
A Comparison of the Traditional Adversarial Approach to Union-Management Relations and 
Union-Management Partnership/Collaboration in the Context of Quaker Values 

 
 
Traditional Approach to Union-Management Relations 
--designed to be adversarial in nature 
--based on the principle that the goals and objectives of employers and unions/union members are 
fundamentally in conflict with one another (businesses want to maximize profits, while unions and its 
members want the highest wages or salaries possible)  
--in essence, a zero sum game, that results in winners and losers  
--legally applies to not-for-profit sector as well, but not a good fit 
--inconsistent with Quaker values and process 
 
Alternative Approach: Union-Management Partnership or Collaboration 
--most commonly turned to in circumstance where very challenging, adversarial relationships have 
developed and are not working  
--the parties see themselves as equal partners working together toward a common goal, not adversaries 
--more common in healthcare and educational settings where employers and employees share a common 
goal of delivering a high quality service or experience 
--much more consistent with Quaker values and process than adversarial approach 
 
Implementing a Union-Management Partnership or Collaboration  
--There are two main areas in which unions and employers interact in the context of their relationship.  One 
area is the periodic bargaining of a contract of a specified duration (two to three years is common).  The 
other area is the day to day interaction between unions and union members and the employer.  The lm 
partnership/collaboration approach provides alternative approaches to both of these interactions. 
 
Bargaining a Contract 
--replaces traditional bargaining (trading demands, bluffs, and threats and with the intent of imposing one’s 
positions on the other side) 
--employs “interest-based” bargaining in which parties discuss what each side needs to get out of 
negotiations, and then jointly explore options and solutions that meet the needs or interests of the parties 
--exercise in collaborative problem solving 
--usually guided by an experienced mediator 
 
Day to Day Interaction 
--in traditional adversarial relationship, the parties closely watch each other to make sure the other party 
sticks to the contract.  
--if one sides believes the other has violated the contract it files a grievance (ex. the union believes the 
employer has violated the contract by disciplining an employee without just cause).  The parties then try to 
resolve the dispute through an adversarial process called a grievance procedure.  If the issue is not resolved 
to the parties’ satisfaction, the dispute is decided by an outside, neutral third party called an arbitrator. One 
side wins, the other loses. 
-in a partnership/collaboration relationship, the parties instead apply a joint problem-solving approach, 
similar to the approach they employed in negotiations, to resolve disputes that arise 
--this problem solving approach is extended to address a wide range of issues of concern to the employer 
and the employees.  For example, separate joint l-m committees might be formed to improve educational 
outcomes, address safety and health concerns, and/or create a more diverse, welcoming school 
environment.   The committees invite employees and administrators to raise concerns or issues and they are 
assigned to the appropriate committee. 
--the committees meet regularly to jointly try to find solutions to the problems raised 



--by including the employees in the efforts to address problems and issues, the employer is recognizing, and 
benefitting, from the expertise and experience of the employees.  The employees feel valued, appreciated, 
and included in the process of improving the school, which gives them a vested interest in making sure the 
ideas and solutions they contributed are successfully implemented. 
 
The Partnership/Collaboration Approach is Consistent with Quaker Values and Process 
--this approach is based on setting aside the traditional hierarchical command and control system of 
administration and genuinely accepting the union and its members as equal partners in the endeavor 
--the system is much more consistent with Quaker values of equality, community, and integrity than the 
traditional adversarial approach 
--like Quaker process, this can be challenging to implement, but by affirming the value of each employee 
and recognizing their needs for recognition and engagement at work,  this approach builds community  
 
Example of UM Partnerships in Action 
 
--Kaiser-Permanente’s Los Angeles Medical Center  
 
--Nearly 45% of African-Americans suffer from high blood pressure, a rate much higher than other racial 
groups. The union and administrators at Kaiser-Permanente’s Los Angeles Medical Center tackled this 
disparity by forming a UM Partnership Committee that included Licensed Vocational Nurses and social 
workers.  Working together the Committee: 
--organized a one-day clinic specifically for African-Americans patients with uncontrolled blood pressure 
--developed, tested, and implemented a script to help convince African-Americans patients to attend the clinic 
--organized outreach calls inviting patients to attend the clinic, emphasizing that there would be no co-payment 
--the team’s work helped close the gap between African-Americans patients and other races from 5.5% to 4.1% 
over a 10 month period 
--the approach developed was used as a model to address other health issues with other patient groups 
Source:  SEIU.  2015. Improving Care, Lowering Cost:  How Front Line Workers are Transforming 
Healthcare. URL: 
https://www.finance.senate.gov/download/service-employee-international-union-attachment-2_-improving-care-
lowering-costs 
 
--Labor Management Partnership at Santa Clara Unified School District 
 
Over the past 20 years, the Santa Clara (CA) School District experienced a series of challenges in 
maintaining positive communications and relationships between its school board, district leaders, union 
leaders, and classroom teachers. This level of discord had lasting negative impacts on employee and even 
student morale across schools.  As a result the administration and union engaged in a lm partnership that 
resulted in 1) creation of a more collaborative district-union relationship; 2) positive impacts on 
school-level collaboration and climate; 3) greater involvement and respect for the contributions of classified 
staff; and 4) increased program innovation tailored to school-specific needs.  One tangible example of this 
change is that, in years prior to the SCLMP, the district’s cabinet meetings, which included the 
superintendent and top administrative officers, were closed to union leader participation. The district 
decided to include include union leaders and to ensure the union voice is represented and heard. There were 
significant impacts associated with this concrete change in communication structure. Leaders assert that the 
overall change brought on by this initiative has resulted in a profound “cultural shift” in communication and 
trust.  Leaders firmly believe the [traditional] adversarial relationship is unproductive, and does not serve 
well the interests of either the district or unions. Instead union leaders now have open and regular 
communication with district leaders and, “there are no surprises on either side that can breed mistrust.” 
Equally important, since they have a voice at the table with district leaders, union leaders can “take more 
ownership of the decisions that are made,” and bring this enhanced sense of ownership and accountability 
back to their union members to engage them in helping solve problems collaboratively with the district. 

https://www.finance.senate.gov/download/service-employee-international-union-attachment-2_-improving-care-lowering-costs
https://www.finance.senate.gov/download/service-employee-international-union-attachment-2_-improving-care-lowering-costs


Source:  https://www.cecweb.org/case_study/santa-clara/ 


