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We cannot solve our 

problems with the same 

thinking we used when 

we created them. 

Albert Einstein 

 

 

 

 

 
 The union movement must understand and work within current economic and 

marketplace conditions 
 A new perspective on membership decline and the relationship with 

management can be an opportunity to add value and regain credibility 

 Outdated organizing and negotiating tactics are ineffective  
 Creatively change union policies and practices to bring about opportunities to 

see a labor relations strategy that adds value to employers 
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INTRODUCTION:   

This paper expresses my viewpoint 

concerning the potential revitalization 

of the union movement in North 

America. Given the decline of private 

sector unions over the last number of 

decades, if these organizations 

continue to apply their founding 

principles with the same strict and 

unwavering approach, we will likely 

see the demise of trade unionism as 

we have come to know it. My focus 

here is not on union organizing tactics 

— it is on union fundamentals and 

how unions implement them. 

Though change is a constant, 

sometimes both people and 

institutions find it difficult to adapt. 

Significant change that challenges 

one’s very existence can lead to 

irrational or impulsive decisions. 

Naturally such decision-making 

methodologies are not recommended, 

because the resulting short-term 

outcomes often end in long-term 

negative consequences. Nevertheless, 

that change is necessary has been 

recognized at every level of the labor 

movement. For example, Lance 

Compa, former labor organizer and 

negotiator, and who is now teaching 

labor law at Cornell University, 

presents a strong argument for 

change in his January 2015 article in 

The American Prospect: "American 

Labor at a Crossroads: New Thinking, 

New Organizing, New Strategies."  Mr. 

Compa observes, “Obviously there is 

no going back to a Golden Age of 

stable jobs in huge mass production 

sites making union organizing easier 

than it is today. Unions now have to 

respond to workers’ concerns in a 

more fluid economic environment.  …   

In the end, unions don’t organize 

workers. Even organizers don’t 

organize workers. Workers organize 

themselves, and organizing drives are 

won or lost on the person-to-person 

relationships among employees inside 

the workplace….” 1 

The beauty of change is that it is 

omnipresent, and when managed well, 

it can provide an adaptable base that 

supports the organization’s Mission 

and Vision. In fact, change has the 

unique opportunity to bring added 

value to employers as well as their 

employees. Successful corporations 

such as Google, SAS, Apple, CN 

[railroad], CIBC [bank] and Toyota, 

have this down to an art form. Trade 

http://prospect.org/sites/default/files/labor_conference_agenda_final_copy_0.pdf
http://prospect.org/sites/default/files/labor_conference_agenda_final_copy_0.pdf
http://prospect.org/sites/default/files/labor_conference_agenda_final_copy_0.pdf
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unions, in my opinion, must become 

more astute in their initiatives and 

consider the reality that they do not 

create jobs, and that they cannot 

protect jobs. The economy (local, 

national and global), the marketplace, 

and employers are responsible for the 

increase in job numbers and their 

quality, or lack of it. However, unions 

can realize an opportunity to add 

value to these transactions with 

employers, thus influencing decisions 

about jobs and people. The key is to 

determine who their customer is: 

themselves or their members. 

I have used the word ‘influencing’ 

because it suggests reason, 

understanding and the ability to shape 

via logical debate, without the use of 

physical or emotional force, and 

questionable legal tactics. Illegal union 

acts can be found in the court records 

and newspaper articles going back a 

century or more. In 2013 and 2014, 

for example, the guilty verdict in the 

trial of former Ironworkers’ Union 

President, Joe Dougherty 2 ,  and 

accounts of unionized workers burning 

down construction sites built by non-

union labor, are examples of two 

current events.3   These are examples 

of the negativity not found in the idea 

of ‘influence’ that adds value.  

Although it will be equally difficult, 

employers need to rethink their view 

of trade unions and to see them as an 

ally and not just as another adversary. 

Any organization that employs 

workers must meet the challenge of 

creating an engaging environment in a 

way that will add value to the bottom 

line.  If, hypothetically, unions were to 

disappear, it would be foolish for 

corporate leaders to assume that 

there would be no replacement 

organization to address worker 

concerns. In such a situation, the job 

action that future employee 

organizations could undertake may be 

more extreme than present day 

experiences. 

According to Warren 

Buffet: “There’s class 

warfare, all right, but 

it’s in my class – it’s the 

rich class that’s making 

war and we are 

winning. The average 

American worker went 

exactly nowhere [1976-

1993] on the economic 

scale: he’s been on a 
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tread mill while the 

super-rich have been 

on a space ship. 

[American 

corporations have 

simply kept more of 

the increased 

prosperity for 

themselves.”]4 

But can unions learn from their errors 

and be prepared to adapt to digital-

savvy, global corporations and their 

employee populations? 

OUTSOURCING - 

UNIONS AND 

CONSEQUENCES:   

Unions have lost many recent battles - 

outsourcing during the past thirty 

years, from 1970 to 2000, is a 

significant example. In less-developed 

countries, where corporate greed 

remains largely unchecked, unions 

continue their work for human rights 

for workers. However, this work raises 

the question, “What about the 9.4% 

[approximately 3 million] Canadians 

living at or below Canada’s unofficial 

poverty line? 5   The United States 

estimates the percentage of the 

population falling below the poverty 

line as 14.5%. That equates to 45.3 

million people. For the third 

consecutive year, the number of 

people in poverty - at the national 

level - was not statistically different 

from the previous year’s estimate.6 

In both countries unions have 

historically played an important, 

supportive role in this societal 

disgrace. Hopefully, the future of the 

union movement will likewise come to 

see their relationship with employers 

from a more positive perspective. The 

answer to the poverty problem lies in 

education, housing, medical care, and 

jobs; it does not lie in confrontation, 

strikes and lock outs. If unions do not 

learn how to help corporations [and 

corporations learn to receive their 

help] in order to bring jobs back to 

North America, the middle class will 

end up at the poverty line too. 

Steve Pearlstein, a professor of public 

and international affairs at George 

Mason University and a Pulitzer-prize 

winning columnist for the Washington 

Post,    

[steven.pearlstein@washpost.com ] 

describes the background of 

mailto:steven.pearlstein@washpost.com
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outsourcing and the decline in union 

membership:  

 The battle has been going on 

since at least the 1880s, when 

the first New England textile 

mills began moving production 

to the Carolinas. Whatever 

name it goes by — ‘runaway 

plants’, ‘outsourcing’, ‘global 

sourcing’, ‘offshoring’ — 

workers and the public tend to 

hate it; while executives view it 

as inevitable and economists 

defend it as part of the painful 

process by which market 

economies prosper. 

 Today there are growing 

numbers of people who think 

that what started as a sensible, 

globalized extension of sending 

some work outside a firm to 

specialized companies may in 

fact be creating long-term 

structural unemployment in the 

United States. 

 At the dawn of the industrial 

era, the general belief was that 

efficiency demanded giant 

companies that performed a 

wide variety of activities to take 

advantage of the economies of 

scale and scope. The most 

modern factory of the day was 

Henry Ford’s River Rouge plant 

in Dearborn, MI, where Ford not 

only assembled cars but also 

produced its own steel, 

fabricated its own parts, 

generated its own power and 

created its own advertising. 

 Improved technology and 

production know-how — 

everything from the telephone 

and the jet airplane to 

overnight delivery and just-in-

time inventory control — have 

lowered transportation and 

coordination costs, making it 

efficient to move more and 

more work to outside suppliers 

and contractors. 

 Initially, a lot of outsourcing 

was to other American firms; 

later it involved moving 

production to foreign countries. 

Many companies rushed to spin 

off all but their most essential 

‘core’ activities. 

 The new model of industrial 

organization has become Nike, 

which outsources the making of 

all of its shoes, clothing and 

sporting equipment so it can 

concentrate on design and 
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marketing; and Apple, which 

outsources all of its hardware 

manufacturing. 

 While technology and know-how 

enabled the outsourcing 

process, the impetus has come 

from consumers and investors. 

In a trend that began in the late 

1970s and picked up speed in 

the 1990s with the opening of 

trade with China, India and 

Eastern Europe, competition 

from foreign imports forced U.S. 

firms to find cheaper and better 

ways of doing business. 

 When the business world was 

dominated by family-owned 

firms, the owners’ personal ties 

to workers and neighbors made 

them reluctant to shift work 

elsewhere. That sensibility 

persisted even after 

entrepreneurial owners began 

to sell their companies to public 

shareholders. 

 However, in the 1980s, with a 

wave of corporate takeovers, 

many of them unwanted and 

uninvited, executives came to 

fear that if they did not run 

their businesses with the aim of 

maximizing short-term profits 

and share prices, their 

companies would become 

takeover targets and they 

would be out of a job. While 

private-equity managers like to 

boast that they are free to 

manage the companies they 

buy without worrying about 

changes in quarterly profits, the 

reality is that their ‘long term’ 

time horizon is limited. 

Generally, they allow two or 

three years for recouping their 

original cash investment and 

seven years for selling the 

whole company again at a 

handsome profit. The standard 

strategy has been to load up 

company executives with so 

much stock and stock options 

that they don’t hesitate to make 

difficult decisions such as 

shedding divisions, closing 

plants or outsourcing work 

overseas. 

 Hundreds of studies purport to 

prove that global outsourcing 

has been a net job creator for 

the United States — that as a 

result of shifting work overseas, 

more jobs were created back 

home than were lost, even 
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though the jobs and the 

workers may not be the same. 

Such findings, not 

coincidentally, are consistent 

with economic theory, which 

holds that trade and 

specialization are win-win 

propositions, enhancing 

everyone’s productivity, raising 

everyone’s incomes and 

boosting economic growth 

everywhere. 

 Many such studies tend to focus 

on large multinational 

corporations, for which the data 

and anecdotes are more readily 

available.  

 But for the most recent decade, 

the same Commerce 

Department data showed a 

different story, with U.S.-based 

multinationals adding 2.4 

million jobs overseas even as 

they cut 2.9 million back home. 

 It remains an open-ended 

question whether, on balance, 

hiring abroad leads to more or 

fewer workers back home. The 

answer depends in part on the 

size and focus of the 

companies. 

 Outsourcing has always been 

controversial, whether its 

purpose was to get around 

unions, take advantage of low-

cost labor in other regions, or 

simply tap the greater expertise 

and efficiencies of large 

contractors. Whatever the 

reason, somebody invariably 

loses a job as somebody else 

gains one, sometimes overseas, 

and sometimes at far lower 

wage.
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Number of U.S. Jobs Moving Offshore 

Job Category 2000 2005 2010 2015[est] 

Management 0 37,477 117,835 288,281 

Business 10,787 61,252 161,722 348,028 

Computer 27,171 108,991 276,954 472,632 

Architecture 3,498 32,302 83,237 184,347 

Life Sciences 0 3,677 14,478 36,770 

Legal 1,793 14,220 34,673 74,642 

 

Grand Total [2000-2015] = 5,601,579 7 

[We cannot disregard that the peak of outsourcing was during the period: 1970 - 

2000] 

Unions & 
Prosperity:  

The fundamental need for North 

American labor unions has been called 

into question. Researching the 

Canadian and U.S. industrial/labor 

relations scene, we find conservative 

politicians [right of center] in 

provincial/state governments, and at 

the national level, attacking unions 

and their long term right to exist. In 

June 2014, the Ontario provincial 

election results clearly show that the 

Conservative’s attack on labor unions 

can easily go negative.  And why is 

that? With all the anti-union rhetoric 

these days, unions and collective 

bargaining is a crucial ingredient in 

the formation and maintenance of a 

shared prosperity. Unions are a 

ground level response to ‘extreme 

capitalism’ 8. Without unions and their 

ability to negotiate, what is there to 

stop the 1% from getting richer?  

With the decline of 

unions, the extremes of 
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capitalism become 

clearer daily 

 

At the same time, throughout Canada 

the decline in union membership is 

giving the anti-union lobby political 

support: 

 In Saskatchewan and Ontario, 

the political desire is to tear-up 

the Rand Formula—mandatory 

union dues to avoid free riding 

on union benefits.  

 In Alberta, Bill 45 criminalizes 

the very threat of a strike, 

simultaneously undermining 

freedom of association and 

speech.  

 In Newfoundland, Bill 22 

terminated card-based 

certification.  

 The Canadian Federal 

government’s Bill C-525 also 

eliminated card-based 

certification, thus opening the 

door to de-unionization in 

federally regulated industries 

such as telecommunications, 

railways and airlines. 

The recent moves by the Wisconsin 

and Michigan Republican Governors to 

outlaw collective bargaining is 

particularly concerning, since it comes 

on the heels of the recent Wall Street-

induced global financial crisis. Instead 

of negating the greed of such reckless 

financial speculators, ‘extreme 

capitalist’ politicians have scapegoated 

organized labor. While many corporate 

stakeholders concede that unions 

played an important historical role in 

elevating the working conditions and 

compensation, their acknowledgement 

is quickly followed by the belief that 

today’s unions are an impediment to 

economic progress. 

Average hourly wages, adjusted for 

inflation, are a good comparator for 

the level of prosperity and well-being 

of the middle class. Over the past 

century this calculation has more than 

quadrupled in Canada. How do we 

account for the level and pattern of 

wage growth? 

Neo classical  economics 9 argues that 

the marketplace for workers is like 

other commodity markets [food, 

autos, clothing, etc.] insofar as the 

price of workers—their wage rate—is 

determined by the demand for, and 

supply of, labor. These marketplace 

forces govern short-term fluctuations 



                                                                                                             P a g e  | 11  

in wages. In the long run, the absolute 

wage rate and the national wage bill 

reflect the productivity of labor. The  

income negotiated by a particular 

union and the share of national 

income going to members, as a whole, 

are shaped by the share of output 

attributable to the given input. In a 

competitive labor market, according to 

the neoclassical model, people get 

their due. Whether one worker earns 

$10 per hour or $10 million annually, 

each level of remuneration reflects 

proportional productive contribution. 

They argue that the free market 

outcome is both efficient and fair.  

But over the past century, average 

hourly wages in Canada closely 

paralleled the degree of union 

membership. The correlation between 

the two variables suggests that the 

degree of union power plays a 

prominent role in shaping middle class 

income.  

 Between 1910 and 1940, union 

membership grew modestly and 

hourly earnings grew by 43%.  

 Between 1940 and 1977, union 

membership more than doubled 

and hourly earnings tripled. 

 Between 1977 and 2012, union 

membership declined and 

hourly earnings stagnated, 

rising a paltry 3%. 10 

Some might claim the statistical 

relationship between union 

membership and average hourly 

wages is not correct. There are at 

least three reasons to recognize that 

there is a cause-effect relationship 

between union membership and labor 

compensation.  First, is the length or 

duration of the statistical relationship. 

If the correlation between union 

membership and hourly wages was 

false, we could understandably expect 

a positive correlation for a short 

period of time [a decade here or 

there]. We would not expect a 

questionable or false correlation to 

persist for a full century, unless the 

correlation signaled an authentically 

cause-effect relationship. 

Second, comparing the absolute 

difference in union membership with 

the rate of change for inflation-

adjusted average hourly wages, yields 

a correlation of 0.5 over nine decades. 

This is quite strong given the breadth 

and duration of the two. The decline of 

unions since the late 1970s can been 
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associated with the stagnation of 

hourly compensation, and if hourly 

earnings do not increase then the 

gains from growth goes elsewhere.   

Third, in the decades when American 

labor unions were growing, the 

national wage bill tended to increase. 

Absolute union membership and the 

wage bill for the bottom 99% of the 

U.S. workforce both peaked in the 

1970s and trended sharply downward 

in recent decades. It is worth noting 

that both membership and the 

adjusted wage bill are higher in 

Canada than in the U.S., which is 

consistent with the notion that the 

strength of labor unions increases the 

share of national income going to the 

working and middle classes [even 

though the trend in both countries is 

similar]. 

The adjusted U.S. wage 

bill peaked at 54% in 

1970 and as of 2012 

had fallen to 42%— 

the lowest level on 

historic record. In other 

words, the U.S. 

working and middle 

classes have never 

received a smaller 

proportion of the 

national income they 

worked to create since 

record keeping of this 

kind began. 

By using econometric techniques we 

can determine what impact a change 

in unionization has on the national 

wage bill and hence on the average 

annual per person earnings. It turns 

out that for every percentage point 

change in Canadian unionization (up 

or down) the average income of the 

bottom 99% of Canadian workers is 

adjusted by nearly $500. This implies 

that if unionization [public and 

private] were to be halved from its 

current level, falling from 32% to 

16%, average incomes for the bottom 

99% of the workforce would decline 

from $48,062 to $40,560—a 16% 

reduction. 

The importance of strong unions for 

societal well-being is not confined to 

Canada. U.S. scholars have found that 

higher rates of state-level unionization 

help reduce working poverty in 

unionized and non-unionized 

households and that the effects of 

unionization are larger than macro 

performance and social policies in 
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those states. Research shows that the 

decline of U.S. unions between 1973 

and 2007 explains one-fifth to one-

third of the growth in U.S. wage 

inequality—a magnitude comparable 

to the growing stratification of wages 

by education. A 2010 study used data 

from 14,000 respondents in 14 

countries and found that life 

satisfaction is directly related to the 

level of unionization and that union 

members report higher life satisfaction 

than non-union members.11  

In today’s global 

economy, unions do 

not need to strike; 

Facebook [and other 

social media] can be an 

effective medium to air 

their complaints. 

 

Older Tactics are 
Passe :    

Union renewal will be difficult in the 

current political climate, given the 

hostility corporations and 

governments currently express to the 

very idea of collective bargaining. 

The battles that 

unions and 

corporations 

fought prior to 

the 1950s are 

over—and they 

were won mostly by unions. During 

the 1960-70s the chessboard 

changed. Due to the Regan 

government [the terminating of 

employment for 11,000 air traffic 

controllers] in the U.S., and 

Thatcherism in the UK, corporations 

with more than tacit government 

support said we have had enough and 

turned their backs on unions. With 

globalization and the emergence of 

outsourcing, corporations were 

beginning to see labor as a moveable 

component in their economic 

considerations. While this was 

transpiring, where were unions and 

their creative initiatives? 

Unions, which had historically stood 

for employees’ rights and a fair deal 

for the poor and middle classes, were 

finding that employers fought back 

by: 

 Relocating their labor forces; 
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 Playing tougher with existing 

unions and their Collective 

Agreements; and 

 Asserting that unions could not 

be an entity separate from the 

full scope of the economic cycle. 

 

Corporations argued that unions must 

demonstrate by their actions that they 

(and the employees they represent) 

are one of the free enterprise 

stakeholder groups, just like 

customers and shareholders. 

Corporations took the stand that 

unions were no longer single interest 

groups. The union movement’s view of 

Western socialism was not a part of a 

‘corporate future’. 

Once a business 

became international 

and ideas could be 

generated in Montreal, 

venture capital raised 

in Los Angeles, 

products engineered in 

Mumbai and then 

manufactured in 

Malaysia, and 

distributed for sale in 

North America, the 

chessboard had 

certainly changed for 

the foreseeable future. 

 

With the change in manufacturing 

infrastructure and technology, a 

typical factory or workplace from the 

1960–1990s is no longer a given. 

Factories located in China, for 

example, might appear to be the fixed 

sites of multi-million/billion dollar 

businesses, but do not let this illusion 

deceive you. Many Chinese factories 

are frequently operating as sub-

contractors (who themselves sub-

contract to other Asian companies). 

Given that the main stakeholders are 

from North American and European 

companies, there should be concern 

that these companies are not up-

holding their home country’s health 

and safety standards, abroad. For 

example, a toy manufacturer in the 

U.S., operating under OHSA 

regulations, does not hold their Asian 

sub-contractor to the same health and 

safety standards. 

More than 70% of EU imports of 

textile and clothing come from Asia. 

Many Asian workers have to work in 

sweatshop conditions, but the issue 
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appears in global media only when 

major fatal accidents occur. 

On 24 April 2013, the most deadly 

industrial accident since the 1984 

Bhopal disaster in India occurred in 

Dhaka, capital of Bangladesh, one 

among the world's ten largest cities. 

An entire eight-story building – the 

Rana Plaza – containing five clothing 

factories, a bank and shops collapsed 

completely, killing 1,138 workers and 

injuring over 2,500. At least 27 global 

garment brands had recent or current 

orders with the factories in the 

building. The Rana Plaza disaster has 

overshadowed another major accident 

which occurred on the outskirts of 

Dhaka in November 2012: the Tazreen 

factory fire. A multi-floor fashion 

garment factory burned down, taking 

112 workers' lives. 12 & 13 

The scale of these tragedies has raised 

awareness of issues linked to the 

responsibilities of Western global 

fashion brands, governments' and 

international organizations' policies, 

and even the individual choices of 

consumers. Long working hours, low 

wages, lack of regular contracts, and 

systemically hazardous conditions are 

often reported. Trade unions, even 

when allowed to operate, are unable 

to protect workers. 

Considering the contrast between the 

digital focus of business and 

management practices, I would argue 

that union organizing practices appear 

almost medieval. Unions’ successes 

are no longer a legal issue of lobbying 

governments to amend Labor 

Relations legislation.  

As businesses embrace 

change, the real issue 

for unions will no 

longer be what 

constitutes a majority 

in any given bargaining 

unit; it will be what 

they can provide as a 

value-added 

proposition to 

employees that 

employers have been 

unable to provide. 

 

Here, we come back to the value-

added proposition. Historically, unions 

have fought for increased wages, 

benefits, better working conditions, 

and health and safety concerns. They 

have won on many fronts, but health 
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and safety seem to be the biggest 

winners. Most of their health and 

safety contract demands have been 

legislated by national, provincial, and 

state governments. Historically, the 

failure of U.S. corporations to instill 

adequate health and safety measures 

has fuelled unionization. With the use 

of social media (read: instant 

publicity), employers must do what is 

in the best interests of their 

employees’ health and safety, 

regardless of legislation or unions. 

The way business is conducted today 

compared to post WWII is 

dramatically different. Telling your 

children to work hard, always be on 

time, stay late, and most of all, be 

loyal to your boss was good advice 

50-60 years ago. Today, the 

measurement of success is 

engagement, innovation, and cost-

savings, with quality and speed as the 

watchwords. The speed at which one 

thinks, works, and articulates 

solutions to problems is a major factor 

to success. Today’s business 

environment is no longer suited to a 

trade union that is hampered by old 

strategies and tactics. Sometimes past 

successes can rule present-day 

thinking to the detriment of future 

growth. Some current and historically 

significant former union leaders may 

find a value-added proposition outside 

their worldview. 
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Lloyd Field 

CEO & Founder 

As an international management 
consultant for the past 30 years, Dr. 
Lloyd Field has been challenged by 
some of the best leadership minds in 
the business community. 

With a rational understanding and values-based principals, he 

tactfully stands his ground, routinely convincing these same 

leaders to develop Positive Employee Relations™ strategies that 

have placed their organizations outside the need for a trade union. His union avoidance track 

record is also very impressive - on behalf of clients - he has NEVER lost to a union organizing 

campaign when his recommendations were followed. In all this time only two clients have not 

followed his advice ... they were unionized within 3 months. 

 

Lloyd’s method creates organizational cultures so that employees, at all levels, develop "self-

respect through self-responsibility”. This sea change has consistently brought untold rewards to 

the leaders who support their employees in reaching their potential in both performance and 

innovation.  Whether you are a CEO, a senior HR leader or Director of Manufacturing, Lloyd – 

with a genuine interest in people and profits – will explain why you NEVER have to be unionized. 

Not surprisingly, the international business community continues to seek out his counsel when it 

comes to respectful leadership cultures and remaining union free.  

 

When asked if he is anti-union, Lloyd’s response is “absolutely not! However, no company needs 

the added burden of union bureaucracy. If employees are treated as legitimate stakeholders, 

their needs will be met through Positive Employee Relations™ and engagement with their 

work."   

 


