to meet fully your required duties 
and responsibilities, we will have no choice but to conclude that you have 
chosen to end our employment relationship with you, and we will act 
accordingly. 

Yours truly,

[Vice President’s name, signature, and date] 

I acknowledge having received this letter.

[team member’s name, signature and date] 
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  positive        
Dispute Resolution

It is inevitable that from time to time employees will have issues, concerns, 
and disputes that need to be resolved. These issues may centre on differences 
of opinion, conflicts, or problems between an employee’s perception or 
understanding and that of his/her front line leader. It is important that the 
presence of problems or issues be viewed as a normal life occurrence and 
a positive force that enables disagreements to be resolved and people to 
grow. The absence of disagreement is a frequent indicator of a culture 
of sameness, where creativity or innovations are not present. It might 
also mean a culture of fear, where open discussion about problems is 
considered inappropriate behaviour. Satisfactory resolution of issues 
reinforces an employee’s feelings of belonging and strengthens their 
bond with their organization.

Providing employees with a healthy way of resolving outstanding 
issues is an important component of Positive Employee 
Relations™.
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Expedient resolution of disputes means dealing with problems at the earliest 
possible opportunity, for example, through informal discussions among 
the employees, front line leaders, and human resources representatives or 
through a more formal mediation process. Quick response is the key here, 
as this also demonstrates the integrity of the system. This chapter describes 
options for resolving disputes responsibly that are available through the 
principles of Positive Employee Relations.

These alternatives include: 

Mediation, where an independent and professional third party 
helps individuals or groups to agree to a resolution they have 
developed for themselves, and 

Arbitration, where an independent and professional third party makes 
a decision that’s binding on those who are involved in the disputes.

Arbitration and mediation are two extremes in a continuum of options 
available to employees and front line leaders to solve problems. These 
options are an important element of a responsive Positive Employee 
Relations program; they represent living your values.

In Exhibit 18.1, I have listed some workplace topics that, by their very 
nature, can lead to healthy and unhealthy conflicts or outcomes.

Exhibit 18.1: Healthy and Unhealthy Conflict

Healthy conflicts are based on: Unhealthy conflicts are based on:

Clarifying role responsibilities Perpetuating role ambiguity

Establishing collaborative relationships Uncooperative behaviours

Understanding and sharing plans and 
goals

Lack of prudent planning

Developing open interpersonal 
relationships

Continuing ambiguous interpersonal 
relationships

Defining and using ethical 
behaviours

Unethical behaviour
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Healthy conflicts are based on: Unhealthy conflicts are based on:

Occasional friction based on issues 
(versus personal confrontation)

Long-lasting and systematic disputes

Seeking open and forthright strategies Unwillingness to obtain consensus

Clarifying one’s actions, thus 
reducing politically-based conflicts 
and arguments

Behaviours that deny conflict

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WORKPLACE ISSUES GO 
UNRESOLVED?

Differences of opinion arise when a person interprets a set of facts 
differently from another person’s understanding of the same facts. 

Conflicts arise when an employee perceives a front line leader or another 
employee is attempting to block their efforts or trying to obstruct the 
attainment of their goals.

Disputes occur when an employee perceives an unacceptable discrepancy 
between the way things are and the way that the employee wants things 
to be.

In the workplace, unresolved disputes get resolved or get worse. Someone, 
the employee, the front line leader, or a human resources representative, 
must take immediate positive action to seek resolution. Unresolved 
disputes will grow in magnitude over time. If not resolved, examples of 
some outcomes might include:

Increased absenteeism,

Higher turnover,

Reduced productivity,

Mental health days as an escape, and 

Employees seeking a third party or trade union to represent their 
interests.
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Rather than suffer in silence when their efforts (e.g., performance, 
innovation, insightful questions) are thwarted, talented 
employees, with known and marketable skills, may express 
their dissatisfaction by voluntary termination. If talented 
employees equate to high performance/high potential, no 
organization has enough of these employees to see them leave 
and seek employment elsewhere.

Employees with unresolved conflicts, who cannot leave, may slow their 
productivity to a minimum in an act of passive aggression. The most 
dysfunctional response is to (figuratively, and possibly, literally) throw a 
wrench into the works. Industrial sabotage is more common than most 
front line leaders and next-level leaders imagine. It can take very subtle 
forms that cannot be easily detected.

A Case in Point
One of my clients discovered there was collusion between two senior 
production employees and one maintenance mechanic. In the afternoon, on 
sunny days, one of the production employees would reverse complicated 
settings on production equipment. The line shut down. The employees left 
early and the maintenance employee received overtime pay to re-adjust 
the settings. Periodically, the roles were reversed and the production line 
had to work overtime. This occurred in a union-free plant where the senior 
leaders viewed themselves as progressive in applying Positive Employee 
Relations principles. It took a little while for them to see reality and how 
they were deluding themselves.

Front line leaders and next-level leaders dealing with unresolved 
workplace problems and disputes spend a staggering amount of time 
resolving conflict. Horror stories in unionized plants are well documented. 
In a recent U.S. survey, front line leaders and next-level leaders indicated 
they spend approximately 20% of their work time resolving some form of 
conflict. That’s one full day a week! 

At the heart of any Positive Employee Relations program are the values of 
respect and dignity. A dispute, regardless of the employee’s organizational 
position, is a problem for the whole organization. An unresolved dispute, 
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in the eyes of the average employee, will affect his/her feelings regarding 
respect or dignity in a negative way. That is to say, the existence of 
a poor performing or dissatisfied employee—without an accompanying 
corrective or developmental action plan—runs counter to the values and 
the principles of Positive Employee Relations.

Employees who see no viable management-supported alternatives to their 
frustrations, dissatisfactions, or problems frequently choose to organize 
collectively, because a union represents a strong voice to address their 
issues. In unionized workplaces, the traditional approaches to resolving 
issues are embedded in collective agreements. Grievance and arbitration 
clauses, for example, provide mechanisms for employees to raise concerns 
about the terms and conditions of their employment, without fear of 
reprisals. The trail of actions that result from an employee’s dissatisfaction 
to a poor performance report, to the employee being given a corrective 
action letter, or to the union registering a grievance, consume vast 
amounts of time, cause frustration, and cost money beyond most leaders’ 
expectations.

The unionization of a workforce is the ultimate sign of 
leadership’s failure to address employee problems and disputes 
in a proactive and responsible manner. Likewise, it can be 
argued that unionization is the employee’s rejection of how the 
organization lives its values and guiding behaviours. Values 
need to be lived to be credible!

MANAGING CONFLICT IN THE WORKPLACE

Why do conflicts happen? Conflict is an inherent part of all human 
connections, especially employee-employer relationships. Today’s 
organizations are dynamic and complex. They are comprised of people 
with increasingly diverse cultural backgrounds, opinions, values, career 
expectations, and work-life balance concerns. With this as a backdrop, 
organizations are under ever-increasing pressure to produce and 
deliver quality products/services. The continuous marketplace changes 
experienced by organizations can also lead to conflict. Such constant 
change brings its own tensions and stressors.
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A certain degree of healthy conflict—for example, competition between 
individuals to excel in achieving their performance standards—can be a 
good thing and can even lead to the creation of innovation and synergy 
within teams. However, without oversight, such competition can lead to 
a lack of focus on primary goals and to a lack of co-operation between 
individuals and groups. This is a frequent source of silo mentality. When 
the initial competition or disagreement is ignored or not managed 
sensitively, dissatisfaction can fester and conflict will begin to spiral.

Front line leaders and next-level leaders must play multiple and complex 
roles in today’s workplace. It is not surprising that some front line leaders 
shy away from conducting these difficult conversations, particularly if 
they lack confidence in their own interpersonal. problem-solving, and 
communications skills. 
 

If conflict is not managed directly, at an early stage, the front 
line leader’s job in helping employees resolve their differences 
will be much harder. Delays in conflict resolution lead to 
hardening of positions, and win-win options become less 
achievable.

It is not always easy to pinpoint when a disagreement becomes a conflict, 
due to the different ways people react. However, employees will display 
four distinct stages during the process. Exhibit 18.2 illustrates this pattern 
of behaviour.
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Exhibit 18.2: The Conflict Lifecycle

Stage of Conflict Behaviour or Signs

Beginning Incompatible goals
Tensions start to be noticed
Avoidance of conflict
Open or covert conflict

Early growth More overt signs of conflict
Seeking allies
Confrontation
Polarization of positions

Deadlock Communication ceases between parties
Blame apportioned
Entrenched positions are upheld
Conflict appears at its peak

Resolving the conflict Acknowledgement that there is a problem that needs  
       to be resolved

Collaborating
Consensus

Policies and procedures concerning formal disputes, grievances, and 
disciplinary actions have an important role to play in the workplace. For 
example, during collective agreement negotiations, these topics frequently 
dominate most of the discussions, although there is a grievance procedure 
in every union-management contract. Even so, many disputes have the 
potential to be settled without the need to pursue a formal grievance 
procedure.

Once formal procedures have been initiated, the tendency is for differences 
of opinion to become more adversarial, even in Positive Employee 
Relations cultures. 
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Once the conflict has escalated and positions have become 
entrenched, it is very difficult to alter perceptions and to 
participate in an open discussion. The likelihood of mutually 
acceptable outcomes (win-win solutions) becomes more 
difficult to achieve. The message: early detection = early 
resolution. 

Act Promptly
Front line leaders and next-level leaders should be sensitive to when teasing 
becomes bickering or when it begins to have a hurtful edge (bullying). This 
applies to any, and all, workplace behaviour that is inconsistent with your 
organization’s values and guiding behaviours. Front line leaders should 
be prepared to act promptly and have a private conversation with the 
employees involved. The objective is to address any negative behaviour or 
conflict in a constructive manner. While lively interaction is encouraged, 
it is important that there is mutual respect. The organization’s values and 
guiding behaviours, used as an integral part of workplace behaviour, will 
support the overarching need for respect and dignity. 

It’s much easier to have this private discussion as soon as the front line 
leader begins to have concerns about negative behaviour or observes 
early signs of conflict. Doing so ensures that the front line leader is taken 
seriously and he/she can be respected for acting promptly.

Meeting Conflict Head-On 
Taking action to manage conflict can seem quite daunting for many 
front line leaders. However, conflict resolution is a core competency for 
everyone in a leadership role. If front line leaders ignore unacceptable 
behaviour, the conflict will escalate until disciplinary action is required, 
making the achievement of a successful resolution much harder.
 
Some potential sources of conflict in an unhealthy workplace are:

Poor attendance,

Any form of discrimination or harassment,

Unacceptable language,
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Excessive personal use of email or Internet,

Theft, 

Alcohol and/or illicit drug use,

Brawling, or

Defacing company or personal property.

Frequently, it is the more subtle behaviours that will lead to an unhealthy 
workplace over time, if they are not confronted. Less obvious sources of 
conflicts or disputes include:

Taking credit for a peer’s ideas or accomplishments,

Regularly interrupting or derailing meetings,

Not inviting certain employees to departmental or social events,

Not covering for fellow employees when they are absent,

Using another employee’s contacts or customer information 
without prior approval,

Ignoring people or being discourteous, and

Negative or disrespectful dealings with customers or suppliers.

Front line leaders should not ignore underlying tensions that are developing 
in their department. It is vital that front line leaders have regular structured 
and informal one-on-one conversations (see Further Resource 15.3: Let’s 
Talk©), so that any issue or concern can be freely discussed. However, front 
line leaders must also be prepared to be proactive and initiate discussions 
if they think conflict is developing.

In Exhibit 18.3, front line leader behaviours that can either support conflict 
resolution or exacerbate the process are listed and contrasted.
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Exhibit 18.3: Examples of Positive and Negative Leadership 
Behaviours
 

Examples of Positive Front Line 
Leader Behaviours

Examples of Negative Front Line 
Leader Behaviours

Responding quickly to the symptoms 
versus the overt conflict

Ignoring the conflict or 
misunderstanding the symptoms 
before investigating the conflict

Addressing the conflict directly Abdicating responsibility and leaving 
the employees to sort things out for 
themselves

Separating the conflicted parties 
before they unwittingly exacerbate 
the problem

Allowing the conflict to escalate 
before intervening

Scheduling brief follow-up meetings 
to confirm the resolution is working

Permitting a participant in the conflict 
to return to the team too early in the 
resolution process

Advising all employees about the 
organization’s alternative dispute 
resolution programs

Delegating the conflict up to senior 
leadership, before seeking to resolve 
the concerns at the department level

Investigating cases of harassment 
or any discrimination promptly and 
thoroughly

Avoiding dispute issues because too 
much time will be needed to resolve 
the conflict

Bringing serious conflicts to the 
attention of the next-level leader and 
the human resources representative

Not following correct alternate 
dispute resolution procedures

Escalating issues to senior 
management, when appropriate

Supporting just one of the disputing 
parties—losing professional 
objectivity

Assisting employees to identify the 
differences between problems and 
symptoms

Speaking to employees in a parent-
to-child manner

Bringing the employees together 
to communicate and to seek 
understanding

Not actively listening to an 
employee’s perception of the conflict
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Examples of Positive Front Line 
Leader Behaviours

Examples of Negative Front Line 
Leader Behaviours

Professionally supporting both 
parties involved in the conflict

Participating in the conflict as it 
unfolds, potentially taking sides

Keeping conflict investigations and 
supporting data confidential

Openly discussing the substance of 
the conflict

GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION AGENCIES

Most workplace disputes can be referred to third-party government agencies 
for resolution. Both federal and provincial legislation has introduced these 
agencies and their tribunals, with the objective to protect an individual’s 
safety and human rights in the workplace. For example, the Employment 
Standards Act, the Labour Relations Act, and the Occupational Health and 
Safety Act are all under provincial jurisdiction. The Canada Human Rights 
Act and the Canada Labour Relations Act and their respective agencies or 
tribunals are under federal legislation. The Federal Labour Relations Act 
only applies to federal government employees (federal versus provincial 
civil servants) and certain industries that have an across Canada impact 
(e.g., transportation, banking, and postal services).

These agencies are available to employees who feel they have been 
mistreated or discriminated against for reasons such as race, gender, 
religion, ethnicity, and/or disability. Whether federal or provincial, 
these agencies have a mandate to listen to complaints from employees 
who believe their employers have or will take reprisals against them for 
exercising a legislated or Charter right.

Any non-unionized employee can approach their provincial 
Labour Relations Board and initiate a hearing into perceived 
mistreatment by their employer. They do not need a union to 
undertake such action. However, union organizers are always 
on the lookout for such individuals, as they perceive them to be 
ideal prospects.
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These government agencies are imperfect and usually carry very high 
costs, not necessarily in financial terms. Both the front line leader and 
the employee pay a high emotional price when a complaint must be 
referred to a government agency for adjudication. Merely being accused 
of a breach of prevailing legislation can stigmatize the front line leader, as 
well as the employer. Employees with significant concerns can become 
disenfranchised as a result of the often lengthy investigative process.

Government agencies face an overriding mandate to enforce the enabling 
legislation. Consequently, the process becomes issue-focused and usually 
results in a situation in which there is a clear winner and a clear loser. 
This outcome does nothing to further a healthy ongoing relationship 
between the disputing parties. In many instances, the employment 
relationship has been damaged beyond repair before the complaint ever 
reaches an external agency for investigation or resolution. 

Industrial relations history has taught us that the employment relationship 
is subject to ongoing change by government agencies and Labour 
Board precedents, which have a history of lagging behind economic 
and/or marketplace realities. This state of affairs creates lengthy delays 
that leave many employers and employees in situations of unresolved 
conflict. Wrongful dismissal cases have steadily increased over the years, 
but government-supported dispute resolution mechanisms available to 
employees appear to offer no solace. 

The bottom line is that one or both parties usually want to take immediate 
action to resolve the issue. Consequently, employees are compelled to 
quit or the employer is forced to terminate the employee as an immediate 
solution to unresolved conflicts. In either case, the organization is the 
ultimate loser; its investment in the employee is forever lost. The root 
cause of the problem may go undetected, in which case the problem is 
likely to be repeated. The hurt feelings persist and will likely proliferate 
among other employees. It is difficult to locate a winner in this scenario.

It is, therefore, understandable why many employees seek union 
representation. Joining a union provides employees access to the perceived 
protection offered by a collective agreement. Union representation offers 
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employees due process in the form of a grievance or arbitration process. For 
an enlightened organization that embraces Positive Employee Relations, 
unionization does not have to be the case. 

I firmly support the position that the front line leader is responsible for 
promptly identifying and settling issues arising among his/her direct 
reports. That is why I strongly advocate the implementation of a Let’s 
Talk© program (see Further Resource 15.3), which can strengthen the 
relationship between front line leaders and employees. When a front line 
leader is unable to resolve an issue for an employee, various alternative 
dispute resolution mechanisms should be readily available.

IN-HOUSE INTERVENTIONS

In many organizations, the human resources representative is called upon 
to take a more active role in handling internal problems. Unfortunately, as 
with front line leaders, many human resources people are not trained in 
conflict resolution, mediation, or process facilitation. As a result, they may 
focus on symptoms rather than the problem, or the apparent problem, 
and miss the underlying causes. The issue may appear to be resolved and 
the intervention withdrawn, but the root causes remain. This can lead to 
resentment toward the human resources representative who intervened, 
but failed to attain the desired end result.

A significant part of the human resources mandate is to manage issues, 
so there is enough impetus for thinking outside the box, but not so much 
latitude that the creativity detracts from the overall effectiveness of the 
organization. For example, job descriptions, levels of authority, performance 
standards, and a performance management program all help to eliminate 
role ambiguity and reduce goal incompatibility: two common sources of 
conflict that arise in the workplace. Moreover, in the role as intervener, the 
human resources representative must be seen as independent and neutral, 
which is by no means an easy task. When investigating complaints, the 
human resources representative is frequently perceived as an inquisitor, 
working to develop senior leadership’s case, rather than as a neutral fact-
finder. Some organizations circumvent this problem by establishing an 
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internal or external mediation process, separate from the human resources 
department, to handle internal complaints objectively.

INTERVENTION USING EXISTING POLICIES

Several internal mechanisms can be established to provide employees 
with alternative dispute resolution options that allow them to have their 
concerns heard expeditiously. Four such options are discussed in this 
section.

When properly designed and introduced, these alternatives should 
be seen by all parties as effective. Using collaborative approaches and 
rational decision-making methodologies, these alternatives focus on real 
problem-solving rather than merely settling specific issues. The presence 
of a neutral third party (a union is not neutral) or mediator can remove 
the threat of both inherent and/or explicit vested interests in the results. 
Participants will likely perceive a level of objectivity that is absent in more 
traditional processes. 

In the final analysis, the win-win orientation of any process is 
especially important, ensuring that all parties are satisfied that 
their concerns have been given due consideration.

One of the key aspects of most alternative mechanisms is that the parties 
to the problem are the process owners. Participation must be completely 
voluntary to ensure compliance and buy-in to the results. In this way, the 
processes are beneficial to the ongoing relationships between the parties. 
Fewer dollars are spent when matters are dealt with quickly, and speed 
ensures minimal disruption for the employee and the organization.

1. Open-Door Policy
Open-door policies are completely internal processes that, for many 
organizations, have proven successful at reducing the dissatisfaction 
associated with unresolved disputes. Frequently introduced as part of 
a Positive Employee Relations program, an open-door policy invites 
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employees to raise complaints or concerns with any senior leader. They 
choose the leader and a mutually agreed-upon time. Most importantly, this 
can occur without the prior knowledge by their front line leader.
 

The principle here is that employees, like customers, are key 
stakeholders in the organization and are mature enough to raise 
their concerns to whatever organizational level they feel is 
appropriate.

I acknowledge that some front line leaders or next-level leaders may 
see this as an unusual practice, but it is, arguably, within the conceptual 
framework of Positive Employee Relations. It is also within the mandate 
of such an employee-centred approach for any senior leader to ensure that 
the employee understands that there can be no healthy resolution until 
their front line leader is involved.

In more traditional open-door practices, a member of the human resources 
staff helps the employee frame the complaint and offers advice on how the 
employee might present the problem to a member of the senior leadership 
team. In this application, the front line leader may be fully aware of the 
nature and status of the complaint. The front line leader is likely the first 
person that the human resources representative would have involved 
in understanding the employee’s concern. For the front line leader to 
remain impartial when this is occurring is, no doubt, difficult. However, 
impartiality will show the true character of the front line leader and their 
understanding of Positive Employee Relations. 

In autocratic organizations, where authority is highly centralized, complaints 
through an open-door policy may be perceived as a sign of disloyalty. Such 
authoritarian leadership behaviour will diminish the effectiveness of any 
open-door policy, regardless of its design. In cultures where collaborative 
or participative leadership is not practiced, most employees will fear some 
retribution for speaking up. Ultimately, they will recognize that senior 
leadership prefers to avoid criticism at all costs.

As a result of such a culture, compliance, rather than speaking up, is viewed 
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as the way to achieve promotions and success. Furthermore, in such 
workplace environments, employees are reluctant to raise a complaint if 
the source of the dispute is their front line leader. Unfortunate though this 
may be, these unresolved issues lead directly to employee dissatisfaction. 
It is not surprising that in autocratic organizations, creativity is frequently 
hard to find. Likewise, Positive Employee Relations has little fertile ground 
in which to grow.

2. Employee Hotlines
A 24/7 phone service provides employees with quick responses to 
employment-related questions. These can range from run-of-the-mill 
inquiries regarding employee benefits or company policies, to more 
serious questions, such as how to handle ethnic or gender discrimination, 
sexual harassment, and bullying. The hotline operator offers advice and 
counselling. These services are completely confidential and may be offered 
as an extension to an employee assistance program.

Some organizations may offer this service through their human resources 
department, although doing so will raise questions with some employees 
about confidentiality. Moreover, this likely will not be the most cost-effective 
option when measuring successful outcomes against total expenditures.

Hotlines only provide advice and refrain from active intervention 
in facilitating resolution to a problem or dispute.

Often the quick response and independence of the advice serves to 
prevent many conflicts from escalating. While the employer is not made 
aware of any specific complaints, the hotline service provider submits a 
report on the number and type of inquiries made, usually by month and 
by location. This feedback allows the employer to gauge employee morale 
on a continuous basis. It also creates an opportunity for senior leadership 
to address issues before they escalate into serious problems. 
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A hotline administered by competent professional counsellors, 
who are available 24/7, is a perfect complement to a Positive 
Employee Relations program. 

One noteworthy downside to this remedy is that it is not always possible for 
the hotline counsellor to deal effectively with an issue while maintaining 
confidentiality. In the case of a harassment complaint, for example, the 
issue cannot usually be addressed unless the complainant is willing to step 
forward and confront the problem openly. In some cases, the counsellor 
may be able to persuade the employee to seek the assistance of a human 
resources representative. An alternative step would be for the counsellor 
to refer the complainant to an independent third party (an ombudsperson), 
who can investigate the matter and mediate any dispute.

For the smaller Positive Employee Relations employer, who cannot afford 
a full-time human resources professional, the advantages of an out-sourced 
hotline service can be significant. Understandably, with cost constraints, 
an ombudsperson may not be part of these arrangements. Even for larger 
Positive Employee Relations employers, the advantages of continuous 
coverage by an outsourced service provider may be more cost effective 
than using in-house staff. 

3. Relationships-by-Objectives
Relationships-by-objectives is the more commonly recognized name for a 
conflict management intervention (formally called inter-group mirroring). 
With the assistance of a facilitator, conflicting groups (or individuals) are 
brought together to discuss their differences and to improve their ongoing 
relationship. Each party independently creates a list of their perceptions of 
the other group, and in particular, the manner in which they believe the 
other group is frustrating their own work efforts. These perceptions are 
then shared and solutions are jointly explored. The parties are not allowed 
to debate the relative merits of each other’s perceptions. Instead, they 
must treat the perceptions as genuine and focus on solutions. A skilled 
facilitator, not an untrained human resources representative person, is 
required here.
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4. Peer Review Panels
This internal process helps employees and employers resolve issues 
on their own. Peer review panels are becoming more important among 
leading union-free employers. Essentially, peer review panels are internal 
arbitration boards convened to hear complaints by employees. Like 
external arbitration boards, panels can only interpret the meaning of 
established policies and procedures. Panels cannot add to, subtract from, 
or amend the terms of employment set out in human resources policies or 
employee handbooks, nor can they alter existing letters of engagement or 
employment contracts.

Panels can decide if a decision or a disciplinary sanction 
rendered by management was justified, including dismissal. 
Alternatively, the panel can reduce the penalty with a lesser 
sanction.

Peer review panel members are trained in a number of relevant 
competencies:

Interviewing and problem solving skills,

Policies and procedures related to job performance, employee 
behaviour, and discipline, and

Employment standards, human rights, and related legislation 
relevant to the employment relationship.

An employee’s concern is typically heard first through the chain-of-
command or in an open-door policy, and then referred to the panel for final 
disposition only if the matter remains unresolved. To ensure impartiality, 
a roster of potential panel members is maintained, so those employees 
selected to hear the problem have no immediate connection to any parties 
to the conflict. 

Peer review panels have proven to be quite successful, but 
demand a high degree of commitment, akin to the organization’s 
support for Positive Employee Relations. 
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Peer review panels, depending on the culture of the organization and the 
mission assigned, can be staffed with employees only or with a combination 
of employees and a few members of management. Likewise, dependent 
on the mission, panels can hear problems and make recommendations, 
or they can become the final arbiter on an issue. If their role is one of 
recommendation only, the question of who is the final arbiter will need to 
be answered at the outset. Should the final arbiter be the CEO or another 
senior leader, the rationale for having a peer review panel in the first place 
would need to be questioned.
 

A THIRD PARTY MEDIATION PROGRAM

Mediation, like the peer panel review process, is being used at increasing 
rates to resolve issues and disputes in workplaces, as well as in various 
aspects of our personal lives. Mediation is one of the processes within 
an alternative dispute resolution spectrum, and it involves a neutral third 
party bringing the two disputing parties together with the aim of reaching 
a mutual agreement.

Many union-free organizations have now recognized that mediation and 
other forms of dispute resolution have a positive effect in their workplaces. 
Conflict between individuals or between groups of individuals can severely 
hamper an employer’s drive for competitive marketplace advantage and 
negatively influence any initiative for employee well-being.

Unresolved conflict can lead to disgruntled employees becoming 
more dissatisfied, because they have not had their so-called day 
in court.

If effectively administered, mediation is most successful when used at the 
initial phase of any disagreement, before the conflict escalates. An early 
intervention can prevent both sides from forming fixed viewpoints, leading 
to a full-blown dispute. If a disagreement is resolved early on, there is less 
chance of the working relationship breaking down.
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What is mediation?
Mediation is a process in which an impartial third party, a mediator, helps 
two or more people, who are in a dispute, attempt to reach an agreement. 
Any agreement comes from those who are in the dispute, not from the 
mediator. The mediator is not there to judge, to say one person is right 
and the other is wrong, or to tell those involved in the mediation what they 
should do. The mediator facilitates the process of seeking to resolve the 
problem, but not to develop the outcome.

Mediation distinguishes itself from other alternative dispute resolution 
approaches in that it is:

Informal,

Flexible,

Voluntary,

Morally binding, but has no legal status,

Confidential, and 

A process where the parties represent themselves.

Mediation seeks to provide an informal and speedy solution to 
workplace conflict, and it can be used at any point in the conflict 
cycle.

Mediation offers a safe and confidential space for participants to find 
answers by:

Exploring the issues, feelings, and concerns of all participants, and 
rebuilding relationships by using joint problem-solving methods;

Allowing those involved to understand and empathize with the 
feelings of those with whom they are in conflict;

Giving employees (or front line leaders) insights into their own 
behaviour and that of others, and opening up opportunities for 
change;

Encouraging communications and helping the people involved to 
find a solution that favours them; and



745POSITIVE DISPUTE RESOLUTION

Using energy generated in a conflict in a positive way to move 
forward.

There are distinct phases in the mediation process, which are described as 
being comprised of three to five stages. Exhibit 18.4 describes a five-stage 
mediation process. There also may be occasions when shuttle mediation 
(the mediator moving between the parties and relaying the views of each) 
has to be used, because the parties will not sit in the same room with 
each other, or because at certain points, shuttle mediation is simply more 
effective. The aim is to ultimately bring the parties together to jointly 
resolve their problems.

Exhibit 18.4:  Stages of Mediation

Separate meetings
Initially, the mediator will meet with the parties separately. The aim of 
this first meeting is to allow each party involved to tell their story, so 
that the mediator can identify what everyone wants out of the process.

Joint meetings
After hearing the issues, the mediator generally brings the participants 
together. During a period of uninterrupted time, he/she invites them to 
recount their side of the story. At this stage, the mediator will begin to 
summarize the main areas of agreement and disagreement and draws 
up an agenda for the rest of the mediation process.

Exploring the issues
Having identified the issues to explore, the mediator encourages 
communication between the parties, promoting understanding, 
empathy, and clarification of perceptions. The aim of this part of the 
process is to begin to shift the focus from the past to the future and 
begin to develop constructive solutions.

Building and writing an agreement
As the process develops, the mediator will encourage and support 
joint problem-solving by the parties. The mediator will also ensure 
the solutions and agreements are workable and record the agreements 
reached.
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Closing the mediation
Once an agreement has been reached, the mediator will end the process, 
provide a copy of the agreement to those involved, and explain the 
responsibilities of each party, so that the agreement can be implemented. 
In cases where no agreement is reached, other procedures may be used 
to resolve the conflict later. 

Binding arbitration is where the individual parties agree, in 
advance, that the arbitrator’s solution will be final and an 
acceptable resolution to the problem. However, nothing said 
during the mediation process can be used in future proceedings, 
including binding arbitration, unless agreed to by both parties.

Using Mediation
Mediation can be used at any point in a conflict, as long as any on-going 
formal procedures are placed on hold. Mediation may also be used as a 
stage in an on-going resolution procedure. The process also can be used to 
rebuild relationships after a dispute has been resolved or to address issues, 
including relationship breakdown, personality clashes, communication 
problems, bullying, and harassment.

It is often said of the use of mediation that if you can’t make it better, 
don’t make it worse. Mediation may not be suitable if:

Used as a first resort, because employees should be encouraged 
to speak with each other and talk to their front line leader before 
they involve another party,

Used by leaders to avoid their leadership responsibility,

A decision about right or wrong is needed,

The individual wants a human rights or harassment case 
investigated,

Someone has learning difficulties or mental health problems,

The parties do not have the authority to settle the problem, or

One side is completely intransigent and using mediation will only 
raise unrealistic expectations of a positive outcome.
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It is easier to introduce mediation into an organization that already has 
a culture that is supportive of employees and where the leadership style 
embraces Positive Employee Relations. If there are well-established 
policies and processes for promoting diversity and well-being, and for 
dealing with bullying and harassment, for example, mediation is likely 
to sit naturally within the organization’s approach to Positive Employee 
Relations.

A DISPUTE RESOLUTION PROGRAM

Including employees in the resolution of their own issues is consistent with 
a Positive Employee Relations philosophy. Front line leaders and next-
level leaders are not always perfect in carrying out their responsibilities, 
so when employees have the right to constructively voice their concerns, 
exercising that right helps resolve issues and does not hinder the operations 
of the organization. 

In effect, the openness of this process gives a voice to the employee’s 
dissatisfaction. This safety valve can eliminate smouldering resentment 
before discontent becomes outright dissatisfaction.

A meaningful and constructive issues resolution program 
provides options that reduce employee frustration, alienation, 
and turnover. 

Further Resource 18.1: Positive Dispute Resolution is an example of a 
three-stage, in-house managed program for resolving disputes. First, the 
employee provides the front line leader with an opportunity to deal with 
the issue. The front line leader has a specific window of time in which 
to respond. If there is no response from the front line leader or if the 
response is not satisfactory to the employee, the employee may ask the 
front line leader’s next-level leader to consider the issue. At the second 
stage, the employee must put his or her concern in writing. The response 
from the next-level leader will also be put in writing. If the employee is still 
not satisfied, the third step is to submit the issue to a peer review panel, 
comprised of trained panel members.
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In this example, the panel makes a recommendation of resolution to the 
most senior leader responsible for the facility or business unit and to the 
employee who initiated the process. The senior leader makes the final 
decision. (The program could also be established with the panel’s decision 
being final.) 

If such a policy is adopted, several administrative matters must be 
established, such as allowable time between stages and the composition 
and operating guidelines for the peer review panel.
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TAKE ACTION!

1. Always start by encouraging the front line leader and employee 
to resolve the issue without intervention. Implement a Let’s Talk© 
program to strengthen the relationship between front line leaders and 
their employees (see Further Resource 15.3: Let’s Talk©).

2. Consider the pros and cons of the dispute resolution processes and 
determine which process would be suitable for your organization, 
either alone or in combination. These include: 

Intervention by a human resources representative or an external 
mediator,

Open-door policies,

Employee hotlines, 

Relationships-by-objectives, and

A peer review panel.

3. Educate front line leaders and all levels of leadership regarding 
the importance of your company’s dispute resolution program in 
maintaining Positive Employee Relations. Make it very clear to them 
how the program works and that no employee is ever be penalized 
for using the program.

4. Make sure employees understand the dispute resolution process. 
It provides employees with a no cost process, in contrast to the 
perceived benefits of a union-supported grievance procedure, for 
which they would have to pay union dues.
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DISCUSSION POINTS

1. It is important that the presence of problems or issues be viewed 
as a normal consequence of everyday life. If handled in a manner 
consistent with your organization’s values, employee concerns 
can be a positive force that enables problems to be resolved while 
encouraging employees to take responsibility for their own issues.

2. Rather than suffer in silence, talented employees with marketable 
job skills may express their dissatisfaction by leaving. If “talented 
employees” equates to high performance/high potential, no 
organization has enough of these employees to see them seek 
employment elsewhere.

3. Employees who cannot leave their job (but wish they could) may 
slow their productivity to a minimum in an act of passive aggression. 
Industrial sabotage may be an extreme consequence of such 
behaviour.

4. A poor performing or dissatisfied employee, without an accompanying 
corrective or developmental action plan, runs counter to your 
organization’s values and the principles of a Positive Employee 
Relations program.

5. Once the conflict has escalated and positions have become 
entrenched, it is very difficult to alter perceptions and participate in 
an open discussion.

6. One of the key aspects of most dispute resolution mechanisms is that 
the parties to the problem are the owners of the chosen resolution 
process.

7. An open-door policy invites employees to raise complaints or concerns 
with a senior leader of their choosing at a mutually agreed-to time. 
Most importantly, the policy can be written so that prior knowledge 
or approval of their front line leader is not required.
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8. For the front line leader to remain impartial when a complaint or 
concern is lodged through an open-door policy is, no doubt, 
difficult. However, personal maturity and justifiable confidence in 
the employee’s behaviour will show the true character of a front line 
leader and their commitment to Positive Employee Relations.

9. When initial disagreements are ignored and not managed properly, 
the resulting dissatisfaction can fester and conflict can spiral out of 
control.

10. The mediation process can be used to rebuild relationships after a 
dispute has been resolved or to address issues, including relationship 
breakdowns, personality clashes, communication problems, bullying, 
and harassment.

11. Any non-unionized employee can approach their provincial Labour 
Relations Board and initiate a hearing into perceived mistreatment by 
their employer. They do not need a union to undertake such action 
on their behalf.

12. The win-win orientation of any process is particularly important in 
ensuring that all parties are satisfied that their concerns were given 
due consideration. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 18.1: Resolving Disputes Responsibly

of employee issues for the betterment of all stakeholders, in a manner that 
respects the needs of all stakeholders. Our dispute resolution process is 
available to all employees and 

used the process should immediately advise the Human Resources Director, 
who will investigate and take action, as appropriate.

The structure and steps embedded in this policy are to ensure that all 
employees are given a fair hearing at each stage of the process. The timelines 
for each step ensure that consideration is given to all the available information. 
If all parties engaged in the dispute resolution process decide to expedite the 
timetable, that is acceptable.

Assistance to Employees

While employees are encouraged to take responsibility for presenting their 
issues throughout the process, at any step an employee may request assistance 
from any other employee (a peer, a human resources representative, a front line 
leader, or a next-level leader). Assistance may include helping the employee 

 

Using the Process

Step 1 Initiation
When an employee has a concern relating to individual treatment, the issue is 
brought to the attention of the front line leader. The employee will: 

Declare the dispute resolution process started, and 

Present all facts or circumstances relevant to the issue in a forthright 
manner.

information or assistance, if required. The employee will always receive a 
response from the front line leader within two business days or within a 
mutually agreed-upon time.
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front line leader, if the nature of the issue is such that the employee is unable 
to reasonably do so, the employee may speak with a Human Resources 
representative or proceed directly to Step 2. 

The dispute resolution process may not be used to obtain a decision. It may be 
used only to request reconsideration of a decision once the decision has been 
made.

Step 2 Request for Resolution 

employee will detail the facts and circumstances on a Request for Resolution 
form, available from the Human Resources department. Completed copies 
are provided to the front line leader, the next-level leader, and the Human 
Resources Director. The forms are submitted within seven (7) calendar days 
after the initial response from the immediate front line leader or the issue will 
be considered resolved.

If an employee does not submit a Request for Resolution form within seven 
calendar days and subsequently decides the decision is unacceptable, the 
process must re-start at Step 1.

responsibility for discussing the issue with the employee, the front line leader, 
and the Human Resources Director to ascertain any additional relevant facts. 
The next-level leader will provide a written resolution on the issue and explain 
the reasoning underlying the resolution. The written response must be provided 

Step 3 Further Considerations

employee may request further consideration of the issue by either:

The Peer Review Panel, or 

The Human Resources Director. 

Employees seeking Step 3 consideration will complete a Request for Further 
Consideration form, available from the Human Resources department. 
Completed forms are be submitted to the Human Resources Director within 
ten (10) business days of receipt of the written response to the Request for 
Resolution form. If the Request for Further Consideration form is not submitted 
within ten (10) business days, the dispute will be considered resolved.
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The Human Resources Director must receive Requests for Further Consideration 
forms one week before the next scheduled meeting of the Peer Review Panel 
or the request will be deferred to the following meeting. A schedule of meeting 
days will be posted. Every attempt will be made to adhere to the schedule.

On the Request for Further Consideration form, the employee will state why the 
resolution provided by the next-level leader in Step 2 is not acceptable. The 
form should also include any additional information the employee may wish to 
have considered. The employee should expect to speak at the next Peer Review 
Panel meeting.

After considering the facts, the Peer Review Panel will recommend a resolution 
to the senior leader on-site for implementation. He/she will advise the 
appropriate management team of the resolution and the Peer Review Panel 
will advise the employee of the resolution, both verbally and in writing. All 

the recommended resolution with the Peer Review Panel, but all resolutions 
will be determined and communicated no later than ten (10) business days 
after the meeting at which the issue is initially considered. The Peer Review 
Panel may also discuss concerns with the senior leader that, while presented 
as individual issues, may represent broader, business-wide issues.
 
Urgent Resolutions
If the nature of an issue is such that urgent resolution is necessary, the 
employee should meet with the Human Resources Director or with the next-level 
leader, indicating the reason for the urgency. If the concern is not satisfactorily 
resolved, the employee can move the process forward to the next Peer Review 
Panel meeting.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 18.2: Request for Resolution 

Employee: ________________________________________________________

Front Line Leader/Manager: _________________________________________

Current Date: _____________________________________________________

Date the Issue was First Discussed with Front Line Leader/Manager: _______

_________________________

Relevant Facts: 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________
Desired Resolution: 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

for any section. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 18.3: Request for Further Consideration

Employee: ________________________________________________________

Front Line Leader/Manager: _________________________________________

Next-Level Leader: _________________________________________________

Current Date: _____________________________________________________

Date Issue was First Discussed with Front Line Leader: ___________________

Date of Response to Completed Request for Resolution Form: _____________

Reason Why Step 2 Resolution is not Acceptable: ________________________

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Further Relevant Facts (optional): 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________

Whom do you want to consider your issue? 
( ) Peer Review Panel   ( ) Human Resources Director

Requested Peer Review Panel meeting date: 
( ) Next scheduled meeting  ( ) Other date (refer to posted schedule)

Please attach a copy of Request for Resolution and the written response from 
Step 2 you received.

for any section. 
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FURTHER RESOURCE 18.4: Memo to Employee

To: (Employee Name) 
From: Peer Review Panel 

You have asked the Peer Review Panel to consider an issue that you consider 
unresolved. Here is what will happen at our meeting and what you can expect 
from us. 

Our goal is to resolve any employee’s personal issue or dispute in a manner 
that is respectful of the employee’s needs and The Sherborne Company’s 
needs. We also strive for resolutions that are consistent with the values and 
guiding behaviours of our company and with our existing policies, procedures, 
and practices. 

Our role is to ensure you are treated with equity, and any decisions or actions 
taken or planned with respect to you and your issues have been in accordance 
with Sherborne’s Positive Employee Relations program and its relevant 
policies, procedures, and practices. 

We cannot recommend changing a past or planned action simply because 
you do not like it. In fact, we may not like it either. If the planned action is 
inconsistent with Sherborne’s Positive Employee Relations program, or if 
you have not been treated with equity and consistency, we will recommend a 
change in the planned action or decision. However, as long as your situation 
has been treated with equity and consistency, and any action or decision taken 
or planned is consistent with our Positive Employee Relations program, we 
cannot recommend a reversal. In some instances, where appropriate, we may 
recommend that a policy, procedure, practice, or principle be reconsidered and 
perhaps changed in the future.

Before we meet with you, we will review your Request for Further Consideration 
form, including the attached Request for Resolution form and your next-level 
leader’s response, as well as any other relevant documentation, such as a 
policy, procedure, practice, or principle, or a similar issue previously brought 
to us.  Meeting 
with you will provide us an opportunity to ask questions about anything we do 
not understand. The meeting will give you an opportunity to tell us, in your own 
words, what the issue is and the resolution you are seeking. 
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we are here to learn and to assess the facts relating to your issue. We will be 

Five panel members will meet with you. If you would like to bring a fellow 
employee, regardless of that person’s position at The Sherborne Company, you 
are welcome to do so. You will have the opportunity to ask any questions you 
wish to ask.

After meeting with you, we will meet with your front line leader and next-
level leader (separately) to ensure that we have a thorough and complete 
understanding of all relevant facts. If necessary, we will meet with any other 
person designated by you or whom we believe has information or input relevant 
to the issue. 

Once our meetings are complete and we are certain we have all relevant 
facts, we will evaluate the information to determine if you have been treated 
consistently and equitably, and if any actions or decisions taken or planned are 
inconsistent with Sherborne’s values and guiding behaviours. We will present 
our conclusion and recommendations to the senior leader shortly after our 
meeting. 

We will give you a response as soon as we can, but 
 after our initial meeting with you.

We hope this memo provides you with answers to any questions you may have 
about what to expect from the Peer Review Panel. If it hasn’t, please feel free 
to ask us when we meet with you on [date and approximate time].

Yours truly,

____________________________
On behalf of the Peer Review Panel 



creating value
Lean is Not Mean!

There are few in the North American manufacturing sectors that have 
not been exposed to lean techniques and philosophies. Regardless of 
the varying degrees of acceptance and practice, lean manufacturing has 
seemingly found its place in the way that we provide goods and services 
to our customers. Though not extremely complex, the implementation of 
these techniques is often underestimated. The area most misunderstood 
turns out to be the heart and soul of all lean conversions. That central 
nucleus is the human infrastructure necessary to sustain the 
philosophies and culture required to be successful. This chapter lays 
out how Positive Employee Relations™ and a culture deeply rooted in 
trust, respect, and transparency is the fuel for this human infrastructure 
engine. Without it, lean manufacturing and the culture that is so vital to its 
successful implementation will, without a doubt, stall out.

Before we get ahead of ourselves, let’s quickly examine what has driven 
us to change the way we look at business today. As we deal directly with 
the globalization of our markets, the workplace has also been transformed 
from the presumption of make it and they will come to earn the business 
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and they may come. This hyper-competitive environment has redefined 
North America’s manufacturing landscape from one of high volume and 
nominal customer satisfaction to focusing on truly creating customer value. 
What is customer value? Essentially it is a clear understanding of what the 
customer needs, expects, and actually gets, with no surprises—with quality, 
cost, and delivery topping the list of essentials. It is holding processes 
accountable through a philosophy of team member engagement, and 
it is the relentless pursuit to improve, day in and day out.
 

Lean is the elimination of waste, defined as all elements of the 
process that the customer neither values nor is willing to pay 
for. 

This new way of recognizing the needs of the customer has clearly 
necessitated a better approach to provide goods and services. Lean 
techniques have been the best way to approach these growing needs. 
However, before we drink the Kool-Aid, we need to understand how lean 
came to be.

Toyota, the pioneers of lean production, took the reality of rebuilding 
Japan’s manufacturing sector after the Second World War, and turned 
it into a culture of continuous improvement. Unlike North American 
manufacturers of that time, who relied on capital investment for growth, 
Toyota focused on a philosophy of developing their people, processes, 
partnerships, and communities to dig their way out of the ruins of 
war. Their methods stemmed from limited capital availability. At their 
disposal were people eager to rebuild, which was essentially all they had 
after the tragedies of war. This created a true consistency of purpose that 
led to the focus on human resources, since their financial strength was 
seriously depleted.

The saying “necessity is the mother of invention” holds true. 
Today’s rules of manufacturing began to change forever when 
this wisdom was followed by Sakichi Toyoda, founder of Toyota 
Industries.
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Ironically, the basic premise for lean techniques had its origins in a post-
war U.S. military initiative called Training Within Industry. The U.S. War 
Manpower Commission provided a forum for sharing and training best 
practices. This early form of standardization, coupled with the teachings 
of Dr. Edward Demming, which the Japanese embraced, remains today’s 
foundation of successful lean manufacturing. Few competitive businesses 
have not considered or implemented lean principles to enhance what has 
become a new essential for competitive dominance: VALUE CREATION.

So, what seems to be missing from the recipe for successfully creating 
a values-centered environment? Any lack of success in lean production 
and its drive towards customer value almost always boils down to cultural 
disconnects. That is to say, the disconnect between the prescriptions of 
lean techniques and the human adhesion that drives the commitment to 
strengthen and properly prepare the culture to engage in a new way of 
thinking about the business. In other words, the human component is 
generally misunderstood, discounted, or underestimated. 

Our nature, in today’s cyber-paced world is to just add water, because we 
have been programmed to be impatient, especially with the softer side of 
employee relations.

The belief is generally held that if data doesn’t support it, then it 
doesn’t need attention. This predisposition is why Positive 
Employee Relations and the relentless pursuit of a culture of 
trust and respect are often missed.

This foundational element of lean culture can seem foreign to supervisors 
and managers who, in their own right, may be technically astute. In a 
nutshell, without recognizing the value of the team members and the 
importance of their contributions, you stand little chance of creating 
value for your employees, customers, or your business.

It is important to understand that creating a lean, highly engaged workplace 
is not a function of a few easily implemented recommendations from a 
consultant’s toolbox. It is about a true belief that the relationship that 
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you have with your employees is at the center of the business universe. 
That culture is rooted in a set of values and guiding behaviours that are 
grounded in a transparent central theme of trust and respect. The need 
to focus, up front, on Positive Employee Relations can seem wasteful 
to many traditional leaders and managers, who may say, “That touchy, 
feely stuff is just fluff.” Sound familiar? These kinds of beliefs make the 
success of applying lean techniques vulnerable. (It also heightens union 
vulnerability.)

To build a culture of Positive Employee Relations and to ensure 
a truly engaged workforce, you need the same type of energy as 
is utilized in modern, value creating, lean techniques. In other 
words, you can’t have one without the other.

It is imperative when converting to a true lean enterprise that one must 
first consider the need for an absolute commitment to a philosophy and 
a practice of creating human value, community value, and customer value 
within the business, essentially in that order. This philosophy must be 
built on the belief that patience in yielding long term results outweigh 
short term bursts of success. This is a marathon, not a sprint. Toyota 
often compares the lean journey to the story of the tortoise and the hare, 
where success comes to those with steady constant commitment like that 
of the tortoise. Growing a lean workplace means creating a thinking, 
learning employee team that can be challenged to reach for excellence 
through trust. It is where the leadership team clearly understands the 
importance of the employee contribution to processes and continuous 
improvement. It requires effective communications and a sense of 
confidence that Positive Employee Relations is central to the theme of 
respect for all. 

The blueprint that was developed by Toyota to implement lean techniques 
is known as a production system. This framework encapsulates the essence 
of what drives the daily activities of the business. Properly designed, 
the production system provides guidance to the team. In essence, it 
is a comprehensive set of tools that supports a culture of learning and 
development. Framing a successful production system is also known as 
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“team infrastructure”. This is the basis for successfully implementing the 
lean tools that make up the balance of the production system. In essence, 
integrating Positive Employee Relations strategies should be a key to 
any continuous improvement strategy. Controlling processes and fully 
understanding the business on the shop floor promotes the key satisfiers 
that will engage and inspire employees to remain motivated.

As the Herzberg data has shown us (see Chapter 4: Why Employees Join 
Unions), self-motivated employees will take personal responsibility if 
the appropriate platform is built to fully support the respective needs of 
their jobs. Properly implemented lean principles and Positive Employee 
Relations require an acceptable platform through which employees can 
feel engaged, inspired, and self-motivated. 

It is important to understand that this is a cause, not an effect. Failing to 
understand the important and synergistic relationship between Positive 
Employee Relations and lean production will undermine your efforts, 
causing them to fail or, worse yet, create an environment of doubt instead 
of respect. 

POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS, THEN LEAN TECHNIQUES

When planning a lean initiative, preparing and supporting the employees 
must happen up front. This means that the unfortunate, but commonly 
used approach of descending on an unsuspecting employee team with 
a book about lean techniques, a person called a sensei, and a whirlwind 
event called kaizen must be reconsidered.

An ill-prepared employee who is thrown into a breakthrough continuous 
improvement event without the prerequisite training and understanding of 
roles and responsibilities will feel frustrated and not supported. More times 
than not, the focus on Positive Employee Relations that appropriately 
prepares team members for their roles in the lean environment is seldom a 
high strategic priority in the implementation of the production techniques 
required to maximize results.
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The lean approach must have a strong, committed, positive foundation or 
it is destined to create more waste, rather than eliminating what currently 
exists. Toyota’s success in evolving their famous production system was 
not rooted in dogmatic techniques. It was driven by a culture that rose 
from the ashes of war. It was understood that the interaction of the 
people was the most important and positive element to rebuild their 
manufacturing base. 

Training and team-building preceded any development of 
formal lean production techniques.

Ironically, today’s Toyota continues to build on the lean production 
system fundamentals, values, and guiding behaviours, as the company 
grapples with unprecedented growth: a growth that has contributed to 
quality problems and one of the largest product recalls in the history of 
the auto industry. Case in point: lean, continuous improvement, or value 
creation—whatever you decide to call it—is only as strong as the foundation 
it is built on. Abandoning the central premises of respect, trust, and 
partnership will cause reversals. Positive Employee Relations, like lean 
methodologies, must be a way of life. They complement each other and 
often can’t be distinguished within the production system. There lies the 
core belief: give your employees the right cultural and technical tools, and 
they will accomplish unimaginable heights. 

POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS LIVES AT THE CENTRE 
OF THE PRODUCTION SYSTEM

A new language has been developed. Terms such as value stream, 
enterprise, kaizen, JIT, kanban, pull, flow, waste reduction, etc. become 
a new way of relating to strategies and tactics. However, like any new 
language, there needs to be upfront understanding before you can be 
fluent and effective.

Who is best to drive this new way of thinking? Is a top-down approach 
the way to inspire employees to buy in? There is no long-term evidence 



765CREATING VALUE—LEAN IS NOT MEAN!

that would support this approach. Your employee team will be the ones 
who will be doing the heavy lifting, as it relates to driving value creation. 
Preparation and support are the key roles for the leadership team. Exhibit 
19.1 shows how the tools of lean, housed in their specific subsystems, 
radiate out from a main hub, which represents Positive Employee Relations 
and team infrastructure. In essence, each sub-system can be metaphorically 
considered a drawer in the lean tool box.

At the centre of it all is the need to build and sustain an environment 
of respect for all and to build partnerships that are effectively connected 
throughout the organization. Specifically, the inner workings of this hub 
will be described in detail later in this chapter, but for now, the message is 
that Positive Employee Relations and the team infrastructure hub, first and 
foremost, support the other four subsystems within the lean production 
system. They are interdependent and symbiotic. 

Exhibit 19.1: The Lean Production System Structure
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STABILIZATION AND STANDARDIZATION

Some of the most important lean tools are housed within the stabilization 
and standardization subsystem. In the beginning, processes will need 
to be diligently observed by an expert eye, and then stabilized before 
standardization techniques can be applied. This step is often underestimated 
in both its scope and importance and often is one of the reasons why 
lean conversions do not produce expected results. A positive culture 
plays a significant role in developing these techniques, as they are directly 
connected to establishing employee team practices and procedures. Some 
of the specific tools that make up this subsystem include:

Value Stream Mapping (VSM)

Standard work

Standard work instructions

Standard Work In Process (SWIP)

Complexity management

Standard problem solving techniques

6S—Safety, Sort, Set in Order, Shine, Standardize, Sustain

Practice sharing

ROBUST QUALITY & VALUE FOCUS

Improving quality and creating value take on a deep and comprehensive 
meaning when implementing a lean initiative. Previously, we described 
value as representing the customers’ expectations. In other words, value 
is what our customer is willing to pay for the products and services that 
we supply. Acceptable quality is a prime component when it comes to 
customer value expectations. Ensuring that processes are robust enough 
to consistently provide and display the quality required is a production 
system imperative. The robust quality and value focus subsystem houses 
important tools that ensure that the expected customer value is clearly 
understood and consistently controlled through lean quality techniques. 
Some examples of the tools that could make up this subsystem include:
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Quality gates and add-on’s

Quality alerts & team member communications

Statistical techniques, such as SPC, CPK, etc.

Supplier quality support

Error-proofing or poka-yoke

Boundary sample displays

Equipment OEE—Total Productive Maintenance

Quality circles

PROCESS AND MATERIAL FLOW

Whether a business provides a service or a product, the importance of 
process flow and effective connectivity cannot be understated. When a 
process flows from one step to the next, with a high level of visibility and 
control, at the rate of customer demand, you have accomplished one of 
the most important steps in lean implementation. The interactive tools of 
this subsystem often include:

PULL techniques

Kitting and sub-assembling

Kanban techniques—material signalling

Process status boards—visual workplace

Defined internal customer-supplier interfaces

Quick changeover techniques—single minute exchange of dies

Level scheduling—supermarket techniques and smart buffering

White space conversion and reinvestment methodologies

 

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

The challenge of sustaining improvements and change is based on a 
dedicated, relentless focus on continuous improvement. This term is often 
overused and misunderstood, but when it is implemented properly, it is 
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a critical driver in the success of implementing lean principles. In fact, 
the philosophy of always collectively pursuing a better way points directly 
back to supporting the central requirement of lean, which is a strong 
Positive Employee Relations and team infrastructure foundation. Without 
full, supportive engagement of the teams, continuous improvement will 
never become a way of life. Clearly, the tools within this subsystem 
have the strongest connection to the Positive Employee Relations team 
infrastructure hub. They can include:

Suggestion and feedback techniques

Root cause analysis measures

The “5 Why’s” technique

Breakthrough improvement techniques

Process improvements—plan, do, check, act

The 7 types of waste

The “5 M’s” —fishbone analysis techniques

IN SUMMARY: POSITIVE EMPLOYEE RELATIONS AND 
TEAM INFRASTRUCTURE

The subsystem tools available within a lean manufacturing initiative can 
vary, depending on the business and the level at which an organization 
truly commits to value creation. The one constant, no matter when and 
where the techniques are applied, will always be the central foundation of 
Positive Employee Relations and team infrastructure hub, as illustrated in 
Exhibit 19.1.

So, let’s take a close look at this all-important Positive Employee Relations 
and team infrastructure hub. It is made up of several interdependent 
components. However, the strength of this hub is the sum of its individual 
parts. Once these methodologies are successfully put into practice, you will 
be ready to activate the other lean tools through a culture of respect, trust, 
reward, and recognition. Exhibit 19.2 illustrates the Positive Employee 
Relations team infrastructure imperatives, as we will refer to them.
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Exhibit 19.2: Positive Employee Relations Imperatives for 
Lean Implementation

1. Safe Work Methods
A safe, healthy, secure work environment has to be a top priority in any 
high functioning team environment. Processes and procedures need to 
be designed for safety, to minimize exposure to hazards that could cause 
injury or health issues to team members. Safe work methods are made up 
of:

Health and safety policies must clearly communicate the 
acceptable standards of practice in the workplace, setting out 
to minimize risk and exposure to team members. These policies 
should also define a process by which team members can contribute 
to finding solutions. For example, a vibrant Joint Health and Safety 
Committee, which provides a forum for teams and leadership to 
have regular dialogue, will enhance overall wellness.

Safety communication and awareness plays a key role in 
establishing a strong, responsible workplace. Signage and 
regular, pro-active communications are required to ensure that 
the importance of keeping everyone safe is, ultimately, the most 
important objective of the business.



770 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

Ergonomic surveys and assistance programs round out the 
critical aspects of the safe work method file. A continuous, diligent 
evaluation of work practices for the purposes of mitigating strain 
points improves team wellness. This, coupled with support for 
other workplace issues, whether physiological or psychological, 
provides a positive foundation for team members to feel valued 
and confident about what they contribute to the business.

The end goal is to ensure that team members’ expectations of a safe, 
ergonomic, healthy work environment are satisfied daily, and that 
leadership behaviours reflect the fact that employee well-being is a core 
value.
 

2. Organizational Structure
Organizational structure is very important to the success of Positive 
Employee Relations, because it sets out to define functional relationships 
and the reporting protocols necessary to establish effective connectivity, 
team to team, as well as team to leadership.

Without a well-defined structure, redundancies will exist that prevent 
efficient decision-making and communications processes from properly 
functioning. Overlapping layers of hierarchy, for example, tend to distance 
leadership from the teams as you get closer to the top. Organizational 
layers tend to act as filters and filters are not good. 

The strength of Positive Employee Relations and specifically 
the requirements of successfully implementing lean principles 
depend on the ability to transfer information and data in all 
directions with the least number of translation points as possible.

Organizations that are primarily flat focus most effectively on the success 
of the teams and their specific needs. Consider that traditional layers and 
politics are like excessive non-value inventories within the processes. 
Effective organizations with populations of up to 500 team members have 
successfully utilized very flat structures, such as the one drafted in Exhibit 
19.3. At a glance, one can see the amount of responsibility inherent in each 
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team member’s role. Such responsibilities, with their built-in decision-
making components, are the essence of employee engagement.

Managers who have worked within a similar flat structure often 
applaud it for the direct and efficient way that decisions can be 
made, as well as how close their relationships become with 
their team leaders and team members. In other words: once you 
go flat, you never go back!!

Exhibit 19.3: Organizational Structure—Minimize Layers, 
Maximize Communications

3. Policy Deployment
Policy deployment can be described as an effective approach to ensuring 
that the goals of the company are systematically and clearly communicated 
to all employees. These goals need to be structured, so that they are 
meaningful and understandable at all levels. In most cases, objectives can 
be stated on a scorecard within five metric categories:
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Safety and Health

Quality

Delivery

Cost

Morale

Safety and Health
Safety and Health policies set the bar regarding leadership’s respect for the 
employees. This goes beyond the standard, recordable incident metrics for 
injury and lost time occurrences. However, tracking and improving safety 
performance must be visible and inherent in the workplace. Team member 
involvement in solving safety and health issues can be accomplished 
effectively using lean methodologies such as the 5 Why or 5 S techniques.

Quality
Properly deployed quality metrics become the employee’s true connection 
with both internal and external customers. The right feedback on quality 
performance throughout the processes and in the field will provide a 
strong sense of purpose and inspiration for the team members.

There are many lean quality tools ranging from 6 Sigma to inline 
Statistical Process Control.

The ownership of quality needs to be driven to where it can be most 
influenced by those who are closest to the processes. This means that 
the team members who produce the product need to have the most 
responsibility for the quality. Lean thinking tells us to empower team 
members to own the quality at the process steps that they control and 
foster a culture of stopping to fix instead of meeting quota.

Delivery
Ensuring that customer’s expectations are met includes delivering a quality 
product on time. Deploying policies on product delivery means setting the 
same expectation at each internal process step. As products flow through 
the process, from raw material to the finished state, adherence to delivery 
metrics must be visible.
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This metric cannot be implemented through multiple layers of leadership. 
Optimally, team members dig into their lean tool boxes and take action. 
We must ensure that this policy has an effective escalation process, so that 
leadership support can be injected where necessary. Ultimately, effective, 
positive deployment will see problems resolved and improvements made, 
for the most part, at the shop floor level.

Cost
Financial metrics are often the most sensitive and difficult to deploy, in the 
eyes of leadership. They are perceived as the inner secrets of the company. 
Businesses, especially those that are not public, often hold their financial 
results sacred.

Yes, there is a need for care when handling financials, but we live in an 
era where the speed of business will overtake you if you don’t take every 
advantage of the entire brain trust of the organization to improve the 
company’s competitive position. This means loosening up the cinches 
on the financial metrics and deploying the right data to the shop floor, so 
that team members become fully engaged in the business. Often financials 
quoted in variance percentages are sufficient to provide the benchmarking 
and goal definition throughout the organization to drive the requisite 
improvements.

Concepts such as earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and 
amortization, cost of goods sold, and sales, and general and 
administrative expenses are terminologies that can be easily understood 
with just a bit of explanation. These are foundational metrics that can be 
shared with the teams to ensure their understanding and engagement 
with the total business picture. Here, the role of the finance department 
expands to that of a resource. It becomes supportive. For example, when 
teams use lean techniques, such as breakthrough improvement (kaizen), 
they will need to call upon their financial support team for resources to 
help with analysis, costing, and return on investment calculations. 

Morale
Last, but certainly not least, we need to clearly communicate and foster 
organizational morale. Morale is defined on Dictionary.com as follows:
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“emotional or mental condition with respect to cheerfulness, confidence, 
zeal, etc., especially in the face of opposition, hardship, etc.: the morale 
of the troops.”

Let’s start with the most important word in the definition: confidence. 
Morale within an organization can be best described as team members’ 
confidence in the direction of the business, as it relates to them and their 
success. As we all know, success equates to security and security equates 
to the reduction of dissatisfiers.

Leadership must be engaged in building a Positive Employee Relations 
culture to ensure that team members fully understand their importance to 
the success of the organization. In a word, this is critical!

A lean, positive approach to improving team member confidence starts 
with the following tools that can both measure and address team member 
needs and concerns:

A workplace survey (employee opinion survey), carried out on 
a regularly scheduled basis, can uncover serious organizational 
issues before they become irreparable. A survey also sets up 
a forum to positively advertise improvements and problem 
resolution to all the employees.

A suggestion system that is shop floor based and strongly 
supported by leadership will also improve confidence. The key 
here is to drive the initiative to the process level and allow teams 
to implement suggestions quickly and effectively. Cumbersome, 
traditional suggestions for pay should be avoided. Making 
suggestions should be a way of life and equate to strengthening 
both the strategic and competitive position of the business. The 
reward should be recognition, appreciation. and encouragement.

General communications builds an environment of direct 
dialogue. Town hall meetings, mini-town hall meetings, and daily 
team huddles should be considered essential in a positive, lean 
workplace. An example of a novel approach to communications 
is to affix slotted boxes throughout the facility labelled FACT 
or FICTION. Allow anyone from the teams to place questions 
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(anonymously, if desired) that may originate in the workplace 
or through the rumour-mill. Allot some time at each town hall 
meeting to specifically answer some of the more pressing inquiries 
and have some fun with some of the more bizarre submissions.

A well-connected target-setting and feedback system that provides the 
transparency necessary for team members to understand that their role is 
vital is the overarching point of this discission. Involvement in setting targets 
and celebrating milestones can contribute to team member confidence in 
surprising ways. The results can be astounding when the organization’s 
innovative juices are allowed to flow.

4. Communications Process
Providing standardized systems for regular and effective communications 
is the very backbone of maintaining both Positive Employee Relations 
and a strong lean organization. The bottom line is that your team members 
are a true captive audience, assembled and present when and where you 
want them in the workplace. This forum should be exploited to its greatest 
degree to communicate, but not only to communicate the score or the 
business temperature; it should be used to positively promote the benefits 
of working for such a vibrant, positive company.

Rest assured that third party (union) representatives will be taking every 
advantage of communicating the opposite for their cause. It is essential 
that leadership understand the value of home field advantage where 
communicating with the workforce is concerned.

Exhibit 19.4 shows a variety of tools available to businesses to actively 
communicate within a lean positive environment.
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5. New Hire Selection Process
One of the most important investments that can be made is hiring the right 
team members. Assuming that a good probationary process will take care 
of the bad apples is not only reckless, it will most likely accomplish the 
opposite results. Getting the right people on board should be made a very 
high priority, regardless of the positions being filled.

Organizational/cultural fit is as important as overall skill. In fact, most 
skills can be developed through effective training, however, hiring team 
members without the capability of behaving in a way that aligns with core 
values could impair the organization forever (or until you cull out those 
who never should have been hired in the first place).

An upfront investment in a solid hiring process will pay dividends 
in the long run. The pay me now or pay me more later principle 
strongly applies.

Exhibit 19.5 outlines a team member selection process that will mitigate 
the risk of hiring the wrong people.
 
Exhibit 19.5: Typical Team Member Selection Process

A. Initial posting of vacancies—should be widely posted to provide a  
 good population of candidates. Use various means available:

Local and regional newspapers

Internet, including the company site

Social websites, where applicable

Employment websites

Local agencies, including the Chamber of Commerce, local 
Labour Department Offices, etc.

B. Screening for minimum qualifications & general aptitude.
 (Consider using the National Occupational Competency Testing  
 Institute for skilled jobs.)
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C. Simulated workplace with at least 4 hours of actual work for all  
 candidates.

Technical knowledge

Technical skills (use of tools)

Problem solving exercise

Team building exercise

Verbal and written communications skills, including data 
handling

 This generally amounts to an eight to twelve hour assessment  
 process that measures skills for fit and/or leadership.

D. Behavioural assessments

E. 1st interview by human resources, which is behaviourally based  
 and scored

F. 2nd interview by leadership and employee panel, which is  
 behaviourally based and scored

G. 3rd interview by members of the team, which ensures that team  
 members have been fully trained in interview techniques. Their  
 thumbs up will be the final gate.

6. New Hire Orientation
Once a new team member has been hired, orientation begins. This 
is a way to effectively integrate the new hire into the vibrant Positive 
Employee Relations culture. The importance of preparing a new hire 
to effectively contribute to the team should never be underestimated. A 
typical orientation process is depicted in Exhibit 19.6.
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Exhibit 19.6: Orientation and Assimilation

A. Provide 1 week of orientation including:
Health & safety

Company policies

Pay and benefits review

Cultural assimilation

* Organizational overview

* Product overview

* Company values and guiding behaviours

* Lean methods, for example: 6 “S” training (Safety, Sort, 
Set in Order, Shine, Standardize, Sustain)

* Team structures and expectations

* Reward & recognition principles

Begin work hardening in a simulated setting—start at 1 hr./day

B. Move the new team member to the work area and begin specific  
 assimilation:

Team introduction

Tour of the specific work area by the team leader

Review of the area’s policies and procedures

Introduction to other team members (formal and informal)

Area specific safety overview

Review training plan—begin with two hours of on-the-job-
training (OJT) online per day

Ramp up OJT by 2 hours each day

During non-OJT hours familiarize the new team member with 
area-specifics:

* Visual controls/visual workplace

* Standard work/standard work-in-process 

* 6 “S” training 

* Daily activities (daily huddle, quality circles, etc.)
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C. Meet with the new team member, regularly, to discuss progress  
 and areas that require additional training or exposure.

D. Assign an experienced team member as a mentor and support  
 person during probationary period. Meet regularly to rehash, as  
 was done in stage B. 

E. Have a team assessment carried out prior to granting full  
 employment status. Ensure that the team is positive and that  
 members are confident of the new hire’s abilities and fit.

F. Celebrate the new team member’s passage to full-time status within  
 the team. At this point, it is beneficial to recognize the  
 accomplishment by rewarding the new employee  
 with a token of accomplishment; for example, a jacket specially 
 designed to indicate the successful completion of the  
 probation period. To enhance its symbolism, ensure that the  
 reward cannot be sourced outside of the company.

7. Team Structure
The strength of lean manufacturing and Positive Employee Relations comes 
down to the sum of the parts. The way that the organization is structured 
will have a significant impact on the effectiveness by which it unites to 
achieve mutually beneficial goals. The structure of the organization is 
a critical component of achieving effectiveness in today’s competitive 
environment. This structure also builds team dynamics that ensure each 
team member feels integral to the success of the business.

It’s not unusual for communications, which are often subjected 
to traveling through several layers of the organization, to not get 
to the people most in need of the information.

Exhibit 19.7: Supportive Team Structure illustrates an organizational 
structure that has been found to optimize communications, allowing 
effective use of lean tools and direct exposure to team members. Overall, 
the closer that communications and decision points are to the shop floor, 
the better the results.
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In the following exhibit, the facilitation and technical resource layer 
have been framed as part of the team structure. These resources are 
not supervisory in nature, but supportive instead. They are more of a 
cultural and technical rapid response squad that bolsters the activities and 
development of the teams, ensuring that values, guiding behaviours, and 
technical tools are supported within the business framework.

Exhibit 19.7: Supportive Team Structure

 Over time, companies that have had great success with value creation 
and Positive Employee Relations have found sweet spots with respect to 
ratios within the team structure. For example, a ratio of greater than 8:1 of 
team members to team leaders has been found to be difficult to sustain. 
Team leaders are a vital part of the team, and they need to have the time 
and space to ensure that the needs of the team members are satisfied. 
Stretching a team leader to his/her limit where team size is concerned will 
cost the business dearly over the long term.

Though not totally applicable to all businesses, it should be noted that 
staying as close as possible to employees, organizationally, provides for 
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clear, direct, respectful leadership interaction. From a lean production 
standpoint, having that direct relationship means that the waste of 
unnecessary administration is eliminated. Problems and their resulting 
decisions can be made and executed quickly and efficiently, thus driving 
value creation effectively. That close relationship is also at the foundation 
of Positive Employee Relations.

SUMMARY

If there is one message to take away from this chapter, it is that Positive 
Employee Relations and lean manufacturing are, in no way, opposing forces 
in today’s business environment. In fact, they are mutually dependent. A 
true lean approach that drives value creation cannot be successful without 
the foundation of Positive Employee Relations that supports employee 
involvement in a respectful, direct fashion. Respect for all means exactly 
that!

Using lean tools without ensuring that the cultural requirements are met 
is like filling the fuel tank of a car without an engine. The drive behind 
continuous improvement, the reduction of waste, and the creation of value 
cannot be found on the pages of a how-to book or on the PowerPoint 
slides of a consultant/sensei. The energy and commitment that will drive 
the best tools in the right application will come from a committed and 
confident team of employees. They will focus on the business, because 
their other needs have been taken care of respectfully by a dedicated, 
skilful leadership team.

Terry Bruni, B.Sc
Vice President of Global Operations

Veyance Technologies, Inc.
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Creating an Environment    
     for Decertification

Note to Reader:  In the Introduction to this book and in Chapter 1, I presented 
the argument that Positive Employee Relations™ is a human resources philosophy 
and system of leadership. It seeks out the better nature of leaders and employees to 
behave in ways consistent with values and guiding behaviours, as illustrated by The 
Sherborne Company.

If understood and implemented successfully, Positive Employee Relations results in 
employees being treated as the organization’s prime stakeholders. They are “prime” 
because everything flows from their efforts. All those with the titles like CEO, vice 
president, director, manager, or supervisor are all employees—just like production 
employees, sales representatives, and administrative assistants. Certainly, from a le-
gal perspective this is clear, but from the intent of Positive Employee Relations, it 
is essential that position titles do not become a discriminatory factor. The continued 
satisfaction of the needs of current and future customers justifies the reality of the 
position and/or career of all employees, regardless of title or position.

By living the core values of our company, respect and dignity are implicitly and 
explicitly stated, and Positive Employee Relations is the way to give life to these 
values. If the arteries of Positive Employee Relations are the pathways through 
which leadership intentions and behaviours flow, then employees, by definition, are 
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An unhealthy culture (see Exhibit 1.1: McGregor’s Theory X) could be your 
present corporate norm. If that is the case, there are a few observations we 
can make about its cause: 

Senior leadership is ambivalent about being unionized,

shown respect and dignity. Given the focus of this book, the outcome is that all em-
ployees—production employees, office staff, engineers, technicians, and leaders—will 
see no need to make contact with a trade or professional union. To feel the need to 
do so would mean that employees believe they cannot (or are reluctant to) talk to any 
leader about any job or personal problem that affects them or their work.

Unions exist (whether for historic or current reasons) because of the way people 
(employees) perceive themselves to be treated—treated in ways other than those 
expressed by the values of respect and dignity and other than as prime stakeholders. 
To advocate for employee self-responsibility, respect, and dignity—but not via a 
trade union—has brought with it the label of “anti-union”. For the final time in this 
book, my stand is not anti-union. I am pro-employee. To be pro-employee, but not 
necessarily for unions, means that corporate leadership must change its intentions 
and behaviours, so that employee respect and dignity is self-evident.

In my 30+ years of management consulting, I have been able to persuade management 
and leadership teams to alter their intentions and behaviours to the extent that when I 
have been called to advise on a union organizing campaign, I have never lost a client 
to a union! This is not because I believe unions to be inherently bad. It is because I 
believe that employees, if proper leadership develops, can become self-responsible 
and do for themselves everything that a union professes to offer. Once leadership 
understands the scope of Positive Employee Relations and behaves in ways consistent 
with its values, as illustrated in this book, employees will learn to take responsibility for 
their actions—such as talking with leaders about ideas for improvements and concerns, 
which may encompass anything from compensation to product design.

This chapter deals with the unionized employer. The assumption is that an organi-
zation is unionized because of negative employee relations practices by leadership. 
These practices lead to dissatisfaction, which encourages employees to opt for a union. 
The question is: can Positive Employee Relations do anything to help both employees 
and the leaders? For leaders, the answer is to understand their past behaviours and 
learn to act with respect and dignity. Does this mean that Positive Employee Relations 
can provide more value to employees than a union can? Yes it does! In this chapter, 
Tom Stefanik will talk about leaders (and companies) becoming much better at rela-
tionship building, so that employees decide, on their own, that paying union dues—for 
what they can do for themselves—is not a good value proposition. However, leaders 
must step up to the plate before employees will begin to change the opinions that 
led them to a union in the first place. 
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Seeing employees as stakeholders—let alone the number one 
stakeholder—is not part of the executive team’s worldview,

Managing is seen as more important than leading,

Employee dissatisfaction is high enough to support a union 
campaign, or

You purchased a business/facility that was already unionized.

If all but the last item is relevant, then we could also speculate that the 
leadership team is ruled from the top. That is, the more senior one’s 
position, the more decisions they make or the more power they embrace. 
We could also speculate (empirical evidence would prove this to be true) 
that products shipped and keeping costs down are the two most important 
internal business focal points. 

Consistent with this perspective is that time frames become shortened. 
What happens this month or this quarter becomes an obsession and what 
might happen a year or two down the road is seen as “a quarter too far” 
to worry about now.

However, in a healthy culture, everything I have just suggested is turned 
on its head. Once profit is understood to be the outcome of values-based, 
strategic decision-making, and employees are permitted, if not encouraged, 
to function as the organization’s ambassadors to your customer base, the 
whole paradigm shifts 180 degrees. Profit (or return-on-investment) is then 
the result of:

Strategically envisioning the business for long term success,

Acknowledging that employees make your products/services, and 
therefore are positioned to have direct, engaged, and dedicated 
relationships with your customers,

Viewing the act and art of leadership as though it were sacred, 
leaders are innovative, creative, and ethical visionaries, and 
only retain their leadership position because their followers (the 
employees) grant them the respect required to lead, and

Problem-solving and decision-making that emanate from values-
based intentions are frequently made by employees engaging 
themselves in the organization’s mission and vision.
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When what comes naturally—impulsiveness, reactionary, and 
singularly profit-driven behaviours—are consciously left behind, 
it quickly becomes evident that relationships are the prime 
consideration. 

Relationships emanate from the heart of the organization, in all directions. 
These are critical relationships with, and between, all stakeholders:

It is through the integrity of these relationships that we live our 
organization’s values; it is through these relationships that we provide 
value to others. The specific relationships on which I have focused in this 
book are the multi-dimensional relationships between employees, front 
line leaders, next-level leaders, and peers at all levels.

The quality of multi-dimensional relationships is demonstrated 
in what we say and how we say it, and it is built on respect, 
trust, and transparency. Without the presence of these 
ingredients, relationships would certainly falter, if not fail.

Failed relationships (between front line leaders and employees or 
between employees and front line leaders) are the precursors to varying 
degrees of dissatisfaction, as experienced by either or both parties. If failed 
relationships are allowed to feed upon themselves, they grow worse, 
eventually diminishing mutual understanding and eroding dialogue 
between people. This discontent will lead employees to find others who 
will listen to their concerns and who will empathize with their views. 
Inevitably, this negative atmosphere, plus the on-going dissatisfaction, will 
lead to unionization.

Given this perspective, perhaps you too will come to realize that “everything 
is not well in Camelot” and that your organization’s culture may not be as 
healthy as you assumed. Maybe the relationships in your company have 
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eroded. Perhaps you had heard about union activity or learned that union 
cards had been signed. Worse still, maybe you are now operating under a 
first-time collective agreement. You know that to re-establish a successful 
organizational foundation, you will have to rebuild a healthy workplace. 
You must restore direct communications, and you will have to build a 
solid, trusting relationship with your employees.

Yes, employees can see you as more viable than a union—it 
can be done! The answer is to embrace the Positive Employee 
Relations culture I have talked about in this book.

STRATEGY

The strategy to encourage your employees to operate without a union may 
sound foolishly simple: provide more to your employees than the union 
promises. That’s the same strategy the union used when it campaigned. It 
argued that it could offer your employees more than you were providing. 
However, for you to provide more, beginning today, refers to many 
things that a union could never have forced into the collective agreement. 
Minimally, these “more” factors mean that employees will now:

Be treated as responsible adults,

Have greater autonomy in planning and performing their work,

Earn more in wages and benefits through non-seniority-based 
systems,

Receive more information from senior leadership, clearly 
demonstrating that employees are not always the last to know, 
and

Receive recognition for their accomplishments.

This strategy may also sound simple, but it is not! The process is 
multifaceted and requires complete commitment by all levels of 
leadership.

For you to provide more than a union can also be somewhat misleading. 
This might imply that a union and its boiler plate negotiated agreements 
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would be the metric (benchmark) against which you should measure 
yourself. If that is your interpretation, please step back for a moment. I am 
not suggesting, let alone recommending, that what a union does, or 
does not do, should ever be your criteria for anything.

Your organization’s values, mission, vision, and its resulting culture are 
the consequence of your senior leadership team’s intelligence, striving for 
excellence, acumen, and ethics. Your vision for the future and the values 
upon which you build its culture should always be measured by the highest 
standards. Unions are never the standard!

Unions are known to eventually drive your top performers away, because 
of their negative view about leadership’s integrity in assessing individual 
performance and allocating a justifiable compensation system. Unions 
drive to the middle: seniority-based systems and their impact are good 
examples.

Many argue that union history and actions eventually lead to 
mediocrity, regardless of union protestations to the contrary.

TACTICS

1. Reverse the Causes of Unionization
Unions thrive on employee dissatisfaction. The primary cause of this 
dissatisfaction is the nature and quality of the employees’ relationships 
with their front line leaders, followed closely by how their job has been 
designed. The more the employer reduces the scope of job responsibilities, 
accountabilities, and decision-making, the less substance there is for 
employee engagement. Moving decision-making up the chain of command 
is the second most important reason for employee dissatisfaction. Such 
movement creates hollow jobs.

Clearly, the integrity of the relationships front line leaders establish with 
their employees is critical. When front line leaders’ views of employees are 
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closely aligned to McGregor’s Theory X (see Chapter 1) they unwittingly 
play into the union organizers’ hands. Therefore, first steps to take include:

Re-training, by providing coaching and mentoring opportunities, 
for all front line leaders and next-level leaders. They should 
understand (at both a visceral and practical level) how to work 
effectively within your Positive Employee Relations program. 
Feedback from your employees on their front line leader’s 
performance should never be lower than 7.5/10 on a satisfaction 
scale.

Replace any leader whose presence repeatedly creates or 
exacerbates a negative workplace environment. Such attitudes 
and behaviours prevent you from regenerating your Positive 
Employee Relations program.

Begin company-wide internal marketing (branding) to describe 
the programs and benefits you provide to your employees and 
their families, without them having to pay union dues (see Chapter 
9: Employer Branding).

Hold department meetings to disseminate information, so that 
there aren’t any surprises waiting for your employees. 

Take the steps needed to be an Employer of Choice (see Chapter 
10: Becoming an Employer of Choice).

2. Raise the Standards for Recruitment
Establish an unyielding human resources practice within your organization; 
the greatest difficulty an employee should ever experience is to get hired 
by your organization. Only the most qualified candidates should be 
considered. Hire employees who respond positively to the challenge and 
stretch of self-responsibility and job engagement. Once hired, embrace 
them with open arms.

Current employees and values-driven leaders who are responsive to your 
Positive Employee Relations plans will be your most important allies in 
realigning your culture.
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3. Apply the Principles of Continuous Improvement 
Yesterday’s achievements are tomorrow’s minimum standards. Only 
by adhering to continuous improvement in all your Positive Employee 
Relations efforts can your leaders make your organization an Employer 
of Choice. Being an Employer of Choice is an employee-driven initiative, 
which originates with your leaders’ intentions and behaviours. 

A union will never be able to successfully compete with a 
committed and passionate Employer of Choice. 

ELIMINATE THE OLD PARADIGM

Throughout this book I have discussed the values, guiding behaviours, 
policies, and practices that will eliminate employee dissatisfaction 
and any rational consideration of unionization. If the senior leadership 
team stubbornly adheres to the path that resulted in unionization, your 
organization will continue to be dominated by a set of beliefs and practices 
that led to sustained employee dissatisfaction. 

Does the following scenario sound familiar? 
1. An entrepreneur builds a business where production of a high 

volume product is paramount.

2. Front line leaders are given a production focus and are provided 
with limited people training.

3. Employee hiring is frequently done at the last minute on the 
(unspoken, but nevertheless real) principle that anybody will do; 
the jobs have been engineered so that “any dummy can do them”.

4. Front line leaders think of employees as workers, time-clock 
numbers, and live equipment, not as people. 

5. Employees very quickly begin to feel exploited.

6. Employee dissatisfaction increases, creating opportunities for a 
union. 

7. A union and its message gains credibility. 
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8. Employees begin to see management as the enemy.

9. Senior leadership has succeeded in institutionalizing an adversarial 
mentality.

10. Unionization is a fait accompli!

The situation above was a production company, which was started initially 
with all the best intentions: offering a product that the founder believed 
could serve a growing marketplace. The entrepreneur never envisioned, 
in his/her wildest dreams, becoming embroiled in labour-management 
disputes.

What is unionization costing this entrepreneur’s business? 25% to 30% 
of the annual gross payroll is the typical cost assigned to dealing with 
unionization and on-going labour disputes.

With a workforce of 120 employees earning $20 per hour and a $5 million 
annual payroll, unionization represents an added cost of $1.25 million 
each year, in addition to normal rising operating costs.

$1.25 million more annually is a significant price for this 
entrepreneur to pay, simply because he/she did not take the 
time to recognize that treating his/her employee stakeholders as 
well as his/her customer stakeholders is important.

What does unionization cost these employees? They are not any better off! 
Each one now owes 2.5 hours of wages each month in union dues. 

With an average wage of $20 an hour, that’s $600 a year in dues 
for each employee! ($20/hr. x 2.5 x 12 mos. = $600/yr.)

In the aggregate, those 120 employees are paying the union 
$72,000 out of their pockets every year ($216,000 for a 3-year 
contract)

What do these employees receive for their dues money? Technically, 
nothing! The only topics that will appear in the collective agreement are 
those to which the senior leadership is willing to agree. The negotiation 
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process is a two-way give-and-take session. What if the union promises 
made during the organizing drive do not see the light of day? What if the 
leadership team is unwilling to negotiate and agree to that particular topic? 
Further, any grievance protection the union purports to guarantee is 
already available, for non-unionized employees, by provincial Labour 
Relations Boards.

Added costs due to unionization aren’t even the key issue in this 
illustration. What is more important is the daily working climate that led to 
unionization in the first place. Negative practices that were condoned are 
now institutionalized, and can include:

Excessive (and frequently, authoritarian) control by leadership

Reduced productivity

Diminished work quality

Missed deadlines

Poor communications to and from employees

Job dissatisfaction, which never leads to innovation or creative 
thinking

Increased grievances

Unscheduled downtime

Tense working relations

Possible industrial sabotage

Embedded levels of poor morale

From my experience, clients do not knowingly go out of their way to 
create this situation. Few entrepreneurs want dissatisfied and disgruntled 
employees. No matter how you view the matter, it is a lose-lose scenario 
for the employees and the organization. (The only 100% winner is the 
union!) So why does it happen? The truthful, but hard hitting, answers are: 

Lack of objective and strategic business awareness,

Short–term (this month, this quarter) prioritization over long-term 
benefits,

Perceptions that employees are live equipment,
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Lack of values-based (principled) leadership for all aspects of 
human resources, and

An insatiable quest for more: more market share, more money or 
bonuses, and more power.

Creating and managing a business can be viewed as a technical process. 
The product is manufactured or the service is delivered; the business 
systems, policies, practices, and procedures are understandable enough to 
write down; and the day-to-day operational management of the business 
is numbers-oriented and control-oriented. What we make, and how we 
make it, is all task-driven (right-brain) driven.

Now the organization injects people into the equation. Each person is 
different, frequently unpredictable, and they do not all have the same 
knowledge, learning abilities, and competencies. They each have different 
needs, wants, and aspirations. They each have feelings and emotions 
that are not left at home when they come to work. They each come in 
different sizes, ages, genders, colours, and ethnic backgrounds. Moreover, 
I am just talking about the leadership team. So what is a manufacturing, 
engineering, or finance oriented entrepreneur to do? This is where the left-
brain has a role to play. 

Most entrepreneurs tend to deal with, and treat, employees in a paradigm 
similar to the way the rest of the business is run. Establish policies, practices, 
and procedures and expect everyone to comply without disagreement or 
dissension, but life does not work that way! People are not technical 
items, nor are they extensions of machines, obediently following the 
pace of the technical process. To behave as though people are extensions 
of equipment indicates the entrepreneur (or leadership team) is not in 
touch with the employees’ perceptions or is thinking only about short-
term gains over long-term benefits. 

No leader’s actions, including the intentions underlying those 
actions, are without consequences. Every cause has an effect!



796 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

It is not difficult to see that our entrepreneur would have preferred a 
different set of outcomes:

Clarity of mission and purpose,

People-skilled leaders,

A climate of creativity and innovation,

Open and direct communications

Employees committed to product and customers,

Higher rates of attracting and retaining better employees,

Reduced waste and fewer accidents, and

Continuous improvement in everything the business does.

What is less clear is how we move this organization from its current 
dysfunctional state to our preferred engaged and union-free status. What 
is required is a change in thinking, both about business and people. 
 

A new paradigm that places Positive Employee Relations at the 
forefront must be sanctioned by leadership.

RECLAIMING YOUR POSITIVE ORGANIZATION

At the heart of this new paradigm are your intentions about Positive 
Employee Relations, followed immediately by values and guiding 
behaviours. Values are the essence of every organization. The more 
positive the values embraced by your leadership team, the more employees 
will feel encouraged to share those values. As you attempt to reposition 
your organization within the minds of your employees, review Chapter 1. 
The Seven Core values of The Sherborne Company’s Positive Employee 
Relations program are: 

1. A spirit of inclusion

2. A solid belief in decency

3. Commitment to self-knowledge and development

4. Respect for individual differences
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5. Health, safety, and well-being

6. Appreciation that change is natural

7. Passion for products and process

Your new, more positive corporate culture can best be summarized by 
examining the differences between the old paradigm and your desired 
culture, as shown in Exhibit 20.1.
 
Exhibit 20.1: What Changes Are Needed?

Old Paradigm—With the Current 
Union

New Paradigm—Without a Union

Business strategy and tactics have 
a short-term focus. All resources, 
including employees, are captured in 
this thinking.

There is a long-term horizon for 
mission, vision, strategies, and 
tactics. This is applied to all decisions 
and actions, including human 
resources.

Culture (intentions, values, norms, 
behaviours) is normally hierarchical 
and rigid. “What we did in the past is 
still worth repeating, because it got 
us this far!”

Culture is flexible, and most 
frequently driven by stakeholder 
realities, but it is always within the 
context of established values.

Management is the font of all 
decisions and wisdom. It is not to be 
challenged. It is solely responsible to 
plan, direct, implement, and control 
the organization.

Leaders, not managers, inspire 
everyone, including themselves, to 
approach continuous improvement 
creatively and innovatively. Leaders 
live values that enrich the business, 
resulting in employee engagement 
and customer satisfaction.

Management’s worldview is limited 
to seeing business solely as a 
competitive process.

Leaders’ worldview is collaboration, 
cooperation, co-creation, and 
behaviours that contribute to the 
organization’s success.

Aggressive behaviour towards 
employees. Employees are viewed as 
expenses or “live equipment”. They 
are easily hired and just as easily 
fired.

Supportive behaviours towards 
employees include collaboration, 
respect, trust, and transparency. The 
organization is continually raising the 
performance bar on who gets hired.
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To establish or reclaim a Positive Employee Relations culture, leaders 
must eliminate the conditions that led to the dysfunctional thinking and 
behaviours of the past.
 

Since a new paradigm is required, how the organization conducts 
itself will need to be realigned with the new values inherent in 
this cultural shift.

DOING THINGS DIFFERENTLY

If you are unionized, realigning your values and implementing Positive 
Employee Relations practices will require an understanding of:

What went wrong in the past?

What was the nature of the employee dissatisfaction?

Why did the dissatisfaction increase to the point where signing 
union membership cards and voting in favour of a union became 
necessary? 

What behaviours (decisions, actions) turned the employees 
against your organization to such a significant degree?

To realign your strategy, you must also recognize that establishing a 
healthy organization has nothing to do with any existing relationship 
between you and a union. It has everything to do with your relationship 
with your employees. As this relationship improves, the concept of relying 
on a union will lose credibility, and influence; your employees will no 
longer perceive any benefits to having a union. This tipping point will 
usher in the transition from a dysfunctional (unhealthy) organization to 
a union-free organization. Your job is to strategically initiate and lead 
this significant transition. From this point onward, your employees will 
respond more favourably to you, as well as to the idea of decertifying the 
union.
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Not understanding the human dynamics (and yes, they are all 
interconnected) that were at play when unionization occurred 
in your organization will make it literally impossible to find the 
path out of your existing world of employee negativity.

However, there is a collective agreement in place! Can you really do 
anything as long as a union represents your employees? Yes, but do not 
contravene the collective agreement! Surprisingly, that is not difficult to 
do, but it is a long-term project. 

When your employees unionized (in reality, voted against your leadership 
team more than they voted for the union), the odds are that you and other 
senior leaders had a least two reactions:

You were so angry with the employees (and the whole looming 
negotiation process) that you no longer thought of the employees 
as “your employees”…they were now union members and were 
going to be treated as such; or

You decided to take every advantage you could find in having 
a collective agreement, so you got out of human resources, and 
jumped into hard nosed, autocratic industrial relations. You let the 
union stewards take on some of the supervisory tasks your front 
line leaders previously had been doing.

In other words, you and the other senior leaders took your anger and 
frustration out on the employees first and the union second.

If you were to change these two reactions and regain the leadership of 
your employees, what could the union do? For example, if you decided 
to re-introduce an annual employee opinion survey or initiate a first time 
town hall meeting, where have you violated your collective agreement? 
Unless you have negotiated away traditional “management rights”, there 
should be no language prohibiting you from managing your employees. 
The union may posture, but it can do nothing, really.
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Treat your employees as you previously treated them—as if they were 
your employees and not “just union members”—in a fair and friendly 
manner. Unfortunately, such behaviour likely preceded the dissatisfaction 
that led to the union in the first place. There should be no clause in your 
collective agreement that prohibits you from treating your employees in a 
friendly manner.

As you regain your leadership confidence, you could even go further. 
For example, wages and benefits are certainly covered in your collective 
agreement (we will take this as a given), but what if you had a profitable 
business year or secured a major long-term contract with a new customer 
and decided to celebrate. Again, nothing in the agreement should be 
against the leadership team unilaterally choosing to celebrate. To celebrate 
the results of “good business performance”, you could announce that 
every employee can take their birthday off as a day of paid leave—but just 
covering the next 12 month period—a one time celebratory event. You 
clearly state two things: a) that this is not a precedent, and b) it is because 
of the good performance of the business. If any precedent is being set, 
it is that the leadership team wants to celebrate good performance. Will 
the union react negatively to this…in all likelihood. If they force this to a 
Labour Board hearing, you have the option of taking the celebration off 
the table and leaving the union holding the empty bag. Would the union 
understand the potential consequence? Of course they would!

So, should you advise the union that you are going to do this? Yes. Though 
it is not covered in the collective agreement, you can retain friendly and 
professional relations with the union. You are not asking, you are advising. 
The union will not make the announcement tomorrow, your CEO will. 
What is the up side?

Leadership can demonstrate its values, and that it has gotten over 
its anger and begun to lead again.

The employees receive their pay cheque from you, so you now 
begin to see them as employees and not just union members.

Positive Employee Relations is now back and becomes your 
modus operandi, unless such actions are prohibited by the 
collective agreement.
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You now begin to take some positive actions (e.g., birthday off as 
a paid leave, for this year only) and determine that the union does 
not have a universal role in managing your employees.

You are now going to fight a different battle—not against the 
union and its daily actions, but to regain the confidence and 
commitment of your employees. A collective agreement is, in 
the vast majority of cases, about the union negotiating wages, 
benefits, working conditions, etc. on behalf of the employees—it 
is not about managing the employees. 

A final thought on this strategy. Begin to take this action as soon as possible 
after the collective agreement is signed. The longer you wait, the more 
advantage you give to the union. Get over your anger and get on with 
being a company that creates opportunities for creativity and personal 
growth, rather than one that provides situations that the union can turn to 
their advantage.

What is the union going to do? (Remember a previous point: every action 
has a reaction.) The union will try at least two actions:

To embed the birthday paid leave into the next agreement. You 
will say, no, because this occurred as a result of good business 
performance that specific year, and it was announced as a one-
time event. Being an up-front and a tough, but principled, 
negotiator is not an anti-employee stance.

They will try to take credit for either the “good business year” 
or the “paid leave”. Your response will be to tell it like it is! If 
the union is being opportunistic and attempting to take credit for 
what the employees did, not what the union did, you will assert 
your management prerogative and not to let the union slow down 
your Positive Employee Relations initiatives.

Is the union smart enough to know that you are beginning to lay the 
groundwork for the employees to determine whether the union and its 
monthly dues are a value for the employees? Yes, they are! However, why 
should that stop you from doing what you believe is right and consistent 
with your Positive Employee Relations philosophy.
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The following steps provide a reference to the five critical issues that 
your senior leadership team must address successfully to make this 
organizational transition a positive reality. Be aware that this is a lengthy 
process, but well worth the effort!

1. Manage the change to a new culture

2. Modify hiring practices

3. Step-up a communications strategy (establish and/or revitalize)

4. Evaluate your recognition and rewards system

5. Accelerate leadership training

1. Manage the Change to a New Culture
Do not allow the existing unhealthy culture to interfere with your intention 
to recreate a new culture of Positive Employee Relations. Businesses can 
and do change. Change is natural…it is the only thing that is inevitable! 
The key is to plan and lead the change, so that you follow your desired 
path.

Focus your vision on new business processes rather than hanging on to 
old methods and relationships. Champion the new vision from the senior 
leadership level. Carrying the flag is not the sole responsibility of the 
human resources director or the CEO. You could refer to Employees First, 
Customers Second: Turning Conventional Management Upside Down© 
by Vineet Nayar, Harvard Business School, 2010 for a unique and successful 
example of a creative interpretation of Positive Employee Relations.

Make significant changes in your recognition systems to reflect and support 
the shift to a new culture. For example, publicly recognize employees who 
make the customer’s experience with your organization a more rewarding 
relationship. 

However, you are not looking to celebrate the examples of employees who 
put the union down. Practically, such actions are too easy—and recognition 
for this behaviour would likely split the employees even more than they 
are presently. Strategically, the union would pick up on this behaviour 
quickly, and use it to your detriment. Remember that leadership is not 
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behaving in the spirit of the collective agreement; leadership is showing 
a true pro-employee/anti-union bias. To the extreme, when faced with 
a leadership that celebrates examples of employees who put the union 
down, the union could initiate an unfair labour practice. These are issues 
and places you do not wish to go. Always walk the high road.

Newly hired employees are immediately in a difficult position. They will 
have to pay union dues and hence will be a captive audience for the 
union’s message. However, they will also hear your message about Positive 
Employee Relations, your intent to manage and lead the employees, and 
your plans to hold the union to just operating within the mandate spelled 
out in the collective agreement. To work within such an environment takes 
a special type of personality, not every candidate will have the strength 
of character. Your recruiting requirements should reflect this reality. You 
want new employees who will consider being on your side when the 
employees decide to vote for decertification (see Chapter 13: Recruiting & 
Selecting Engaged Employees).

Change the locus of decision-making from a leader’s sole responsibility 
to a collaborative model that engenders and recognizes employee 
contributions. For example, train employees in problem solving and 
decision making, and then make it a real part of their jobs. 

Understandably, this shift will increase one or more factors in your job 
evaluation system, assuming that you are using one. Hence, you can help 
employees grow through the nature and scope of their work, and reward 
them for their increased responsibility and accountability. One example is 
pay-for-performance, which is a win-win strategy.

How will the union react? If a job evaluation plan is part of the collective 
agreement, they may not make too much negative noise, but if a job 
evaluation plan is something that only leadership uses, there will likely 
be more than “negative noise”. The time to fight this battle is close to 
the end of the collective agreement when the decertification window 
opens up.

Crank up your communications. Let all of your employees and front line 
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leaders know about the changes taking place and how they will benefit. 
For example, if the Let’s Talk© program (see Further Resource 15.3) has 
not been implemented, now would be an ideal opportunity to train front 
line leaders and next-level leaders in how to conduct employee-focused 
dialogues. This program was originally developed to turn a company’s 
culture around and see the CAW decertified.

Be willing (if training, coaching, or mentoring fail) to replace leaders, 
regardless of organizational level, who cannot, or will not, work to 
the higher standard of your new and emerging culture. Use your new 
standards when recruiting new front line leaders and next-level leaders. 
There must be a balance between people leadership skills and technical 
skills. Most organizations can develop and train the latter, but when the 
former is missing, training for it can be elusive. Under the circumstances 
of culture change with a union present, you want leaders who can take 
on the challenges from shop stewards and the union while walking the 
Positive Employee Relations walk. As with non-leadership new hires, the 
information and tools in Chapter 13: Recruiting and Selecting Committed 
Employees will be helpful. 

2. Modify Hiring Practices
In the implementation of a Positive Employee Relations program, it must 
be clear to leaders and candidates alike that being hired is one of the most 
difficult, but rewarding, experiences an employee will face. Becoming 
a member of your A team will involve a rigorous selection process. It is 
paramount to know who is best able to perform the responsibilities of the 
job while operating within your new corporate culture. A trial probation 
period is not an alternative for a good selection interview!

When hiring new employees, there must be a values match! If 
the applicant’s and the organization’s intentions and values are 
misaligned, the new Positive Employee Relations culture will 
not get off the ground.

The following employment practices must be components of your new 
hiring procedures:
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Train all interviewers. A significant component of all interview 
competency training is the inclusion of a video segment where 
the trainee can view his/her behaviour and performance while 
conducting practice interviews. Until the trainee gains confidence 
and demonstrates positive interviewing behaviours and skills, this 
process needs to be repeated. (The training for the Let’s Talk©

program includes this competency.)

Use a behavioural model and specifications as objective 
criteria to assess employee candidates. Focus on the candidate’s 
accomplishments, level of responsibility, and how they went 
about resolving work-related problems. Did they solve their own 
problems or did they delegate their problems up the line? What a 
candidate wants to do is never as telling as what a candidate 
has actually accomplished.

Seek high achievers to conduct peer interviews. Your high 
performers/high potential employees have a unique interpretation 
of your culture. Their understanding of how candidates might fit 
with other high achievers is a perspective you need to include 
in an in-depth interview process. From another perspective, your 
high achievers are likely to become future front line leaders and 
such interviewing experiences can be meaningful training for 
them.

High performer/high potential employees would leave as soon 
as the union arrives. If you can get to them soon enough, they 
can learn about your Positive Employee Relations initiatives. In 
addition, they can be trained as peer interviewers. Learning a 
new competency is a great way to retain high potential 
employees and continue to build upon the bond between your 
organization and such employees.

Interview, test, reference-check, and if in doubt, interview 
again. Please refer to Further Resource 13.4: Hiring the Right 
Employee for Terry J. Bruni’s article, which provides insight into 
the importance of reference checking.

Make front line leader involvement and approval mandatory. 
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Next-level leaders cannot hold front line leaders accountable 
for the successful orientation, training, and performance of 
employees if they did not have a significant role in the selection 
process. Acknowledge and reward front line leaders who hire 
good employees.

Neither your interviewing practices nor any selection instruments 
you use can contravene legislation or your current collective 
agreement.

3. Step-Up Communications
Chapter 15: Communicating Your Message outlined the importance of 
communications in a Positive Employee Relations program. In a unionized 
environment, effective communications is just as important. It would be 
demoralizing, demeaning, and self-defeating to argue that “employees 
wouldn’t understand” your message or information just because they are 
now union members. No one but you will tell the company’s story…and 
they need to hear it from you. For example, if the union won the vote by 
60% to 40%, that means that 40% voted for your leadership team. That 40% 
need to know you are on their side and appreciate their vote. Now is the 
time for them to hear from you, the leadership team.

Clear, candid communications are pivotal to everything that 
happens in the workplace. Nothing that has long-term success 
written all over it ever happens in an environment devoid of 
trust, respect, and transparency.

The keys to good communications for front line leaders and next-level 
leaders include: 

Resolving issues (conflicts)—avoidance accomplishes nothing;

Open your eyes and ears: listen, question, and then listen some 
more;

Say what you mean, and mean what you say;

Encourage feedback—what the employee perceives has critical 
relevance;
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Listen carefully, because what the employee says and means can 
have different interpretations; and

Remember: communication is leadership and leadership is 
communication!

The following programs can be implemented to reinforce your new culture 
and to support your desire to see a two-party (rather than a three-party) 
workplace. Additional programs can be developed by referring to the 
upward and downward communications techniques outlined in Chapter 
15: Communicating Your Message and Further Resource 15.3: Let’s Talk©.

Let’s Talk© Program

The point of the Let’s Talk© program (see Further Resource 15.3) is to 
give an avenue for employees to set the agenda and talk about whatever 
they wish. Through face-to-face communications, the Let’s Talk© program 
helps develop a supportive relationship between employees and front line 
leaders: one-to-one communication at its best! This way employees and 
front line leaders can jointly resolve issues of concern to the employee 
through scheduled, pre-planned meetings where the employees are 
responsible for both the agenda and the action plans to follow-up.

Can employees talk about the union in their Let’s Talk© meeting? Yes, they 
can. However, you should caution all front line leaders that they should 
not talk negatively about the union. Likewise, leaders should not talk 
to employees about decertifying the union, unless they bring it up (see 
Further Resource 15.3: Let’s Talk©).

Lunch with the President

Lunch with the president (lunch with the senior leader on site) opens 
unfiltered lines of communications between senior leadership and 
employees. Sharing a meal demonstrates and reinforces the benefits of 
company-wide synergy and portrays the human side of a senior leader. 
Additionally, this process can be used as an informal skip interview or 
audit to determine whether front line leaders are satisfying their internal 
customers.
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This program consists of an informal luncheon, scheduled monthly, with 
no agenda and no minutes taken. Five to ten employees are selected 
randomly to participate. This bread-breaking event is a good opportunity to 
encourage an open exchange of information, acknowledge anniversaries, 
birthdays, or product/service accomplishments, while reinforcing the 
culture and the company’s values. No topics are excluded from the 
discussion, except those related to individual personalities, and this rule is 
agreed to in advance. Your privacy policy will also provide guidance here.

All-Employee Meetings

These meetings ensure that each and every employee hears the same 
messages. It’s a good opportunity for business accomplishments, events, 
and special contributions to be recognized. The corporate culture is 
influenced positively by demonstrating that leadership is walking-the-
walk. Meetings are scheduled every month, near the end of the day (or 
shift) with some social time to follow. The meetings focus on presentations 
by the president and others (including employees) regarding the status of 
the business, financial reports, quality issues, and customer feedback. The 
topics reflect the realities of a free market system, where great products and 
services and satisfied customers directly influence profitability, therefore 
impacting everyone’s compensation and job security. During the social 
time after the meeting, employees and leaders have time to talk informally 
about any issues.

Any meeting called by the leadership team is not a venue for the union. 
Their request for equal time, or any time, should be politely turned down. 
You do not ask for equal time at a union hall meeting.
 

4. Evaluate the Recognition and Rewards System
Your recognition and rewards system is another area where the new 
corporate culture can be demonstrated to your employees. Recognition 
must always reinforce the values that make your organization a better 
place to work. Recognition must be meaningful to employees, so they 
should have input into its design and outcome. Recognition must always 
reinforce the values that make your organization a better place to work. 
The re-design of your recognition program provides an ideal opportunity 
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for leaders to move away from a parent-to-child autocratic model of 
employer domination and employee dependence.

Reward employee contributions in the following areas. All areas contribute 
to the growth of the company and, in turn, to the growth of new jobs and/
or the security of existing positions.

Team building,

Internal customer success stories,

Innovation,

Health and safety,

Sales,

Production, and

Quality.

Both monetary and non-monetary rewards can be used. Here are some 
examples of possible rewards: 

Gratitude: you cannot overdo thank you;

Special clothing with company logo that is given, not sold;

External media coverage (e.g., local weekly press, television, 
company blog);

Coverage on your intranet;

The opportunity to train others;

“Way-to-go” awards that are given from one employee to another, 
to thank them for support;

A “brag sheet” posted on the employee segment of the company 
website listing employees with outstanding accomplishments;

Thank-you notes from the president and/or any leader to 
employees who excel, and

An employee of the month donation that is given in his/her name 
to a charity of his/her choice. This is a good example of where 
employee input would be useful in determining the criteria for 
employee of the month.
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5. Accelerate Leadership Training
The importance of front line leadership cannot be overemphasized. The 
outcome of effective training is to be able to implement the knowledge 
and behaviours that were taught. If the learning content reflects what this 
book has to say about Positive Employee Relations, the outcome will be 
front line leaders who lead by example, who are great role models, and 
who garner the respect and trust of their employees. In my experience, 
front line leaders can be taught to use influence versus power or authority 
to achieve results through other people. Influence is earned by the leader; 
power is granted from the senior leadership team.

Leaders are defined by their followers. In fact, the followers 
grant their leaders the opportunity and the responsibility to 
lead.

It is not easy for front line leaders to grasp that leadership springs from 
accepting imperfection (in themselves and in others), and that most people 
learn more from their mistakes than from their successes. It is maturity and 
experience that will help the front line leader understand the paradox that 
their influence increases as they relinquish some power. Sharing authority 
helps prevent poor decisions, because power built on fear is an expression 
of intimidation, not an expression of leadership.

Managing only the technical component of a front line leader position is 
not enough. Leaders must buy into your new business vision, be positive 
role models, and be held accountable for their human resources decisions. 
Additionally, senior leaders need to acknowledge that learning and 
applying core competencies in both the human and the technical parts of 
the front line leader’s job must be recognized and rewarded through the 
performance review and the compensation programs. 

If the team hasn’t succeeded, it’s likely that the leader hasn’t led.

Implement the following front line leader training practices as part of your 
new cultural paradigm:
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Assess front line leaders before promotion to determine their 
“people-versus-things” orientation. Most organizations have the 
experience to train the technical side of a front line leader’s job, 
and the promoted employee frequently brings those skills forward 
with them. However, organizations without a sound Positive 
Employee Relations program generally do not have the capacity 
to train for the human component of a front line leader’s position.

Use pre-and-post-assessments to determine the impact of training. 
Do not shy away from testing whether the learner has learned.

Create training workshops to accompany all human resources 
policies & procedures.

Conduct training during workdays/shifts and on a continuous 
basis. Make learning a part of the job; do not make learning a 
special or periodic add-on.

Incorporate employee perceptions (from focus groups and/or 
opinion surveys) into your training design and content.

 

REGAINING LEADERSHIP

Once you have begun to implement an updated and re-invigorated 
corporate culture based on Positive Employee Relations, you will 
be able to re-assert your leadership role. The new paradigm is about 
leaders demonstrating their ability to lead. The best way to demonstrate 
leadership is by institutionalizing your new or up-dated corporate values. 
Promulgating a new business vision and proclaiming an employee charter 
of rights (see below) will further demonstrate your initiative to regain 
control. You will quickly discover that neither the new business vision 
nor the employee charter of rights contravenes labour legislation or your 
collective agreement.

1. Re-Position the Business Vision
A new business vision will assert that the financial bottom line follows 
everything else. Profit is like breathing: it’s required. The organization 
need not spend a lot of time focusing on profit, for it is the measurement 
of performing all business systems with excellence. Pay maximum 
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attention to creating an engaging workplace environment where people’s 
work actually produces the bottom line. I am concerned here about the 
humanness of the workplace and all of its processes. Innovation and 
creativity are never compatible with a poor hygiene environment. Hygiene 
should never be an issue! 

The hygiene factors form the basis of all collective agreements (e.g., wages, 
benefits, working conditions, safety, etc.). Strategically, your negotiating 
position, in your first collective agreement, should be to fix as many 
hygiene issues as possible while holding the line on wages and benefits. 
Holding the line refers to our previous discussion—what percentile of the 
wage data (reflecting the labour market) do you wish to align with? If 
you are holding at the 60th percentile, then that becomes your maximum 
negotiating position on wages. When it comes to health and safety, be 
flexible; give the union a portion of what they want. Two months later, 
announce to the employees that the leadership team has decided to, for 
example, pay for two pairs of safety work boots for each employee. This 
was never part of the previous negotiation, so the union gets no credit for 
this decision.

Remember, hold to your principles, you are only planning to negotiate 
one collective agreement. Every effort you make is to demonstrate that 
you, not the union, lead the culture and the employees. If this were not the 
case, your strategic negotiating position would likely be different.

2. Employee Charter of Rights
An employee charter of rights (see Further Resource 20.1: The Sherborne 
Company’s Employee Charter of Rights) is a commitment to your employees. 
It is not a commitment to the union. It is a policy that is inherently part of 
your management’s rights clause. It further demonstrates that the senior 
leadership team is committed to the survival, growth, and development 
of the organization—one interpretation of this is the security of jobs. The 
employee charter of rights will be achieved if everyone (employees and 
leaders) respect each other’s: 

Thoughts, feelings and fears,

Unique strengths and differences,
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Desire to participate and contribute,

Need for recognition of achievements,

Desire to learn and develop,

Desire for a safe and healthy workplace, and

Personal and family life.

 

FROM MANAGING TO LEADING

It is one thing to proclaim a new corporate culture and quite another to 
see the new paradigm take hold and play a part in changing employees’ 
attitudes towards the leadership team. To ensure the effectiveness of new 
policies and practices, we need a series of indicators of success. These 
indicators are signals that front line leaders have progressed from managing 
to leading.

Managing is an administrative process, where one oversees that all 
systems, activities, and tasks are being carried out correctly. The existence 
of the manager role implies that the senior management team believes that 
someone other than the employees needs to ensure that “things” are being 
carried out correctly. As such, a managers derive their authority from the 
decision of a senior manager.
 
Leading is a different process. Systems, activities, and tasks need to be 
completed correctly. However, leaders train, engage, and empower their 
team members to ensure that work is accomplished. Leaders derive their 
position by knowledge and influence (and not necessarily by power 
granted from on high). Leaders are leaders because those being led have 
agreed to follow them.

Convert key indicators into relevant questions and include them 
in the next employee opinion survey or focus group discussion. 
When employee perceptions and key indicators are positive 
and compatible, then the leadership team can take some 
assurance that their new Positive Employee Relations paradigm 
has taken root.
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Leaders should never be complacent about the successful implementation 
of a cultural change. Semi-annual employee feedback (opinion surveys, 
focus groups) should be in place for at least two years after implementing a 
successful Positive Employee Relations program, then for two more years, 
seek employee feedback every nine months. After that time, you can seek 
employee feedback annually. To pre-empt the restrictions that a union 
organizing campaign could place on an organization, I recommend that 
you distribute the surveys/focus groups according to a schedule similar to 
the one found in Chapter 12 (see Exhibit 12.5: The Sherborne Company’s 
Training and Communications Schedule).

I must emphasize that employee feedback is an important cultural 
indicator, but it is not the only indicator. Customer feedback, high quality 
manufacturing standards, and on-time delivery are additional indicators 
that are measureable and currently available or should be developed, if 
required. Here I argue that financial success (achievement of ROI, targets, 
etc.) is the result of doing all the other management and leadership 
functions with a high standard of excellence.

1. Indicators that Leadership has Changed how the Business 
is Managed

Systems to encourage both upward and downward communications 
are in place and used effectively.

Customer problems and employee complaint resolution systems 
are equally important. Complaints (regardless of their source) are 
responded to expeditiously and judiciously.

Employees are encouraged to take pre-leadership training 
workshops.

Workplace enhancements and manufacturing process changes are 
discussed openly; employees’ input is deliberately sought before 
changes are implemented.
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2. Indicators that Leaders are seen as Positive Role Models

Communications become more open, and shop floor problems 
are given the importance of customer problems.

Better qualified employees are being hired, trained, and coached.

Front line leaders are reinforcing the new values; people leadership 
skills are being rewarded.

Front line leaders are being trained to become coaches, trainers, 
and mentors.

Front line leaders are held accountable for the quality of Positive 
Employee Relations in their departments.

The quality of the front line leaders’ and next-level leaders’ people 
leadership skills are an integral part of their annual performance 
reviews.

3. Indicators that Assumptions Regarding Hourly Workers 
and Salaried Staff have Equalized

All workers are referred to as employees, associates, or team 
members.

Benefit programs are the same for all.

Hiring, discipline, and performance management policies are the 
same for all.

Everyone attends the same social events.

Parking, restrooms, and cafeteria facilities are the same for all.

MY SCENARIO RE-PLAY

Think back to the scenario where our enthusiastic entrepreneur, with 
little or no awareness of employee relations, created an organization that 
successfully fulfilled a product need, but was unintentionally ripe for 
unionization. Now examine their new scenario. The new paradigm has 
been implemented by practicing Positive Employee Relations and has 
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been institutionalized in their new business vision. The importance of 
employees has been demonstrated by actions taken, such as an employee 
charter of rights and a list of guiding behaviours to articulate each of the 
company’s values. The result is that cultural changes have now been 
embedded. The key employee relations factors (frequently, intimidation) 
that were traditionally practiced, and in part led to the union, have now 
been immobilized. Yes, Unions are not Inevitable!©

A union organizer will see and feel the tangible difficulties posed by 
institutionalized practices like values, guiding behaviours, and a viable 
employee charter of rights. Senior leadership can now predict a union’s 
response. The union’s increased aggressiveness and intimidation will be 
met by an established communications program based on respect, trust, 
and transparency.

Initially the union will react by posturing. The union organizer will claim 
senior leadership is resistant to change. However, all the improvements 
that the leadership team has implemented will expose, by definition, the 
union’s adversarial nature. In response, the Positive Employee Relations 
culture will demonstrate that leadership has initiated positive and 
progressive changes that have enhanced the employee’s engagement with 
the organization.

Leaders’ responses to the union should be: “Let’s talk, we believe we are 
treating our employees well.” With employee feedback systems in place, 
leadership can feel confident in knowing that the perceptions of their 
employees towards the organization are now more positive than negative.

When the parties meet, senior leadership can respond to issues raised 
by the union by presenting its rejuvenated business vision, values and 
guiding behaviours, and policies like the employee charter of rights. If the 
employer has been awarded the distinction of being named an Employer of 
Choice—by the employees—all the better! Leaders are treating employees 
not as union members, but as viable stakeholders in the success of the 
business.
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At this point, meetings will likely resolve nothing of significance in the 
union’s eyes, because they can see that their power base is eroding. Once 
this occurs, senior leadership will meet with the union only to discuss 
specific issues, not to debate the merits of the new business paradigm, 
because these senior leaders have a fiduciary right and obligation to 
manage: not to co-manage!

A struggle (subtle or not) between senior leaders and union officials 
regarding the next collective agreement will begin with both sides looking 
for credibility, respect, and influence. 

Employees who are pro-company will be onboard to remove the union 
already, while the unionists among the employee population will likely 
never be won over. Those employees trapped in the middle will recognize 
this test of wills, seeing that the senior leadership team has created a better 
workplace without charging any dues or fees, and they will see the union 
is unwilling to let go of its power and revenue stream.

Management must, at all times, take the high road! Follow the letter 
of the collective agreement, establish a “higher spirit”, and always treat 
employees as stakeholders, not as union members. If senior leaders are 
consistent, it will demonstrate that it is the more capable party to represent 
employee interests. The union will slowly lose its credibility, influence, 
and reason for being involved with your company. Once this happens, the 
potentiality of an employee-initiated decertification petition is optimized.

While only the employees are legally permitted to initiate and 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.

Why would employees prefer to pay a union to protect their 
interests if their employer has been able to demonstrate, by 
living its core values, that a positive relationship with its 
employees is as important as a positive relationship with its 
customers?
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This progressive, enlightened campaign is by no means a quick fix. 
Success requires patience, integrity, and commitment on the part of 
all leaders. Regaining trust is a gradual process and involves all front line 
leaders and next-level leaders. Human resources can play a significant 
role. Establishing and maintaining a Positive Employee Relations 
climate, while living with a collective agreement can, and has been, 
accomplished!
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TAKE ACTION!

There are no take action steps for this chapter. The whole chapter is a 
series of action steps.
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DISCUSSION TOPICS

1. Profit is seen as the result of viewing the art and the science of 
leadership as though it were sacred. As a result, leaders are innovative, 
creative, and ethical visionaries, and they retain their leadership 
position only because their followers (the employees) grant them the 
respect required to lead.

2. When what comes naturally—impulsiveness, reactionary, and single-
minded profit-driven behaviour— is consciously left behind, it quickly 
becomes evident that relationships are the prime consideration.

3. The more the employer reduces the scope of job responsibilities, 
accountabilities, and decision-making in employee jobs, the less 
substance there is to engage the employee. Employee dissatisfaction 
goes up and innovation goes down!

4. Feedback from your employees about their front line leader’s 
performance should be no lower than 7.5/10 on a satisfaction scale.

5. Establish a practice whereby the greatest difficulty (yet most rewarding 
experience) an employee should ever have with your organization is 
to get hired.

6. To behave as though people are extensions of equipment indicates that 
the leadership team is not in touch with the employees’ perceptions.

7. In the vast majority of cases, unions sell their services because 
management is unaware of the need to rethink how they lead (not 
manage) their employees.

8. Do not let the existing unhealthy culture interfere with the creation 
of a new healthy culture. Businesses can, and do, change. Change is 
natural! The key is to plan the change, so that you merge into your 
desired healthy direction.

9. Acknowledge and reward front line leaders who hire good employees.

10. Nothing that has long-term success written all over it ever happens in 
an environment devoid of trust, respect, and transparency.



821CREATING AN ENVIRONMENT FOR DECERTIFICATION

11. Recognition must be meaningful to employees, therefore employees 
should provide input into its design and outcomes. Of critical 
importance is that recognition should always reinforce the values that 
make your organization a better place to work. Recognition programs 
provide an ideal opportunity for leaders to move away from the parent-
to-child model of employer domination and employee dependence.

12. If the group hasn’t succeeded, it’s likely that the leader hasn’t led. 

13. Management must continue to treat its employees as though they 
were not union members, but viable stakeholders in the success of 
the business.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 20.1: The Sherborne Company’s 
Employee Charter of Rights

The Sherborne Company is committed to a leadership philosophy that is 
based on respect, fairness, dignity, and transparency—Positive Employee 
Relations. This philosophy is Sherborne’s culture! Sherborne is a company 
where employees and leaders share the responsibility to ensure the success 
of the company. It include many principles, however those that make up the 
Employee Charter of Rights are listed below:

1. Safe and Healthy Work Environment

Sherborne will continue to provide a workplace that is safe and healthy for 
everyone. We will always meet or exceed the government mandate requirements.

2. Respectful and Fair Relationships

There will be no discrimination on any grounds other than the individual’s 
performance. We will always meet or exceed government mandated 
requirements.

Sherborne will provide every employee with information that will enable 

within our industry and geographic location. If your total compensation is not 

be made accordingly. In addition you will receive an annual breakdown of your 

pay equity legislation.

4. Job Security

Being competitive, by making better and newer widgets for a better price in the 
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5. Communications

Sherborne is committed to leave no individual out of the communications loop 

meetings, semi-annual opinion surveys or focus groups, and on-going 
© programs.

6. Hotline

Sherborne sponsors a respected, out-sourced hotline. Should you have any 
problem or feel any part of our Positive Employee Relations program is not 
being adhered to, we encourage you to call the hotline (24/7) @ 1-888-000-

otherwise.



824 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!



  Decertification—
Legal and Human Resources Issues 
                             (Canada) 

INTRODUCTION

Decertification is the term most commonly used to identify the legal 
process that results in a union’s bargaining rights formally ending, or 
terminating, by the appropriate Labour Relations Board or Tribunal. As 
such, depending upon the jurisdiction, decertification is also referred to as 
revocation or termination of bargaining rights.

The effect of a decertification is that the union’s bargaining rights are 
immediately ended. The employer is no longer required to bargain or 
continue to bargain with the union with respect to a collective agreement. 
If there is a collective agreement in effect, decertification renders the 
collective agreement inoperative, effective the date of the Board’s decision 
to decertify the union. The decision is not retroactive. Thus, any grievances 
that were filed while the collective agreement was in operation may still be 
able to be legally arbitrated.

Relative to applications for certification, decertification applications in 
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Canada occur much less frequently. The following are likely chief factors 
for this:

When a certification application is successful, it often divides the 
workforce and creates acrimony among employees, who may be 
reluctant to go through that process in reverse.

If there is a lengthy bargaining relationship between the employer 
and the union, most or all of the current employees may never 
have worked with that employer in a union-free atmosphere 
and may not have ever considered the consequences, whether 
positive or negative, of working without a collective agreement.

The legal process (more about this below) requires certain steps to 
be taken by employees, which generally will involve investments 
of time, for which they are not compensated. Often, feelings of 
apathy or inertia may prevent this from happening.

Unlike an application for certification, which is funded by a 
union and run by experienced union organizers, who can assist 
employees with advice and direction, employees who wish to 
engage in a decertification are very much on their own. Obviously, 
the union will not assist them, but will endeavour to impede their 
efforts. Any assistance an employer might give may be examined 
in great detail by a Labour Relations Board to ensure that the 
decertification attempt is truly a voluntary step being taken by 
employees, rather than being a tool of an over-zealous employer 
attempting to operate union-free.

Employees who wish to decertify their union may feel intimidated 
or concerned that if the application fails and the union retains its 
bargaining rights, they will be identified and ostracized by co-
workers or sanctioned, formally or informally, by the union.

Employees who are disillusioned with their union may feel 
motivated to replace their union with another union instead. This 
is known as a displacement application, in which an application 
is made by another union seeking to obtain bargaining rights. 
Displacement applications are not common because of the “no 
raiding” pacts that many unions in Canada are party to.
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LEGAL OVERVIEW AND PROCESS

In law, once bargaining rights are attained by a trade union, they remain 
in place forever, unless a successful decertification or displacement 
application occurs. Even if an employer closes or ceases operations, 
bargaining rights remain in place, regardless of the number of employees 
in the bargaining unit and regardless of whether there is or ever was a 
collective agreement.

One must bear in mind that the process of a union attaining and possessing 
bargaining rights and, ultimately, losing those bargaining rights through 
decertification are governed by statute. In Canada, labour relations is 
subject to provincial jurisdiction for approximately ninety percent (90%) 
of employees. The remaining ten percent (10%) of employees, who work 
in such areas as inter-provincial transport, banking, and aeronautics, are 
governed by federal legislation (the Canada Labour Code). Despite the 
existence of ten (10) provincial pieces of labour legislation plus the Canada 
Labour Code, there are consistent similarities with respect to the process of 
decertifying a trade union in all the legislation. The common themes can 
be summarized as follows:

1. Decertification of a union is an action that must be taken 
by employees. The employer cannot bring a decertification 
application, except in specified circumstances where the union 
has allegedly abandoned or slept on its bargaining rights.

Employees wishing to bring a decertification application should 
first determine whether their employer is governed by federal 
legislation (in which case the application is made to the Canada 
Industrial Relations Board); otherwise, the application is made to 
the provincial Labour Relations Board in the province in which 
the employees in the bargaining unit work. Generally speaking, 
the Board that issued the original certificate granting the union 
bargaining rights in the first place will be the Board to which the 
decertification application will be made, unless the nature of the 
employer’s business has drastically altered since the certificate 
was issued.
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The application should be made by a “rank and file” employee 
or employees. While lead hands are generally in bargaining units, 
unions often argue that lead hands are perceived as members of 
management, and thus the initiation of a decertification application 
by a lead hand might render such an application invalid (for more 
on this topic, see paragraph 6, below).

An application that is made in whole or in part by a member 
of management (other than an application alleging a union has 
abandoned its bargaining rights) is likely to be dismissed at 
first instance by the relevant Labour Relations Board (again, see 
paragraph 6, below).

2. There are certain time frames, or windows, during which a 
decertification application must be brought. 

 If the application is not made within the legal window, it will be 
dismissed, regardless of its merits. Labour relations legislation 
allows a newly certified trade union a period of time (generally 
one (1) year or more) to negotiate a collective agreement. If a 
collective agreement is in place, the window closes and does not 
open again until near the expiry date of the collective agreement 
(generally the last two (2) months or so of the collective agreement, 
depending on the individual legislation).

In cases where the union has failed to reach a collective agreement, 
the timeframe may be simple or more complicated, depending 
on the governing legislation. Federally, the union is given one 
(1) year to reach a collective agreement, and the Canada Labour 
Relations Board would entertain a revocation application at that 
time, if it was satisfied that the union has not made reasonable 
efforts to reach a collective agreement. In Ontario, a union is also 
given one (1) year to reach a collective agreement, but then the 
window for decertification opens automatically after one (1) year, 
unless the employer or the union have successfully applied to 
the Ontario Ministry of Labour to appoint a conciliation officer. 
Once the conciliation officer has been appointed, the open period 
closes for a period of time and opens again thirty (30) days after 
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the conciliation officer issues a no board report, but closes again 
if a strike/lockout occurs and will only re-open again either six (6) 
months after the first day of a legal strike or lockout or seven (7) 
months after the release of the no board report, whichever comes 
later.

As the reader will appreciate, it is wise to consult the appropriate 
Labour Relations Board, either directly or through its website, to 
ascertain what the open period is, with respect to the relevant 
legislation. All of the Boards have websites, which should allow 
quick access to the necessary forms and locations where the 
applications need to be filed.

3. A decertification application must be filed by an employee or 
a group of employees who are members of the bargaining unit, 
as prescribed by the particular legislation and accompanied by 
a document (sometimes referred to as a petition or statement 
of desire) that is signed by employees, indicating in general 
terms that they no longer wish to be represented by the union.

 The minimum number of employees who must sign the document 
is based on a percentage of employees in the bargaining unit, 
which varies from 40% to greater than 50%, depending upon the 
jurisdiction the business falls under. The forms and the applicable 
details can be accessed from the websites of the appropriate 
Labour Relations Boards.

4. If the appropriate minimum percentage of employees indicating 
their desire to no longer be represented by the union has been 
met and subject to concerns set out in paragraph 6, below, the 
appropriate Labour Relations Board will order a secret ballot 
vote, in which employees will be asked whether they wish to be 
represented by the union. 

If the appropriate employee percentage support is not filed 
with the application or the numbers do not meet the statutory 
minimum, the application will be dismissed without a vote. If 
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there is a vote, the same rules generally apply with respect to a 
certification vote, and the decertification will be successful if a 
majority of employees voting indicate they no longer wish to be 
represented by the union.

If an application is dismissed, because the number of employees 
signifying their desire to decertify the union does not meet the 
statutory minimum, it may still be possible to file a subsequent 
application accompanied by the evidence of the statutory minimum 
number of employees, provided that the window described above 
is still open.

5. Generally speaking, the evidence that the Labour Relations 
Board will require to prove that employees wish to decertify the 
union will consist of a document indicating that employees 
who have signed and dated the document being submitted no 
longer wish to be represented by the union.  

The names of the employees should be legible, and should be 
accompanied by their signature and witnessed by an appropriate 
individual, who should not be a member of management and 
preferably should be a member of the bargaining unit. The 
document need not be signed by all interested employees at 
the same time, but it should not be signed in the presence 
of management or on company time or done on company 
property. The person or persons who have carriage of the 
application and who presumably will be witnessing most, if not 
all, of the employee signatures should expect the possibility of 
having to attend a Labour Relations Board hearing to ascertain 
the circumstances under which the document was created and 
filed. In cases where a workplace is multi-lingual and where some 
employees’ knowledge of English or French may be suspect, 
applicants may well be advised to have a document prepared in 
a language that is familiar to the employees who are signing the 
document.
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6. All the legislation, in different ways, provides that employer 
interference or coercion with respect to the origination and 
completion of a decertification application may nullify 
the application itself or the results of a vote in favour of 
decertification. 

Although litigated cases on this point are very fact specific, and 
the various legislation in Canada is somewhat different, it is safe to 
say that if an employer is found to have been directly or indirectly 
involved in the decertification application either by rewarding 
employees for promoting the application or by coercing employees 
to support the application, it is likely that this type of employer 
conduct will negate a decertification and cause the application 
to be dismissed. This may be the case even if the conduct of the 
employer falls short of constituting an unfair labour practise.

In Ontario, for example, the legislation allows the Board to dismiss 
a decertification application if the Board is satisfied “…that the 
employer or a person acting on behalf of the employer initiated 
the application or engaged in threats, coercion and intimidation in 
connection with the application.” If a union wishes to challenge 
the decertification application on the grounds that the employer’s 
conduct falls within this description, the union will be required 
to particularize the specific conduct of the employer and, at 
a hearing, the union will be required to prove that the alleged 
conduct occurred. In the absence of such pleading or proof, 
the Board would normally proceed to deal with the application 
on the basis of employee support. As a practical matter, often 
unions will make additional allegations of unfair labour practices 
against an employer whom the union believes has been involved 
in originating or supporting a decertification application, and 
the litigation can be more complicated and lengthy than simply 
dealing with whether a decertification application was initiated or 
influenced by the employer.

Management is often in a difficult predicament when a group 
of employees seek to decertify a union. On the one hand, 
management is not permitted to initiate the application or 
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engage in conduct that might amount to threats or coercion with 
respect to the application. On the other hand, if management 
attempts to remain entirely neutral, employees who support a 
decertification application may perceive that management may be 
making a sweetheart deal with the union or that, at the very least, 
management is simply apathetic about the concerns of employees. 
It is suggested that in circumstances where employees begin a 
decertification application or even takes steps that indicate that 
such an application is forthcoming, it is generally prudent for 
management to communicate with employees, advising employees 
of their rights with respect to expressing their free wishes. In these 
circumstances, it would be helpful for management to specifically 
cite the provisions of the relevant labour legislation and indicate 
that it cannot initiate or otherwise engage in conduct that might be 
seen as threats, coercion, or intimidation, so that employees will 
have an appreciation of the limitations upon which management 
can act.

A brief synopsis of cases decided by the Ontario Board under the 
“Initiation and Coercion” language referred to above is set out 
below:

* An employer was found to have influenced the filing 

of a decertification application when it expressed its 

disappointment with the union, and informed employees 

that they could file an application to terminate bargaining 

rights. Management representatives signed the petition, and 

the employer paid employees for the time they spent in 

mailing the application for decertification.

* A decertification application was dismissed by the Board 

when one of the applicants could not explain how the 

application was drafted, delivered, and filed, and why it had 

been filed shortly after a previous unsuccessful attempt to 

decertify the union.

* The employer did not violate the initiation or coercion 

language of the Act when it phoned employees, urging them 

to vote at the termination vote ordered by the Board. The 
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employer did not encourage their employees to vote either 

for or against the termination application, nor did it express 

a preference. The Board rationalized this on the basis that an 

employer is entitled to take an interest in its workplace and 

how collective bargaining may affect its interests under the 

Act.

* The Board dismissed a termination application where 

the employer asked the employee involved to file a 

decertification application, helped the applicant prepare his 

submissions, and promised to pay the individual money if he 

was successful in decertifying the union.

* The Board dismissed a termination application where the 

conduct of the employees would lead a reasonable person to 

believe that the employer directly supported a decertification 

application and such support was so obvious that this would 

be considered “initiation” under the legislation.

7. As indicated, every decertification application must at least 
go to a secret ballot vote in order to be successful. One might 
legitimately query why in some jurisdictions (as in the federal 
jurisdiction) a union can be certified on a card based system 
(without the necessity of a secret ballot vote), whereas a union 
cannot be decertified without the necessity of a secret ballot vote. 
This is a matter of legislative policy, which of course is always open 
to the governing party to amend. While we have seen legislation 
amend the certification process from a card based system to a vote 
based system (as did Ontario in 1995, although it later reverted 
back to a card based system in the construction industry), it is 
unlikely that any legislature will promote a decertification process 
based on a “document only” basis.

8. A decertification application affects all employees in the 
bargaining unit. Even if for some reason they are not union 
members, everyone in the bargaining unit is impacted in exactly 
the same way. Either a decertification application is successful (in 
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which case the union does not represent anyone in the workplace, 
whether or not they are union members) or it is unsuccessful (in 
which case the union continues to represent all employees in the 
bargaining unit, whether or not they are union members). Most 
collective agreements in Canada do have provisions requiring that 
all employees become and remain union members. A successful 
decertification application does not preclude any particular 
individual from remaining a member of the union.

IF A VOTE IS ORDERED, IS THE EMPLOYER ENTITLED 
TO CAMPAIGN?

If a vote is ordered by the relevant Labour Relations Board, it will 
generally be held as soon as possible. An employer is entitled to 
campaign in a vote, subject to the usual rules that it cannot use 
coercion, intimidation, or undue influence.

The following is a list of acceptable employer conduct, and it is suggested 
that an employer should engage in the following activities:

Advise employees of the date, time, and location of the vote.

Advise employees of their right to cast a vote (it will be by way of 
secret ballot), and that the vote will determine whether or not the 
union will remain the bargaining agent.

Advise employees that management will not interfere with their 
elective course of action, and that they are free to continue to have 
the union as their bargaining agent or to terminate the union’s 
bargaining rights. In either case, the employer will respect their 
decision and will act in accordance with the law at all times.

Employers are entitled to express their views. It is not unlawful, in 
and of itself, for an employer to express the view that the employees 
may be better off without a union, after all factors are considered. 
Employers are entitled to promote the idea that employees do not 
require a third party to better their interests. Employers should 
avoid making attacks on the union, but should express their 
views in a constructive, balanced manner. An employer should 
always keep in mind that if the decertification vote goes in the 
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union’s favour, the employer will be required to bargain with the 
union, so poisoning the relationship in communications with the 
employees can make that matter problematic.

Advise employees that it is a majority of employees who vote that 
determines the issue. Employees who chose not to vote are letting 
others make the decision for them. In the event that the vote is 
tied, the status quo will be maintained (the union will remain in 
place).

Employers are advised that the following actions in a secret ballot 
representation vote are not recommended:

Offer promises or rewards to employees if they decertify the 
union.

Threaten to transfer business elsewhere, close the facility, or 
otherwise punish employees if they do not decertify the union.

Seek to identify how employees voted or indicate it will become 
aware of how employees voted.

Remember that even if a decertification application goes to a vote (if the 
union does not challenge employer interference or does so unsuccessfully), 
the union can still contend that the employer’s conduct in the decertification 
vote was an unfair labour practice and seek to set aside the results of 
that vote. An employer’s integrity will be seriously undermined with its 
employees if it campaigns in an over-aggressive style, resulting in the 
Labour Relations Board nullifying what otherwise might have been the 
genuine desire by employees to terminate the union’s bargaining rights.

 

WHY MIGHT EMPLOYEES CHOOSE THE 
DECERTIFICATION ROUTE?

Notwithstanding the hurdles that might stand in the way of a decertification 
application, employees may choose to attempt to decertify their union for 
any of the following reasons:

Union dues are not inexpensive, sometimes running into the 
thousands of dollars per year for each employee.



836 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

Employees may come to believe that the union is no longer 
relevant for them in the changing economy of the 21st century. 
With technology allowing employees to work in significantly 
unrestricted ways and with compensation systems that are now 
designed to reward productivity and initiative, it is problematic 
to some employees that their union dues are too often spent on 
costly and lengthy arbitration cases, in which the union seeks 
to protect the jobs and job security of less productive and non-
motivated employees.

Employees may come to believe that their employer has the 
credibility and maturity to treat employees fairly, without 
favouritism or arbitrariness, and that the existence of company 
rules and policies is sufficient to protect their interests without a 
formal collective agreement, negotiated by a third party who may 
have contact with them only every two (2) or three (3) years when 
it comes to renegotiating the collective agreement.

Employees may not believe that their union is accessible when 
they need their questions and concerns addressed.

Employees may resent the expenditure of their union dues on 
political movements or other activities. In the recent Occupy 
protests that occurred in both Canada and the United States, 
some unions candidly acknowledged that their funds were used 
to support facilities and equipment for the occupations, which 
allowed some to continue for several weeks.

CAN AN EMPLOYER CREATE A CLIMATE FOR 
DECERTIFICATION?

Much has been written as to reasons why employees choose to bring in a 
union, but there is scant literature on studies and research examining why 
employees may wish to decertify a union. One way of approaching the 
issue is to ask why employees may have chosen a union in the first place 
and then to evaluate and analyze whether those conditions still exist in 
the workplace. Most commonly, employees choose to seek out a union to 
represent them for some of the following reasons:
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A feeling of insecurity with respect to the future of their employer, 
including issues on how they are compensated and whether their 
jobs will be kept.

Unhappiness with those in management who practise preferential 
treatment, show inconsistent practises, and are not credible 
individuals.

A belief that by having a written document governing their terms 
and conditions of employment, they are somehow either more 
secure in their employment or more protected from inconsistent 
management practices.

A perceived lack of training may cause employees to believe 
that they have limited promotional potential, and thus they feel 
pigeon-holed and susceptible to lay-offs and termination.

Employees are not likely to consider decertification seriously unless they 
are sufficiently confident of many, if not all, of the following points:

Management will proactively analyze and determine appropriate 
compensation rates and compensation structures, which are 
clearly understood and consistently applied.

Management will hire and retain only those supervisors and 
managers who have the ability and willingness to engage in open 
and honest communications with employees at all times and 
who have the necessary human resources skills to avoid letting 
problems fester in the workplace.

Management is committed to training and educating employees, 
regardless of their positions in the organization, to learning new 
skills and improve their current skills, so that all employees have 
a reasonable opportunity to better themselves and their employer 
through promotional opportunities.

Management has shown that it is prepared to part company with 
employees who are unable or unwilling to perform in accordance 
with expected standards.

Management is committed to investing the appropriate time and 
money at the hiring stage, so that employees feel that new hires 
will become part of the organization comfortably.
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Management is comfortable with the notion that seniority, or 
length of service with the company, is relevant and significant, 
but seniority in and of itself does not give senior employees the 
ability over all other employees to choose their hours of work, 
be promoted automatically, and generally be immune from 
an economic downturn simply because they have worked the 
longest for an employer. Remember that seniority is the hallmark 
of collective agreements and unless and until management 
demonstrates a rationale and philosophy with respect to seniority, 
employees will not necessarily feel the security to depart from the 
traditional union security model.

Above all, management must demonstrate that it is trustworthy. 
Nothing can impair credibility more than inconsistent treatment of 
employees, broken promises, or half truths. In all likelihood, this 
is what assisted the union in becoming certified in the first place.

WHAT’S NEXT AFTER DECERTIFICATION?

It would be presumptuous for management to believe that following a 
decertification vote, resulting in the union’s bargaining rights being 
terminated, that it can simply relax and turn its attention away from human 
resources issues. In fact, employees who have lived with a union are 
astute and generally knowledgeable about how to bring in a union, and 
they may well hold an employer to account on human resources issues 
to a larger degree than would employees who have never experienced 
a union before. While there are bars to a union applying for certification 
once there has been a decertification application granted, an employer 
would be well advised to understand and appreciate that it will have only 
a short period of time to re-establish management’s credibility in the eyes 
of their employees.

Remember that under the union regime, the terms and conditions of 
employment for bargaining unit employees were set out in a written 
document, which was in place for a specific period of time. Once the 
collective agreement ceases to govern the workplace, a period of uncertainty 
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may set in; employees may feel insecure about how they will be paid, 
how promotional opportunities will be dealt with, and what management 
is planning for the future. A collective bargaining process does allow an 
avenue for the union and employees to question management on the 
business’s current state of affairs. This formal arrangement disappears with 
decertification, and employees may legitimately feel that there is no forum 
for communicating with management or for management to communicate 
with them.
These feelings of uncertainty and insecurity may lead employees to search 
out another union—perhaps a more militant union than the one that 
existed in the workplace previously. It is management’s responsibility to 
ensure that employees do not feel alienated and that business decisions, 
including hiring and terminations, bear a rational relationship to the needs 
of the business and the performance of the employees.

Issues of compensation should be addressed, and appropriate policies 
and procedures should be put in place, and then they should be 
communicated to employees. With the abolition of formal grievance and 
arbitration procedures that were provided by the union, a company will 
need to develop its own channels for employee concerns, questions, 
and disagreements. To the extent that employees felt the union was not 
accessible to them, an employer must ensure that it has the appropriate 
personnel in place to answer employees’ concerns.

There is nothing inherently wrong with continuing with some of the 
practices and procedures that were followed under the collective 
agreement, provided that they are a rational way to run the business and 
are seen by employees to be fair. For example, the concept of seniority or 
service should not be totally disregarded simply because it was a corner 
stone of the collective agreement. It is the specific application of seniority 
and to what extent it may apply to decision making that must be looked at.

Thomas A. Stefanik   
Barristers & Solicitors  Torkin Manes LLP  

Direct Tel: 416 777 5430  |  Direct Fax: 1 888 587 9140 
torkinmanes.com
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Regardless of how long a union has been in place, there should be no 
automatic assumption that a union is entitled to continue to collect dues 
from your employees regardless of its performance and behaviour, as seen 
by your employees. Clearly, if a union has been in place for many, many 
years and if the unionization culture has reached across several generations 
of your employees, it may be so deeply imbedded that employees simply 
would not consider any other way of having their issues dealt with in the 
workplace.

However, changing technology, and in particular the more frequent 
examples of employees working offsite or at home, has set about 
changes in the last decade or so with respect to workplace culture. As 
employees may become more independent and self-sufficient and are less 
geographically melded into a mainstream workplace, it is entirely possible 
that they may develop more creative ways of not only doing their current 
jobs, but questioning why arrangements that have been in place for years 
are necessary to the continued success of the company.

  Decertification—
Legal and Human Resources Issues 
                             (USA) 
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Furthermore, it is simply a fact that union dues continue to climb; recently 
union dues are rising at rates that exceed the compensation increases 
of some of union members. A simply analysis may lead employees to 
conclude that the value of unionization, in terms of the pure cost, does not 
justify the continued presence of a union in their workplace.

De-unionization is simply the process of legally removing a union as the 
bargaining agent of employees and returning an employer to a union-free 
environment. De-unionization proceedings have generally occurred more 
frequently in the United States than in other Western workplaces, such 
as Canadian and European jurisdictions, where labor laws have generally 
made such activities more difficult.

However, de-unionization in and of itself is no panacea. It is theoretically 
possible that if you have a mature relationship with a union that has not 
been fraught with strikes and needless expenditures of resources on 
other workplace disputes, de-unionization could create a climate where 
a more difficult or less sophisticated union might seek to represent your 
employees after the current union is removed. Such a result is always a risk 
when de-unionization occurs, and sometimes the phrase better the devil 
you know than the devil you don’t comes into play.

Other realities about de-unionization involve working relationships among 
your employees. As in the case when the union came in, the pro and 
anti-union groups may remain in conflict for a period of time, creating 
workplace tension, loss of productivity, and sensitive employee resource 
issues.

We strongly urge you to consult your labor attorney and management 
consultant initially with respect to the whole de-unionization issue. Many 
jurisdictions have a statutory framework that effectively negates a de-
unionization attempt by employees if it is seen as inspired, originated, 
or otherwise actively supported by management. In other words, 
management involvement may result in an otherwise legitimate 
attempt by employees to rid themselves of the union, to be deemed 
unlawful or otherwise reversed.
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You should fully expect that any de-unionization effort will be strongly 
resisted by the union. Unlike the process which attempts to bring a union 
into the workplace in the first place, a successful de-unionization effort 
will naturally result in the immediate loss of dues that the union had been 
collecting. In addition, unions are political organizations and their leaders 
will wish to hold someone accountable for a loss of bargaining rights. 
Union representatives will therefore have a natural interest in fighting a 
de-unionization effort and ensuring that the status quo is maintained.

Finally, there is the reality that many employees would simply prefer the 
status quo rather than rocking the boat. Even if employees are somewhat 
discontented with the union, there is no guarantee that they are prepared 
to take any active steps to de-unionize. If they do, unions will naturally 
assume that any step taken by an employees is as a result of management 
pressure, instigation, or coercion, and the matter may end up before the 
National Labour Relations Board.

LEGAL BACKGROUND

In the United States, there are four main de-unionization procedures 
recognized by the National Labour Relations Board (NLRB):

1. The de-certification petition (RD)

2. The de-authorization petition (UD)

3. The employer petition (RM)

4. The elimination of unionized supervisors (UC)

Note: The letter R simply signifies that a petition has been filed, 
and a representation issue has therefore been raised. Such a 
petition is intended to ask the NLRB to determine whether the 
union is legally entitled to represent a particular group of 
employees. RD refers to the de-certification petition, while UD 
means the de-authorization position, and RM stands for 
management’s petition for an election. The UC petition is a 
formal request for the NLRB to clarify a recognition clause of an 
existing collective agreement with respect to the addition or 
exclusion of certain job classifications. 
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You are strongly advised to seek the advice of an attorney, so that you can 
fully understand the de-unionization procedures available in your state.

This text is not intended to give legal advice or to take the place 
of formal legal advice.

There are three possible applicants who can initiate action to limit the 
power of a union or to displace a union as the sole and exclusive bargaining 
agent of the employees in a bargaining unit. These are the employees, 
another union, and the employer.

The process of de-unionization generally begins with the filing of a formal 
petition with the NLRB. The NLRB, under its rules, has set out that a petition 
for a de-certification election may be enacted after a collective agreement 
has expired and there is no renewal agreement, and after the end of the 
first three years of an agreement, which on its face exceeds three years, 
prior to the expiry date of that agreement.

No party can file a petition for de-unionization if there has been an NLRB 
election within the same bargaining unit in the prior twelve months of the 
application, or if there is a valid collective agreement in effect that is still in 
its first three years of operation.

These timeframes are mandatory and cannot be waived or otherwise 
amended.

 

EMPLOYEE DECERTIFICATION PETITIONS

If the purpose of trade unions is to represent the rights of employees in 
a workplace, common sense would dictate that employees are free to 
reverse the process by means of a secret ballot election. Employees often 
become aware, even if they are not at first instance, that their economic 
well-being is more closely associated with the company’s competitive 
ability than the union’s ability to bargain for them. The fact is that the 
union has no direct role to play in a company’s success, as a union does 
not provide capital, resources, or managerial talent to assist a company 
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in enhancing its market share or in responding to market conditions. The 
most direct way for employees in a bargaining unit to de-unionize is to file 
a timely decertification petition with the NLRB (see Further Resource 21.1: 
Petition for Decertification).

Generally speaking, such a petition must demonstrate to the NLRB that at 
least thirty percent of the employees in the bargaining unit involved have 
signed the petition and that their petition is filed in a timely manner. Such 
an application is barred automatically if it is not timely. It must be submitted 
within the sixty to ninety day period prior to the expiration date of the 
current collective agreement, or after the agreement has expired and 
prior to the ratification of a new collective agreement. If a decertification 
election is held, the union must obtain a majority of the votes that are cast 
in order to maintain its position as the sole and exclusive bargaining agent.

There are other fact-specific cases where the NLRB has allowed employees 
to file de-unionization petitions. These are in circumstances where the 
collective agreement does not have a specific expiration date, the 
collective agreement contains an unlawful union shop provision, and the 
collective agreement is not complete, or it is unsigned. Likewise, collective 
agreements may be terminated by either party at any time, where the 
bargaining unit is no longer appropriate or where the union is unwilling 
to represent the employees. There are also potential situations where the 
employer’s operations have changed substantially since the collective 
agreement was entered into or where the union has engaged in unlawful 
discrimination.

You should recognize immediately that in addition to a general apathy that 
may exist with respect to the filing of such petitions, unions themselves, 
under their constitution, often have the ability to penalize members who 
are attempting to displace them by levying fines. Inevitably, peer pressure 
becomes a factor as well and employees who may wish to assert their 
rights to file a de-unionization petition are often ostracized by pro-union 
employees in the workplace.

As in the case where there is a union organizing drive, employer interference 
may run afoul of the law. What constitutes employer interference or 
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unlawful activity is largely a factual issue, but generally speaking where 
an employer initiates or provides assistance in the filing of such a petition 
on behalf of an employee, the application will simply not be processed 
by the NLRB. Assuming that there is a timely de-unionization application 
that is lawful, the NLRB will direct an election in which all employees in 
the bargaining unit will be able to cast a ballot on the simple question of 
whether the union continues to act as their bargaining agent.

If the application is filed while the collective agreement is occurring, the 
NLRB has held that the filing of a decertification petition directly raises 
a question of representation and an employer is not required to bargain 
with either the existing union or any other union until the representation 
question is resolved.

The issue of initiating or encouraging a petition does not require an 
employer to be silent, and you are permitted to provide information to an 
employee about procedures under the NLRB. Referring the employee to the 
local office of the NLRB for advice and assistance is generally considered 
acceptable conduct, provided of course that no promises or threats are 
made in the context of this referral.

EMPLOYEE DE-AUTHORIZATION ELECTIONS

A de-authorization petition can allow employees to simply avoid the 
impact of a union security clause in a collective agreement. This does 
not de-unionize the workplace, but allows the employees to effectively 
prevent their union from forcing them to become members. A successful 
de-authorization election still maintains the union and the employer as 
parties to a collective agreement, but enables employees who do not wish 
to do so to decide whether they wish to join the union and pay dues.

One of the preliminary issues is whether or not you operate in a “right to 
work” state. If you do, clauses which compel the employer and a union 
to negotiate a union security clause can be set aside. A de-authorization 
petition effectively allows employees to do so. The thirty percent rule also 
applies to a de-authorization petition, and similar rules with respect to 
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employer interference are in play. However, a de-authorization petition 
is valid if it is filed at any time during the life of the collective agreement. 
The NLRB is required to conduct an election if it receives a valid and timely 
petition for de-authorization. If a majority of employees voting decide 
to eliminate compulsory union membership, the NLRB will direct the 
cessation of that requirement, which would then be effective immediately.

A successful de-authorization petition certainly weakens the bargaining 
strength of the union, in that employees can resign from membership, stop 
paying dues, and avoid any union assessments. It is generally a signal to 
the union that their representation rights are likely in jeopardy.

INTERVENORS

A valid and subsisting trade union can seek to displace an existing trade 
union. However, as you might expect, this is rather rare. Many unions 
operating both in North America and Europe do have “no raiding” clauses, 
in which they agree with each other that they will not attempt to displace 
an existing union.

In any event, a displacement application involves a choice of which union 
the employees wish to represent them, and not whether or not they wish 
a union to represent them.

DE-UNIONIZATION PETITIONS BROUGHT BY THE 
EMPLOYER

As with the other types of petitions, time limits and special rules apply to de-
unionizing petitions that are brought forth by the employer. An employer 
may file a decertification petition only between the sixtieth and ninetieth 
day prior to the expiration date of an existing collective agreement, or 
after it has expired and there has been no ratification of a new collective 
agreement. Untimely petitions will not be entertained by the NLRB.

In order for the employer to invoke an election, it must demonstrate by 
“objective considerations” that it has a reasonable basis for believing that 
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the union has lost its majority status since it was certified.
It should not be surprising that employer applications to decertify a union 
have failed in many cases. For an employer to seriously consider initiating 
such an application, you must have credible evidence that employees are 
expressing discontent with the union and/or that employees are revoking 
their authority to the union to deduct union dues. However, in the event 
of a lawful strike, a refusal by an employee or employees to join the strike 
or cross a picket line is not considered as an objective fact in determining 
whether the union is losing support.

There is a significant risk to the employer in making such an application 
and having it rejected. In the eyes of employees, there will be a loss of 
credibility, and you will have given the union a new reason for its continued 
existence in the workplace, because you have sought to demonstrate 
something that you cannot prove. You may also initiate internal workplace 
discord, thus risking a significant productivity downturn and other losses. 
Finally, you will have made bargaining with the union more difficult, as 
the union will undoubtedly assert that you are behaving in manner that is 
inconsistent with reaching a new collective bargaining.

WITHDRAWAL OF RECOGNITION

In the event that a petition is not a viable option or if the time windows 
have closed, a withdrawal of recognition is still available to an employer. 
In these circumstances, the NLRB requires that you as the employer prove 
that you have reasonable grounds to doubt the union’s continued majority 
support. This is a very aggressive and potentially very litigious method of 
proceeding.

REFUSAL TO BARGAIN

A refusal to bargain is also an aggressive option, which must be very carefully 
considered and analysed with your labor attorney. An employer can refuse 
to bargain when the union strength and composition has so significantly 
deteriorated that it cannot realistically respond to your refusal to bargain, 
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and thus cannot challenge you. Recognize that such an option may give 
rise to serious employee concerns that you are simply out muscling the 
union and that the real workplace issues are not being addressed.

There may also be a circumstance justifying your refusal to bargain under 
an NLRB option 8(a)5. Again, you should carefully discuss this with your 
labor attorney, since it involves protracted litigation.

BARGAINING TO IMPASSE

If there are no de-unionization petitions filed and you have neither 
withdrawn recognition nor refused to bargain, the question arises as to 
whether the union is more or less permanently there to stay. In situations 
where your collective agreement negotiations simply do not result in an 
agreement, and assuming you have bargained in good faith, it may be that 
a deadlock situation has occurred, which creates a number of options for 
the parties.

If the parties have bargained in good faith and neither party is prepared to 
move further on any issue, the parties will be at impasse. Do not assume 
that simply means neither party is prepared to budge and that a union can 
be ousted because of the impasse. An impasse is not simply an agreement 
to disagree for an indefinite period of time. Any movement by one party, 
however small, on any issue, will be deemed to break an impasse, which 
then results in a requirement to resume bargaining. A strike also legally 
breaks an impasse, as does a request for mediation. Once an impasse is 
broken, the legal situation returns as previously existed—you are obliged 
to bargain in good faith and attempt to achieve a collective agreement.

As you know, not all bargaining activities will result in an agreement. Simply 
because the parties have bargained and have not reached agreement does 
not mean that the parties have bargained in good faith. The quality of the 
bargaining may be an issue and so called “surface bargaining” is often 
found to be bargaining in bad faith. You must be able to justify all the 
positions you have taken at the bargaining table if you use this option.
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UNION ABANDONMENT

The union is free to abandon its bargaining rights, without notice. This may 
occur if the union has serious doubts that it is prepared to fund litigation 
or a strike. It may also abandon its bargaining rights if a number of union 
supporters have become sufficiently disillusioned, to the point where the 
union does not believe it has the credibility to continue the relationship.

OPERATIONAL OPTIONS

In our competitive business world, it has not been uncommon for 
employers to relocate some or all of their operations to another state or 
country. In considering this option, there are a number of factors that you 
must look at. 

Are you sacrificing quality and reputation simply to get the work 
done in a new jurisdiction?

Are you exposing yourself to an unfair labour practice on the basis 
that you are simply trying to avoid the union?

Will the same union be able to follow you there, based on what 
you have done?

Again, you should consult with your labor attorney as to what possible 
repercussions there may be to this move.

AND FINALLY

It cannot be emphasized strongly enough that a de-unionization or 
decertification effort will not necessarily lead to a heavenly world. Like 
any business situation, there are advantages and disadvantages of having 
a union represent your employees in the workplace. Ultimately, you 
have to make an assessment of the conditions that will be the best to 
motivate your employees and prove most productive for them. Despite the 
bureaucracy and additional administrative costs associated with having a 
union, a collective agreement does provide a period of labor stability with 
predictable cost factors. Operating without a union always exposes you to 
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a union coming in at any time—even when you have not yet build a sound 
leadership-employee relationship—and consequently you will experience 
the unsettling effects of a union organizing campaign.

Owners and managers generally prefer predictability and certainty. You 
must ask yourself whether de-unionizing your workplace will help you 
and your employees enjoy a better relationship with a better ability to 
grow the company’s market share. Ultimately, and not surprisingly, you 
are driven back to asking what your employees really want, and how 
you can assist them in achieving their wants while also achieving your 
company objectives.
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FURTHER RESOURCE 22.1: Petition for Decertification

1) PETITION SIGNATURES SHOULD ONLY BE COLLECTED ON NON-WORK 
TIME, IN NON-WORK AREAS.

2) THE UNION AND EMPLOYER NAMES MUST BE FILLED IN BEFORE 
SIGNATURES ARE COLLECTED.

3) THE EMPLOYER MAY NOT ASSIST OR CONTRIBUTE RESOURCES.

IF THESE CONDITIONS ARE NOT MET,
 THE PETITION MAY NOT BE VALID.

PETITION FOR DECERTIFICATION (RD) -- REMOVAL OF REPRESENTATIVE

The undersigned employees of _______________________ (employer name) 
do not want to be represented by _____________________ (union name). 

Should the undersigned employees make up 30% or more (and less than 50%) 
of the bargaining unit represented by ___________________ (union name), the 
undersigned employees hereby petition the National Labor Relations Board to 

longer wish to be represented by this union. 

Should the undersigned employees make up 50% or more of the bargaining 
unit represented by ___________________ (union name), the undersigned 
employees hereby request that __________________ (employer name) 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 
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_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date

_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date
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_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date

_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

 
_______________________ _______________________ ____________ 
Signature   Name (Print)   Date 

Note to reader: The above is not the full story on addressing a union 

Lloyd Field



Endnote: Critical
               Reflection 

In this book on Positive Employee Relations™ the emphasis has been 
placed on the intentions and actions of leaders, regardless of their 
responsibilities or accountabilities. Leaders must first understand their 
own intentions and behaviours before they can support the development 
of other leaders and employees. Whether the leader is in a coaching or 
mentoring relationship or not, private time is needed to critically reflect on 
one’s values, actions, and direction.

I refer to this as transformative leadership—the actions that influence the 
continuous improvement of one’s behaviour and performance. It is from 
this deep rooted understanding that one can mentor or guide employees 
to aspire to be the best they can be. (Transformative leadership is the 
focus of my 2010 book—Leadership Coaching: Personal Insights to 
Inspire Others.)

WHY CRITICAL REFLECTION?

Critical reflection is an inward journey, not a group activity and certainly 
not a group consensus-based activity. It is to quietly, privately and honestly 
assess your feelings, thoughts, and motives concerning any action (or 
intention to act) you have taken or might undertake. The rationale for 
critical reflection is to determine, for yourself, if your intentions and 



856 UNIONS ARE NOT INEVITABLE!

actions are in balance or in harmony with who you truly are. Not being 
honest with oneself is hard work; lying to oneself wells up feelings of 
unease, guilt, or shame. Honesty and integrity brings forth just the opposite 
feelings and reactions. We should never lose sight of the reality that 
every action that we undertake is grounded, at some level, in our 
minds and hearts.

The better a leader understands his/her intentions and values as a 
precursor to his/her actions, the more natural it will be to perform as 
a transformational leader. It is through personal insight that we gain 
the authenticity to inspire others. Hence, I encourage leaders to look 
introspectively at their thoughts and intentions and to take ownership of 
their actions.

Ownership, in this context, means a leader is responsible for making an 
informed decision based on the best or noblest of his/her intentions and 
values. Why go to such introspective efforts? When leaders have mastered 
their own method of being able to “go deep” and balance their true 
intentions and values with their actions, they have achieved a degree of 
personal insight. Never underestimate how important it is for a leader to 
connect with his or her own ethically and morally sound intentions.

However, like all aspects of our lives, one’s personal insight is not a static 
characteristic—with deliberate effort, one can still go deeper and gain 
a more meaningful understanding of oneself. The more we learn about 
our intentions and their interplay with our actions, the more we can 
use this skill in our relationships with others. As self-confidence grows, 
harmonizing intentions with actions, we see a leader growing with 
a sense of maturity—a maturity that is frequently seen as calmness, 
insightfulness, and self-assurance. 

As leaders, we understand the need to assemble as many facts as possible 
before making a decision. We also acknowledge that some facts may be  
ill-defined or unavailable. Critical reflection builds on the fact-finding 
process (e.g., the collection of relevant data) by introducing our 
personal values (ethical and moral behaviour) into the mix. Adherence 
to corporate values, both explicit and implicit, would certainly be one 
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of the ingredients going into the mix. For example, having compassion 
(whether seen as a personal or corporate value) for those affected by 
one’s decisions is a justifiable (and much needed) component of personal 
ownership and accountability.
 

WHAT OTHERS HAVE THOUGHT

The moral imperative to acknowledge ownership for one’s actions and 
their consequences is likely as old as human language. Here are a few 
examples of how the idea of personal integrity and ownership—how we 
behave—appears in both Western and Eastern thought. Since we live in 
a global marketplace, with human interaction moving from one side of 
the world to the other with the simple press of a button on our keyboard, 
critical reflection supports the view that looking at the world from a 
viewpoint that is broader than just a Western perspective is helpful.

For Eastern thinking we can turn to Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948). He 
described the concept of independence or self-governance and self-
sufficiency or self-reliance in this way: “These are concepts based on 
individual autonomy, involving self-respect, self-assessment, and self-
restraint from all bondage.” For Gandhi, this was the highest liberation of 
the human spirit. “This true freedom is not merely the freedom to do what 
one desires, but also the ability to ensure that what one chooses is the 
result of a sense of (ethical) duty and self-knowledge.”

A more far-reaching thinker and scientist, also from India, is Gautama 
Siddhartha (approx. 563-483 BCE). He is better known as the Buddha. He 
summarized the idea underpinning personal ownership of our behaviour 
this way, “All that we are is the result of what we have thought. The mind 
is everything. What we think, we become.”

For Western thinking on this subject, we can turn to the American Ralph 
Waldo Emerson (1803-1883). The following quote speaks directly to his 
understanding of personal ownership and self-reliance. “Know yourself, 
and you will be able to do the work for which you were made. Self-reliance 
demands a measure of gumption. Genuine liberty always demands courage 
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of its votaries [followers]. But with increasing self-awareness, we maximize 
our own potential; therefore, what need do we have for fear? When we 
know ourselves, we know our goals; infirmity of will and doubts perish 
in the face of such certainty. We aren’t even afraid to forge ahead alone. 
The human need to conform is only a fear of being left out, the diametric 
opposite of self-reliance.”

And then there is the greatest of English writers, William Shakespeare 
(1564-1616) who, in Hamlet, wrote “And above all unto thine own self 
be true and it shall follow as the day the night—thou canst not be false to 
any man.” A simple interpretation of this line is: so long as you deceive 
yourself, then you will be tempted to deceive other people.

As the credo for the transformative leader, we could adapt 
Shakespeare’s words to read, “First know thyself, who you are, 
why you behave, act, and speak in the way you do. Know all 
that lurks in your subconscious that drives your will to your 
destination.” We achieve this state of mind and being through 
critical reflection.

CRITICAL REFLECTION IS MINDFULNESS

I am not arguing against quickness of thought or any of the benefits of 
efficiency. My view is that if we knowingly, or even unwittingly, create a 
personal culture of expediency without thoughtfulness, or if we embrace 
an existing organization’s culture that puts expediency ahead of fact-
finding and interpretation, thus leaving no imperative to balance such data 
with one’s intentions, we will surely become the Nike brand “Just Do It”. 
As well, if we are addicted to such an adrenalin rush, we will never have 
the opportunity to avail ourselves of Shakespeare’s “know thyself” or even 
to contemplate the wisdom of the Buddha’s ”What we think, we become,” 
until the opportunity for forethought is long gone. Such a scenario would 
be the opposite of the meaning and intention of critical reflection.

There a noticeable similarity between critical reflection and the art of 
meditation. The initial purpose of most forms of meditation is to quiet 
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the mind. To get out of the rush of multi-tasking thoughts or to lose the 
mental “noise” that is a constantly part of our mind chatter. The goal is to 
muse quietly and thoughtfully on some aspect of one’s manner of being 
in ways that one could not do if the mind were not quiet.

There are many distractions that impact the art of thoughtfulness in our 
role as leader. Some examples include:

The time pressure to make a decision—maybe even to make the 
decision “right now”;

The pressure from peers to act or behave in certain ways; 

The insistence that your manager wants answers at a meeting 
called just 15 minutes ago;

The self-imposed rush to get it done now, because it may give us 
more time to do further “rushed work”; and 

The ubiquitous, “We have to get there before the competitor”. 

This type of behaviour frequently seems to justify all and implicitly argues 
that critical reflection is a luxury of time, time that could be better spent 
doing other things. I posit that a clear understanding of our intentions 
will lead to quality over expedience, excellence over mediocrity, and 
the integrity of meaningful customer care over a one-time sale. These 
clear and positive outcomes are the result of introspection or critical 
reflection.

Critical reflection, like meditation, allows us to see our true self and reality 
for what it is! Stillness or mindful meditation uses the breath as a guide and 
is characterized by its simplicity, stillness, and attention to that breath. It 
quiets the mind and helps us to sharpen our awareness, so that we can see 
the underlying truth about ourselves and our intentions.

Due to this simplicity, you do not need any special equipment to reflect or to 
meditate. You will, however, need a quiet place with no visual or auditory 
disturbances. You can sit on a chair or on a cushion on the floor. Your 
guide is your breath. These two items—sitting quietly and being aware of 
your breath—are all that one needs to begin this level of meditation and 
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insight. Like all skills that we approach earnestly, repeated practice will 
make critical reflection easier to achieve and depth of understanding will 
come sooner.

For an in-depth discussion and explanation of meditation, I 
asked Dr. Julie Hilton to prepare a guide to the basics of 
meditation, for those who are interested in the benefits of 
meditation and how it can assist in being an ethical and 
intentional leader.

A Guide to the Basics of Meditation
Meditation increases your capacity to focus the mind on a chosen object, 
such as the inhaling and exhaling of breath. Your mind can focus on 
only one thought or mental object at a time. When we are unfocused, 
the mind jumps from one thing to another, rather than holding more than 
one object, as we sometimes think it does. Every first-time meditator will 
experience his or her mind jumping to other thoughts: lunch, a meeting, 
or something that happened yesterday or will happen tomorrow. All of 
this mind jumping creates unsteadiness and an inability to focus deeply 
or concentrate on the task. This jumping around is called “monkey-mind,” 
and you can see why!

Perhaps more importantly, when we cannot control our minds, we are 
victims of thoughts. An example might be “I’m not good enough” or “I’m 
incapable of doing this.” These thoughts are not necessarily true (I suggest 
they are usually not true!). They are thoughts, and they may seem out of 
your control, but meditation can help you gain strength of mind to control 
them. If you could choose what to think about—for example, being able to 
focus on the positive aspects of your life instead of the negative—imagine 
how amazing your life would be!

Meditation increases creativity and insightfulness, and it opens new 
ways of thinking. Our minds are often like hamsters running around the 
same wheel continuously. However, when our mind is able to rest in full 
awareness, it is more open to new ways of thinking, insights, and genuine 
creative thought. Through meditation practice, we can learn to let go of 
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old patterns of thought. We can break through inhibiting self-constraints 
that may be keeping us from finding new solutions, writing new songs, or 
creating new technologies.

Meditation creates peace of mind, by reducing stress and anxiety, and 
leads to better health, increased productivity, and happiness. The state 
of our physical body and the state of our mind are connected. Consider 
as evidence the fact that when we are very upset, our breathing becomes 
shallow and erratic, but when we are calm and peaceful, our breath is 
even and light. Extensive research has proven that meditation, the practice 
of stilling and focusing the mind, has great physical benefits, like reduced 
heart rate, healthier blood pressure, and lower cholesterol. Additionally, 
when you are in a state of meditation, and you are not thinking about the 
things that cause you anxiety, worry, and stress, you are much happier. If 
you train your mind in meditation, you will be better able to keep from 
getting angry or upset, even in difficult situations. Creativity and innovation 
are functions of a still and focused mind, not one that is in turmoil.

Perhaps most important to critical reflection, meditation gives us the ability 
to reshape the patterns in our mind that create our experience of the world. 
Every experience we encounter has potential—the potential, for example, 
to be fearful or exciting. Some people get very frustrated when stuck in 
traffic; their blood pressure rises, and they suffer from their anger. Others 
can be stuck in that same traffic, but feel quite at ease—this is an example 
of the potential of a situation. The traffic is not causing your frustration, 
rather your frustration is the result of patterns in your mind that respond 
in a negative way.

To gain the kind of control needed to change mental patterns (such as 
the ability to face obstacles with courage and a sense of peace rather than 
fear and frustration) takes serious meditation practice. Meditation is to the 
mind what exercise is to the body. If you want to be able to run or ride a 
bike for miles, you have to train. You have to get stronger. Happiness is 
like a ten-mile hike. It is possible, but for some people it takes effort and 
training. Meditation is the training that will give you the power to think 
and be what you want.
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Preparing for Meditation

While you can practice meditation in any place and at any time, some 
preparations can aid in making your efforts more meaningful. 

Place

Meditation, especially for beginners, is nearly impossible in a noisy or 
disruptive environment. Try to create a space where others won’t bother 
you and noise is minimal—earplugs can help with this. Be creative when 
thinking about noise and distractions. Perhaps you could walk to a quiet 
place in the neighborhood or stop by a park on the way to work. In our 
hectic world, quiet is a rare and precious gem.

Included in this space is your meditation seat. You need to find a meditation 
cushion or chair that is comfortable for you—our bodies are all different, 
and what is comfortable to one person can be simply painful to another. 
Traditionally, meditators sit cross-legged on the floor. This, however, can 
be quite painful for some people. During meditation, whether it is a two-
minute or an hour practice, your body should remain perfectly still. This is 
difficult to do if you are uncomfortable.

Time

Whatever time you choose (mornings seem to be best for most people), 
try to pick one time that can be consistent for you. I will tell you from 
experience that if you try to squeeze meditation in when you have a free 
moment, you will never have a free moment to do so! So designating a 
specific time of the day will allow you to find that time. I can assure you, 
too, that it will be difficult to schedule meditation into your day at first. 
However, if you actually start meditating on a regular basis, you will soon 
find yourself putting other agendas aside, so that you can meditate.

The benefits you will receive from your practice will make the time you 
spend in meditation more than worth it to you. Here are a few suggestions: 
just after your first cup of tea or coffee, before you turn on your phone/
computer, just before or after you exercise, right after the kids leave for 
school, or just before you leave for work. Attaching your meditation 
practice to something you already do habitually will help ease you into 
the practice.
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Just like any other significant endeavor, it’s best to start off slowly. I 
recommend starting with a one- to two-minute practice and increasing that 
by one minute every week until you have reached at least twenty minutes. 
Some advanced meditators dedicate an hour or more every day to their 
practice. However, if you start out trying to sit still and work with your 
mind for an hour, you will give up as surely as an out-of-shape person 
would drop out of a marathon for which they had not trained.

Posture

While seats vary greatly, there are some key aspects of how you sit that 
will affect your meditation:

1. Legs must be comfortable and should be stable. If sitting on a 
cushion, use a cross-legged position (with support for your knees 
if necessary). If using a bench, fold your legs underneath you. If 
using a chair, feet should be firmly on the floor, so that there is 
no effort to holding your legs. In meditation, we want to move 
beyond the body (which will take time), so we don’t want the 
body to be a distraction.

2. Eyes can either be closed or slightly open (if this isn’t too 
distracting) and loosely unfocused at the plane of the nose.

3. Body must be very straight; the spine should feel like coins stacked 
in a tall pile. The position of your spine is very important to your 
ability to meditate well. No slouching or overarching. If you are 
using a chair, either sit forward on the edge so that you have a 
straight spine or put a cushion behind your lower back.

4. Shoulders should be level, with your hands resting comfortably on 
your thighs or in your lap.

5. Head should be level, not turned up or down. Chin should be 
parallel to the ground.

6. Teeth and lips should be loose (no clenching).

7. Tongue should be lightly touching the upper palate behind your 
top front teeth (this helps reduce saliva so you’ll have to swallow 
less frequently).
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Stillness Meditation

There are two parts of the mind: the part that thinks and the part that 
is aware of what we are thinking. To understand this, think about the last 
time you were on a long drive. How much of that time where you aware 
of what you were doing, as in moving the steering wheel slightly to the 
left or right? Your mind must have known what it was doing, or you would 
have crashed. However, you were not aware of that thought process. 
Sometimes we are very aware of our physical actions, but oftentimes, we 
feel as though we are on autopilot. While we are driving, the main part of 
our mind is thinking about what we have to do later or what happened to 
us yesterday. One of our first goals of meditation is to strengthen that part 
of the mind that is our awareness.

The strength of awareness develops through stillness meditation. However, 
it is important to keep in mind that stillness is just one-half of the practice. 
I like to think of stillness meditation as being similar to the neutral gear in 
a car. If we want to stop going backward, it is necessary to move through 
neutral, but then we actually have to put the car in drive to go forward. In 
our meditation practice, moving forward means re-patterning our thoughts 
through active meditative work. This work requires the strength of mind 
and awareness that we gain through stillness. Both are necessary.

When beginning a meditation practice, it’s important to fully understand 
the steps of stillness meditation. You cannot just sit down, try to hold your 
mind on an object, and expect to make progress. This is one of the points 
at which meditation practice often fails! We hear that meditation will help 
us, so we sit down and try not to think about anything or to watch our 
breath. But, our minds do not stop. Soon we find ourselves thinking about 
what we want for lunch, how long we should sit there, how this is not 
working, how this couldn’t possibly be helping us, that maybe we are just 
not able to do it…and on it goes.

“Stillness” simply means the ability to keep your mind on an object 
of your choice without interference. While it may sound easy, it is 
not! Nevertheless, it is possible. With consistent practice, it will develop. 
Imagine what it would be like to be able to choose how to respond to 
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any situation in life. With this power of mind, we could eliminate anger, 
fear, sadness, and other negative emotions. This power is attainable, and it 
begins with the awareness of our thoughts cultivated by meditation.

In developing stillness, we start with the breath as an object, because it is 
always available. A second reason for using the breath is that, while it is 
moving and changing, it is a very subtle object. Most of us already have the 
ability to stay focused on an object when that object is very active—watch 
people with their computers or smartphones and you will see serious 
meditators! The problem is that their minds depend on external stimuli to 
stay focused. Moving from an active object to a more subtle one increases 
our power of mind.

Stillness meditation means keeping the mind on the object of out 
meditation—in this case the breath. At first, your mind will wander, and 
you will find yourself making a grocery list or remembering a conversation 
you had yesterday. That’s OK—remember, you have to begin where you 
are. Each time you notice that the mind has left the object, you bring 
it back to the object, back to the breath. It is this act of awareness—
remembering the object and bringing the mind back—that builds our 
mental strength.

Stillness Meditation Techniques

Begin your stillness meditation by “placing the mind” on the object. 
Counting the breath is a good way to do this, because it helps you transition 
from an active (agitated) external world to a more focused internal world.

1. Close your eyes. Find where you can feel the sensation of breath 
moving in and out of your body (preferably near the tip of your 
nose or upper lip, but if that’s too subtle, you can use the movement 
of your chest or abdomen). Focus your attention on that point.

2. Count ten breaths beginning with the exhale. Breathe gently and 
easily, trying not to control the breath. (This in itself will begin to 
strengthen the mind, because you will find it very difficult at first 
to watch the breath without changing it. As we develop the ability 
to observe the breath, we strengthen the awareness part of our 
mind and reduce our dependence on the thinking part.) If you 
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lose count, because you’ve started thinking about something else, 
simply start again at one. Some meditators go from one to three 
many times before they are able to stay on the object long enough 
to count ten breaths. That’s OK!

3. Once you have counted ten breaths (or tried a few times), move 
to the technique of “following the breath”. Drop the counting, and 
try to hold the breath as your object of focus. To do this, become 
interested in the breath, and try different methods to keep your 
mind focused there:

* Temperature of breath—is it different for the inhale and the 

exhale?

* Length of breath—is it different for the inhale and the exhale?

* Pause in between breaths—can you find the pause where 

the breath turns around?

* If you are having a difficult time staying on the object, use the 

labels “beginning”, “middle”, and “end” to keep your mind 

busy, but eventually try to drop those labels and observe the 

breath without language.

4. The last technique of stillness meditation is “bringing the mind 
back”. It is inevitable that we will lose the object of our meditation, 
sometimes repeatedly. These moments are to be treasured and 
used as opportunities to bring the mind back to the object. 
Avoiding self-criticism in meditation is the first step in redefining 
your relationship with your own mind. When you notice you 
have lost the object, be happy that you have had a moment of 
awareness and simply bring the mind back. Gently. Joyfully.

Some tips about stillness meditation:

Start out slowly. End your meditation before you get sleepy or 
agitated or feel pain in your body. Begin with just a few minutes. 
Add one minute every week to increase your capacity.

Use a timer so that you do not have to worry about the time.

Find joy in your practice and try to feel good about it. Examine, for 
example, the tingling sensation in your hands as your mind gets 
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quieter. Always end your meditation with a smile and a positive 
thought, as this will inspire you to continue your practice.

Label intrusive thoughts with general categories, such as past, 
present, future, or work, relationship, food, and then let them go.

Watch for thoughts. If you’re waiting for them, they tend to shy 
away.

For more information about meditation 
training contact:

Julia Hilton, PhD at 
julia@meditationpracticeinstitute.org 

or visit her website: http://itsmorethanyouthink.org/
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been an active community volunteer throughout his life. Other interests include the 
study of Buddhism and comparative religions, trying to keep up with his granddaughter, 
designing and making one-of-a-kind pieces of stained glass, reading, music, and his dog, 
Brody.
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Lloyd Field or any of his colleagues would be pleased to respond to any questions that 
may occur during your use of this 5th Edition of Unions Are Not Inevitable!© A Guide to 
Positive Employee Relations™.

Lloyd Field is also available for private consultation, executive coaching, and speaking 
engagements on this topic and any leadership topics outlined on www.lloydfield.com.

Based on feedback from our readers, this 5th Edition is a must-read for every leader. 
Additional copies of this book are available directly from the publisher. Volume discounts 
may also be available.

Brock Learning Resources maintains a schedule of speaking and workshop engagements 
for Dr. Field. Please contact Jay Martin (jay-martin@brocklearning.com) at Brock Learning 
Resources to discuss your presentation needs.

Contact us at:

Jay Martin    Lloyd M. Field, PhD
Program Director    SPHR (USA), FCIPD (UK)
BROCK LEARNING RESOURCES INC. President
jay-martin@brocklearning.com  LLOYD FIELD LTD.
www.brocklearning.com    519-241-1951

1-888-381-2540
lloyd@lloydfield.com
www.lloydfield.com 
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