
Notes from FMCS National Labor-Management Conference June 9-11, 2008, Washington, D.C.

The 14th biannual National Labor-Management Conference revealed vibrant but strongly challenged labor-
management relationships throughout the U.S. and in fact the world.

Held in Washington, D.C., (the last several conferences have been in Chicago), the conference did not 
attract Kansas City-area participants as past conferences have.  The extra distance and expense, along with 
the short time before the Mid-America Labor/Management Conference, likely reduced area participation.  
Overall about 1,400 attended, and the conference dominated the Hilton Washington in the Dupont Circle 
neighborhood.  Among the attendees were labor and management leaders from Australia, Ireland, Asia and 
other regions.

One sad note:  I spoke with a plant manager for Cummins Engine in Indiana who had just heard that her 
plant was flooded out, as were the homes of many of the plant’s 1,000+ workers.  The labor and 
management contingent from the plant left the conference early.

The following summary of the conference includes sessions that I attended.  Handouts from these and 
other sessions are slated to be available from FMCS in electronic format soon, and a link to that 
information will be included in a future blog post.  Please contact me for more information on any of the 
sessions summarized below.

The 2007 UAW-Ford Negotiations: Bargaining Innovations When the Future of An Industry is 
At Stake

While some results of the 2007 UAW-Ford contract settlement have been widely reported, perhaps the 
most significant long term elements have not been.  Given the company’s and industry’s extraordinary 
level of pressure, the negotiators knew that economic survival for both sides may rest on the contract and its 
results.

For Kansas City, of course, the agreement helped cement the crucial role of the Kansas City Assembly 
plant in Ford’s overall scheme.  That role was reinforced when UAW Local 249 and Ford announced that 
an entire shift of workers would go from making pickup trucks to building small SUVs without the loss of 
jobs.  In many cases of such product shifts the result either causes a decrease of a plant’s workforce or 
puts it on the line for closure.

Key to the negotiation was the early and continued involvement of Ford CEO Alan Mullaly and UAW 
President Ron Gettlefinger.  Such commitment signaled to both sides the importance of the negotiations.

The new contract not only contained the widely-reported concessionary elements, but give the union a vital, 
strategic role in the direction of the company.  The UAW brought in a Wall Street financial analyst and 
Ford allowed him complete access to the company’s books and to its top financial officers.  The result:  not 
only is the company’s financial situation as challenging as management claimed, the consultant said, but 
it’s actually worse.  Having the facts and establishing a relationship of trust was crucial for the agreement.

In fact, union leaders are now involved in Ford’s financial, marketing, product development and 
manufacturing decision-making process.

How did the UAW and Ford reach such an historic agreement?  Negotiators who discussed the process 
included Bob King, head of UAW’s Ford department; Marty Mulloy, chief negotiator for Ford; Bill 
Dirkson, executive director of Ford’s U.S. labor relations; Jack Halverson, Ford manager of union 
relations; Don Brooks, UAW Safety & Joint Programs director; and Chuck Browning, UAW assistant 
director.

The process began with meetings between Mullaly and Gettlefinger.  The two stated their organization’s 
goals up front:  for Ford, to reduce costs so it could remain competitive and for the UAW to increase the 
company’s investment in U.S. manufacturing.  It was determined early-on that “competitive operating 
agreements” should be negotiated for each plant, before the national negotiations, addressing the plants’ 
individual issues, prior to the national negotiations.  Those agreements were accomplished, often with more 
than 70% support among UAW voters (including the Claycomo plant).  The agreement and their 
negotiation/ratification processes helped set the stage for the national agreement.
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Negotiators for both sides also participated in interest-based bargaining process training.  Critical to the 
new approach is the attitude of both sides to shift the focus of negotiations to a problem-solving approach 
rather than traditional negotiating.

Each of the presenters agreed that (1) Ford’s top management respects the UAW and views it as a partner 
(2) the UAW understands that Ford must be profitable to succeed and maintain U.S. jobs and (3) both 
must trust each other and both must make hard changes to adapt to the changing market.

Labor and Management: Working Together to Make a Difference

Just as the KC-area construction industry is working through the LMC and the Kansas City Construction 
Partners to improve union contractors’ market share, the Milwaukee industry is working jointly towards the 
same goal.  Presenting at the conference were Lyle Balistreri, business manager for the Milwaukee 
Building & Construction Trades Council, and Fred Kinateder, a Masonry contractor representing 
contractors.

Milwaukee began with a training program (Building Advantage) to generate more qualified minority 
applicants for apprenticeship programs, financed partly with a grant from FMCS.  Both unions and 
management felt that their story was not being effectively told, so they formed the Construction Labor 
Management Council of Southeast Wisconsin, similar to a group in Chicago.  The group took in Building 
Advantage and also embarked on an ambitious marketing campaign.  Through penny-per-hour 
contributions and other revenue, the group has a budget approaching $1 million annually for marketing and 
for Building Advantage.

Both panelists cited an improved working labor-management relationship overall through the process, and 
also agreed that while the program has succeeded in increasing hours worked, that it must continue to 
aggressively market and train to impact market share.

Like Kansas City’s effort, Milwaukee enlisted help from consultant Mark Breslin.

From Journeyman to Foreman: Identifying Barriers to and Strategies for, Motivating and 
Developing First-Line Union Supervisors

The aging of the construction workforce has, among other factors, led to a challenge for contractors seeking 
to develop and keep foremen.  As retirements increase, the shortage of foremen will get worse.

In Chicago, labor and management both identified foreman development as a problem.  Stephen Lamb, 
Mechanical Contractors Association, and Dan Day, Construction Employers Association, told FMCS 
conference participants that they decided to take a strategic approach to the issue.

The contractors groups hired a DePaul University professor, Russ Rogers, to survey union craftsmen both 
foremen and journeymen to determine why more workers weren’t stepping up to foreman positions.  The 
survey found, among other results, that the increased hassle was not viewed as commensurate with the $2 in 
additional pay per hour; that there was a lack of supervisory skills and interpersonal conflicts were barriers 
to wanting to become or remain foremen.  The attractions of the position varied by age group, and were also 
somewhat different among those who are foremen versus journeymen.

Focus groups were held to augment the survey.  Key items identified as barriers were management 
problems such as inaccurate bidding, unrealistic schedules, lack of management support for the foremen, 
conflicting priorities and more.  One foreman noted that he hadn’t taken a vacation in 12 years.

Contractors are now being surveyed, and apprentice focus groups are planned, but in the meantime the 
group is already working on possible solutions.  Among the proposed actions are a higher pay differential 
for foremen, increased training opportunities for technical, supervisory and self-management (stress etc.) 
skills; mentoring programs; web-based just-in-time coaching for foremen to get questions answered, and 
intentional planning for succession of foreman.
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William Ury, author of The Power of a Positive No:  How to Say No and Still Get to a Yes
Harvard professor Ury, co-author of Getting to Yes and other works, explained how “No” is the most 
powerful. especially when used in the manner Ury prescribes, can also be the best route to a positive 
agreement.  Conference participants received copies of Ury’s book.

Ury’s key points include:

•Saying no is key to focusing on priorities
•We often avoid saying no when we should to avoid conflict
•No can be a form of attack when said in anger, rather than strategically
•Coming to agreement often requires “going to the balcony” and suspending the normal emotional 
reaction, allowing one to compose the best response and avoiding escalation
•A no said in order to affirm underlying values and interests, rather than to reject the other party, can lead ot 
agreement
•A respectful no sets clear limits and is a statement of action, not a description or rejection of the other party
•After a no, propose a yes.

Using a three-step technique outlined by Ury can achieve results.  The paperback version of the book is 
published by Bantam.

Collective Bargaining:  Wave of the Future?

A heavyweight panel each provided perspectives on the future of collective bargaining in a plenary session.  
Panelists included Harold Coxson, Ogletree Deakins and U.S. Chamber of Commerce Labor Relations 
Committee; Jon Hiatt, AFL-CIO general counsel; Kenneth Huhn, vice president of industrial relations for 
Deere & Co.; and John Wilhelm, president/hospitality for UNITE HERE.

Coxson and Hiatt engaged in a spirited debate regarding the Employee Free Choice Act being considered 
by Congress.  Coxson said his biggest concern in the proposed bill, backed by the AFL-CIO, regards the 
provision for first contract arbitration if negotiations reach an impasse.  Coxson noted that in Canada, 
which has a similar provision, the majority of units that require such arbitration fail to reach agreements for 
subsequent contracts.  Hiatt noted that collective bargaining law needed to be updated for the 21st century 
and that the current legal structure, especially for organizing, is inadequate.

Coxson praised unions that are beginning to work across national borders.  Transnational collective 
bargaining will happen in the future, he said.

Wilhelm cited the Las Vegas experience as showing a viable future for collective bargaining, where strip 
hotel/casinos are nearly all organized and labor-management relationships have been able to improve 
customer service and bring growth to the city.  He contrasted that with the experience at Yale University, 
where the relationship has been contentious for many years to the detriment of all.  On the legislative front, 
Wilhem said that immigration reform is critical and expressed disappointment that the U.S. Chamber made 
the Employee Free Choice Act a litmus test issue for members of Congress but did not do so for the 
immigration reform bill.  Coxson noted that he did lobby for the bill.

Huhn (a University of Missouri-Columbia graduate) noted the diversity of Deere’s plant situations with 
plants in many countries and both union and nonunion settings.  While the many cultural, legal and 
economic differences pose challenges, he observed that people all over the world “are more alike than 
different.”  He said that collective bargaining must embrace change, but that it should be evolutionary, not 
revolutionary.  The measure of success is the level of employment:  if the result of the process is to keep or 
increase jobs and meet both the employees’ and the company’s needs, it is successful.

Hiatt added that the national strategy of recent years to enable people to achieve a middle class lifestyle by 
increasing borrowing rather than by paying a decent wage is not sustainable, as shown by the current 
housing and credit collapses, 

All four agreed that collective bargaining would continue but that its form and perhaps even its legal 
foundations would change in the next few years.
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Are Public Sector Labor Relations Still an Engine of Innovation in U.S. Employment?  A 
Formal Debate
Co-sponsored by the Employment Relations Association, this session featured a panel of academics and 
practitioners who debated whether public sector labor-management relationships could provide examples of 
innovation.  Panelists included Stephen Fugate, Fire Fighters in Baltimore; Adrianne Eaton, Rutgers 
University; Christian Weller, Center for American Progress; Robert Tobias, American University; Marick 
Masters, University of Pittsburgh; and Joel Cutcher-Gershenfeld, University of Illinois.

With public sector members comprising an ever-greater proportion of U.S. unions, the question is an 
important one.  The panelists and the audience made these points for the “no” side:

•Financial difficulty faced by many state and local governments can cut off resources and stifle attempts at 
innovation;
•Government has become, some believe, increasingly ineffective in recent years (Katrina, Iraq, etc.) and thus 
less capable of implementing innovation (Paul Light’s recent book, Government Illexecuted, was noted);
•The lack of competitive pressure on public sector labor or management to change.

On the “yes” side:

•The existence of numerous on-going examples (I cited Fire Fighters Local 42 and the Kansas City, Mo., 
Fire Department as one example) of innovations now taking place;
•The lack of immediate threats can often free labor and management to take risks and experiment;
•Where trust exists between labor and management, innovation is the most likely regardless of what sector 
or competitive situation.

Audience discussion revealed the interest of many at all governmental levels in pursuing innovations, and a 
realization that the public sector does face competitive threats from the limited willingness of voters to raise 
taxes and the possibility of outsourcing.  As Fugate said, public sector labor and management had no 
choice but to seek innovation for mutual survival.

Patient-Centered Care, Employee-Designed Approaches:  Methods for Improving the Hospital-
Patient Experience

Anyone who doubts that an engaged union can impact customer service and productivity should check out 
the experience at UMass Memorial Health Care in Worcester, MA.

The presenters from the hospital and from State Healthcare and Research Employees, AFSCME Local 
3900 demonstrated clear contrasts between the results from a cooperative labor-management relationship 
and a traditional one.  One of several UMass hospitals was frustrated by the poor patient-satisfaction 
survey results from one particular floor.  The union, which emphasizes continual organizing and close 
engagement with all members, offered to help.  By engaging the staff on that floor, the union and a 
cooperative management significantly improved patient satisfaction and employee satisfaction as well.  The 
local represents nurses aides and similar support workers, and worked well with the nurses union in the 
process.

Other hospitals in the UMass system have had contentious labor-management relationships, according to 
the presenters, making improved patient satisfaction difficult.  The union’s involvement was based on the 
stated desire of the members to improve patient care as the top priority, so the approach is being used on 
other floors and units with similar problems.

As one management representative noted, “there are more important things to do” in the hospital than 
fighting with the union over little things.”  Both sides noted, however, that challenges to success include 
distractions, the time commitment needed and being able to sustain such change.  And both warned that 
while there are certainly lessons in their experience, the formula cannot “be bottled.”  Success requires 
commitment of the workers, resources from the union and management’s willingness to work with the 
union and address the issues unique to a floor or department.
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CNBC Commentator Chris Matthews

Hardball host Chris Matthews presented an engaging and interesting analysis of the 2008 election.  
Matthews noted that 2008 should prove to be a true change election, drawing millions of new voters and 
representing an end to the political era of the past decade or so.  He discussed the challenges both 
presumptive presidential nominees faced and said that while Barak Obama is the “most inspiring candidate 
I’ve seen in many years, maybe ever” he wonders how effective Obama would be in implementing changes 
if he is elected.

Breaking Barriers:  Gordon Graham

A past speaker in Kansas City and at the Mid-America Labor/Management Conference, Gordon Graham, 
was in fine form as usual.  Graham noted that he has been working with the Delphi plant in Saginaw, MI 
(which also presented at the conference) and has made a remarkable turnaround since the company’s 
bankruptcy.  Graham’s compelling personal story, his extensive experience in labor-management situations 
and his formula for organizational and personal change makes for an inspiring session.

Leadership Re-Think: How to Claim and Polish the Leader Within You
Presented by author and professor Stephen Gower (www.stephengower.com), this session in essence 
outlined some of the precepts of the LMC’s Mid-Level Leadership Program and cited those ideas as a 
“new” approach to leadership.

Gower emphasized his perspective on the difference between management and leadership:
Management is control, leadership is communication
Management is reaction, leadership is a process
Management is imposition, leadership is influence/inspiration.

He noted the importance of effective public speaking in providing leadership, as well as understanding the 
communication process. In leadership feedback is essential, it’s not just criticism.  Effective leaders attack 
problems/issues, not individuals.

The author of 19 books, Gower espoused many ideas that have been incorporated for a number of years 
within the Mid-Level program. 

Ambassador Charles Shapiro

Among the most controversial sessions was an address by Ambassador Charles Shapiro, head of the 
Bureau of Western Hemisphere Free Trade Agreements Task Force.  Shapiro gave a presentation in 
support of the proposed Columbia free trade agreement.

Shapiro noted that the agreement would remove many existing barriers, primarily tariffs, that Columbia now 
places on U.S. products.  He said that U.S. exports, particularly of manufactured goods, could increase 
substantially if the agreement were signed.  He also noted that many U.S. competitors have free trade 
agreements with Columbia and other Latin American nations.  And, after questioning, he said that the 
number of union members being murdered in Columbia was decreasing and actually less proportionally 
than the overall murder rate in that nation.

Questioners noted that the AFL-CIO’s primary objection is to the murder of union leaders, which stifles 
organizing drives and negotiations, and that such murders have not been addressed by the Columbian 
government.  Many also questioned the premise that the agreement would save or increase U.S. 
manufacturing jobs even if the tariffs were removed.

The session generated plenty of discussion and disagreement (mostly left unresolved--perhaps William 
Ury could have helped).

by Bob Jacobi


