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he 1990s put an end to the popular myth that governments are

bureaucratic monoliths resistant to change. Deficit reduction and

downsizing reshaped the role, size, and structure of public

administration. Even more sweeping change is on the horizon this

decade, as governments embrace new information technology, strive

to become knowledge-based learning organizations, and embark on

massive workforce renewal as baby-boomers retire.

But senior managers can’t meet
these challenges alone. The sheer
scale and complexity of change
demands a collaborative approach
that taps into all available knowledge
and experience. Employees need a
more active role in designing and
implementing change strategies —
especially at the workplace level.

With three-quarters of public ser-
vice employees being unionized,
unions also must be key players in
this process. Yet involving unions
will not be easy.

Here is the crux of the problem:
During the restructuring of the
1990’s, unions were sidelined, and
employees were rarely consulted. On
top of this, traditional labour rela-
tions have been centralized and cum-
bersome, revolving around collective
bargaining cycles rather than ongo-
ing consultations.

Government managers are at a
critical juncture in labour relations.
New mechanisms are urgently
needed for ongoing employee input
at the workplace level, where change
actually gets put into practice. For
this to happen, government employ-
ers and unions must forge collabora-
tive relationships that enable them
to work together.
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Insights from the Human
Resources in Government
Project

In building such relationships,

employers and unions can draw on

insights from the Human Resources
in Government (HRG) project — con-
ducted by the Canadian Policy

Research Networks (CPRN). This

project examined the impact of

extensive downsizing and restructur-
ing in the public service during the
1990s in the federal government and
the provinces of Alberta, Manitoba,

Ontario, and Nova Scotia. It com-

bined surveys of work unit managers

and front-line union representatives
with an analysis of workforce demo-
graphics, compensation, and labour
relations.

Four key insights emerged from
the HRG project:

* Given the bitter legacy of labour
relations of the 1990s, government
managers have a long way to go if
they want unions as change part-
ners.

e Compensation pressures loom
large, but renewal also requires
innovative ways of organizing,
managing, supporting, and reward-
ing people.
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* There are clear benefits to involv-
ing employees and unions in the
process of workplace change.

e Common ground exists for union-
management collaboration to
become more widespread at the
workplace level.

A Legacy of Turbulent
Labour Relations

The disregard for collective bargain-
ing rights in the 1990s has created a
bitter legacy for public service unions.

As pressures to cut deficits
mounted during the 1990s, most gov-
ernments across Canada departed
from earlier patterns of labour rela-
tions by using legislation instead of
collective bargaining.

Looking at all federal and provin-
cial governments elected or already
in power during the 1990s, 11 out of
15 cut their operating costs by
imposing legislated changes on
wages and other working conditions
of government employment. In short,
they acted unilaterally.

While the key argument for legis-
lated change in the employment
conditions of core government
employees was deficit reduction, the
savings in fact were not large enough
to make a significant difference in fis-
cal outcomes. In retrospect, the few
governments that did retain collec-
tive bargaining turned out to be just
as effective in balancing their books.

Gene Swimmer, of Carleton
University, assembled a team of aca-
demic experts to examine this trans-
formation in union-management rela-
tions for the HRG Project. Based on
this assessment, Swimmer calls for a
new mindset: “Now that deficits have
been tamed, government leaders



must think of their employees as a

source of value to be increased,
rather than as a cost to be reduced,
if they are truly committed to
improving the public service.”

New mechanisms
are urgently needed
for ongoing employee
input at the work-
place level, where
change actually gets
put into practice.

In retrospect, we can question the
justifications given for suspending
collective bargaining rights. More
important for the future, govern-
ments now face the task of rebuild-
ing labour relations.

Compensation Pressures

Compensation, long a flash point
between employers and unions, is a
natural starting point for discussing
how to build a more collaborative
style of government labour relations.
The challenge is clear: recruitment
and retention concerns have created
new pressures for the traditional
compensation model to become
more flexible.

Complex political, social, and
market forces determine government
pay levels. The result is a smaller
wage gap, compared to the private
sector, between the highest and low-
est paid employees. This has benefit-
ted the lower paid workers, espe-
cially those in clerical and service
occupations. But senior managers
and some professionals are paid
below comparable private sector
positions —- a growing impediment to
attracting talent.

Rigid job classification and pay
systems add to recruitment and
retention problems. Work unit man-
agers have little or no say on com-
pensation. Promotion opportunities
have been reduced and more work-
ers have hit their pay ceiling.
Bonuses and performance incen-
tives, common in the private sector,
are new to government and are vig-

orously opposed by unions.
Knowledge and skill-based pay is
rare, despite claims by governments
that they are knowledge-based orga-
nizations. Rising workloads have not
been adequately compensated.

Finding the right balance for
overall compensation is crucial.
Uncompetitive pay can lead to prob-
lems with recruitment, retention and
morale, thereby jeopardizing the
delivery of high quality government
services. Current job classification
and compensation systems are
unlikely to provide the flexibility or
the rewards needed for governments
to compete head on with private
firms for knowledge workers.

But wages are only part of what
employees look for in a job. Other
factors are also important: being
treated with respect; challenging and
interesting work that gives a sense of
accomplishment; opportunities to
develop one’s skills and abilities;
friendly and helpful co-workers; and
good communications. While hardly
a substitute for good pay or benefits,
these intrinsic job rewards fall out-
side the bounds of traditional public
sector collective bargaining.

Will compensation overshadow
other changes facing unions and
management? The answer lies in
crafting joint solutions for improving
the full spectrum of work rewards,
which opens up discussion of how to
engage employees and their unions
in creating innovative ways of orga-
nizing and managing work.

Limited Consvultation
in Workplace Change

Government restructuring of work-
places in the 1990s rarely involved
active input from unions or their
members.

Even now, it is only in excep-
tional cases that unions are involved
in strategic planning, budgeting,
organizational or technological
change, staffing level decisions,
training decisions, or scheduling
time off. While 78% of employees in
the work units included in the HRG
Project’s survey of managers
belonged to a union, managers
reported meeting with union repre-
sentatives only when there was a
problem.

One positive finding of this
survey is the extent of information
sharing — much desired by employ-
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ees — about workplace change. Direct
information sharing was widespread,
with over 80% of managers reporting
this. In 75% of these cases, more
than half of the unit's employees par-
ticipated. Issues on which informa-
tion was shared included work orga-
nization, technological change,
quality issues, changes in organiza-
tional structure, and strategic plan-
ning. But this communication was
typically top-down and one-way, giv-
ing workers no voice.

In short, while employees and
unions may have been informed
about impending changes, they have
had little opportunity for a meaning-
ful say in the decisions that often
profoundly affected their work life.

Union Responses
to Restructuring

The HRG Project documented that
union responses to workplace
restructuring influenced the quality
of work life and labour relations in
the workplace. In fact, the role
played by unions can make a posi-
tive difference.

Managers can learn useful lessons
from how public employee unions
responded to the strain of restructur-
ing. For unions, cuts and restructur-
ing resulted in declining membership,
increased grievances, and manage-
ment decisions to bypass unions on
workplace issues and go directly to
the members. Union responses to
these strains varied along two dimen-
sions: cooperation vs. resistance; and
proactive vs. reactive.

On the first dimension, 43% of
front-line union representatives sur-
veyed in the HRG Project thought
that their union local had responded
cooperatively to management initia-
tives to change the workplace, while
30% stated that the union had
reacted by resisting.

On the second dimension, 49%
described their local’s strategy for
dealing with restructuring as proac-
tive, while 30% characterized the
response as reactive.

A more cooperative and proac-
tive union approach to restructuring
was linked to modest improvements
in both the quality of work life and
the quality of union-management
relations. There is no doubt that the
actions of management can encour-
age this cooperative stance.
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