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ABSTRACT 

Labor unions began creating new organizing strategies 

in the nineteen-eighties with the hope of increasing 

membership levels. This dissertation focuses on two such 

strategies: the "comprehensive campaign" utilized by the 

International Grocery Workers' Union (IGWU) and the "blitz" 

developed by the United States Clothing Workers' Union 

(USCWU). These strategies differ in one fundamental way; the 

amount of participation they elicit from the workforce being 

organized. I am interested in how different levels of 

participation influence workers' sentiments and actions 

regarding the union. 

The IGWU's "comprehensive campaign" is a top-down 

approach. Union officials collect unsavory information about 

the company in hopes of exchanging this information for union 

recognition. Workers' role in the campaign is reduced to 

signing union cards. The USCWU's "blitz" follows a grass

roots approach. With this strategy, union officials train 

workers to organize their fellow employees. An active worker 

contingency, then, helps to mobilize the workforce to vote 

union. Principles from participatory democracy suggest that 

when an authority structure incorporates participation, 

individuals feel more satisfied and committed to the 

organization. The act of participation also affects people 
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behaviorally; participation teaches individuals how to be 

active. 

In order to analyze how the different campaign authority 

structures influenced workers, I interviewed two groups of 

employees; thirty of whom experienced the comprehensive 

campaign and twenty of whom participated in the blitz. Both 

organizing campaigns were successful and resulted in a union 

contract. I asked employees about their feelings towards the 

campaigns and their participation in the union after the 

campaigns ended. I found that workers from the " comprehensive 

campaign" perceived the union as a business and this 

conception of the union discouraged activism and left 

employees ultimately dissatisfied. Workers from the blitz, 

however, developed a "union as workers" framework. This 

framework motivated employees to be active after the 

organizing campaign and gave workers a sense of fulfillment. 

The findings from this study suggest that organizing 

strategies involve more than the ability of unions to increase 

the number of their rank-and-file. They are a crucial method 

in which workers learn to become active agents within the 

union. 



Chapter 1 

Union Organizing: 
Challenges and Innovations 

Introduction 

After the Wagner Act passed in 1935, union officials 

predicted the advent of a mighty U.S. labor movement. 

Indeed, with legal protection behind them, trade unions 

swelled by the 1950's, representing nearly 40% of the 

private sector (Weiler 1990). Yet the growth crested in 

1956, and subsequently, labor unions lost members rather 

than gained them. By 1994, only 12% of private sector 

10 

workers were represented by a trade union. What caused this 

flowering movement to wilt? Researchers point to a key 

difference between the United States and other 

industrialized countries: strong business hostility towards 

unionism and a concomitant lack of government intervention 

to halt it (Sexton 1993; Weiler 1990; Goldfield 1987; 

Robinson 1988) . While the Wagner Act protected a worker's 

right to organize, subsequent legislation, such as Taft-

Hartley (1947) and Landrum-Griffen (1959), constrained the 

efforts of workers by forbidding secondary boycotts and 

establishing right-to-work laws. Government approved anti-

union sentiment peaked in 1980 when President Reagan 

appointed Donald Dotson, a proponent of dismantling the 

National Labor Relations Board-- which protects workers' 

----.--.-..... -.~ 
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rights to collective bargaining, to chair this organization. 

Labor has been granted a reprieve from direct 

government assault under the Clinton Administration. 

Robert Reich, secretary of the Department of Labor, has 

vowed to ameliorate the anti-union environment by creating a 

more "level playing field" between unions and businesses 

(Washington Post March 9, 1993). Yet unbeknownst to many 

people, unions are not waiting passively for public guidance 

to renew their old vigor. Rather, they are actively engaged 

in constructing new organizing strategies for the purpose of 

surmounting government and business policies (Shostak 1991; 

Committee on the Evolution of Work 1985). This dissertation 

focuses on two new organizing strategies, the "blitz" begun 

by the United States Clothing Workers' Union and the 

"comprehensive campaign" utilized by the International 

Grocery Workers Union. The blitz and the comprehensive 

campaign differ on one crucial dimension: the level of 

participation allowed by workers in the campaigns' authority 

structures. Thus, my primary question is:,Do the distinct 

authority structures of the organizing strategies influence 

workers' attitudes and behaviors towards the union? 

Most empirical studies that examine new organizing 

strategies ask simply which strategies are more effective at 

unionizing the workplace {Bronfenbrenner 1993; Peterson, Lee 

and Finnegan 1992; Jarley and Maranto 1990; Craft and Extejt 
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1983). This line of research has dealt largely with 

practical concerns: What must the labor movement do to 

revive its old membership rate? In my dissertation, 

however, I have both theoretical and practical interests. 

New organizing strategies must incorporate workers somehow 

into their scheme; some have done so using grass-roots 

techniques (such as the blitz) others have embodied a more 

top-down approach (for example, the comprehensive campaign) . 

Theoretically, then, I am interested in how the organization 

of these distinct strategies influences workers' sentiments 

and actions. To be sure, the question of how organizational 

structure affects individuals is not a new one. Indeed, 

since the sixties, the business literature has evinced a 

positive link between participatory structures and employee 

productivity (Bennis 1966; Likert 1961). What is unique 

about my project is the site of the question: the influence 

of participatory structures within union organizing and the 

theoretical and practical implications of the results. Do 

participatory structures create different type of union 

members than top-down structures? 

I have framed my question within the context of the 

literature on participatory democracy. This theoretical 

position, developed by Carole Pateman (1970), argues that 

the authority structure in an organization is important in 

educating its members how to act. A participatory 
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organization, for example, provides individuals with a 

positive emotional state and the necessary tools to engage 

in proactive behavior (Mason 1982; Pateman 1970). In Chapter 

2, I detail the participatory democracy framework and I 

derive propositions for empirical testing. Proponents of 

participatory democracy would see both theoretical and 

practical reasons to study the blitz and the comprehensive 

campaign, two new organizing strategies presently being used 

within the labor movement. The blitz, with its active 

involvement of employees in creating strategy, should 

generate workers who are more committed, satisfied, and 

active in the labor movement. On the other hand, employees 

organized by the more controlled and top-down strategy of 

the comprehensive campaign should interpret their 

experiences less positively and be less likely to act on 

behalf of the union. 

I outline the dissertation as follows: In the present 

chapter I explain further why the labor movement has 

suffered in strength and numbers, both historically and 

presently. I then discuss various new strategies formulated 

within trade unions to increase their membership, focusing 

first on general strategies and second on the specific 

strategies under study: the blitz and comprehensive 

campaign. Chapter 2, discusses in detail participatory 

democracy and contextualizes th~s framework within the 



literature on the labor movement. Here, I develop five 

propositions which relate type of authority structure to 

individual behavior and attitudes. 
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In Chapter 3, I look at the two industries where the 

organizing campaigns under study took place. The blitz is a 

technique used by the United States Clothing Workers' Union, 

which organizes mainly clothing and textile workers, while 

the International Grocery Workers' Union uses the 

comprehensive campaign predominantly in the grocery and meat 

packing industries. My central concern in Chapter 3 is to 

examine how location in distinct industries may have 

affected the interpretations and actions of workers during 

the organizing campaigns. 

After arguing that the different attitudes and 

behaviors found among workers from the blitz and 

comprehensive campaign did not result from their c . .'stinct 

industry locations, I detail in Chapter 4 and 5 how 

employees from the two campaigns reacted to both strategies. 

I show that the two strategies fostered the development of 

distinct union frameworks: workers from the blitz created a 

"union as workers" framework, while employees from the 

comprehensive campaign developed a "union as business" one. 

These two frameworks led workers to feel and act differently 

during the organizing campaigns and beyond. 

Finally, in the last chapter, I comment upon the 
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current debate in the sociology of work literature about 

worker participation in business. While some academics and 

practitioners argue that participation in the workplace is a 

form of control, that is, another means to render employees 

quiescent (Hogler and Grenier 1992; Parker and Slaughter 

1988), I develop a different argument based on the findings 

of this project. Participation in the workplace involves a 

dialectic such that once workers experience participation, 

the knowledge that they gain from it allows them to use 

action in a manner beyond managerial control, regardless of 

the intentions of those that implement participation. I 

propose, then, that participation is a positive feature for 

workers in any organization, be it a union or a workplace, 

for it provides employees with skills and knowledge that 

promote collective satisfaction and action. 

State and Business Policy and the Emergence of New Union 

Organizing Strategies 

Both labor supporters and antagonists feel that 

declining union membership foretells a dim future for the 

labor movement. It is no wonder, then, that labor activists 

are trying to discover the reason (or reasons) that 

membership rates have fallen over the last forty years. 

First, consider the common image aroused by the concept, 

lIunion member." A union member first and foremost is a 
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white, male, blue-collar worker. He leaves for his factory 

job in the morning, carrying his thermos and lunchbox and 

wearing his hard hat, and returns knowing his seniority and 

paycheck will provide him the economic security he needs to 

care for his family in the future. The problem with this 

image, of course, is that the economy has undergone change 

both structurally and demographically, meaning that male, 

blue-collar workers are no longer the dominant group in the 

labor force. White-collar workers now outnumber blue-collar 

employees (Farber 1985) and women make up almost half of the 

workforce (Kamerman 1986) . 

Some researchers have blamed this change in the economy 

for the declining number of union members (see Kochan, Katz 

and McKersie 1986, for a review of this literature). The 

idea is that service and female workers are less likely to 

be interested in unionism, hence its decline. Yet three 

empirical findings make this explanation unlikely. First, 

recent election results reveal that campaigns in traditional 

manufacturing sectors of the economy are being lost at a 

higher rate than in any other economic sector (Robinson 

1988). Second, studies show that service workers not 

presently organized (especially health, office and food 

workers) have similar desires to become members of unions as 

employees in other occupations (Weiler 1990). And, in fact, 

women employees, as a group, are much more likely than men 
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to say they would vote for a union if given the chance 

(Bronfenbrenner 1993). Third, European countries have faced 

many of the same economic changes seen in the United States, 

yet they have not had a similar precipitous downfall in 

union membership rates (Rothstein 1993; Hoerr 1991). These 

results prompt us to look beyond changes in the economy to 

discover why membership rates in the United States have 

declined. 

The shifting economic scene may not be uncommon to the 

United States. However, what is unique are how the attempts 

by labor to establish a vital political and ideological 

culture have been continuously thwarted by businesses, to a 

degree unmatched in other nations (Kochan et al. 1986). 

From the historical use of Pinkertons to present success 

with labor consulting firms, companies planted in U.S. soil 

have not been fearful of hiding their anti-union sentiments. 

A telling illustration of this is that when foreign 

companies, such as Nissan, set up business in North America, 

they have steadfastly refused to allow unions entry into 

their plants, although these same companies are unionized in 

their own countries (Sexton 1991) . 

The anti-union ideology of business has remained steady 

throughout the twentieth century, yet at various times 

business actions against unions have been either tempered or 

intensified by government policy (Marks 1989). The 1935 
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Wagner Act, for instance, provided the first legislative 

protection for labor to organize. The intent of Wagner was 

to encourage businesses to behave in a neutral fashion so 

that unions could enter the workplace without reprisal. The 

result was an unprecedented leap in the number of organized 

workplaces. Subsequently, the Taft-Hartley Act (1947) is 

widely believed to have led to a decline in union growth 

after 1955 (Robinson 1988; Block and Wilkonson 1986; 

Cornfield 1986). Taft-Hartley weakened labor union strength 

by prohibiting the use of sympathy strikes and secondary 

boycotts, and by allowing states to have the prerogative of 

creating right-to-work laws. Right-to-work laws force the 

union to provide all workers benefits and representation, 

but do not require that employees join the union in order to 

receive those services. Taft-Hartley also allowed companies 

to ban union organizers from entering the workplace, and 

permitted companies to use the workplace as a platform to 

express their ideas about unionism, citing the legal 

justification of "right to privacy" to usurp a worker's 

right to organize (Block and Wilkinson 1986) . 

With legislation from 1935 to the present increasingly 

in favor of businesses (Hogler and Grenier 1992; Robinson 

1988), employers have taken advantage of the situation by 

attempting to halt union organizing successes in two primary 

ways. The first is legal. Businesses have begun building 
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new plants in nonunion areas, such as the south, or in 

economically devastated areas where workers can be hired 

cheaply and there is little history of unionization (Craypo 

and Nissen 1993; Hathaway 1993). For example, Cornfield and 

Leners (1989) reveal that manufacturing employment in the 

south increased 130 percent from 1950 to 1980, compared to 

51% in the non-south during this same time period. 

Furthermore, communities in the former union strongholds of 

the Midwest are giving tax breaks and promises of eager 

workers who will not attempt to organize to companies who 

settle in their areas (Craypo and Nissen 1993) . 

Additional legal avenues that effectively halt union 

successes include providing workplaces with wages and 

benefits similar to those in union shops (Cornfield 1986), 

and by increasing loyalty to the company by implementing 

participatory work programs (Kochan, Katz and McKersie 

1986). Consider IBM and Hewlett Packard, two companies that 

pride themselves on never needing a union due to their 

lIadvanced ll human resource practices. These progressive 

employee relations designs most often fashion themselves 

from firms with collective bargaining agreements, offering 

their workers the same personnel practices and compensation 

packages (Kochan et al 1986: 56). Employers also legally 

hire IIlabor consulting firms,lI whose sole purpose is to 

IIbring an employer the information he needs to understand 
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why and how his employees might be organized" (Lawson II 

1977: 1). Commonly, these consulting firms are hired only 

when an organizing campaign has already begun at the 

company. Businesses are then taught to defeat the union at 

the election by building up morale (through temporary raises 

or ~ompany t-shirts and other paraphernalia) and by using 

captive audience meetings that inform workers of union dues 

structures and other information companies consider 

negative. The use of labor consulting firms has increased 

since the seventies and their use by businesses has 

prevented unions from entering the workplace (Freeman and 

Kleiner 1990; Dickens 1983) . 

Employers also discourage unionism by illegal avenues. 

Firing pro-union workers during a campaign is a common 

response. Freeman (1985) estimates that one in every twenty 

union supporters is fired during an organizing campaign. Two 

legal realities make this an effective strategy at halting 

union organizing efforts: 1) There is a lengthy time period 

between the firing and a public hearing, so that cases are 

not even heard until after the union election has already 

passed. This has the dual advantage of keeping active pro

union supporters away from the workplace during the campaign 

and frightening workers who might consider becoming active 

during the campaign. 2) Even if found guilty, the 

repercussions of firing a pro-union worker are minimal for 



the company. Commonly, courts impose only a small fine and 

reinstatement of the employee (Freeman 1985) . 
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Another illegal tactic is pushing back union election 

dates and contract signing so that businesses have 

additional time to discourage workers from unionism (Sexton 

1991; Moody 1988; Goldfield 1987; Block and Wilkenson 1986; 

and Prosten 1978). Besides having extra time to convince 

employees that unions are bad for business, the company also 

hopes to create frustration among employees through 

protracting the campaign time period. If the union has 

trouble even coming into the workplace, what hopes can it 

have in actually creating change for employees? This tool 

has been widely employed both because of its effectiveness 

and the difficulty in proving that the company has violated 

the legal requirement of "bargaining in good faith." One 

result of businesses using illegal tactics to avoid unionism 

has been an unprecedented leap in the number of unfair labor 

practices (ULP) filed with the National Labor Relations 

Board. Freeman (1985) reports that in 1980 there were four 

times as many ULP charges as there were in 1960. He 

concludes, "Managerial opposition to unionism, particularly 

illegal campaign tactics, is a major, if not the major, 

determinant of NLRB election results" (1985: 54). 

But an analysis of the determinants of waning labor 

movement growth cannot look only outside trade unions for a 
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cause. Unions have been accused of contributing to their 

decreasing ranks by neglecting aggressive avenues for 

organizing new members (Northrup 1991; Dickens and Leonard 

1985; Freeman 1985). Northrup (1991) shows that the number 

of National Labor Relation Board (NLRB) elections, the most 

common denouement in an organizing campaign, has decreased 

since the fifties. For example, in 1977, there were 10,000 

election campaigns filed with the NLRB, but by 1987 this 

number had dropped to 3,700. Northrup (1991) claims that 

this lack of effort in organizing comes not because unions 

have been strapped for money, but rather because unions have 

chosen to spend their resources elsewhere. Indeed, voos 

(1984) finds that although union expenditures on organizing 

did not decrease over time, the proportion of money spent on 

organizing, as opposed to all union expenditures, did 

decrease. With these facts one might easily conclude as 

Freeman (1985: 50) does that IIreduced organizing activity 

appears to have contributed to the decline in union 

representation. II And while this conclusion might be true, 

so is the fact that unions, beginning in the eighties, have 

engaged in several new activities with the stated purpose of 

increasing their ranks (Northrup 1991; Shostak 1991; AFL-CIO 

1985). I will discuss four of these approaches: merging, 

associate memberships, corporate campaigns and finally, 

new organizing strategies. 
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Beginning in the late seventies, some unions began to 

join together with other unions (smaller and larger) with 

encouragement from the AFL-CIO (itself a product of merging) 

(Chaison 1986). There are several reasons for unions to 

merge, such as the belief that bigger unions are stronger 

and provide members with more resources. Also, one of the 

greatest catalysts for unions to merge is to build 

membership. What easier way to gain more members than to 

absorb them? The added financial resources from a larger 

organization also allow unions to mount more effective 

organizing campaigns (Chatak 1991). Of course, critics of 

merging point out that bigger unions often mean members have 

less say in the decision-making process and that attaining 

members through absorption is not an effective way to 

bolster the strength of the labor movement (Chacko 1985) . 

A second method for gaining new members is to create 

associations. Associations were established with the goal 

of easing nontraditional union members into considering 

unions (Northrup 1991). The idea is to provide workers with 

services and benefits (such as no fee credit cards and 

medical plans) for a small cost without making them union 

members. Once in the association, unions educate employees 

about their organization and encourage them to eventually 

become union members. Northrup (1991) fears, however, that 

associations will not help the labor movement since these 



benefits are attracting more workers who are already union 

members rather than nonmembers. 
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Corporate campaigns are coordinated efforts by unions 

that attempt to convince a company to accept a union or its 

demands once an NLRB election has already been won. Perry 

(1987: iii) describes the corporate campaign as: 

A system under which pressure is placed upon not 

only the employer, but in addition upon 

stockholders, boards of directors, financial 

institutions which deal with the company, 

customers, others who have relationships with 

the company, and on legislators to pressure 

the company either to recognize unions or to 

agree to union demands. 

As already discussed, companies can avoid unions, even after 

workers vote to make the workplace union, by not agreeing 

upon a contract. The corporate campaign exposes a side of 

the company it may not wish to be known publicly and 

encourages the company to accept the union or be subject to 

increased negative pUblicity. For example, the United Food 

and Commercial Workers Union and the Service Employees 

International Union launched a corporate campaign against 

Beverly Enterprises, the largest owner of nursing homes. 

Their strategy was to inform organizations for the elderly 

that the poor treatment of employees caused the abuse of 
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patients, encouraging the groups to join together to change 

Beverly's non-union policy. Another avenue these unions 

took was to apprise government agencies of the violations 

existing in the nursing homes, causing the company to pay 

large fines. These tactics did finally convince Beverly 

Enterprises to negotiate with the unions. The corporate 

campaign has grown in popularity among labor practitioners 

over the last 10 years, despite the fact that no empirical 

evidence suggests that corporate campaigns are more 

effective at convincing employers to accept unions 

(Peterson, Lee and Finnegan 1992; Jarley and Maranto 1990; 

Perry 1987). What makes this new strategy attractive is the 

emphasis it places on coalition building. Unions get the 

opportunity to work with different types of community 

organizations, which expands their network base and broadens 

their scope of concern. Certainly, the logic goes, a union 

organization which appeals to greater interests will attract 

more people. 

The corporate campaign occurs after an organizing 

campaign has been completed. In addition to this, a handful 

of unions have also begun making innovations in the front

end of the campaign process. New organizing strategies have 

emerged which try to overcome the advantages businesses have 

in avoiding unions. These strategies are unique in who they 

target and how they proceed. First, unions have begun to 
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organize groups commonly thought of as unorganizable, such 

as women, service workers and illegal immigrants (Hurd and 

Rouse 1989; Hurd and McElwain 1988; Delgado 1993) . 

Successful organizing campaigns at Harvard and Yale 

Universities have demonstrated that clerical workers are not 

as anti-union as previously thought. Indeed, with education 

and time, such employees have been radicalized and welcomed 

union representation (Fantasia 1988). One female activist 

stated during the two and a half year Yale organizing 

campaign: 

We keep raising people's expectations and their 

self-respect ... it's how we can better our lives 

and how we can better ourselves. We have the 

power to change the university. It is constant 

work, constant organizing (Hurd 1986: 5). 

This clear testimony of how unions build efficacy by Pamela 

Ossorio from the Yale campaign contradicts previous 

assumptions that female, and especially clerical workers, 

are inherently unorganizable due to strong attachments to 

their employers (Ritchie 1983). 

Another group discounted as a source of union activism 

is illegal immigrants. One could rationally claim that 

undocumented workers dare not attempt to organize for fear 

that their militant actions could get them deported. Yet, 

not only does this group provide its employers with a 
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critical labor source difficult to replace by United State 

workers, but the Wagner Act of 1935 protects the rights of 

illegal immigrants to join a union. These facts led Delgado 

(1993) to study the labor activism of undocumented workers. 

He finds that illegal immigrants are interested in union 

representation, and indeed, their reasons for joining unions 

parallels the reasons given by documented workers for 

becoming organized (Delgado 1993) . 

As new members move into the ranks of the labor 

movement, new strategies have also emerged. A nice 

illustration is the Yale organizing campaign. Similar to 

many private businesses, Yale University was strongly 

resistant to the organizing campaign begun by the clerical 

workers in 1980. The University hired a labor consulting 

firm to try and defeat the incipient organizing movement. 

Labor activists decided that the campaign could only succeed 

if workers were committed to having a union present. Thus, 

during the campaign period, employees were not allowed to 

sign union authorization cards unless they were for the 

union and unless they were willing to become active in the 

campaign (Hurd 1986). The result, as one Yale clerical 

attests, is "'building a strong democratic structure ... This 

structure will guarantee that this is our union'" (Hurd 

1986: 8). Hurd (1986: 18) claims that what made the Yale 

campaign, and others like it, successful is that the union: 



... does not organize workers around specific 

issues, nor do organizers attempt to sell the 

workers on the union. Rather, workers are 

organized around themselves. Then they decide the 

issues and assume control of the local union. 

Activists agree that new groups need innovative strategies 

to attract them to the labor movement, especially in the 

present anti-union environment. 
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Another inventive tactic began with the now popular 

Justice for Janitors movement. The Justice for Janitors 

strategy is particularly interesting because of the type of 

workers targeted. Since the seventies, more and more 

janitors are now contracted laborers rather than workers 

hired by a particular company for long-term services (Howley 

1990). Contract laborers are advantageous for businesses 

for a number of reasons; one of them being that they can 

utilize cheap labor without having to provide benefits for 

them (Howley 1990). Companies can easily avoid union 

workers (and thus higher paid employees) by choosing a 

contractor that does not have an organized workforce. 

Contractors can also avoid unions since they are an 

intermediary party linking the employer and employee and 

rarely have the economic power to bargain with unions 

(Carre, duRivage and Tilly 1994). Another harmful reality 

for unions trying to organize contract labor is that while 
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the employer-employee relationship is protected by the 

National Labor Relations Board, the employer-contractor

employee relationship is not (Carre et al. 1994; Howley 

1990). This means, for example, that an employer can 

legally mistreat its contract workers, given that the worker 

is hired by the contractor and not directly by the employer. 

Justice for Janitors (JfJ) campaigns arose so that 

contract employees might be able to join together in a union 

despite the legal hurdles against such activity. The main 

goal of the JfJ campaigns is to try and organize all 

contractors in a particular region so that employers have no 

choice but to hire unionized workers (Howley 1990) . The 

campaigns occur in a city-wide fashion and attempt to gain 

success through mustering broad-based community support for 

workers rights to organize (Howley 1990; Hurd and Rouse 

1989). Howley (1990: 69) states, "Ties of mutual support 

and respect must be carefully cultivated with churches and 

other community organizations." During JfJ campaigns, 

employees leaflet, hold press conferences and attend public 

rallies, all with the intention of educating the public 

about what the JfJ is and what their goals are. Activists 

believe that if the public is sympathetic with their aims, 

and is willing to join forces with the service workers, then 

contractors will have a more difficult time ignoring the 

needs of their workers. 
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One final example of a new strategy being pursued by 

unions involved in organizing is the utilization of 

volunteer organizers during campaigns. Volunteer organizers 

are union members in similar work positions as the employees 

being organized. These people educate potential members 

about the labor movement not through abstract information, 

but by personal experience. The assumption behind this 

strategy is that employees can more easily establish trust 

in and commitment to the union if they can relate to the 

people organizing them. 

Empirical studies have asked which new strategies are 

more effective at promoting union representation (see 

Bronfenbrenner 1993 for the most comprehensive study). My 

interests are somewhat different. My concern is how new 

strategies influence workers' attitudes and behaviors with 

regards to the labor movement. For this reason, I have 

chosen to look at two new strategies which differ mainly in 

their authority structures: the blitz, which is a grass

roots technique and the comprehensive campaign, which is 

top-down. Before I describe these strategies, I outline 

first how they differ from what people commonly think of as 

the traditional organizing campaign. 

Of course, there is no typical "traditional organizing 

campaign. II Historically, unions have used multiple means to 

accomplish the goal of making a workplace union. There is, 
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however, a traditional model of organizing which represents 

the lIideal type, II a method most people consider when 

organizing is discussed. In traditional campaigns an 

organizer is placed into a community where s/he can spend 

six months to a year getting to know the workforce and 

educating as many workers as possible about unionism. The 

goal is to get a majority of eligible workers to sign union 

authorization cards so that a petition for an NLRB election 

can be filed. Over time, the organizer builds a small 

committee of dedicated workers who become trained as 

organizers. The responsibility of organizing falls mostly 

upon them rather than upon the union-employed organizer, 

thus the process builds from the grass-roots. The organizing 

process, then, works in four steps. 1) getting to know the 

workforce over time and building a workers committee 2) 

getting at least 30% of workers to sign union authorization 

cards 3) filing for an NLRB election and 4) using an active 

cadre of workers and organizers to convince the workforce to 

vote union. 

With the changing political and economic environment, 

however, the extended time period spent educating workers is 

now a real detriment to organizers. The longer the campaign 

is, the more time the targeted company has to hire labor 

consulting firms, fire pro-union workers, and apply scare 

tactics to the workforce. Thus, new strategies try to avoid 
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allowing the company to launch anti-union campaigns. 

The new strategy developed by the United States 

Clothing Workers Union (USCWU) is called "the blitz." The 

first step differs markedly between traditional organizing 

campaigns and the Clothing Worker's blitz campaign. The idea 

behind the blitz is to get workers to sign union 

authorization cards, and file a petition for an election 

before the targeted company even knows the union has begun 

an organizing campaign. This is done through intensive 

housecalling by paid and volunteer organizers in a period of 

three to four days. As one organizer claims: 

The purpose of the blitz is to compress the time 

frame of the election procedure. Strength is 

highest right after the blitz because the company 

doesn't know the union is in town yet. The old 

way of campaigning is bad because if the company 

gets to the workers before the union, the company 

has the power. They can create fear ... fear of the 

plant closing, strikes, dues and firings. 

After an election petition is filed with the NLRB, paid 

organizers remain at the workplace during the six week 

process period, and create committees as in the traditional 

campaign, teaching workers to organize their co-workers so 

that the campaign rests in the hands of a motivated 

workforce. Thus, the difference between the new and the old 
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campaign is that the blitz does not allow the company time 

to build an effective anti-union offensive (see Table 1.1) . 

The International Grocery Workers Union avoids company 

hostility with lithe comprehensive campaign. II The main 

thrust of the comprehensive campaign is to gather 

information about the company, such as Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commision and wage and hour violations, and to 

convince the unwilling company to recognize the union 

without going to an NLRB election. The comprehensive 

campaign differs from the already discussed corporate 

campaign in that the IGWU's strategy is used to organize a 

workplace without having to go to an NLRB election. The 

corporate campaign is commonly an instrument to get the 

company to bargain with the union once an NLRB election has 

already been won. The comprehensive campaign does not use 

speed as a strategy, but unflattering information collected 

by organizers about the company. In the words of one 

organizer: 

Those laws (Wagner and NLRA), especially over the 

last twelve years, have just lost all their teeth. 

Companies have pretty much lost their respect for 

workers' right to organize. Blatant harassment, 

things like that can go on. There are no punitive 

damages or anything. So as a result of that, we 

look to other strategies. We do extensive research 



and make sure they're doing their job working 

under the guidelines of the law, and if they're 

not, we let certain people know about it. 
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In the comprehensive campaign, workers playa less crucial 

role in organizing the workplace than organizers. 

Furthermore, the focus of the campaign for organizers is not 

on worker education but on coordinated data gathering. It is 

still necessary to obtain a majority of workers' signatures 

so that the company can be recognized as union. Yet the main 

idea is to bypass the pro-business NLRB election by 

convincing the company to voluntarily recognize the union. 

The difference between traditional and comprehensive 

campaigns is that organizers are more important in the 

later. They gather data about the company and get signatures 

from employees. The signatures of employees in the 

comprehensive campaign are not used to establish a date for 

an NLRB election, but rather to bypass such an election 

altogether (see Table 1.1) . 
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Conclusion 

Both the USCWU and the IGWU continue to organize in a 

political milieu that they feel favors businesses. Their 

reaction has been to develop new strategies which are 

responsive to obstacles to organizing. In tandem with these 

innovations are changes in authority structure. The blitz 

strategy, like traditional organizing campaigns, still 

relies mainly upon workers during the campaign. Committees 

are established so that the bulk of the organizing campaign 

occurs in the plant with worker-organizers (AFL-CIO, Blitz 

Manual). The comprehensive campaign, however, is much more 

top-down (Craft and Extejt 1983), focusing on union leaders 

who gather information to convince the company to accept the 

union rather than educating workers about unionism. I 

believe this difference in organizing strategy is critical, 

hence, I make it the focal point of the dissertation. In 

the following chapter I deepen the discussion of the 

consequences of modes of organizing through a review of the 

literature on participatory democracy, which has strong 

implications regarding organizational structure. 



Table 1.1 Steps to Blitz and Comprehensive Campaigns 

Blitz Campaign 

1) 3-4 day intensive worker 
sign-up getting at least 
30% workers to sign cards. 

2) File for an NLRB 
election. 

3) Build committee of 
workers. 

4) Convince the workforce 
to vote union. 

Comprehensive Campaign 

1) Gather Information 
about legal violations 
company has committed. 

2) Collect a majority 
of workers' signatures 

3) Ask company for 
recognition. 

4) Start process over 
if company denies 
recognition. 
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Chapter 2 

From Business to New Unionism: 
Participatory Democracy and Union Organizing 

Introduction 

In the Taylorist era of controlled and deskilled labor, 

companies used high wages and attractive benefit packages to 

either render unions docile or to diffuse efforts at 

organizing. In turn, labor responded by promising employees 

tempting economic incentives. In this relationship, now 

labeled business unionism, labor mirrored the hierarchical 

and bureaucratic organization of capitalist enterprises in 

order to deliver the economic goods to workers. Today, 

many argue that workers desire more from their work day than 

mere fulfillment of bread and butter issues; employees want 

a sense of control and empowerment in their daily tasks 

(Blum 1993; Taplin 1990; Heckscher 1988; Aronowitz 1983). 

Growing worker dissatisfaction has been accompanied by a new 

business strategy, worker participation, with hopes of 

quelling employee discontent. By allowing employees some 

control over the work process productivity is posited to be 

enhanced through a more committed workforce (Bluestone and 

Bluestone 1992; Kochan, Katz and McKersie 1986). Unions are 

being warned that unless they too provide workers with a 

sense of empowerment, the new management scheme will be the 
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final death knell for labor (Taplin 1990; Heckscher 1988; 

Aronowitz 1983). The normative implication of this line of 

reasoning is that unions must change if they want to survive 

the twentieth century. Indeed, business unionism must be 

abandoned and replaced by an organization that struggles for 

dignity, voice, and a piece of the American pie. 

Implicit in this normative claim is a positive 

proposition: a union organization that provides more voice 

to workers will create a different type of union member, one 

who personally helps to carry the labor movement into the 

future. Operationally, then, we should see in unions which 

embrace the organizational ideals of "voice" and 

"participation" that workers have become more active in and 

committed to the labor movement. 

In this chapter, I use principles from theories of 

participatory democracy to explore the claim that the 

organizational structures of unions influence employees' 

attitudes and behaviors. As unions become less bureaucratic 

and authoritative, I maintain that workers will become more 

active in and committed to the union (see Labor Research 

Review Volume 17). I begin the chapter with a discussion of 

the historical context of business unionism, showing the 

social factors which encouraged unions to adopt this 

strategy and discussing why business unionism is now 

considered to be a detriment. Next, I provide an explanation 



of participatory democracy, looking specifically at its 

emergence in contemporary social science, its varied 

practical applications in society, and how it relates 

specifically to union organizing. 

The Rise and Teetering of Business Unionism 
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IIExceptionalism ll is the term often used to describe the 

lack of radicalism in the American labor movement. Unlike 

their European counterparts, American workers did not form a 

labor party to help push workers' concerns, nor did unions 

demand more say for employees in the workplace. Rather, 

over the last 100 years, the majority of the workforce in 

the United States seemed content with focusing its attention 

narrowly on economic matters directly negotiated with 

businesses, a strategy now labeled business unionism. 

Business unionism is characterized not only by its limited 

focus on issues of wages and benefits, but also by its 

bureaucratic and hierarchical organizational structure which 

prevents extensive participation by the rank-and-file 

(Taplin 1990; Lens 1959, 1949). As Lens (1959: 59) describes 

the concept: 

The essence of business unionism is that it 

converts the union from a cooperative venture on 

the part of its members, in which workers 

collectively decide their own fate, into a service 



industry, in which the business agent and union 

leaders sells a service to the membership (italics 

his) . 
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Business unionism, then, mirrors the organizational form of 

companies, in that union officials (managers) dictate rules 

and goals to the rank-and-file (employees). 

Scholars have developed many theories which attempt to 

explain why American workers are unique in their adoption of 

business unionism. High wages, working-class heterogeneity, 

early enfranchisement and, especially, a rare individualist 

philosophy have been suggested as reasons for labor's narrow 

concerns (Laslett and Lipset 1974; Perlman 1928). New 

research in labor history, however, reveals that the label 

of "exceptionalism" applies more to American business than 

labor. Far from being passive recipients of capitalist 

dominion, workers frequently challenged capitalist 

interests, yet were consistently rebuffed by a strong 

business front, frequently buttressed by government policy 

(Voss 1993; Jacoby 1991; Wilentz 1984). In a united effort, 

businesses and government officials effectively rendered 

radical elements in the labor movement quiescent (Voss 1993; 

Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin 1989). As a result of these 

strong forces, business unionism was the only strategy by 

the labor movement allowed to survive (Taplin 1990; Rubin 

1986) . 
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The origins to labor's conservative strategy are found 

in the period between 1860-1900 in which the American 

Federation of Labor (AFL) victoriously emerged with its 

"pure and simple ll unionism, while the radical element within 

the working-class, the Knights of Labor, was simultaneously 

defeated. Yet the rise of the AFL and the death of the 

Knights cannot be explained simply by a unique individualist 

philosophy shared by American workers. Rather, the rise of 

"pure and simple" unionism has roots in the struggles 

between American labor, capitalists and government. 

The Knights of Labor, once a secret organization of 

workers, gained strength in the 1880s. Its growth was 

surprising not only because of the political milieu, which 

undermined unionism in favor of "freedom of contract," but 

also because the Knights successfully organized workers 

across class lines. Skilled craftworkers allied with 

unskilled industrial workers to form a united movement 

against capitalist control. The Knights were not trying to 

overthrow the capitalist system, yet they did hold a 

philosophy which challenged capitalist domination over the 

economic system. The Knights argued that the wage system 

of capitalism forced dependence on workers, and thus, took 

away their basic democratic right to freedom (Voss 1993) . 

Their goal was to create worker-owned cooperatives that 

would allow employees control over their production (Lens 
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1949). In response to the Knights' growing popularity, as 

well as their accomplishment in creating solidarity between 

the two types of skilled workers, businesses created 

employers' associations to counter labor's increasing 

strength (Voss 1993; Jacoby 1991). The rapid growth of the 

Knights is testimony to its image as an approaching peril. 

The Knights began as a secret organization in the 1870s and 

grew to an organization boasting 8-12% of the industrial 

labor force by 1886. Employers' associations were formed 

for a reason other than paranoia. The phenomenal success of 

the Knights, argues Kim Voss (1993) brought about its 

ultimate demise. Unlike businesses in other countries, which 

were tempered by government policy, U.s. capitalists, in 

united employer associations, were unfettered in destroying 

the Knights of Labor. 

The AFL took flight just as the Knights crashed and 

burned, yet not without problems of its own. Contrary to 

common belief, the AFL did not immediately embrace the 

strategy of business unionism. Rather, it proceeded 

strategically, taking the lessons of survival provided by 

the Knights, as well as gleaning information from its own 

experiences. From the Knights, Samuel Gompers, president of 

the AFL, realized II 'how professions of radicalism and 

sensationalism concentrated all the forces of organized 

society against a labor movement and nullified in advance 
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normal, necessary activity,'" (quoted in Voss 1993: 241). 

The AFL also learned quite early that appeals to the 

government for aid in transforming the workers' plight were 

ineffective. While legislation was sometimes passed 

protecting employees right to organize, the judicial system 

preempted such legislation with its power of judicial review 

(Hattam 1993). Both of these lessons led the AFL to a 

voluntaristic strategy with a narrow base of craft workers. 

As Jacoby (1991: 193) explains, "The AFL made a strategic 

choice to adopt not only a philosophy but also an 

organizational form that would give it the greatest chance 

of making headway in an unfriendly environment." Thus, the 

survival of the AFL, as opposed to other labor 

organizations, rested on its rather insular appeal to 

business unionism. 

Business unionism is defined by Ian Taplin (1990: 252) 

as "a narrowly economistic and bureaucratized, contractual

based, system of collective bargaining that systematically 

denies rank-and-file workers rights to participate directly 

in the organization .... " The security inherent in being a 

worker with a highly regarded and sought after skill allowed 

workers in the AFL the opportunity to bargain about issues 

of wages and benefits (Hurd 1976). The AFL believed that a 

hierarchical and bureaucratic organizational form was the 

most efficient means of attaining economic goals (Lens 
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1959). Lens (1959: 63) states, "There is in a sense an 

objective logic to the centralization of the AFL under 

Gompers. Unions had to integrate to keep pace with 

capital." A bureaucracy further ensured that labor leaders 

could keep unruly workers in line, which kept businesses 

from having to undertake the responsibility. Business 

unionism as it evolved in the AFL, then, focused on economic 

issues embodying a bureaucratic form. This AFL strategy has 

had important ramifications for future movements within 

labor. As Taplin (1990: 253) argues, the result of the AFL's 

strict focus on economic demands, "helped shape the 

subsequent economism of institutionalized collective 

bargaining." The effects on labor is seen most clearly with 

the passage of the Wagner Act in 1935, in which the methods 

of the AFL become institutionalized within public policy. 

For many capitalists, the preferred option in dealing 

with labor issues is to avoid unions at all costs. This was 

easily accomplished before the 1930s when unionization was 

legally unprotected. The AFL, with its craft-based 

membership and economistic bargaining, made some gains 

before 1935, yet the growing industrial workforce made 

little headway swimming against the government-supported, 

anti-union stream. 

A major change occurred during the Depression. At this 

time, a radical movement grew in the United States, headed 

---------------------------------
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mainly by the Communist Party, which harkened back to the 

earlier Knights of Labor movement (Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin 

1991; Goldfield 1989). Like the Knights, the communist-led 

workers movements attempted to challenge capitalist control 

in the workplace. Contrary to Piven and Cloward's (1977) 

argument that working-class movements arose spontaneously, 

Goldfield (1989) posits that organized radical movements, 

seeking union recognition, led the wave of strikes witnessed 

in 1934. The organized nature of these worker uprisings 

gave government and business officials pause and encouraged 

the passage of some type of reform-oriented legislation 

(Domhoff 1990; Goldfield 1989; Rubin 1986; Hurd 1976) . 

Given that legalizing unionism would preempt the 

easiest method for businesses to avoid unions, why the 

Wagner Act passed in 1935 is still the topic of much 

discussion. State theorists argue that because passing a 

piece of legislation legalizing a worker's right to organize 

defies the direct interests of businesses, the Wagner Act 

best exemplifies the autonomous position of the state 

(Skocpol 1980). However, this perspective denies that labor 

unrest had an impact on shaping the legal strategy 

capitalists would rationally choose. Goldfield (1989: 1273) 

suggests that, lithe labor insurgency, with its accompanying 

conflict and violence caused by intransigent company 

resistance, had reached proportions truly alarming to the 
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economic and political elites." Depending on the content of 

legislation, then, some type of legislation would be 

interpreted as better for businesses than the continued 

absence of union legislation which was-giving rise to a 

growing, organized, radical workers' movement (Jenkins and 

Brents 1989; Goldfield 1989) . 

The conflict between labor and capital produced the 

National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) of 1935 (also called the 

Wagner Act), which was "designed to institutionalize 

collective bargaining and de-politicize collective action" 

(Taplin 1990: 255). The Wagner Act prohibited many actions 

by businesses that were con~only used to keep unions from 

entering the workplace. For instance, the NLRA forbade 

companies to interfere with workers attempts to form a 

union, curbed the formation of company unions and outlawed 

discrimination of union members (Hurd 1976: 35). Yet, the 

Wagner Act also institutionalized business unionism by 

narrowing issues of collective bargaining to wages and 

benefits and by requiring bureaucratic structures meant to 

control collective bargaining and the rank-and-file (Taplin 

1990; Montgomery 1979). The NLRA encouraged workers to 

organize, yet simultaneously made unions the watchdogs over 

unruly worker behavio~ that was not consistent with the 

tenets of Wagner. 

Businesses benefitted from the policy of worker 

---~~----------------
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"containment" established by New Deal legislation 

(Montgomery 1979). Historical analyses corroborate that far 

from being recipients of the Wagner Act, employer 

associations were inextricably linked to political groups 

shaping New Deal legislation (Domhoff 1990; Goldfield 1989; 

Jenkins and Brents 1989). Thus, in the end, the Wagner Act 

simultaneously symbolized a defeat for businesses, in that 

unions became a legitimate form of worker action and a 

victory for businesses, in that the narrow economic agenda 

of the AFL became institutionalized in labor legislation. 

Was the Wagner Act successful in completely enforcing 

business unionism inside the labor movement? Stepan-Norris 

and Zeitlin (1989) argue that a large communist contingency 

inside unions, lasting until the late forties, was able to 

challenge at least one facet of business unionism: the focus 

of collective bargaining on wage and benefits issues. With 

the Wagner Act came the consolidation of the Congress of 

Industrial Organization (CIO) , which separated from the AFL 

in 1938. The communist insurgents of the 1934 strikes found 

a legitimate home in the new industrial unions. Communists 

were tireless organizers for the CIO unions, according to 

Stepan-Norris and Zeitlin (1989), and constituted the "best

organized political group" within it. Although the 

communist-led unions were under the same narrow contractual 

constraints as other unions, archival research by Stepan-
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Norris and Zeitlin (1991) reveals that contracts obtained by 

communist-led unions pushed the boundaries of capitalists' 

power. Contracts developed in communist-led unions were: 

less likely to possess a management prerogative clause, 

which challenged managers' total control over the labor 

process; less likely to possess a prohibition on strikes; 

more likely to have shorter contract terms; and more likely 

to have short and decentralized grievance procedures. Thus, 

while communist-led unions may not have disputed the 

bureaucratic form business unionism cemented, radical unions 

did challenge capitalist domination at the workplace. 

In the anti-Communist fervor of 1949-50, communist-led 

unions were expelled from the CIO. The result was a labor 

movement dominated by both facets of business unionism: form 

(hierarchical) and content (economistic-centered). The 

expulsion of the communists occurred simultaneous to and 

followed by labor legislation that is unanimously defined as 

"pro-business:" Taft-Hartley (1947) and the Landrum-Griffen 

Act (1959). These two pieces of legislation ensured that 

spontaneous grass-roots organizing by the rank-and-file 

would be forever curtailed. Taft-Hartley, for instance, 

required 60 days notice before workers could engage in a 

strike, required a non-communist oath by officials and 

outlawed secondary boycotts and mass st.rikes (Hurd 1979) . 

National unions became legally responsible for the actions 
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of locals that violated written contracts. This encouraged 

nationals to further bureaucratize union organizations so 

that they could keep control over what the locals were doing 

(Montgomery 1979: 166). Businesses seized the opportunity 

in this conservative political climate to avoid unionism by 

appealing to workers' economic sensibilities. And in turn, 

this was the same strategy used by unions to woo workers 

back. Business unionism, planted in the early century by 

the AFL, bloomed and flowered throughout the entire labor 

movement by the end of the century. 

Today, some businesses, workers and unions are 

attempting to pluck the petals of business unionism, and 

kill this century year old plant. In the present changing 

economic environment, in which flexibility and innovation 

are seen to be key solutions to a productivity quagmire, 

business unionism is now perceived by many capitalists as a 

costly and impractical solution to worker unrest. Indeed, 

some business leaders view business unionism as one cause of 

declining productivity (Heckscher 1988). To make the United 

States the leading player, once again, in the global 

economy, companies argue that workers must become involved 

in decision-making. But union contract rigidity, which 

renders the workforce passive, makes participation 

impossible. Workers, too, are demanding more voice in the 

workplace (Blum 1993; Taplin 1990; Aronowitz 1983). Taplin 
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claims (1990) that the expectations for worker participation 

are coming from younger, more-educated cohorts of employees, 

who expect much more from their job than a simple paycheck 

at the end of the week. Firms are thus faced with two 

choices: to develop collaborative relations with workers or 

to turn to a low wage workforce either domestically or 

abroad. 

Allies of the labor movement argue that incorporating 

democracy into the labor movement is both timely and 

imperative. First, some companies are using participation 

schemes to avoid unionism (Banks and Metzgar 1989). Studies 

confirm that providing employees with more "voice" is a new 

and efficient way of keeping unions out (Parker and 

Slaughter 1988). By providing an organizational arena for 

workers to find their "voice," democratic unions can ride 

the tide of the "emerging" workplace rather than be swept 

away by it. Second, unions can use participation as a way to 

gain more control over the workprocess. As Aronowitz (1983: 

44) claims, "The fight for self-management is not only a 

necessary program for organizing, it is an important element 

of a new class-oriented unionism, since the gain for 

employees would be a power loss for top management." Thus, 

unions with a democratic organizational structure can both 

attract and hold on to union members, as well as attain more 

power in the workplace. 
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In a normative sense, a new strategy for labor is 

necessary for the future success of the trade union 

movement. In a theoretical sense, by becoming more 

democratic, unions will produce workers that are more 

committed to and active in the labor movement. The rest of 

the chapter explores these claims using principles from 

participatory democracy. Tenets from participatory 

democracy suggest that an hierarchical organizational 

structure creates a passive workforce with little commitment 

to or satisfaction with the labor movement. On the other 

hand, principles from participatory democracy also suggest 

that a democratic organization structure educates workers 

about action and provides them with a sense of fulfillment. 

The History and Principles of Participatory Democracy 

Theorizing on participatory democracy arises in the 

late sixties and early seventies as a critique against 

normative philosophies justifying political apathy among 

citizens within the United States (Pateman 1970; Bacharach 

1967; Walker 1966). Schumpeter's (1942) popular notion from 

the fifties, democracy as methodology, is challenged by 

radical groups who see democracy as more than a method of 

choosing leaders, but rather a manner to attain justice. 

One major distinction between the beliefs of the group 

radicals called, the "democratic elite" (see Walker's [1967] 
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critique of Dahl and Bachrach 1968), and proponents of 

participatory democracy is in differing definitions of human 

nature. 

The "democratic elites" follow the lead of classical 

liberals such as Bentham (1962) and Locke (1988) who argue 

that limiting the role of citizens in government to merely 

voting upon elected representatives is the ideal form of 

democracy. Their claim that a more participatory government 

is unfeasible rests on the assumption that human nature is 

egoistic and acquisitive. Bentham and I,ocke argue that the 

main concern of humans is with fulfilling individual goals 

which maximize self interest, a pursuit achievable only in 

the private realm of work and family. The political realm 

is theorized to possess a regulatory function. If conflicts 

should arise between individuals maximizing their interest, 

the state acts as a mediator to maintain peace between the 

opposing parties. The role of citizens in the state, then, 

is supposed to be limited so that they can spend the 

majority of time fulfilling their acquisitive nature. 

The second assumption of some "democratic elite II 

theorists comes from philosophers such as Mosca (1939) and 

Sartori (1965) who argue that the ability of average 

citizens to participate in the polity is questionable given 

the natural division of humans into two categories, leaders 

and the led. In every society, argues Sartori (1965), there 
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are a handful of people possessing the skills necessary to 

govern. A ruling elite does not contradict democracy since 

its presence is ubiquitous and thus "can be neither pro- nor 

anti-democracy," (Sartori 1965: 112). Both Mosca and 

Sartori believe that because of the intellectual frailties 

possessed by the led, a ruling elite is functional in 

maintaining stability in democracy. This implies that the 

apathy exhibited by most citizens is a positive feature of 

representative democracy rather than a negative one. 

Followers of participatory democracy suggest that 

classical liberal assumptions which minimize citizen's role 

in the government are based on elitist ideas about society 

rather than objective realities (Mason 1982; Pateman 1970; 

Bacharach 1967; Walker 1966). For Pateman (1970), human 

nature does not square with the ahistorical and constant 

character ascribed by the "elites." Instead, human desires 

are shaped by the socio-historical context of experience. 

As Mason (1982: 21) claims, "man's nature is defined and 

developed by his action." Since action is seen as dynamic, 

then "man" is also considered to be dynamic, learning from 

"his" involvement in society. 

Assuming that human nature is not static means that the 

classical liberal claim about humans as acquisitive and self 

interested is more a function of what people learn through 

experience rather than some inherent quality with which they 
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are born. The view of the state as simply a regulatory 

agency in which people have a limited role justifies the 

apathy found in the present system, yet does not explain it. 

Furthermore, keeping the public sphere out of the daily 

lives of people benefits those with political power rather 

than society as a whole. 

The assertion that it is natural for an apathetic group 

of citizens to follow a more skilled circle of leaders begs 

the question: Do people not participate because they 

naturally follow apathetically or do they follow 

apathetically because their social conditions discourage 

them from participation? Followers of participatory 

democracy claim that the former view is held by classical 

liberals to justify a political process which is exclusive 

rather than inclusive. In contrast, they see human nature 

as dynamic, thus, participation could just as easily be 

learned as indifference. 

The first goal of the "new" political philosophers was 

to expose the hidden assumptions and normative claims behind 

popular explanations of low political participation. The 

second aim was to articulate their own assumptions and 

normative claims about participation. If human nature is 

dynamic and embedded in socio-historical context, then 

followers of participatory democracy must justify why self

governance is a better authority structure than 



representational governance. Four justifications are 

commonly cited: the first two expressive, the second two 

instrumental. 
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Since Schumpeter (1942), democracy has been primarily 

viewed as a methodology meant to arrive at macro-political 

decisions rather than an ideology with intentions of 

providing individuals with a sense of freedom and self

knowledge. The second notion of democracy, the one which 

views autonomy and self-awareness as integral to the goals 

of a political process, is what some early political 

philosophers originally conceived as essential. (Rousseau 

1968; Cole 1928). Believers in participatory democracy 

share the assumption that freedom cannot be achieved unless 

all people help control the decisions which govern the rules 

of their lives (Barber 1984) . 

Beyond the cry for self-freedom lies a more basic 

theoretical belief, that through the act of participation 

individuals are rewarded with more satisfaction and 

commitment to an organizational system. The idea that active 

involvement in one's destiny produces positive psychological 

effects stems from such diverse thinkers as de Tocqueville 

(1961) and Cole (1920), both of whom argue that IIself 

expression involves self-government ll (Cole 1920: 208). 

There is also an extensive empirical literature linking 

decision-making with organizational satisfaction and 
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commitment (Lincoln and Kalleberg 1990; Mowday, Porter and 

Steers 1982; Blumberg 1968). Blumberg's 1968 (p. 133) 

finding that " ... job interest, commitment and satisfaction 

are all generally heightened by the introduction of various 

forms of participation" still has veracity in today's 

workplace (Arches 1991; Hodson and Sullivan 1985) . 

Mosca (1939) warns that involving everyone in decision

making would disrupt society's equilibrium. Yet Rousseau 

theorizes just the opposite. He contends that taking part in 

decision-making helps one more readily accept decisions, 

implying that participation actually has a stabilizing 

effect upon society (Rousseau 1968). This proposition, that 

acceptance of rules is more likely when the individual has 

participated in the governing, is supported empirically in 

the procedural justice literature (Lind and Tyler 1988) . 

Findings reveal that individuals involved in the legal 

system are more likely to judge distributive outcomes as 

fair if they are active participants in the process (Walker, 

Lind and Thibaut 1979). The conclusion is that, "with 

respect to perceptions, 'ends' cannot justify 'means, '" 

(Walker et. al. 1979: 1416). 

Finally, industrial production increases enormously 

when workers feel a sense of ownership in what they are 

creating (Cole 1920). To quote Cole (1920: 189) " ... how 

much more willing will be the service of the average man, a 
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creature of sentiment, ever more inclined to give than to 

take, if only he can feel that in giving he is serving a 

fellow and an equal!" This link has not gone unnoticed in 

the current management literature which argues that' 

increased worker participation will lead to higher 

productivity and thus higher profits (Lawler, Mohrmann and 

Ledford 1992; Kanter 1989). Yet participatory democracy 

advocates see high dedication to the work process more 

importantly as a symbol of decreased alienation rather than 

a means to provide more profit for capitalists (Greenberg 

1986) . 

The Theoretical Principles of Participatory Democracy 

Rather than perpetuate the present system in which 

people have only a minimal role in government, participatory 

democracy proponents argue that an expanded role of the 

citizenry must occur not only for the good of society, but 

for the betterment of every individual. Followers have 

established a set of logical propositions about how a 

participatory organization should influence individuals 

within that structure, and thus, implications are drawn 

about what must change in order to transform society. The 

method of transformation, according to Pateman and her 

followers, is participation, and the location is the 

workplace. 
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The main function of participation is an educative one 

(Pateman 1970; Mason 1982; Bachrach and Botwinick 1992) . 

There is no better way to understand the fundamentals of 

participation besides experiencing it. Just as the skills 

for driving cannot be completely explained in a classroom, 

but must be put to use in order to be understood, so must 

the skills for participation be applied so that 

comprehension is mastered. Participation is action, and 

through action participation is learned. 

An important behavioral dimension of participatory 

democracy is the idea that participation in one area of life 

breeds further participation in other areas (Derber and 

Schwartz 1983; Pateman 1970). There are two reasons for 

this IIspillover effect. II On a practical level, the tools 

necessary for participation have been learned, and can 

easily be transferred to another arena (Pateman 1970). The 

IItoolsll of participation include general and specific 

knowledge that individuals have attained through the 

experience of being active. For instance, learning how to 

listen to people with contrary opinions is a skill that is 

transferrable to a variety of social arenas. On a 

psychological level, the act of participation enhances self

efficacy, the feeling that one's actions matter (Pateman 

1970). The fulfillment that decision-making brings and the 

perception that action is efficacious spurs people to 



further engage in participatory behavior (Derber and 

Schwartz 1983). 
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For proponents of participatory democracy, the logical 

training place for grasping the necessary tools of 

participation is the workplace. The spillover effect is 

most likely to occur from workplace to government because 

the workplace is where people spend most of their waking 

hours. As Mason argues (1982: 103), "If we believe that 

human experience has any effect upon the lives of 

individuals, we cannot disregard the activity that occupies 

as much as one third of an individual's conscious life." 

Work is the place most time is spent, and because of its 

present authority structure, it is also the place where 

individuals learn daily their subservient and passive 

positions. The autocracy a worker experiences "stifles, 

instead of developing, his natural capacities for self

government and self assertion" (Cole 1928: 118). Empirical 

studies support the claim that participatory democracy in 

the workplace is linked to broader participation in the 

political sphere (Greenberg 1986; Elden 1981). Thus, if 

participatory democracy is to be a viable method for 

organizing the polity, the workplace must transform itself 

from a manufacturer of passive beings to a community of 

active ones. 



The Transformation of Participatory Democracy into 

Empowerment: Historical and Contemporary Applications of 

Participatory Democracy 
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In the academic world, the theoretical principles of 

participatory democracy gained prominence in the nineteen

sixties and seventies. Simultaneously, political activists 

attempted to apply these principles to the social world. 

Three fundamental arenas of every-day life became targets 

for change: communities, the educational system and work 

life. In the eighties and nineties, visionaries in both the 

political and academic realms still theorize the 

applicability of participatory principles in society, 

however, the discourse of theory has changed. What was once 

a cry for "participatory democracy" is now a cry for 

"empowerment." In this section, I briefly discuss the 

evolution of discourse around issues of participation. I 

look at the areas participatory democracy was first applied, 

discuss when empowerment emerged and address the 

implications that the transformation of discourse has for 

social thought. 

The civil rights movement of the sixties brought the 

concept of "equality of opportunity" into the consciousness 

of the North American psyche. Civil rights activists argued 

that the decaying urban cities ate away at democratic 

principles, and that only through giving citizens the power 



61 

to control their future could inequality of opportunity be 

reduced. With the help of organizers, such as Saul Alinsky, 

community organizations sprang up in urban places with the 

goal of bringing democracy to the lower classes: 

Participation in organizations provides a training 

ground in citizenship for individuals who 

participate; it is also the only means for some 

segments of the population to gain access to the 

political system (Gittell 1980: 246). 

The idea of participatory democracy within communities, 

then, was to teach democracy to the disenfranchised. 

Soon after the implementation of organizations with 

this goal, researchers analyzed how effective community 

organizations were at teaching democracy (Gittell 1980; 

Cooper 1980; Korten 1980; and Yates 1973). Studies asked, 

How democratic were community organizations espousing 

democracy? Michel's Iron Law predicts that oligarchy is 

inevitable in organizations because leaders enjoy power, are 

better at utilizing it and most importantly, have the 

necessary technical information for maintaining power. 

Scholars wondered if Michel's prediction would hold true in 

these organizations with democratic goals (Ventriss and 

Pecorella 1984; Gittel 1980). They found that when 

community associations had relationships with outside 

bureaucracies a centralized power system tended to evolve 
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within the organizations. Cooper (1980: 484) noted that 

II ••• the pressure to adopt professional and technical 

perspectives, along with the appropriate roles for each of 

these ... 11 ran high in organizations that simply associated 

with outside agencies, regardless of their financial 

dependence on them (see also Ventriss and Pecorella 1984; 

Gittell 1980). The result, claimed Cooper, is ·that 

bureaucracies possess viruses and they spread their diseases 

to innocent organizations: 

Even when public agencies approach a community 

with the best intentions, they are still carriers 

of the modern bureaucratic, legal, and technical 

mentality (1980: 439). 

However, researchers also noted that the community 

organizations which developed associations with public 

agencies had one similarity: they changed their 

organizational goals. Community organizations that became 

oligarchic transformed into service-oriented agencies, 

seeing the provision of services as more important than 

teaching participation or democracy (Ventriss and Pecorella 

1984) . The community groups which maintained their primary 

goal as educating II ••• residents in basic skills in order to 

maximize their effectiveness in political affairs II (Ventriss 

and Pecorella 1984: 226) had less tendency to become 

bureaucracies with centralized power. Participatory 



democracy in communities was viable, then, when activists 

maintained the goal of educating citizens about democracy, 

and not when the goal became one of providing services to 

citizens. 
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In the nineties, providing citizens control over their 

communities is still a goal. The change has come in 

rhetoric. What was once a call for participatory democracy 

is now a call for "empowerment." As Cnaan posits, the goal 

of neighborhood organizations are to "empower the 

neighborhood residents, counteracting their feelings of 

powerlessness and lack of representation" (1991: 614). 

"Empowerment" has replaced "participatory democracy" as 

the buzzword. In fact a cursory glance at the Social 

Sciences Index reveals that while "empowerment" is 

practically nonexistent in journal articles before 1982; 

after 1982 there is an incremental increase in the usage of 

the term, until in 1992 "empowerment" appears as the subject 

matter in 93 articles (information from the Sociofile) . 

This switch of concepts is apparent in another location 

where activism is prominent: the educational system. Titles 

of articles in academic journal such as "The Schoolboard: 

Participatory Democracy Revisited" (Kapel and Pink 1976) 

have been replaced with such titles as "Democracy, 

Scientific Knowledge, and Teacher Empowerment" (Garrison 

1988) . 
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Educational empowerment arose out of the participatory 

democracy movement within communities (Stopsky 1975). It 

implies providing control over the educational system to 

communities, parents and teachers 1
• Activists argued that 

residents could not effectively garner the skills of 

participation without control over the organization 

immediately influential in their childrens' lives, schools. 

The movement for educational empowerment has two 

similarities with the movement for participatory democracy 

in communities. First, researchers claimed that 

participation by parents and teachers provided these people 

with a strong sense of self-efficacy (Zeichner 1991). For 

parents, claim Kapel and Pink, participation results in 

" ... a feeling of increased knowledge of the system and a 

better self image, but also, perhaps more significantly, in 

the development of a feeling that they were better able to 

assist their children's development" (1976: 23). Second, 

scholars also believed that participation in the educational 

system should be linked with the broader goal of providing 

empowerment for citizens in arenas outside of schools. 

Gutmann makes the claim that "the aims of democratic 

A similar call for including students into school 
decisions has not been a concern with most educational activists. 
Rather, "alternative" private schools have been the only ones who 
have taken the task of "empowering" students (Rothschild and 
Whitt 1986) . 



education will not be fully realized until citizens have 

additional opportunities to exercise discretion in their 

daily work ... II (1987: 282) (see also Levin 1974) . The 

concept of empowerment in the educational movement, then, 

did not entirely transform the goals outlined in 

participatory democracy. 
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In the seventies, alternative strategies of organizing 

paid work emerged throughout the United States with the 

hopes of replacing the alienating system of Taylorism with 

the more humane system of participatory democracy. Work 

collectives sprung up in different industries, and II ••• based 

their growth on the neighborhood/community control concerns 

of the 1960's and 1970's emphasis on personal growth and 

development through active involvement in organizations 

affecting one's life II (Brown 1985: 317). The desired end 

of these alternative work schemes was not profit, but a 

democratic means of providing various services to the 

population. In fact, after the needed services were 

rendered, many of these organizations disbanded, believing 

that bureaucracy would rear its ugly head if the 

organization remained once its goal had been completed 

(Rothschild and Whitt 1986) . 

Work collectives were only one place of employment 

where issues of participation emerged. conventional 

workplaces also began to experiment with participation. 
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During the last three decades, traditional businesses had to 

face some startling news; the United States was no longer 

the preeminent world economic leader. Rather, Japan had 

surpassed the productive and innovative edge held by the 

United States since World War II. Scurrying to retain 

their competitive advantage, some American companies began 

considering reorganization of their firms. The Japanese 

system, centered around work teams, was held up as the work 

strategy of the future (Wokutch 1992), and hence, the birth 

of the term, "empowerment," in traditional work settings. 

As Lawler et. al. note: 

The most intriguing suggestion about how to 

improve performance was that American 

organizations change their organization and 

management systems to be more participative by 

involving employees in problem-solving, decision

making, and the financial success of the business 

(1992: 1). 

Empowerment for traditional businesses was not an end in 

itself, but a means to an end. Scholars proposed that if 

workers felt in control over their work tasks, they would 

work harder and increase productivity (Applebaum and Batt 

1993; Kanter 1989). Unlike other movements around issues of 

empowerment and participation, managers were not interested 

in teaching the skills of participation so that workers 



could apply these tools to other arenas. Instead, worker 

participation schemes were deemed successful to the degree 

productivity had increased. 

Experiments in participatory democracy within the 

United States occurred mainly in the seventies, giving way 

to strategies of empowerment in the eighties and ninet.ies. 
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I believe that the concept of "participatory democracy" was 

replaced by the more innocuous term, "empowerment," for two 

reasons. First, participatory democracy requires a systemic 

change instituting a method of participation resulting in 

empowerment. The concept, empowerment, does not have to 

entail radical reorganization of existing systems, as is 

obvious in conventional workplaces employing worker 

empowerment. Rather, any method which results in an 

enhanced sense of power is seen to constitute empowerment. 

For instance, a new system which increased economic rewards 

within a Taylorist framework might result in worker 

empowerment, yet it would not satisfy followers of 

participatory democracy. Second, the culmination of 

empowerment does not necessarily have to extend beyond a 

small group of people, while participatory democracy 

requires change at every level of an organization. For 

instance, a corporation might decide to lIempower" managers 

while keeping lower-level employees organized in the 

traditional bureaucratic way. Because participatory 



68 

democracy is a way of organizing, changing the situation for 

a small group of individuals rather than the whole group is 

not a solution. 

Union Organizing and Participatory Democracy 

Participation in the workplace has many allies of the 

labor movement frightened. Parker and Slaughter (1988) 

argue that IIparticipation ll is a simple rhetorical device 

being used by management as a new means to control workers, 

in the same fashion that paternalism was used to quell 

employee discontent (see Chapter 6). Regardless of why it 

is being used, the reality is that employers are successful 

at utilizing IIparticipation ll to keep unions out (Parker and 

Slaughter 1988). While there is disagreement about whether 

or not unions should become involved in the new 

participatory management schemes, labor activists tend to 

agree that unions must at least counter such strategies by 

themselves offering participation to workers in their 

organizations. A 1985 report issued by the AFL-CIO titled 

The Changing Situation of Workers and Their Unions argues 

that the labor movement must show workers once again that 

unions are relevant vehicles for attaining workplace change. 

The necessary demonstration entails adopting participatory 

strategies which place workers in the center of workplace 

struggle. To quote from the AFL-CIO report: 



The labor movement must demonstrate that union 

representation is the best available means for 

working people to express their individuality on 

the job and their desire to control their own 

working lives, and that unions are democratic 

institutions controlled by their members 

(1985: 13) . 
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The idea is that with a participatory union present, workers 

will have the knowledge and skill for controlling the 

implementation of a new, "autonomous" labor process (Derber 

and Schwartz 1983). As Banks and Metzgar (1993: 15) posit, 

"If unions can control such a process, it can empower 

workers and put unions in a position to significantly change 

the balance of power between labor and management." 

A "new unionism" incorporating a participatory 

democratic structure is being heralded as the strategy to 

secure the labor movement's survival into the next century. 

The "new unionism" creates more successes in union 

organizing campaigns (Bronfenbrenner 1993), as well as 

secures highly committed and active members in the struggle 

against exploitation (Benson 1985; Derber and Schwartz 1983; 

Fletcher 1970). The following is a shared sentiment: 

Right now, most unions members are consumers 

of unionism rather than producers of it. So 

long as union member's own image of the labor 



movement is descriptive of the service model, 

we will not be able to muster the numbers, the 

resources, or the enthusiasm sufficient to make 

the necessary political changes and to attract 

enough new members into our fold (Banks and 

Metzgar 1993: 53). 
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Democratic movements in unions such as the Teamsters' and 

the United Steel Workers' unions, which were historically 

characterized by oligarchy, attest to the growing desires of 

the rank and file to gain more control over their 

organizations. The question is does creating "producers" of 

unionism rather than "consumers" of unionism actually create 

the enthusiasm and action needed to bolster the strength of 

the labor movement? I explore this question by looking at 

the two, recent union organizing campaigns described 

previously in Chapter 1, incorporating distinctive authority 

structures: participatory and authoritative. Principles 

from participatory democracy, as well as informal 

hypothesizing from labor allies, suggest that the 

participatory union campaign will create more committed and 

active workers than the authoritative campaign. The next 

step, then, is to define participatory democracy and create 

hypotheses which can be empirically examined. 
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Defining Participatory Democracy: Research and Propositions 

The principles of participatory democracy have been 

expounded upon and explicated by various thinkers, yet a 

definition of the concept has not been as clear. What 

mechanisms must be in place so that the workplace no longer 

perpetuates autocracy, but provides instruction in 

democracy? I answer this first by delineating the elements 

which do NOT constitute participatory democracy, labeled 

pseudo-participation. Pseudo-participation occurs when the 

authority structure does not change, yet one's level of 

participation within it does. For example pseudo

participation is typified by taking part in a group 

activity, being informed of a decision or sitting in on a 

meeting, yet having no say in its conclusion (Pateman 1970) . 

Pseudo-participation may be used as a co-optation device by 

those in authority positions rather than a legitimate goal 

to empower participants (Mason 1982). For instance, pseudo

participation would be said to exist when workers are called 

to "participate" in decisions 'which have already been made. 

The components that DO constitute participatory 

democracy vary across theorists (Bachrach and Botwinick 

1993; Mason 1982; Bernstein 1976; Pateman 1970). However, 

there are three basic elements which all theorists discuss. 

These are information, communication and decision-making. 



Information is needed so that there is knowledge not only 

about what issues are being discussed, but how to evaluate 

the issues. Bernstein states, "Workers cannot be 

influential in decision-making if control over their 

information is left to someone else" (1976: 69). 
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Shared information is necessary so that participants can 

communicate openly with each other about the details under 

discussion. Communication entails sharing information but 

also freely discussing knowledge so that all participants 

are aware of the issues involved and understand how each 

individual perceives the decisions to be made. Barber 

proposes, "The objective is not to canvass opinion or to 

take a straw poll, but to catalyze discussion and to nurture 

empathetic forms of reasoning" (1984: 274). The act of 

communicating, then, provides a forum for discussion, not an 

arena for individual soapboxes. After information is 

disseminated about an issue and participants have the chance 

to voice their concerns, people must able to have a hand in 

whatever outcome is decided. This means that everybody must 

have equal opportunity for input in decision-making. 

Having a say in decision-making is at the heart of 

participatory democracy. Pateman states, "The implication 

is that to obtain the required psychological effect from 

participation, for the sense of political competence or 

efficacy to be developed, democratization, i.e. full 



participation at the higher level ll of decision-making is 

imperative (1970: 73). Indeed, widely shared information 

and open channels of communication are only important in 

that they allow individuals the opportunity to affect 

decisions. 
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Thus, a union organizing campaign with a strong 

participatory democratic structure exists when information, 

communication and decision-making is shared by all workers. 

Accordingly, the experience with participatory democracy 

should affect workers in the campaign behaviorally, by 

encouraging action in other areas and attitudinally, by 

increasing levels of satisfaction and commitment. In 

addition, such a campaign should augment feelings of self

efficacy, and create a positive view of participation 

rather than a negative one. More formally, I argue as 

follows: 

The more participatory a union campaign's authority 

structure, 

a) The more likely workers will feel satisfied by and 

committed to the union campaign. 

b) The more likely workers will view participation in the 

campaign as positive (as a right and a privilege) rather 

than negative (as a chore). 

c) The more likely workers will feel a sense of self

efficacy regarding their role in the union. 



d) The more likely workers will participate in the union 

as well as in the workplace after the success of the 

campaign due to the "spillover effect." 
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One controversial aspect of participatory democracy 

concerns the role of ideology. All supporters of the theory 

believe that the goal of a participatory workplace is the 

self-expression and self-development of its members. In 

order to attain these ideals the self-interested psychology 

fostered within capitalism needs to be replaced by a more 

solidaristic psychology, something like worker solidarity. 

The controversy stems from notions about how the replacement 

of values would take place. Pateman (1970) and Mason (1982) 

argue that values would change simply by implementing 

participatory democracy. Mason states: 

[Man] can transcend his own possessive interests 

and consider sincerely the interests of others. 

Furthermore, he possesses substantial potential 

for sustained learning and growth. Such 

development, however, can never take place unless 

the individual assumes an active stance toward the 

world. An important part of active life is 

involvement in the various groups that constitute 

the network of an individual's interactions with 

other people. This ties the individual closely to 

other individuals as part of human groupings and 



in the process, gives birth to an alternative set 

of values (1982: 223). 

Mason's statement assumes that inclusive decision-making 

creates solidaristic-spirited individuals. However, this 

assumption has no theoretical base. What about shared 

decision-making allows one to transcend an individualist 

philosophy? As Greenberg (1986: 132) questions in his 

study of plywood cooperatives in the northwest, "Why 

should one expect that collective decision making in 

enterprises whose survival depends on the accumulation of 

profits in the marketplace can be based upon or produce 
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anything other than a concern for self-interest?" In other 

words, if the end of shared decision-making is individual 

profit, then what motivation do people have to develop 

concern for the welfare of the collective? Neither has the 

link between solidaristic ideology and participatory 

authority structure been supported empirically (Greenberg 

1986; 1981; Bernstein 1976). For these reasons, I consider 

an ideology of solidarity to be necessary in an organizing 

campaign, separate from the participatory authority 

structure. 

Thus, an organizing campaign with a solidaristic 

ideology emphasizes how the union will benefit the whole 

collective rather than individual members. More formally, I 

contend: 



The more solidaristic a union campaign's ideology, 

e) The more likely workers will interpret the union 

based on group needs rather than individual needs. 

Conclusion 
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At a historical juncture characterized by discontented 

workers calling for more voice and control in their jobs, 

issues of participation and democracy become matters of 

practical concern. The participatory democracy framework 

suggests that providing individuals control over basic 

decisions within the union will do more than pacify an 

unhappy workforce, it will also contribute to the desire and 

ability of workers to participate in other areas of life. 

The proposed "spillover effect II is an imperative way of 

giving individuals control over rules governing their daily 

activity, and thereby, creating autonomous and self aware 

social beings. Democracy in the workplace is now a 

fashionable topic, with. companies beginning to implement 

worker participation as a strategy to increase productivity 

(Lawler et al. 1992). Unions are being warned that unless 

they discard the old business unionism and take issues of 

participatory democracy seriously, new management techniques 

will make labor organizations obsolete. As one pundit 
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claims, "Workers have little chance of controlling industry 

if they cannot control their own unions. union democracy is 

therefore one of the chief prerequisites of industrial 

democracy" (Fletcher 1970: 83). Whether or not a more 

participatory union actually makes a difference will be the 

concern of the following chapters. 



Chapter 3 

Crossing the Great Divide: 
Work Processes and Workplace Sentiments 

at Bob's and Geofelt 

Introduction 

78 

In the previous chapter I argued that union organizing 

campaigns that possess participatory democratic authority 

structures are more likely to teach workers the fundamentals 

of participation than campaigns with highly centralized 

authority structures. I explore this argument by looking at 

two organizing campaigns that took place at different 

companies. First, there is Bob's, a grocery chain with 24 

stores in the Phoenix, Arizona area. Bob's was successfully 

organized by the International Grocery Workers' Union (IGWU) 

in November 1992 using a top down organizing approach, the 

comprehensive campaign. The campaign at Bob's is compared 

to the union activities at Geofelt, a geotextile plant 

manufacturing polymer insulation materials in a small rural 

Alabama town. The United States Clothing Workers' Union 

(USCWU) won an election campaign in March 1993 at Geofelt 

using a bottom-up organizing strategy, the blitz. 

The companies are located in distinct industries, 

service and manufacturing, and make unique products under 

different labor processes. Given these disparities, 

questions might arise about the root of participation among 

.... __ ._ ... __ ._--_ .. ,------------
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workers at these two places during the organizing campaigns. 

Is it possible that the structures of the organizing 

campaigns had little to do with the reason workers failed to 

or actively engaged in participation? Did the real source

of activism lay in the distinct labor processes and/or 

worker characteristics at the two businesses? In order to 

examine these alternative possibilities, I analyze whether 

differences between the two workplaces were the reason 

employees from Geofelt united together in action while Bob's 

workers remained passive. After examining the labor 

processes, worker characteristics and employee-workplace 

relations, I conclude that Bob's and Geofelt employees were 

equally likely to participate in their organizing campaigns. 

The fact that participation differed dramatically across 

the two work groups suggests that something other than the 

workplace encouraged workers' behavior. 

Labor Process 

The labor process changed radically from preindustrial 

to industrial societies. New technologies increased the 

volume and speed of production which instigated a shift in 

the organization of businesses (Chandler 1977). For Marx 

(1888), this change in labor process was to foment 

revolution in a class exploited and alienated from 

capitalist production. Yet the 20th century closes without 
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mass working-class action. Is there something about the 

capitalist labor process that has prevented workers from 

revolting as Marx predicted? According to a new school of 

Marxist thought, managers have effectively organized work, 

both the service and manufacturing industries, so as to 

control labor and render workers quiescent (Gordon, Edwards 

and Reich 1982; Burawoy 1979; Edwards 1979; Braverman 1974) . 

According to Braverman's (1979) deskilling thesis, 

workers have become atomized and isolated from each other 

through technologies which have transferred employees' 

skills to machines. For Gordon et al. (1982) the economy is 

divided into various segments, which keeps wages and working 

conditions for workers heterogenous and prevents employees 

from effectively unifying. Finally, Edwards (1979) argues 

that management continually devises "forms of control'l that 

evolve to meet employee resistance and keep the workforce 

passive. While these theories tell a compelling story about 

why workers as a group have not cooperated to overthrow the 

capitalist class, they do not shed light as to why workers 

do act in concert at various times. What about the labor 

process compels workers to act? 

Zetka (1992a; 1992b), using archival data from the auto 

industry, outlines three characteristics of the labor 

process that are linked with militant activity (wildcat 

strikes) by workers: spatial layout, control over work pace, 
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and coordination of work groups into teams. Companies that 

are organized so that employees are involved in "intensive 

interaction" are more likely to develop group commitment, 

thereby encouraging participatory action at the plant. A 

business fostering a "militant" environment would be one in 

which workers labored closely together, where employees 

controlled the work pace rather than toiled at a machine's 

pace, and where rewards were distributed based on workers' 

actions as a group rather than individually (1992a). 

Participatory democracy considers further elements 

about the work process connected to employees' behavior. 

High levels of information, communication and decision

making extended to the workforce at the company are also 

likely to prompt action by employees. The "spillover 

effect" suggests that employees who are armed with the tools 

of participation will utilize these tools in other arenas. 

This means that a workplace organized with a participatory 

structure will not lead to a passive workgroup, as the 

controlled workers described by Braverman (1974), Edwards 

(1979) and other NeoMarxists, but will likely lead to 

workers who act on the efficacy and knowledge they have 

achieved once they perceive problems at the company. 

In order to examine how the different labor processes 

at Bob's and Geofelt might have influenced the amount of 

participation by the two work groups, I first describe how 
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work is organized at these two sites. I then analyze 

whether their structures and processes are capable of 

predicting the level of activity among employees during the 

different organizing campaigns. 

Bob's Grocery Stores 

A recent analysis of the grocery industry by John Walsh 

(1993) finds that technology introduced into food stores has 

not caused workers to lose skills, as the Braverman (1974) 

thesis suggests. Rather the emergence of IIsuperstores ll into 

the economy has lIemphasized workers' autonomy and skill 

rather than management control and routinization of the 

work II (Walsh 1993: 16). II Superstores II provide people with 

one-stop shopping by incorporating specialty areas such as 

video rental and pharmacies into the conventional grocery 

store. Walsh's (1993) claim is that as stores become larger 

and more specialized one individual is not capable of 

controlling all the information necessary to maintain the 

place efficiently. This means that employees, both managers 

and clerks in the specific areas, are given authority over 

how the department should be organized to maximize profit. 

Employees on the floor have contact with customers and are 

thus more knowledgeable about which products to order and 

stock than top management. 

Bob's grocery store, which opened 30 years ago in 
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Phoenix, Arizona, was once a prototypical "superstore." The 

owner, Bob Smith, envisioned a store in which his customers 

need only travel to the next aisle to find what they were 

looking for. Indeed, each store was equipped with separate 

jewelry, clothing, houseware, toy, hardware, automotive, and 

pharmacy sections, staffed by knowledgeable employees. The 

organizational structure of Bob's was similar to the 

Superstore that Walsh (1993) describes in his book, with 

each department allowed to order, stock and shelve the 

products in a way it deemed most efficient, although headed 

by a manager. Above the department heads were section 

managers who oversaw the maintenance of several departments. 

Above the section heads were three area managers, 

corresponding to the division of the store into either the 

meat, grocery or merchandise area. At the top of the 

organizational tree was the store manager. 

While the management structure of Bob's may have given 

employees more autonomy in the workplace than traditional 

grocery stores., clerks were still responsible to their 

supervisors. Supervisors could tell their subordinates 

which tasks had to be done on specific days and could even 

usurp a decision that someone lower in the hierarchy made. 

Yet overall, the specialized knowledge possessed by 

employees in the various departments, as well as the fact 

that workers controlled their own work pace, did allow them 
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a degree of autonomy and responsibility. 

The organization of Bob's began to shift, however, 

seven years before the organizing campaign when Bob Smith 

sold his 24 stores to a Canadian company. In response to 

the intense competition in the Phoenix area, where 8 grocery 

store chains battled it out, the new owners decided to 

increase profits by lowering labor costs. The changes 

began slowly, stores did not replace workers after they left 

the company. However, three years after the change of 

ownership more aggressive tactics were used by the owners to 

reduce labor costs, including laying off an entire layer of 

middle managers (area and section managers) and hundreds of 

clerks. As a result, several of the specialty areas, such 

as the hardware and automotive sections, were discontinued. 

The jewelry, clothing and food counters were sold to another 

company who managed these areas within Bob's. 

Bob's, once the unique "superstore" in the area, now 

appears more like its competition. This affects employees 

in a variety of ways. First, many employees lose their 

special product knowledge because workers with product 

information are let go when departments are shut down or 

sold. Also, the specialty areas still in place are 

reorganized with a self-serve method rather than with a 

customer service model. For example, customers now buy pre

wrapped meat rather than wait for a butcher to slice their 
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desired selection. Second, workers have more 

responsibility, yet less autonomy. With the layoffs, the 

amount of work employees need to complete in a day has 

grown. This time constraint makes it harder for workers to 

control their work pace, and pushes them to complete tasks 

quickly rather than thoughtfully. One employee stated that 

her department, which used to be given 80 hours of employee 

time a week, now is run on 40 hours which means IIcustomer 

service is a thing of the past. II The increase in 

responsibility and decrease in authority affects area 

managers also. They are now given a budget for hours and 

products in their areas. If all the employee hours are used 

up, it falls upon the shoulders of managers, salaried 

employees, to make sure that items are stocked, shelved and 

presentable. The consequence of having II overworked II 

managers will become clear below when I discuss whether or 

not employees wished to move up in the company. 

In essence, then, the reorganization at Bob's gives 

employees more work to do without giving them more say in 

how to do it. The change is most drastic for cashiers. The 

job of the cashier seems fairly routine. It is the one job 

in a grocery store similar to IItraditional ll factory work, 

given that workers are confined to one geographical area and 

the pace of work is influenced by a machine. One woman 

describes it as IIbasically just checking out the order, 
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customer service, taking the money, saying 'have a nice day' 

and that's it." Yet while Bob Smith owned the store, 

cashiers were not simply engaged in monotonous and 

repetitive work as they were with the new owners. Cashiers 

had more autonomy in two ways. First, they were responsible 

for ordering and stocking the candy and cigarettes in their 

area. Second, cashiers also held control over the money for 

their register. At the beginning of the work day, the 

cashier picked her drawer up from the manager and counted 

the money to make sure she was starting out with a full 

drawer. At the end of the day, the cashier once again 

counted her money to make sure the transactions of the day 

corresponded to the transactions in the drawer. Taking away 

both of these responsibilities was not seen as positive by 

the cashiers. One woman stated, "They stick us in a cage 

for 40 hours a week. We hate it. We all hate it!" 

Other positions, such as liquor clerks, merchandise 

clerks, bakers and stockers still maintain some autonomy 

given that their job pace is not influenced by a machine. 

Yet, they still have less time to complete the job. One 

liquor clerk, who used to be the manager for that 

department, stated, "I got moved down as manager and they 

took away the help I had in the department. Now, I'm doing 

more work, cause I have to do the physical work besides all 

the manager work and I get paid 7,000 dollars a year less. 
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It stinks!" 

How might the labor process at Bob's be related to the 

level of activism seen by workers during the organizing 

campaign? According to Zetka's (1993a) criteria of 

militance, the labor process at Bob's is not strongly 

conducive for producing group commitment among employees 

(see Table 3.1). First, the spatial layout of the store and 

the multitude of departments means that only a few employees 

are working closely together at one time. For instance, 

there might be 20 stockers on one shift, yet they are 

divided into departments: 2 workers stocking the dairy case, 

2 workers stocking dry food goods, 2 workers stocking 

produce, etc. Second, the employees that do work in bigger 

groups are separated from one another in that their tasks 

are independent from each other rather than coordinated. 

For example, there might be 7 cashiers lined up side by 

side; however, moving the customers through the line is not 

dependent on how well the cashiers as a group are 

coordinated, but on how quickly the particular cashier is 

capable of ringing the customer's items up. Finally, all 

positions met Zetka's (1993a) third criteria related to 

militance: workers controlled the work pace rather than 

machines. For instance, bakers created goods for sale at 

the deli and bakery counters using recipes and their own 

creativity. Even cashiers, who are the employees most 
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regulated by machines, have the power to stop the conveyor 

belt when they desire. Yet the ability to control the work 

pace, coupled with the absence of the other mechanisms 

promoting solidarity in the labor process would make it 

unlikely that this group would engage in activity according 

to Zetka (1993a). 

Proponents of participatory democracy have different 

conclusions from Zetka (1993a) about whether or not the 

grocery workers at Bob's would be active in the organizing 

campaign. Under the tenure of Bob Smith, employees had some 

discretion to decide how their departments should be set up. 

Together, members of a department could determine which 

products should be ordered, how products should be displayed 

and what customer service was necessary to sell products. 

Although managers could always override any decision made by 

employees in the old system, the new owners did not allow 

employees to make even basic decisions. This change in the 

level of autonomy of Bob's employees after the switch in 

ownership leads proponents of participatory democracy to 

predict that workers will become active in the organizing 

campaign, if only to reestablish their prior level of 

autonomy and decision-making capacity under the first owner. 

In sum, if we focus simply on workplace 

characteristics, two contrary outcomes are predicted. First, 

the solidarity-producing criteria outlined by Zetka (1993a) 
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suggests that we should not expect Bob's grocery workers to 

aggressively act in bringing a union into the company. 

Second, principles from participatory democracy hint that 

activism is likely given the changes workers experienced 

over the years in their level of decision-making. The 

IIspillover effect ll encourages employees to use the tools of 

participation to reestablish previous levels of authority. 

We already know, however, that Bob's employees were not 

active during the organizing campaign. Does this mean that 

Zetka's (1993a) criteria are more effective at predicting 

employee behavior than principles from participatory 

democracy? Before answering this question, let us explore 

workplace characteristics at Geofelt. 

Geofelt Insulation Materials 

Most people are familiar with the work process at a 

grocery store because they have been inside one and 

experienced it. Yet, not many know the product manufactured 

at Geofelt, much less the manner in which it is produced. 

Geofelt produces a polymer insulation material that is 

commonly used to line the bottom of landfills, keeping 

refuse from seeping into the earth; to lay underneath 

highways, preventing the formation of potholes; and to set 

beneath beaches, slowing down the erosion of beaches. 

The process of creating the insulation material 



90 

involves a very sophisticated technology. On the sixth 

floor of the Geofelt building, a machine melts polypropelene 

plastic pellets into a polymer. The melted polymer is 

pushed down to the third floor through a "free float system" , 

where it is cooled by a quench air device and turned into a 

solid. From the third floor, the solid travels to the 

second floor where it is distributed through a multitude of 

nozzles to create fibers. The fibers are then bcnded 

together, on the second floor, in a process known as 

"nonfilament continuous bonding," which tangles the fibers 

tightly to make them strong. The material is then coated 

with a special spray, called avivage, to make it more 

durable. Lastly, the final Geofelt product is sent to the 

first floor where it is wound up into rolls on a winding 

machine. The process must continue 24 hours a day, mainly 

because when the machine cools, it is extremely difficult 

and time-consuming to clean off the cooled polymer from the 

machine. 

The job of employees who work on the product line at 

Geofelt is to make sure the product is running through the 

machine efficiently and continuously. Some people described 

their position as "monitor," others described it as "process 

control." These people watch the line to make sure the 

technology does not malfunction or pieces of the machine do 

not break. There are three types of workers on the product 
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line. The first are the extruder technicians who work on 

the sixth floor, transferring polypropelene pellets from 

rail carts to the system. Because the customer has 

specifications that the company must meet, the extruder 

operator knows what type of product they are making so they 

can properly place the materials into the machine. 

Needle and dye stand operators work on the second 

floor. These two areas are very noisy and the technicians 

are required to wear protective ear plugs. The dye stand is 

where the solid polymer is distributed into nozzles to make 

fibers. The technician is certain that the material is 

distributing correctly and that the fibers do not tangle and 

break before they enter the needle area. The same 

technicians then proceed to the needle area, where they work 

in the most difficult and monotonous job on the line. The 

operators sit on a stool and stare at the needles to make 

sure the needles do not break or create any problems for the 

product. It is a difficult job because the technicians 

catch any problem before it arises; it is monotonous because 

you cannot divert your eyes from the rapid needle movement 

for any length of time. Many technicians talked about how 

hard it was to remain awake in the needle area because the 

noise level is so high and the activity level is low. 

Finally, there are the winder operators, who are the 

most active workers on the line. As the product leaves the 
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line it is wound into a roll by a machine. The technician 

makes sure the roll is even and tightly bound. Then he 

takes the finished product and places it on a cart where it 

is brought to the shipping area. 

The technicians comprise the majority of employees at 

Geofelt. There are twelve on each shift and four shifts. 

Each shift is 12 and a quarter hours long and begins at 

6:15, a.m and p.m. Shifts meet 15 minutes before line work 

with supervisors, where they find out what product they are 

making and are apprised of any problems. Technicians work 

two shifts for two days in a row and then are off two days. 

Every month the night shift changes to day shift and vice 

versa. Employees especially like the idea of having two 

days off in a row, but none are happy about having to work 

the night shift. 

Geofelt opened in 1987 with only one product line and 

24 techl1.icians. However, two years before the organizing 

campaign a second product line was introduced which ran 

twice as fast and produced twice as much material as the 

first line. Despite the increased output, the same number 

of men were hired to run the second line as the first; 

giving each area four technicians, two per area per line. 

Almost all technicians were upset about the introduction of 

the new line because it ran extremely fast, making it 

difficult for technicians to spot problems before they 
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happened. The result was that Geofelt was producing more 

wasted material, product that they could not sell. Unusable 

material meant that technicians had to stay past their 12 

and a quarter hour shift to "bail waste. II In addition, the 

problems created by the fast pace were exacerbated by not 

having more workers to help control the line. 

The high technological machinery used at Geofelt 

requires that technicians be greatly skilled, which they 

receive through on the job training. Commonly, an employee 

begins in one area and learns that area fully before moving 

on. Corresponding to the three areas are different skill 

levels that the employees master in order to receive a 

raise. There are 17 skill levels in all: 6 levels for the 

extruder, 6 for needle and dye area and 5 for the winder. 

One's skill level coincides with one's ability to handle 

problems on the line. Thus, a technician with a 16 skill 

level (the highest at the plant) is able to work in all 

three areas, as well as fix most problems he encounters in 

them. 

One problem that arose at the plant after the second 

line was introduced was that technicians were no longer 

evaluated regularly for skill level, which meant they were 

not receiving raises. Another related issue was that 

employees were not getting cross trained, so once they 

"maxed out" in a skill level of an area, they were unable to 
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move up because they were forced to remain in the area they 

knew. Employees attributed these problems to a new manager, 

who they felt cared more about the quantity of material 

produced with Line 2 rather than the quality-of-life of 

Geofelt employees once Line 2 was introduced. 

Although, technicians are responsible for correcting 

the problems with the product as it moved through the line, 

they cannot stop the line if a problem supersedes their 

capability. Rather, a supervisor is called and informed of 

the trouble, and then he makes the decision to stop the 

line, correct the problem by himself, or ask another worker 

for help. 

The other positions at Geofelt also require 

considerable skill. The maintenance crew, seven workers, 

have the greatest skill and receive by far the highest wage 

of all the factory workers (none of them joined the union 

after the successful organizing campaign). Their job is to 

repair the machine when it malfunctions. The five lab 

specialists test the completed product to make sure the 

company is making high quality material. Finally, the ten 

warehouse men are responsible for the product once it passes 

inspection and is ready to be stored. Not only do they 

place the material in the warehouse, but they also pick it 

up when a product is ordered by a customer. All the 

positions, besides line employees, work traditional working 
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hours, five days a week. 

The managerial scheme at Geofelt looks like the 

traditional pyramid structure. In control over the entire 

operation, including the lab, warehouse, maintenance and 

technician positions, is the plant manager. The plant 

manager makes sure all parts of the organization are running 

efficiently, and makes production decisions: what material 

is to be made, when and how. Each position is also headed by 

a manager, who is responsible for doling out work roles to 

his employees each day and handling any employee questions 

or problems. The technician area is further divided, with a 

supervisor overseeing both product lines and assistant 

supervisors in control of each of the two product lines. 

Many technicians believe that the supervisor job is the 

easiest in the entire company. The assistant supervisor 

does all the necessary paper work and fixes any problems, 

and the supervisor "just sits in the office all day long and 

does nothing." 

The labor process at Geofelt looks quite different from 

the one at Bob's. However, if we analyze the two work 

places using Zetka's (1993a) solidarity-producing criteria 

we find that neither is more likely than the other to elicit 

militance in its workforce (see Table 3.1). First, the 

spatial layout at Geofelt keeps most employees from 

interacting with one another. The lab people labor in one 

..... ~ ... ---... _--
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area, maintenance in another and the warehouse people are 

located in an entirely different building. Furthermore, on 

the production line, employees are broken up between the 

four shifts and within shifts the workers are separated by 

floors and lines. For example, extruder operators work 

mainly on the fifth and sixth floors, with two technicians 

on line one and the others on line two. The needle and dye 

technicians are on floor two and are separated not only 

geographically from the other technicians but also verbally. 

They cannot speak with each other because the noise level is 

too high. The next group with the most employees is the 

warehouse area. Here, the twelve employees have distinct 

and separate tasks. For example, one warehouse worker might 

be loading the newly made Geofelt product on a cart and 

another might be moving the material around in the warehouse 

to get the place more organized. 

Second, Zetka (1993a) argues that when workers control 

the product line, rather than the machine, activism is 

likely. The ability of employees to stop or start the 

process influences their group coordination and enhances the 

solidarity needed to create militant actions. At Geofelt, 

the machine generates the product flow and pace, not the 

employees. Indeed, the technicians themselves define their 

jobs passively, as "monitor" and "process control 

operators." Workers are active when there is a problem on 
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the production line. Here again, however, if the problem is 

too great for a technician to fix, he has to call for the 

supervisor so that he can decide whether or not to stop the 

process. The employees from the remaining areas, on the 

other hand, are in a greater position to control their work 

pace. For instance, the lab personnel decides how many 

samples of the product they can test per hour rather than a 

machine. 

The ability of workers to fulfill Zetka's (1993a) third 

criteria is also different for technicians and the other 

positions. While the movements of the technicians are 

controlled by the machine, their operations are structurally 

coordinated. For example, if the product is caught in the 

needle area, the jobs of both the winder and the extruder 

areas are affected. Activism is reduced, however, by the 

fact that workers are geographically separated from one 

another and do not control the work process, making it 

unlikely that employees could develop a sense of group 

commitment as described by Zetka (1993a). Furthermore, 

while the other positions are capable of controlling their 

own movements in the plant, their tasks are not coordinated 

or dependent on one another. The job of one lab technician, 

for example, is not dependent on what her colleague is doing 

in the next chair. As a result, the labor process for these 

positions resemble most of the jobs at Bob's grocery store 
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rather than their co-workers in the production area. 

Just as Geofelt employees are similarly positioned to 

Bob's workers in terms of how the labor process influences 

the creation of solidarity, so too are Geofelt workers 

comparably situated with regards to experiences with a 

participatory democratic authority structure (see Table 

3.1). Like Bob's grocery workers, Geofelt employees were 

faced with decreased autonomy several years before the 

organizing campaign. At Bob's, the erosion of specialty 

shops, resulting in a decrease in the numbers of workers, 

took autonomy away from employees. At Geofelt, the same 

issue of not enough workers, caused by the introduction of 

the second line, curbed employee control. Line 2 allowed 

more goods to be produced, yet a corresponding number of 

employees were not hired to meet the new challenge. As a 

result, Geofelt employees, like the workers at Bob's, were 

faced with a greater amount of work to do in the same number 

of hours. The increased responsibility prevented 

technicians from cross-training. Few employees had time to 

learn a new area given that they were simply trying to 

maintain control over the area that they already had. Also, 

employees worked through break and lunch times, as well as 

stayed overtime, simply to "clean up" the wasted material 

created by the understaffed Line 2. Proponents of 

participatory democracy would argue that this change in 
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autonomy could lead Geofelt employees to take action. 

In the end, then, the labor processes at Bob's and 

Geofelt, while quite different, share similarities in how 

the organization of work relates to building solidarity and 

group commitment among co-workers, as well as providing 

employees with the tools of participation. Zetka's (1993a) 

argument predicts that both sets of employees would refrain 

from labor acti'vism during an organizing campaign while 

principles from participatory democracy suggest that both 

groups would engage in activism. If the labor process is the 

greatest influence on the behavior of workers during the 

organizing campaigns, we would expect that both groups would 

act the same. What we find, however, is that the bottom-up 

organizing campaign at Geofelt resulted in much more 

participation by workers than the top-down campaign at 

Bob's. 
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Workers' Characteristics 

Traditionally, researchers linked activism with 

characteristics of the workforce, not properties of the 

labor process. Classic studies, such as Leggett's (1968) and 

Lopreato and Hazelrigg's (1972) argued that race, worker 

homogeneity, and geographical location were the mechanisms 

associated with the active participation in the labor 

movement by workers. And while gender was not explicitly 

mentioned by all authors, men were assumed to more likely 

risk their jobs for labor-related activities. Contemporary 

research confirms some of these earliest associations found 

between workers and activism, but refutes others. In table 

3.2 (see below), I list the most common employee attributes 

connected to labor participation, and I show how Bob's and 

Geofelt workers fare in relation to them. In this 

discussion of worker characteristics, I observe that the 

largest differences between the two workforces are in 

geographical location, gender and race; with the largely 

white, female work crew at Bob's established in an urban 

setting while the racially mixed, mostly male Geofelt 

workforce located in a rural locale. The implications that 

these differences have for the study are discussed in detail 

below. 

Geofelt is nestled quietly inside the wooded lands of 

rural Alabama in a town of 3,000. Defunct plantations and 
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small farms surround the community. The nearest cities are 

a sixty mile drive to the north or south. Bob's Grocery 

Stores, on the other hand, exist in the heart of the largest 

metropolitan area in Arizona; a city with a population 

exceeding 2 million. Are there any qualities about 

urban/rural location which make this geographical 

distinction salient for the present study? Marx (1888) 

predicted that a revolution would occur first in urban 

centers where workers become aware of their collective 

exploitation and join en masse to overthrow their 

oppressors. The proximity employees have with each other on 

the job and in neighborhoods was supposed to encourage the 

necessary class consciousness that would move capitalism to 

socialism. The prediction simply put by Lopreato and 

Hazelrigg (1972: 25) is, "The probability of class 

consciousness grows with the rise in urbanism and 

industrialization of localities, so that the workers in 

urban industrial centers are more likely to be class 

conscious than their rural counterparts" (italics theirs) . 

Indeed, many capitalists move their industries from bustling 

cities to the quiet country areas expressly because they 

share the belief that rural workers are less likely to 

desire unionism (Cornfield and Leners 1989). Researchers 

have documented that rural workers possess a more 

individualist philosophy, labeled the "mill town complex," 
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attributable to the paternalistic organization of the 

plants, lack of other employment opportunities and the small 

sizes of the towns (Cornfield and Leners 1989; Zingraff and 

Schulman 1984; Mcdonald and Clelland 1984). Another factor 

inhibiting worker solidarity in rural areas is that 

employees tend to live further from each other and their 

place of employment than urban workers, making it more 

difficult for them to develop a sense of community and group 

commitment (Lopreato and Hazelrigg 1972). Finally, rural 

areas remain less organized than urban industrial centers 

(Mcdonald and Clelland 1984). Academics interpret this union 

gap as support for the notion that the rural employee still 

maintains a higher attachment to company domination than the 

urban worker (Cornfield and Leners 1989) . 

The different geographical placements of Bob's and 

Geofelt suggest that Bob's employees should have a higher 

sense of class consciousness and activism than Geofelt 

workers. Geofelt's rural location makes the chances of 

finding another industrial job slim, without driving the 60 

miles south or north to the nearest metropilitan areas. 

Two factors make it more likely that Bob's employees would 

have an easier time finding another job if fired for labor 

activism than Geofelt workers: the location of the grocery 

stores in a city of more than 2 million and the existence of 

7 other grocery chains in the same neighborhoods as Bob's. 
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Furthermore, Geofelt employees live, on average, twenty 

miles from the plant in all directions (see Table 3.2), 

which means that besides living far from the company, 

workers also live distant from each other. This residential 

separation makes it difficult for workers to establish a 

social life outside of work. Bob's workers, to the 

contrary, most likely live within 3 miles of their workplace 

(see Table 3.2), and could easily create social ties, if 

they desire. The geographical disparity between Bob's and 

Geofelt, then, suggests that the urban grocery workers of 

Bob's would be more likely to engage in organizing activity 

than the rural employees at Geofelt. 

Yet geographic location is just one of many workers' 

characteristics associated with activism; another is age 

(Mcdonald and Clelland 1984). For Marxists, younger workers 

are newly exposed to the alienation produced by bureaucracy 

and feel more hope of changing the oppressive situation 

(Buttel and Flinn 1979). Of course, younger cohorts of 

workers are not only related to labor activism because of 

their unsoiled idealism. Their youth commonly means that 

these employees, as opposed to their older colleagues, have 

not had as much opportunity to marry, nor have children. 

Thus, if fired for collective action, single workers need 

only worry about finding home and food for one person rather 
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than for an entire family. This reality makes II rebellious II 

behavior less daunting. Closely linked with the age of 

workers is their skill level; older workers tend to have 

more skill. The greater skill employees' possess, the 

higher wage workers receive and the more job-specific 

knowledge employees have, which implies that higher-skilled 

employees have more to lose than their younger associates if 

they engage in such precarious behavior as union organizing 

(Buttel and Flinn 1979) . Idealism, coupled with economic 

reality, then, make younger workers more likely to question 

their relationship with the company. 

Turn now to Table 3.2 and see how Bob's and Geofelt 

workers differ in terms of age. The average population age 

at Bob's and Geofelt are the same: 34 years of age. The 

average ages in the sample, however, are slightly different: 

the Geofelt employees that I interviewed have an average age 

of 33, while workers from Bob's on average are 37. Could 

this four year age difference in my sample explain why Bob's 

employees were less active in their organizing campaign than 

Geofelt workers? Let us consider the reasons why youth is 

associated with activism before we make a conclusion. 

First, Marxists argue that felt injustices, which form with 

newly exposed employees to the capitalist system, spur 

younger workers into action. Yet in both samples, workers 

are over the age of 3D, which means that they are 
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experiencing a continued relationship to the capitalist 

system, not an incipient one. They have already weathered 

the initial inequities of capitalism believed to anger the 

young. Second, employees who are married with children are 

arguably going to be less active in an organizing campaign 

because they do not wish to risk the livelihood that 

supports their families. Looking at the rate of marriage 

and children for the two samples, we see that 40% of Bob's 

workers are married and 53% have children. Whereas, Geofelt 

employees are almost twice as likely as the Bob's sample to 

be married (75%) and have children (90%). Theoretically, 

then, the workers from Geofelt should have been more 

conservative in their activity during the organizing 

campaign. 

Finally, age is associated with labor activism because 

of the relationship between age and skill-level. Older 

workers tend to have more skill than younger employees, 

which means that not only do they receive higher wages than 

their less-skilled counterparts, but that they also have 

accrued more job-specific knowledge about the workplace, 

drawing them into a more dependent alliance with the 

company. Thus, higher wages and job-specific knowledge make 

it less likely for workers to engage in organizing 

activities which may risk their place in the business. 

The workers from Bob's tend to have higher wages than 
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employees from Geofelt, yet they have less job-specific 

knowledge. Competition with other unionized grocery stores 

in the area encouraged Bob's owners to provide their 

workforce with comparable wages. This means that cashiers 

and stockers start out making five dollars an hour, but 

within two years, they can make as much as ten dollars an 

hour. Non-grocery clerks, however, start out making 4 

dollars an hour and can only increase to six dollars an hour 

after two years. The wages at Geofelt are comparable to 

the wages received by the non-grocery clerks at Bob's. 

Technicians, lab technicians and shipping clerks start 

between 4-5 dollars an hour. The highest paid employee at 

the plant, outside of the maintenance crew, makes roughly 

eight dollars an hour, and this is with seven years 

seniority and a skill level of 16. 1 Although, as a group, 

Bob's grocery workers make more money than employees from 

Geofelt, they have less job-specific knowledge. The raises 

given to workers from Bob's accrue with time. At Geofelt, 

increased wages are attained by gaining more knowledge about 

how to keep the production system moving efficiently. 

Geofelt workers must grow to understand the entire 

production process, spotting problems before they appear and 

I obtained information about the wages at Bob's and 
Geofelt from both union officials and from the interviews with 
employees. 
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knowing how to fix problems before they halt the material 

from flowing smoothly down through the machine. While it 

does take skill to properly stock an aisle or efficiently 

ring up customers, Bob's employees can use these abilities 

in other settings besides a grocery store. Stocking and 

cashiering are important skills in clothing stores, 

restaurants, hardware stores, and countless other service 

jobs. Making sure that the needles binding the polymer 

materials will not break, as needle and dye stand operators 

must do at Geofelt, is not a proficiency employees can bring 

to other job sites. The association between age and skill, 

then, is similar for the workforces at Bob's and Geofelt. 

Bob's employees have higher wages and Geofelt have more job

specific knowledge, which means that both groups are likely 

to be harmed by engaging in activities disapproved of by 

their companies. 

In sum, age is associated with labor activism because 

of the idealism many younger employees hold, because of the 

lack of social ties youthful workers have to a marriage 

partner or children and because younger cohorts of workers 

commonly have less skill than older workers. The work

groups at Bob's and Geofelt only differ in one respect; 

Bob's employees are less likely to be married and have 

children than the workers from Geofelt. This means that if 

we only take into account the relationship between age and 
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union organizing, we would expect Bob's workers to be 

slightly more active than Geofelt employees during a labor 

union campaign. 

Clearly, the greatest differences between the two work 

groups, besides their geographical location, are their race 

and sex compositions. Forty-five percent of Geofelt 

workers are from a minority group and only three out of the 

seventy workers are women. At Bob's, the bulk of the 

employees are white (85 percent) and female (60%). How have 

race and gender been theorized to influence union activity 

at the workplace? The earliest unions excluded both women 

and minorities from their organizations, a restriction which 

lasted for some unions until the 1940's (Kessler-Harris 

1975). Once the ban was lifted, however, women and 

minorities eagerly entered the status of the rank-and-file. 

Indeed, present statistics reveal that the waning strength 

of the labor movement has more to do with a decrease in 

membership by white men, not women and minorities (Milkman 

1993) . 

For women, the growth in labor activism began in the 

1960's, with the legalizatio~ of unionization in the public 

sector. Teachers, nurses and clerical workers employed by 

the government became fervent supporters of unions, 

demanding that needs such as day-care, flex-time and 

comparable worth be included in union contracts and broader 
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labor movement agendas (Blum 1991; Baden 1983) . 

Participation in public sector unions swelled and greatly 

exceeded member.ship in the private sector, with 46.8% of 

government employees organized in 1983 compared to 18.9% of 

workers in private businesses (Curme, Hirsch and MacPherson 

1990)-. The growth of public sector unionism, however, has 

not closed the gender gap in union membership; women still 

have a lower membership rate than men in both the public and 

private arenas (Curme et al. 1990). 

Academics propose three broad theoretical reasons which 

attempt to explain the continued gender gap in union 

participation: 1) Family responsibilities of female workers 

prevents them from joining unions because first, they have 

no time to dedicate to a third activity given they are 

already working at home and at the paid workplace 

(Cornfield, Filho and Chun 1990) and second, they are not 

interested in unions because they have less continuous work 

careers, thus, are not concerned with traditional labor 

issues of wages and working conditions (Fiorito and Greer 

1986). 2) Female-dominated occupations hold properties 

making it difficult for women to organize. Women tend to 

work in smaller workplaces and have closer relationships 

with their bosses, qualities commonly asserted to impede 

unionization (Ritchie 1983). 3) Finally, unions themselves 

have obstructed the organization of female workers by 
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throwing their organizing efforts into male-dominated 

occupations and by ignoring issues and strategies that are 

likely to attract women (Bronfenbrenner 1993) . 

Empirical studies do not lend support to the theses 

that women are less interested in union organizing because 

of family responsibilities and that women are more difficult 

to organize because of their presence in smaller workplaces. 

To the contrary, studies show that women are more likely to 

say they would vote for a union if an election were to occur 

at their workplace (Freeman and Medoff 1984) and studies 

also reveal that smaller workplaces are more likely to win 

union elections than larger workplaces (Freeman and Medoff 

1984). Yet research does support the idea that women with 

child-care responsibilities participate less in union 

activities, namely because they have little time given their 

first shift at paid work and their second shift at home 

(Cornfield et al. 1990; Roby and Uttal 1988). Could less 

worker activism in the Bob's campaign stem from the fact 

that the majority of women in the study had child-care 

responsibilities? Out of the 18 women I spoke with from 

Bob's, only four had children under eighteen years of age at 

home. The majority, 44% (n=8), never had children, and the 

remaining 33% (n=6) , had children over the age of 18. This 

means that the less activity by workers from Bob's, was not 

caused by a majority of women workers with a double shift. 
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Recent data demonstrate that women's pro-union 

attitudes translates into behavior: in 1986-7. unions won 57% 

percent of their organizing campaigns in female-dominated 

occupations and only 33% percent of their campaigns in 

workplaces dominated by men (AFL-CIO Organizing Department 

1989). These statistics, coupled with the refutation of the 

other hypotheses, lend support to the idea that unions, 

themselves, are responsible for much of the gender gap in 

union activism, and not differences between women and men's 

family responsibility, nor their distinct occupations. As 

Milkman (1993: 237) reports, IIWomen workers not only express 

pro-union attitudes more often than men, but are also more 

inclined to support unionization in actual practice on those 

ra.re occasions when they have the opportunity. II Case 

studies confirm that when women are given the chance to 

organize, they are equally as active and militant in their 

attempts to secure a bargaining agreement (Bronfenbrenner 

1993; Hurd and McElwain 1988; Fantasia 1988; Mcdonald and 

Clelland 1984) . 

In sum, women are commonly assumed to be less 

interested in unions because of their family 

responsibilities. Yet, empirical data support that women are 

just as likely as men to be active in an organizing campaign 

when given the opportunity. For the present study, these 

results do not lend support to the idea that employees from 
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Bob's were less active in their campaign due to the higher 

number of women. Indeed, recent statistics from the AFL

eIO Organizing Department {1989, see above} suggest that 

Bob's might have had an advantage in their pursuit to 

organize the workplace given the higher number of women 

present. 

Ever since Leggett's {1968} important piece on working

class consciousness in Detroit, race is an important 

theoretical construct related to activism. Leggett {1968: 

13} claims that members of a minority group are faced with 

discrimination, which IIcontributes to their job insecurity, 

social isolation, sub-cultural homogeneity, interaction 

within a proletarian-class minority sub-community, and 

organized protest and class {or class-racial} 

consciousness. II While Leggett {1968} was speaking only of 

urban blacks, who he argued would be most militant because 

of their uprootedness, the finding holds too among rural 

blacks and all other ethnicities {Milkman 1993; Zingraff and 

Schulman 1984; Buttell and Flinn 1979}. For instance, 

studies show that nonwhite employees in blue-collar {70%} 

and white-collar {67%} workplaces are more likely to say 

they would vote for a union than white workers {34% and 26%, 

respectively} {Freeman and Medoff 1984}, and nonwhites are 

more likely than whites to act in a manner conforming with 

their stated attitudes {Freeman and Medoff 1984}. The 



general conclusion, then, is that the more a workplace is 

populated by a minority group, the more willing employees 

are to act in concert with their class interests (Milkman 

1993) . 
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Yet before inferring too quickly that Geofelt employees 

were more active in bringing the union in because there were 

more blacks, consider another conclusion made by Leggett 

(1968: 129): 

Because of inter-ethnic hostility, class 

consciousness has presently a limited range of 

political consequences. The absence of bonds of 

sOlidarity among workmen of different racial and 

nationality groups prevents workmen, labor 

organizations, and reform groups from 

collaborating on a sustained basis, even when 

faced with common problems. 

Leggett (1968) suggests that worker racial heterogeneity 

will make even workers faced with the same dire 

circumstances reluctant to act on their common dilemma. 

Milkman (1993) finds empirical support for the claim that 

worker heterogeneity is likely to damper solidarity in the 

workplace. She finds that the odds of winning a union 

election are more than twice as high for workplaces that are 

95% female than ones that are 45% female. Her conclusion is 

that homogenous work groups produce a particular 
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solidaristic culture that builds on the group's race or sex. 

One conclusion to be drawn, then, is that while more 

Geofelt employees are from a minority group than Bob's 

workers (45% and 15%, respectively), the militance at 

Geofelt is likely tempered by the fact that slightly more 

than half of the workforce is white, creating divisions 

amongst workers. Indeed, both black and white workers 

attested that racial discrimination at the plant prevented 

black workers from moving into the high paying positions in 

the maintenance division (there were no blacks in this area) 

and from moving up into managerial positions (there were no 

blacks in assistant supervisory positions or any other 

higher position). This segregation of blacks and whites 

into different paying positions is very likely to harm the 

ability of the workgroup to develop a cohesive and united 

work culture (see Bonacich 1972) . 

To sum up, workers mainly differ at Bob's and Geofelt 

in three ways: geographic location, sex and race. The mostly 

white and female workforce at Bob's resides and labors in 

the metropolitan city of Phoenix, while the predominantly 

male and mixed racial work group at Geofelt is located in 

the rural lands of Alabama. Theoretically, this means that 

Geofelt workers may have been tempted to withhold from 

engaging in organizing activities because of their 

geographical isolation. The fact that 45% of the workforce 

------------- ---- ~---------"----
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is black encourages two contrary predictions: nonwhites 

tend to be more active than whites in labor activities, yet 

the racial heterogeneity of the workgroup has a tendency to 

preempt solidaristic behavior. Conversely, Bob's workers 

are advantaged by their urban setting, yet harmed by the 

fact that a majority of their workers are white. The sex 

composition of the two workforces, arguably, had little 

affect on their rates of activism. In the end, then, it is 

difficult to theoretically predict the type of behavior we 

should expect from Bob's and Geofelt workers. Perhaps, what 

is more important than how the two workforces hypothetically 

should have interpreted activism given their worker 

characteristics, is how the two groups did interpret 

activism given their stated relationship to the workplace. 

In the next section, I discuss the dreams that Bob's and 

Geofelt employees had for their employment futures, and ask 

whether these dreams may have made one group more inclined 

than the other to participate in union organizing. 
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Worker and Workplace Relations 

General theories, of course, cannot predict how 

specific workgroups will act and perceive work. Urban and 

racial minority workers may, on the aggregate level, show 

more signs of militance than other groups, but what about 

the individual employees at Bob's and Geofelt? Do the 

workers from Geofelt perceive themselves as more rebellious 

than workers from Bob's? In this section I discuss how the 

two groups relate to the workplace. Is one group more 

likely than another to desire to move up in the corporation 

or accept its decision-making hierarchy? If so, then 

perhaps attachments to the corporate structure dissuaded 

some employees from participating in labor union activities. 

Chinoy (1955/1992) writes about the frustrations of 

workers who aspire to the "American dream" of autonomy at 

the workplace, yet are compelled to sacrifice this dream to 

the realities of an economy which forces most people to 

labor for others. It is structurally.impossible, in a 

capitalist economy, for every individual to be an owner or 

even a manager. There must be someone who handles the day

to-day tasks. In spite of this obvious limitation, Chinoy 

(1992) finds auto workers who believe that with discipline 

and fortitude, they can achieve autonomy at work through job 

advancement. This belief, argues Chinoy (1992), keeps 
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employees from engaging in protests that may jeopardize 

their dream. Furthermore, workers blame their lack of 

success at climbing the job ladder on individual frailties 

and incompetencies, rather than an economic structure that 

prevents the majority of individuals from moving up the job 

ladder. Chinoy (1992: 129) states: 

To the extent that workers focus blame for their 

failure to rise above the level of wage labor upon 

themselves rather than upon the institutions that 

govern the pursuit of wealth or upon the persons 

who control those institutions, American society 

escapes the consequences of its own 

contradictions. 

Chinoy (1992) argues, then, that to the degree a workforce 

aspires to the IIAmerican dream,lI the less likely they are to 

question or challenge workplace rules. 

Many of the employees I interviewed at Bob's and 

Geofelt share the ambitions of workplace autonomy that 

Chinoy finds among Michigan autoworkers in the nineteen

fifties. Despite their different industry locations, both 

Bob's and Geofelt workers express a desire to control their 

own actions at the workplace, and feel they have enough job

specific knowledge to make decisions effectively. 

Simultaneously, these workers believe that supervisors have 

the legitimate right to preempt any decisions made by 
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employees, even when the employees' judgements of how to 

complete tasks are better than those developed by managers. 

The ambition to be in control, coupled with the acceptance 

of managers as the legitimate authority, arguably, places 

constraints on both Bob's and Geofelt employees to act 

rebelliously. I discuss now, in more detail, how workers 

from Bob's and Geofelt perceive their relationship to the 

workplace and the implications these perceptions have for 

worker activism in the organizing campaigns. 

Turn to Table 3.3. The first row shows that both Bob's 

and Geofelt workers agree that their managers control 

decisions about emp~oyees' jobs. Workers are quick to point 

out that managers do not dictate how each task should be 

carried out, nor do they watch over employees' shoulders to 

make sure the job is carried out as the manager designated. 

Supervisors are the ones, however, to decide which tasks 

should be done, give suggestions of how best to accomplish 

these tasks and assign workers to the tasks. Ironically, 

most employees claim that they know better than the 

supervisors how to do their jobs (70% of Bob's employees and 

65% of Geofelt workers), but they concur that managers 

should make those decisions (87% and 85% respectively) . As 

this Geofelt employee expresses: 

The technician knows how to do the job the best 

because the supervisor loses touch. He's bound 



with too much paper work to know what's going on 

the line. Sometimes you wonder, why don't we do 

so and so, but we do it the supervisor's way. 

Who should be making those decisions? 

I think ultimately it should fallon the 

supervisor. That's why he's in that position. 

You need a leader somewhere. 
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Curiously, the manager's role is seen as vital even if the 

manager does not do his job competently. As this cashier 

from Bob's claims: 

Sometimes I feel like a one woman show. I mean 

when it's late at night and the manager is not up 

at the front and I need him. So I do his job too. 

So do you think you need a manager then? 

I don't know, well yeah.· Who would give us raises 

or make sure we get our evaluations? Who would 

have the authority to say, you're this or that? 

If we're all at the same level, then I wouldn't 

want anyone telling me what to do. 

This worker expresses a common sentiment held by both groups 

of employees. Managers are important, not necessarily 

because they have more knowledge than the employees, but 

because they have more authority. This leads to workers 

questioning the decisions supervisors make, but not the 

authority structure which gives them the power to make those 

----~--. ----
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decisions. 

For employees, the decision-making hierarchy is a 

natural and necessary part of the enterprise, even if it 

does include one fundamental contradiction: managers making 

judgements about how to complete tasks are less competent 

than workers at making the best decisions because they are 

not doing the jobs. Thus, even though moving up on the job 

ladder distances managers from the job, supervisors are 

necessary because hierarchy is necessary; repeating the 

words of the cashier above, "Who would give us raises?" 

Not having authority does not mean that employees 

cannot question the decisions of managers. As this Bob's 

employee states, "I'll tell him when I think the job should 

be done differently. But if he doesn't listen to me, that's 

his problem. I'll have my say when I become manager." A 

worker can question the decision, but has no right to 

contradict the judgement until she has moved into the 

position as manager. Like the workers that Chinoy (1992) 

speaks with, employees from Bob's and Geofelt feel that full 

autonomy justifiably comes with being in a managerial 

position, and if a worker wants that complete autonomy, she 

should work her way up into that position. 

Does the acceptance of the decision-making hierarchy at 

both workplaces mean that employees desire to move up into 

managerial positions so that they can attain more autonomy? 
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Seventy-five percent of Geofelt employees express a desire 

to advance in the company, while only 3% of Bob's workers 

voice the same sentiment (see Table 3.3). At first blush, 

then, it appears that Geofelt employees have higher 

aspirations for attaining the American Dream than the 

grocery workers, and by Chinoy's (1992) reasoning, we might 

expect them to be less activist since they are more focused 

on individual mobility. Yet reality is more complex than 

statistics. Consider how the two groups of workers interpret 

the managerial positions at their companies. Geofelt 

employees believe supervisors have an enviable position. 

One technician states, "I'd want to be plant manager because 

they oversee everything and I think I could make things run 

a little better, smoother. Plus the extra money would be 

nice." Managers have power in decision-making, plus they 

make more money. 

Bob's employees, on the other hand, do not envy the 

managers directly above them. Since the Canadian company 

purchased Bob's, managers have to work more hours and are 

paid less. Yes, they have the opportunity to make 

decisions, but working 60 hours a week with mediocre wages 

for that authority is not worth the cost for most of the 

employees. One stocker explains: 

The managers I think get a buck more an hour than 

we do and it really isn't much considering all the 



headaches they have to put with. They work way 

too many hours for the pay. I have a boss who the. 

company is threatening to fire because he doesn't 

get enough work done. But there's no way we can 

get all the work done with the amount of people we 

got working here. So there he is working his buns 

off and his family life is hurting. He'll 

probably get divorced soon. They all do. 
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The toll exacted for being a manager at Bob's is long hours, 

low pay, and a disrupted family life; a cost too steep for 

many employees. Yet, of the 27 who say they do not wish to 

move up in the company, 22 claim that at one point, before 

the change in managerial responsibility, ascending the job 

ladder had been their goal. One cashier states succinctly, 

"Of course I'd want to move up. Who wouldn't want to tell 

people what to do?" It is not autonomy that Bob's workers 

shun when they state they have no desire to move up in the 

company, but the endless responsibilities that managers face 

daily for few rewards. 

Given that both groups have aspirations to attain more 

authority at the workplace, are they willing to speak up if 

there is a problem on the job? If so, then perhaps one 

group participated more than another in its organizing 

campaign because it was already more active and rebellious 

at the company. Table 3.3, however, shows that the majority 
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of employees from both Geofelt (55%) and Bob's (60%) see 

themselves as "speaking up at the workplace" if they 

experience a problem. In fact, these self-proclaimed vocal 

workers define themselves as troublemakers. As these two 

workers state: 

Bob's employee: 

I'm a little bit on the rebellious side. When I'm 

being screwed over, I don't take it. When they 

change something and it's take away time, I'm the 

first one to open my mouth in the store. 

Geofelt employee: 

I don't bow down to my bosses. I tell them 

exactly how it is. I'm very expressive when it 

comes to releasing stress, especially to somebody 

that pushed me. My managers don't appreciate 

that. They want someone who's a yes-man. 

Many workers from Geofelt and Bob's claim that they voice 

their complaints when they feel that they are being taken 

advantage of at the workplace, yet none of the employees say 

that they speak up for co-workers if they are faced with an 

injustice. The general feeling is that "everyone needs to 

just take care of themselves." It seems, then, that both 

groups see themselves as likely to speak up about personal 

problems, yet unlikely to stick their neck out for a fried. 

-~-------- -- ---



This cannot explain why Geofelt workers were more 

participatory in the organizing campaign than Bob's 

employees. 
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Even though employees from Bob's and Geofelt accept the 

structure of authority at their companies, they also firmly 

believe that workers should have more say at the workplace. 

Indeed, many of the employees from both companies link the 

ability of workers to have input in decision-making with 

productivity levels at the company. Fifty percent of Bob's 

and 55% of Geofelt workers state that while it is not their 

right to control decision-making, they do believe that the 

company would benefit by including workers more in the 

decisions. This Geofelt employee reveals that when you let 

employees have more input, morale goes up and so does 

productivity: 

Companies need to start getting back to basics. 

People are the basics. It's a trend from what I 

see on the news and reading the newspaper. A 

part of being a more people oriented company is 

that you open the door for suggestions. Let the 

employees feel that what they think has some 

bearing on the way the company operates. 

Why is that important. 

For morale. To me, if someone is always just 

telling you what to do, you start to get bored and 



make mistakes. 

Employees from Bob's also use the news as a source to 

legitimate their claim that worker input leads to greater 

product output. As this worker claims: 

I heard recently on the news about some machinist 

company. They were making a lot of defective 

products. Finally, they started giving classes on 

self esteem and they found that when employees had 

input into the company, and the input was listened 

to, the defects started going way down. 
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Many workers from Bob's and Geofelt want more voice at the 

workplace, not so that they can usurp managerial authority, 

but because they want to further the company's goal of 

efficiency. For them, there is no contradiction between 

wanting more input and leaving the ultimate decision-making 

up to managers. 

Employees from Bob's and Geofelt concur with the 

workers from Chinoy's (1992) study that the managers should 

have the "last word" about the job, and that workers should 

move up into a managerial position if they want autonomy. 

Yet the employees from my sample also claim that while they 

should not have the "last word" in the decision-making 

process, they should have some input. The similarities 

between these workers' sentiments at work, however, do not 

explain why Geofelt workers were more active in their 
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organizing campaign than Bob's employees. I argue in the 

next two chapters that the authority structures of the two 

organizing campaigns explain better why there were different 

levels of participation in the work groups. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I examine whether labor process, worker 

characteristics and employee-workplace relations explain the 

different levels of participation in the organizing 

campaigns at Bob's and Geofelt. I find that although the 

labor processes at the grocery stores and the geotextile 

plant are distinct, they are both unlikely to elicit 

activism in the workforce given that their organizations are 

equally unlikely to produce group commitment. Furthermore, 

over the years, both Bob's and Geofelt reduced the number of 

workers employed to complete job duties. According to 

workers, the decrease in the number of employees gave them 

more responsibility, yet decreased their level of authority. 

Proponents from participatory democracy argue that both 

groups, then, are likely to engage in participation in order 

to re-establish their previous authority. Yet, the fact 

that both groups faced similar circumstances and 

participated differently in the organizing campaigns 

suggests that something other than the labor process 

influenced activism. 
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Bob's and Geofelt employees have several distinct 

workers characteristics, the most obvious being geographic 

location, gender and race. Urban workers, theoretically, 

are more likely to engage in workplace activism than rural 

employees because they feel less attachment to their owners 

and have more opportunity to find another job. 

Traditionally, men, more than women, are linked with labor 

activism because of their higher commitment to the workplace 

and their lower responsibilities in the family. New studies, 

however, reveal that, both attitudinally and behaviorally, 

women are indeed as active as men (Milkman 1993; Fantasia 

1988; Zingraff and Schulman 1984). Finally, nonwhites, who 

commonly face multiple oppressions both on and off the job, 

are associated with making challenges in workplace structure 

than white workers. Yet racial heterogeneity mitigates 

against activism because it lessens worker solidarity, as 

racial groups are competing against each other for higher 

wages. The implication that these various theories have for 

the present study is that predictions about labor activism 

are difficult to produce when based solely on worker 

characteristics. The Geofelt plant has a higher number of 

minorities than Bob's Grocery stores, yet is located in a 

rural setting. Furthermore, the plant at Geofelt is 

racially heterogeneous, meaning that solidarity may have 

been undermined by racial tensions. In the end, then, 



theoretical generalizations may not be as effective at 

predicting labor activism than how the two workforces in 

questions perceive their level of worker militancy. 
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Chinoy (1955/1992) argues that workers who desire to 

increase their autonomy in the company through moving up the 

job ladder are more likely to remain passive at work if they 

have a problem. Many workers from Bob's and Geofelt claim 

that they speak up when they disagree with a manager, yet 

most of the employees concur that supervisors should have 

the last say. Hierarchy in the company is needed, argue 

both Bob's and Geofelt workers, and the only way to 

legitimately attain control over the workplace is by moving 

into the position of manager. Given that both groups do 

not question the authority structures at work, we should 

expect neither to engage in labor activism. In sum, neither 

the labor process, worker characteristics nor employee

worker relations are viable explanations as to why Geofelt 

employees exerted more energy in their organizing campaign 

than Bob's workers. In the next chapter, I examine how 

differences in the authority structures of the two campaigns 

provide better accounts at the varying degrees of 

participation. 
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Table 3.1 Labor Process and Participation at Bob's and 
Geofelt 

BOB'S Geofelt 

Cashiers Other Techs. Other 

Workers Labor Closely Yes No No No 
Together 

Workers Control Pace Yes Yes No Yes 

Workers' Actions are No No Yes No 
Coordinated 

Decrease in Workplace Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Participation 
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Table 3.2 Population and Sample Worker Characteristics at 
Bob's and Geofelt** 

Geography 

Average 
Distance 
from Work 

Age 

Married 

Children 

Sex 
F 

M 

Race 

NW 

W 

Pop. 
(N=2200) 

Urban 

34 

60% 

40% 

15% 

85% 

Bob's 

Sample 
(n=30) 

Urban 

3 Miles 

33 

40% 

53% 

60% 

40% 

13% 

87% 

Geofelt 

Pop. 
(N=70) 

Rural 

34 

4% 

96% 

45% 

55% 

Sample 
(n=20) 

Rural 

20 Miles 

37 

75% 

90% 

5% 

95% 

45% 

55% 

** I obtained all population statistics through union 
records, while I collected sample statistics through 
interviews with workers. 
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Table 3.3 Worker and Workplace Relations at Bob's and 
Geofelt 

% Workers Saying Bob's Geofelt 

Managers Controlled 100% 100% 
the Decisions 

Workers Know More about 70% 65% 
Job than Managers 

Managers Should Make 87% 85% 
the Decisions 

Workers Want to Move Up 3% 75% 
in the Company 

Workers Speak Up If 60% 55% 
They Have a Problem 

Workers believe 
Participation Linked 50% 55% 
with Higher 
Productivity 



132 

Chapter 4 

Creating Union Frameworks: 
Organizing Campaigns at Bob's and Geofelt 

Introduction 

The organizing campaigns at Bob's and Geofelt share a 

similar ending; a contract officially establishes a labor 

union in the workplace. The stories leading up to the 

denouement, however, vary. This is true despite the fact 

that both plots share the same cast of characters: an 

employer, workers and a union. What makes these two 

campaigns distinct are not who the characters are, but how 

the characters interact. During the comprehensive campaign 

at Bob's, union officials made little attempt to elicit 

participation from the majority of employees. Instead, the 

union relied on collecting unsavory information about the 

company; information that it hoped to exchange for union 

recognition. The blitz strategy at Geofelt maintained the 

integrity of "traditional" campaigns. Union officials 

sought workers to train as organizers so that the employees, 

themselves, could convince the rest of the workforce to vote 

union, regardless of how the company felt about a union. 

These two narratives have one obvious distinction: worker 

participation in the organizing campaigns. 

In this chapter, I describe the path each union took to 

attain presence in the workplace, noting how employees were 
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woven into the fabric of the campaigns. I also detail how 

differences in employee participation inspired the two 

workforces to develop distinct union frameworks. "Framework" 

is a concept created by Goffman (1974) embodying the idea 

that individuals attempt to understand the social world by 

replacing complex situations with symbols. For example, 

during the comprehensive campaign organizers approached 

employees primarily to convince them to sign union 

authorization cards. In most cases, persuasion took the 

form of promising workers that in exchange for union dues, 

the union would provide individual workers with better 

benefits and wages than those they presently received. These 

limited interactions encouraged a "union as business" 

framework, whereby workers understood and acted towards the 

union as if it were a business. On the other hand, workers 

experiencing the blitz campaign had more control in deciding 

the development of the campaign. Employees met together on 

a regular basis with the organizer to discuss strategy on 

how to cope with company threats, as well as persuade 

undecided co-workers to vote union. These interactions 

encouraged an atmosphere of solidarity among co-workers that 

promoted a "union as workers" framework. Frameworks are 

important vehicles not only for comprehending people's 

interpretation of reality, but also for understanding their 

sentiments and actions, as well. In the next chapter I fully 
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outline how the workforces acted and felt differently 

towards the unions depending on the union frameworks they 

developed. Presently, I describe how the two groups were 

encouraged to participate differently in their campaigns and 

how this led to distinct union frameworks. 

The Comprehensive Campaign at Bob's 

Bob's grocery store is one of eight chains in the 

metropolitan city of Phoenix, AZ. It is not uncommon when· 

driving down a busy intersection to find four different 

grocery stores prominently placed on opposite corners. The 

International Grocery Worker's Union (IGWU) had successfully 

organized three of the eight chains by the time the Bob's 

campaign started. A fourth chain was organized during the 20 

month Bob's campaign. The statewide organization of these 

chains made the IGWU the largest union in Arizona, 

representing almost 20,000 workers. In the eighties, the 

IGWU expanded to cover employees from companies besides 

grocery stores, however, the bulk of its membership still 

consists of workers from the grocery industry. 

The IGWU campaign at Bob's began in March 1991. 

Efforts to organize Bob's workers were initiated when 

disgruntled employees called the union about the company. 

Yet, the IGWU had long targeted Bob's for an organizing 

campaign because one-tenth of the workforce, meat employees, 
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were already organized by the union. The meat department 

was organized twenty years before, when the International 

Butchers' Union and the American Retailers' Union were still 

separate entities. When the two unions merged in 1980, all 

supermarkets with only part of the workforce represented by 

the labor union became obvious targets for organizing 

efforts. One IGWU organizer described the instrumental 

necessity for organizing the entire store, "We knew that in 

order to get the meat contracts at Bob's up to the level of 

the industry, not the substandard that they've had for 

years, we needed to have the leverage of the rest of the 

workers organized." Organizing the retail side of Bob's 

would not only give them leverage with the meat contract, 

but also strength in the grocery industry by making 5 out of 

the eight grocery chains union. 

The campaign began with a massive sign-up, in which 

forty-five organizers, many of them paid volunteers from 

other grocery chains, went to Bob's to collect authorization 

card signatures from employees. The organizers had two 

advantages in pursuing their goal. First, Bob's allowed 

organizers access to the stores. While they could not 

"solicit" employees on the job, they could station 

themselves comfortably in the snack bar and talk to 

employees on their breaks. Being present to employees at 

the workplace gave organizers considerable opportunity to 



136 

establish trust and rapport with the workers. Second, with 

the meat department already union, organizers were 

contractually entitled access to the back of the store. As 

long as organizers did not disrupt the ability of workers to 

perform their jobs, they were permitted to talk with the 

employees in the meat department, as well as retail workers 

who had walked back there to talk to a friend, to inform a 

meat cutter that a customer needed help or to do any other 

task. Organizers, ostensibly, were not allowed anywhere in 

the store except the snack bar and the meat department. Of 

course, in order to get from one point to the other, they 

had to stroll the distance, which in reality, gave them 

access everywhere. Organizers used these "strolls" to look 

for employees they knew still had not signed authorization 

cards. For instance, they might spot a stocker building a 

display case and nonchalantly begin a conversation unrelated 

to unions about fast-moving items. At the close of the 

discourse the organizer would encourage the employee to stop 

by the snack bar and sign a union card. If caught in the 

aisle talking with an employee, the organizer would simply 

tell the manager that she was just passing through on her 

way to the meat department. 

The initial sign-up lasted four and a half months, from 

the middle of March until the beginning of August, and was 

described as successful by the union. One organizer said, 
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"The initial sign-up was just a probe, to see what kind of 

response we would get. There were hundreds of people lined 

up to sign cards the first week. We signed hundreds and 

hundreds of cards. So, clearly they were waiting for us." 

What sparked employees' interest in the union were store 

modifications the new owners were making. The original owner 

of the chain, Bob Smith, sold his company 7 years before the 

campaign. With his departure many changes occurred in the 

company that left workers angry and dissatisfied. 

Bob Smith ran the company as if he were father to the 

thousands of employees whom he regarded as his children. One 

organizer admitted, "We could never have organized this 

store when Bob Smith was here. Everybody was very loyal to 

him." A cashier who had worked for the company during Bob's 

tenure said, "They were like a second family. So I really 

enjoyed working for them, that's why I kept going back each 

time I left to take care qf my family." Even though Bob 

was, at times, inflexible in his demands, including making 

employees work off the clock, he was very personable with 

the employees. One woman remembered: 

The first couple of years I was there, it was 

still a pretty nice place to work, in a sense that 

the president of the company came into the store, 

knew the majority of the people by name and it was 

pleasant. The people that he knew, he'd come up 



and talk to and ask them how they were feeling, 

and about their family. He always seemed to be 

concerned. 
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In 1984 a Canadian company bought Bob's and paternalism 

was replaced with impersonal bureaucracy. The owners and 

managers at the top of the hierarchy distanced themselves 

from those at the bottom which created a sense of alienation 

among employees. After these changes, "You sort of became a 

number, no more first name basis, no more association with 

people from the main office," claimed a worker. One example 

of how employees felt they were treated more as numbers than 

as people was when an entire level of middle managers was 

fired because of budgetary constraints. These managers were 

referred to by one worker as the "heart and soul ll of the 

company because they had been with Bob's for so long and 

knew the store "inside and out. II During my interviews, many 

workers brought up the mass firings that took place 2 years 

before the campaign. They felt that because of ,these lay

offs their jobs were in constant jeopardy. If supervisors 

were so easily dispensable, then they reasoned that they 

must be too. 

Besides making the workplace more impersonal and 

reducing an entire level of middle managers, the new owners 

also began cutting the hours of long-term employees and 
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hiring new employees at lower wages. All of these changes 

harmed morale, as this employee asserted, "We hate it. 

Everybody hates it. I know that we don't work as hard, I 

don't work as hard .... it's very bad for morale." I commonly 

heard from employees, who at one point were willing to put 

in extra hours for free, that they were now only putting in 

the time for which they were scheduled, regardless of 

whether or not the job was completed. 

Of the thirty employees I interviewed, 76% of them 

claimed that impersonal managerial relations, layoffs and 

reduced hours were the main reasons that a union was 

necessary at Bob's. One worker described: 

The first layoff cut all middle managers. We went 

from 7-10 managers in every store to 3. I thought 

that was sad because those were the people who 

know the business. The part-timers that they hired 

didn't know anything. Shortly after, they made 

all full-timers, part-timers. They wanted to run 

the whole store with part-timers for the sake of 

flexibility. They said that in our business they 

need flexibility. So now we're all working twice 

as hard, doing managers' jobs, and not getting 

paid for it. So one thing led to another, the 

union came in and said, "Hey, this isn't how it is 

supposed to be. We'll fix it." And that's how 
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the union came about. 

Before the union could "fix" the problem, however, the 

workplace had to be unionized.- Organizers were convinced 

that a successful union campaign at Bob's was feasible given 

the number of employees who had already signed authorization 

cards. Yet before embarking upon a full fledged 

comprehensive campaign, the union local president took the 

gathered signatures and asked the company for recognition. 

As expected, Bob's did not grant the union the authority to 

be the official representative of the workforce. Hence, the 

comprehensive campaign materialized. 

At this time, organizers left the stores and union 

officials from the regional office in California were called 

upon to determine how the strategy of the comprehensive 

campaign should develop. All of the decision-making about 

the campaign came from the regional office. The organizers 

simply were given assignments and told to fulfill them. The 

officials in control decided that all resources should be 

focused on gathering data about the company and that 

information would be collected by several of the local union 

representatives. Representatives collected data of two 

types: first, financial information, ie., who owned the 

company; what were the company's assets; who were the 

investors in the company; where did the company invest their 
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money and second, labor violation information, ie., did 

employees have EEOC (equal employment opportunity 

commission) complaints; were wage and hour laws being 

breached; were health regulations being violated; were child 

labor laws being transgressed? Since the union had access 

to the meat department, details collected about labor 

violations came mainly from this source. For instance, 

organizers documented health violations by using a hidden 

camera to film common illegal procedures workers were 

encouraged to practice. Union representatives also, less 

frequently and non-systematically, asked retail workers to 

describe whether they were denied raises because of their 

sex or race or if they were scheduled to work hours they 

were not supposed to given that they were still a minor. 

The majority of employees at Bob's had no idea that 

union representatives were collecting information to aid in 

organizing efforts. Indeed, when the organizers disappeared 

from the stores after the initial sign-up, workers assumed 

that the campaign had fallen through. A cashier described, 

"They came in and we were all so excited. Then all of a 

sudden, they disappeared. It was so quick that we'thought 

they abandoned us. Really, we didn't know what to think. II 

Organizers professed that secrecy was needed to keep Bob's 

unaware of the unions's strategy. "Of course there were 

secrets," one organizer admitted, "because it's a war and 
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there's a campaign going on. There's a lot of secret 

strategy involved in winning." The union reasoned that the 

information they collected gave them greatest leverage if 

the company had no idea that data were being gathered. This 

meant that excluding the workforce from the union's strategy 

was an essential component of the comprehensive campaign. 

Withholding secrets extended to the organizers of the 

campaign, as well. Organizers, of course, knew that 

information was being accumulated. Yet they were not 

apprised of when the company would be asked for recognition 

or even which information they collected would be used to 

bargain with the company. The person in charge of the 

campaign stated, Sometimes its best not to show any of your 

cards, even to your good friends." Worker participation in 

the campaign, then, was kept to a minimum so that the union 

could more effectively gather and use information. 

Organizers disappeared from the stores partly because 

the "secretive" strategy of collecting information about 

Bob's, yet they also withdrew because of a new commitment by 

the union to organize another grocery chain. Pinky's had 

recently expanded to Arizona from California, where it was a 

union store. The regional office decided that the Arizona 

local should focus its energies momentarily on Pinky's, a 

campaign it perceived would be simple and less time 

consuming because of the store's historical relationship 
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with a union. Union officials, thus, took the organizing 

staff off of the Bob's campaign and sent them to Pinky's to 

collect workers' signatures. As predicted, after receiving 

a majority of employee's signatures, Pinky's management 

recognized the IGWU as the official bargaining agent for the 

workforce. Several of the organizers I informally spoke 

with voiced discomfort at the sudden change in the union's 

focus. "I don't know how smart it was to completely pull 

out of Bob's," one organizer admitted, "It made the 

campaign drag on and many of the workers assumed we 

abandoned them." Including the time to negotiate a 

contract, the union was away from the Bob's campaign for six 

months. Yet once the Pinky's contract was signed, the union 

refocused its energy on Bob's. 

Throughout this period, there were about a dozen 

employees involved in the union campaign at Bob's, two of 

whom came from the meat department and were already union 

members. These active workers spent time at work talking 

with co-workers about the union and time after work helping 

to create and pass out fliers. They also participated in 

media activities, such as appearing on local cable stations 

to discuss why forming a union at Bob's was necessary. 

Unlike the majority of Bob's employees, they were given the 

same information about the campaign process as the paid 

union organizers. This information, however, was often 



limited to the types of tasks that they were assigned to 

complete by the regional officials. 
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After the end of the Pinky's campaign, five special 

international organizers were brought from the D.C office to 

work on the Bob's comprehensive campaign. These organizers 

travel across the United States to help in campaigns that 

the International office defines as significant. The special 

organizing committee was led by a supervisor who shared 

decision-making power with the head of the regional office. 

The international organizers worked in concert with five 

organizers from the regional office and 11 local union 

representatives. Together, the organizers gathered 

information and o~casionally went to the stores to talk to 

workers. The campaign developed slowly for two reasons: 

first, the international, regional and local organizers had 

other commitments they were working on besides the Bob's 

campaign and second, the company chose to pay the fines for 

the health and safety violations the organizers exposed 

rather than concede to the union. 

Finally, in November of 1991, an active Bob's employee 

nonchalantly described to the international supervisor an 

unusual situation that occurred at his store; a woman -- not 

associated with the union-- was handing out protest fliers 

to co-workers about having to work Christmas day. The 

activist described how the campaign leader reacted as 



follows: 

Fred (campaign leader) closed the book he was 

working in and said, "Stop right there." He said, 

"Tell me about this Christmas thing." So I told 

him. He said, "I want the details. Do you know 

this girl? Do you know what department she works 

in? Where can we find her? Can she help us?" He 

said, "Here's a situation where we are now behind 

the wave. That's not good. We need to get out in 

front of the wave." 
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Working on Christmas became the issue that the union used to 

garner favorable media attention. The union solicited 

support from the religious community, and sided with a 

prominent Catholic priest who asked customers not to shop at 

Bob's on Christmas day. The local news stations 

broadcasted the Christmas dilemma eight times in the month 

of December, interviewing two union activists about the 

injustice of having to spend the day away from their 

families. The store remained open, however, despite the 

extensive media attention. 1 

Ironically, by the next Christmas Bob's had been 
successfully organized by the IGWU, and yet the store still 
remained open on Christmas Day. To make matters worse, Bob's 
made all employees work at least a few hours rather than use 
volunteers as they had the previous Christmas. Workers were 
upset about the situation. As one worker described: 

-------------------------------
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Besides the local news media, the union also used 

cablestations to broadcast injustices faced by Bob's 

employees. On television, the lead international organizer 

discussed child labor violations, wage and hour violations 

and the cutting of full-time employees to part-time. These 

tactics were utilized to create community support behind the 

union's drive to organize Bob's. Since grocery stores were 

abundant in Phoenix, consumers could have easily avoided 

grocery shopping at Bob's, making it an effective strategy 

at encouraging management to negotiate. The union claimed 

that the media attention successfully harmed company sales. 

However, company profits had been on a downward slope 

before this period, which was why Bob's decided to remain 

open on Christmas day. 

Of the thirty workers I spoke with, 10 were aware of 

the media attention focused on Bob's. Yet rather than 

appreciate the union's attempts at portraying the company in 

a negative light, eight of the 10 workers were distressed at 

the union's approach. Employees claimed, first, that the 

outsider status of the union gave them IIno rightll to discuss 

IIWe were told at a meeting that only workers with 
lowest seniority had to work, but Bob's got around that 
by making everyone work. And the people that 
volunteered got better schedules. That made me mad. The 
whole thing made me mad. I worked 9:30-6:00 on 
Christmas day. I thought I'd never have to work 
Christmas again." 
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Bob's. As one stocker said, "How do they know what's going 

on? They don't even work here!" Second, workers felt that 

they were implicated in the problems since they were 

involved in some of the violations mentioned in the media, 

ie., wage and hour and child labor law violations. Finally, 

employees were concerned that if the consumer boycott was 

successful, they rather than the company, would be harmed. 

Workers believed that they would be fired before managers 

"lost money from their pockets." 

After collecting information and talking to Bob's 

employees, the campaign finale occurred in October and 

November 1992. At that time, all the international, 

regional and local players in the organizing process 

gathered in Phoenix to engage in another employee sign-up. 

Directed by a regional official, forty organizers were sent 

to the stores to collect signatures. For six weeks, 

organizers were located inside Bob's grocery stores talking 

to employees and getting union authorization cards signed. 

Union officials told organizers that their main goal 

should be to collect as many signed cards as possible. To 

aid in this end, organizers met every morning in a class

room style meeting room, where the campaign supervisor stood 

at the head. Each organizer had to callout the number of 

cards they had acquired the day before. Organizers with 

high numbers were given standing ovations and applauded. 
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Organizers who only collected a few cards were asked for an 

explanation and told to do better that day. Union 

representatives said that the meetings fostered a 

competitive environment among organizers. Three people 

admitted to me that they sometimes "padded" their cards, 

meaning they asked workers who had already signed union 

cards to sign another so that it would seem that they were 

successful at completing their task. Some organizers also 

acknowledged that at times they distorted the truth in order 

to convince workers to sign a card. For instance, 

organizers would tell employees that signing a card only 

meant that the employee wanted a union election held2 or 

that they would receive a monetary bonus if the union became 

the bargaining agent for Bob's and the employee had signed a 

card. Yet the most common approach organizers employed in 

the card quest was to appeal to workers' sense of 

practicality. Workers were informed about the instrumental 

aspects of having a union at the workplace. A union, the 

worker was told, was an organization that provided employees 

with job security, nice benefit packages and high wages. 

The employee's role in the union was simple; all she needed 

to do was pay a small portion of her paycheck each week so 

Remember that the comprehensive campaign was done to 
bypass an election and that the cards collected by the organizers 
during the Bob's campaign were used to directly solicit union 
recognition from the company. 
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that union representatives could be placed in the stores and 

ensure that the company played by the rules laid out in the 

contract. The interaction between worker and organizer was 

complete once the employee signed a card. 

Union supervisors also rotated organizers from store to 

store in an attempt to collect more signatures. The idea 

was that organizers would have an easier time "strolling" 

through the stores talking to employees if managers did not 

know who the organizers were. While this strategy helped 

organizers to walk around unnoticed by managers, it also 

inadvertently kept the organizers from establishing ties 

with employees, who were unaware, as well, of the 

organizer's identity from one day to the next. One 

organizer stated, "I understand completely why they wanted 

us to keep moving through the stores, but it made it real 

hard to get some workers to trust us." These strategies 

helped make it possible to attain 65% of the workers' 

signatures, yet it also helped to establish the "union as 

business" framework I discuss below. Nonetheless, 

management finally agreed to let the IGWU represent Bob's 

employees after they received the authorization cards from 

the union. 

Several related aspects of the Bob's campaign 

discouraged workers from participating in organizing efforts 

and served to foster a union as business framework. First, 
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regional and international union leaders controlled the 

course of the .campaign, deciding how to implement strategy 

and assigning the players to their tasks. When the 

comprehensive campaign became the chosen tactic, union 

leaders felt that it was imperative to keep details about 

the campaign secret from workers and organizers. The less 

the company knew about the union's strategy, the more the 

information could be used to convince Bob's to recognize the 

union. While withholding strategy from workers may have 

aided in effectively surprising the company, it also kept 

employees from actively helping the union gain entry into 

the workplace. A side effect of not informing workers about 

union tactics was that employees felt angry when they 

encountered the negative media attention about Bob's on 

television. They saw the union as an outsider who had no 

right to criticize the company, especially since the 

critiques might jeopardize the job security of a Bob's 

employee. Second, campaign leaders made it clear to 

organizers that their main goal inside the stores was to 

collect as many signatures from workers as possible. 

In order to accomplish this end, organizers did not spend 

time establishing trust and rapport with the workers, 

although they had access to employees inside the stores. 

Rather, encounters were often brief and ended after the 

employee signed a union authorization card. Organizers 

-----------.-------------
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commonly enticed employees into signing cards by making 

promises that the union would improve working conditions for 

individual employees. Sometimes these promises were 

questionable, for example claiming that workers would 

receive monetary bonuses when the union became the 

representative of the workplace. Yet in all cases, 

organizers made it clear that after the union gained entry, 

employees simply had to pay union dues in order to attain 

better wages and benefits. One stocker claimed, "They told 

me that I could get better benefits, better wages if I went 

with them. They said the union would take care of me, and 

that sounded good to me." 

The image of the union as a provider of goods and 

services to individual employees encouraged Bob's workers to 

perceive the union as a business. Indeed, 83% of the 

employees that I interviewed compared the union to a 

business. One grocery clerk summed up his feelings as 

follows: 

I think this union is in business exactly the same 

way we are. Only they're handling people, we're 

handling groceries. They're in it to make money. 

That was obvious from the start. The way they 

came in, we never knew what was going on, and all 

they wanted us to do was sign cards. They should 

be in it for the benefit of the people because a 

- --------------------------------------



united group is obviously listened to more than an 

individual. But now that I know who they are, I'm 

just going to make sure we get our money's worth. 

As long as they're here and we're paying dues, 

then we'll make them work for us as much as we 

can. That's what we're paying them for, you know. 
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The "union as business" framework this employee developed 

during the campaign process was similar to the view 

expressed by most of his co-workers. Workers often saw 

their relationship with the union to be a simple contractual 

relation in which employees would pay the union dues in 

exchange for the creation of such benefits as job security 

and higher wages. This "business" concept of the union was 

cultivated by keeping strategy secret from workers and by 

limiting the types and frequency of interactions between 

organizers and employees. 

The Blitz at Geofelt 

The United States Clothing Workers Union (USCWU) 

campaign at Geofelt began in a similar manner as the IGWU 

campaign: a discontented employee phoned the union district 

office, located 40 miles from the company. Unlike the ripe 

situation at Bob's, however, in which part of the workforce 
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and half of the industry in town were already union, there 

was little impetus for the union to engage in an organizing 

campaign at Geofelt. The workplace numbered only 70 

eligible union employees, moreover, there was no other 

industry within a thirty mile radius, much less other 

unionized geotextile plants. The small size of the plant 

made organizers think seriously before embarking upon a 

potentially expensive organizing campaign. One organizer 

declared: 

Geofelt is a campaign we would not typically 

conduct. It only has 70 workers. In a perfect 

world, size wouldn't matter. We could organize 

anyone who wanted to be in a union. In reality, 

it takes tremendous resources and time to organize 

and in many cases the larger size allows you the 

resources that you need to win and secure a first 

contract. Unions are not rich organizations. We 

operate on our members' dues so we have to look 

practically. With Geofelt, a plant with 70 

people, we will not benefit from their dues, 

considering the time we will spend in the plant 

with the workers. 

Despite the size limitation, the regional office in Atlanta 

in charge of targeting workplaces to unionize met personally 
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with the employee from Geofelt who originally contacted the 

union. Simultaneously, the targeting office gathered 

information about Geofelt. The union had two goals before 

beginning a campaign: First, they wanted to learn more about 

the workers. What were their complaints? Did 

dissatisfaction stem beyond the person who called? If so, 

how many workers were upset? Second, they also desired 

information about the company. Who owned the company? What 

was the financial state of the company?J Did they have 

other plants? If so, were they union? 

The USCWU investigation uncovered that Geofelt was 

owned by a parent company in Austria. The Austrian firm 

expanded beyond its national borders when it developed the 

Geofelt plant in Alabama. The parent company was well known 

in its home country and financially lucrative. A crucial 

finding for the USCWU was that the parent company was itself 

unionized, hence, could not feign ignorance about the 

existence of unions. This information, along with 

confirmation that disappointment within the company ran 

beyond the original caller, convinced the USCWU that a union 

campaign could be won with relatively little time and 

Organizers admitted that the union rarely gets involved 
in campaigns in which the company is financially insecure. If 
the company folds soon after the campaign election, not only does 
the recent expenditure on winning an election become wasted, the 
union also often gets blamed for business failure. 
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resources. 

The "blitz" began in February 1993. The "disgruntled" 

employee who originally phoned the union supplied the 

organizers with a phone and address list of all line workers 

and shipping clerks, the majority of the workforce. The list 

of employees was imperative for the blitz campaign. Recall 

that the object of the blitz is to speak to as many workers 

as possible in a condensed time period so that the employer 

has no knowledge that a union campaign has yet begun. Since 

uscwu organizers did not have access to the Geofelt plant 

and wanted to maintain a secret presence,4 the worker 

address list allowed organizers to discreetly visit 

employees' homes. 

The home visits to Geofelt employees were done within 

the customary three day period by volunteer organizers from 

the union in nearby districts and by two paid organizers 

from the regional office. Upon arriving at the employee's 

home, the organizer introduced himself and asked to speak 

with the worker about the union. Most of the Geofelt 

employees were curious about the union and either invited 

the organizer in for something to drink or else stood inside 

the door frame willing to hear 'what the organizer had to 

4 As previously discussed in Chapter 1, secrecy is 
necessary so that the union has the opportunity to speak with 
employees before the company can mount effective scare tactics. 
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say. Organizers informed workers during these visits that 

only a union, with its creation of employee unity, could 

create the necessary changes in the workplace. One 

technician described his first contact with an organizer: 

I was working on my car when he first drove up. 

He started saying to me things that really made 

sense. _He said if us workers stood together we 

could get something done. He said all the other 

techs he talked to were also upset and nothing 

would get done unless we came together. So, you 

bet I signed a card. 

During these visits, organizers explained that getting union 

cards signed was only the first step in organizing the 

workplace. A six week election period would follow in which 

it was imperative for employees to come together and vote 

the union in. Organizers also asked interested workers if 

they knew of fellow employees who would like to sign a union 

card. This tactic provided them with some names that were 

not on their address list and gave them insight on which 

employees they should be visiting. After the three day 

canvassing of Geofelt employees, the USCWU had the requisite 

30% employee signatures to file a campaign election with the 

NLRB. 

While organizers were successful at attaining 

- -- -.---- - - - _. -_.. ------.------
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signatures, they were not quite as effective at keeping the 

emergent organizing campaign secret from the company. Since 

Geofelt is a 24 hour, 7 day a week company, employees on the 

job began murmuring quietly about the possibility of a 

union. Somehow this hushed talk found its way to the 

managements' attention. There were rumors among workers 

about how Geofelt management found out about the campaign. 

One worker claimed that while he was in the washroom 

speaking to a fellow pro-union employee, a company "stooge," 

hiding in the toilet stall, eavesdropped on their 

conversation and reported immediately to management. 

Another worker claimed that he accidentally revealed the 

organizing plan by conversing with a fellow co-worker who 

turned out to be against unionizing. 

The breach of secrecy was not harmful, however. It 

simply meant that when two Geofelt employees approached 

management to ask for union recognition, management was 

already prepared, with a "No" answer. 5 The union expected 

Geofelt to deny them recognition as the official bargaining 

agent. Unlike the IGWU, however, they did not proceed by 

launching into a comprehensive campaign. Rather, they filed 

the necessary 30% signatures with the NLRB and began a 

The union commonly asks management for union recognition 
before beginning an expensive and time consuming organizing 
campaign. 
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worker-intensive organizing campaign. The election date was 

set for the middle of March, the conventional six week 

period it takes for the NLRB to collect and process 

necessary information. 

Many Geofelt workers were excited about the chance to 

unionize and reestablish positive work relations. Similar to 

the situation at Bob's, in which workers did not feel a 

union was necessary until middle-managers were fired and 

full-time employees were losing their benefits, the changing 

work situation at Geofelt made employees feel that a union 

was required. One technician stated, "When I first worked 

here, things were exciting. We were all learning about this 

new product. We felt a part of something. Then they hired 

Charley Storm (manager) and put in Line 2. Things went to 

hell quickly." 

When the Austrian company first came to Alabama, 

workers were excited that they were engaged in a new 

industry with high-technology and high-skill. There was a 

sense of camaraderie between workers and managers because 

both groups were learning together how to operate the 

system. People made mistakes but there were few 

expectations of perfection given that the entire process was 

novel. Workers felt, at this time, that they were able to 

discuss their ideas with managers about how to make the 

system function better, and managers not only listened, but 

~~-~-~~-----------------
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also instituted some of the ideas. 

Unfortunately, this camaraderie was challenged when a 

new plant manager, Charley Storm, was hired approximately 

three years before the organizing campaign. Two things 

occurred with the new manager. First, the close alliance 

between workers and supervisors was quietly replaced by a 

more authoritarian relationship. Supervisors, with the 

permission and perhaps prompting of the new manager, did not 

listen to the ideas of workers any longer. Employees 

claimed that when they talked with supervisors about 

problems on the floor, they were not taken seriously. As 

one worker claimed, lilt wasn't like they didn't listen to 

you when you were talking, but they just never did anything 

and it was almost like they laughed at you when you walked 

away. II Second, fifty percent 6 of those workers I spoke with 

claimed that racism became commonplace inside the workplace. 

The new manager was white as were all other managers, yet, 

according to both black and white workers, he was openly 

racist and did not see that as a conflict in his role as 

manager. Besides prejudicial language, racism also affected 

workers' wages. Black workers were not evaluated for raises 

as often as white workers. Furthermore, when evaluations 

did occur, black employees often were not evaluated as 

Half of the employees who claimed racism became a problem 
after the new manager were black and half were white. 
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highly as their white co-workers. One white worker 

revealed, "From the time the plant opened until just 

recently there was no black supervisor or black upper 

management whatsoever which was a bone of contention with 

the black people. They were slower to get raises. They were 

put upon more under certain circumstances; more was expected 

of them than a white person." Geofelt employees believed 

that the deteriorating relationship between management and 

workers stemmed from the bad attitude of the new plant 

manager and was not a structural problem of the company. In 

their opinion, the owner of Geofelt, who has basically a 

"real good guy," would not have tolerated the injustices the 

manager incurred on its workforce. Yet the owner lived in 

Austria and employees felt that either there was little 

chance to tell him about Charley Storm or else it was not 

their place to inform him. 

Another impetus for building an organizing campaign 

came one year after Charlie Storm took over the chief 

managerial position, with the introduction of a second line 

into the production process. Eighty percent of the employees 

I interviewed claimed that implementing Line 2 was the 

reason they felt a union was necessary. Unlike the 

excitement employees held when the first line opened, Line 2 

was a burden. This time, workers and managers did not act 

as a team, mainly because the new plant manager discouraged 

~~~-~~--- --- ------------
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it. Rather, the employees working on Line 2 -- and each 

worker was stationed on the second line one month out of two 

-- were told what to do without expectations for 

communication from bottom to the top. Another dilemma was 

that Line 2 produced twice as much product as Line 1, yet 

there were not twice as many workers for it. Employees had 

to be more watchful with Line 2 given the immense speed in 

which the process worked. Also, the many kinks in Line 1 

that were solved by employees and supervisors went unsolved 

day after day in Line 2. 

With the arrival of Line 2 several labor problems 

occurred: First, employees could no longer control their 

time at work. Workers were forced to miss their breaks and 

lunches to attend to the lines. More consequential, 

employees were forced to stay after their 12 and 1/4 hour 

shifts to bale waste, caused by the many unresolved kinks in 

Line 2. Baling waste consisted of disposing inferior 

material that the company was unable to sell. Second, 

workers, both black and white, were not getting evaluations, 

and as a result no raises since they were not moving up in 

skill level. Finally, workers, especially black employees 

argued that discrimination was exacerbated with the 

appearance of the second line. For example, black workers 

were less likely than white workers to be given time off 

from baling waste if they had a pressing engagement after 



their scheduled work hours. One white employee summed: 

When I first worked there, it was unreal the way 

people were being treated. Besides open racism, 

they were working 12 hours and if you got a break, 

that was fine. If you didn't, that was fine too. 

If you got evaluated that was fine, and if you 

didn't that was fine too. The way they looked at 

it is "We pay you to do what we want you to do." 

That's one reason we brought a union in. 

Basically, that was the whole reason we started 

getting together. 
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Before they could "bring the union in," however, they had to 

first win the election. 

During the six-week campaign period, only one paid 

union organizer, Steve, remained continuously in the small 

Alabama town. However, union representatives from the 

regional and district offices came occasionally to help the 

organizer. Steve resided in one of the two motels located in 

the rural area, which was approximately 4 miles from 

Geofelt. Having the organizer located so close to the 

workplace was beneficial because it gave employees a place 

to congregate. The average Geofelt employee lived 20 miles 

from the plant, making it difficult for co-workers to 

congregate. Before the campaign, employees commonly went 

directly home after their shift. Two workers I spoke with 
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said that occasionally they drank some beers with their 

buddies after work, especially in the summer time. Yet 

mostly, they pointed their cars down the country roads and 

drove home to be with their families. The organizing 

campaign, however, gave many employees both a reason and a 

place to meet. One worker said, IISometimes I would go to 

Steve's after work just to see what was happening and hear 

the latest news. There'd be three or four people hanging 

out, maybe writing fliers, maybe just talking. It was a fun 

time. II Also, Steve's proximity to the plant allowed him to 

disseminate information among the workers effectively. He 

acted much like a central information center; linking 

together workers in different departments and on different 

shifts. As one employee told it, IISteve always knew what was 

going down. We'd just go on over to the motel after work 

and hear what was happening to everybody else. Then we'd 

pass the information on. II 

Most of the pro-union employees trusted the organizer 

from the beginning and believed that his motives for helping 

to unionize the company stemmed strictly from a concern for 

exploited workers. One worker stated, "There's no way they 

can be making anything off of our dues money, so they must 

have been interested." Six employees, however, said their 

trust for Steve and the union grew over time. Two 

conditions fostered their confidence in the union. First, 



164 

from time to time, the union brought union workers from 

nearby companies to converse with Geofelt employees. 

Speaking with workers who had dealt with the union before 

gave Geofelt employees trust that the union made reasonable 

claims. Second, the organizer was able to predict what 

actions the company would take to squash the organizing 

campaign. This ability to foresee Geofelt's behavior 

demonstrated to the workforce that Steve was competent and 

legitimate. 

Worker participation was the main organizational 

difference in the IGWU campaign and the USCWU campaign. 

While the IGWU relied on strategic information to gain 

access into the workplace, the USCWU depended on the workers 

in the plant. Employee participation was established first 

through creation of a workers' committee. The committee at 

Geofelt consisted of a core group of twelve people who were 

responsible for organizing and motivating fellow workers, as 

well as establishing strategy. A committee member differed 

from a regular, participant employee in the amount of time 

and responsibility dedicated to the organizing campaign. A 

committee member consistently went to the motel after or 

before work, rather than simply when it was convenient; 

helped organize the content of fliers and weekly meetings; 

and spoke up at the plant when the company spoke adversely 

about unions. In the words of one worker, a committee member 
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was actually an organizer: "Basically I was more of an 

organizer than Steve. Cause, I had the workers inside and 

outside the plant. He could only have the workers outside. 

Without me, and the other guys, Steve wouldn't be able to do 

anything." 

Worker-organizers provided fellow employees with two 

types of information that helped educate the workforce about 

unionism. The first educational material was about strategy 

that the company would utilize to break the workers apart, 

such as telling employees that unions force companies to go 

out of business or that the union will take all the workers' 

money as dues. As one worker revealed, "Steve would always 

tell us what the company would do before they did it. It 

was amazing. So we would go out and tell the rest of the 

workers." The second type of information given to co

workers was about what a union could do for Geofelt 

employees: 

Steve told us from the beginning that the 

constitution gave us rights as citizens, but as 

workers we have no rights, and that's just not 

fair .... He said that only by working together 

could we create a strong union. We are the union, 

and together we could make any changes we wanted. 

And that's just what I told my co-workers. 

The organizer conveyed to Geofelt employees that the union 
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was the workers. Employees then believed that if they 

wished to change the situation at work, they must be active 

in the union. 

There were two more ways in which the IGWU and USCWU 

campaigns differed. First, the USCWU organizer did not have 

access to the workplace. Steve could only talk to workers 

if he found them at home or if they came to the motel. In 

fact, much of his time was spent driving around the rural, 

Alabama area from one home to another, attempting to speak 

to workers. Rarely, the strategy of visiting workers homes 

was not well received. One worker remembered, III didn't 

appreciate him coming to my home at all. He didn't even 

call. I was doing just fine talking to the other men at 

work. I know them. I don't know him from Adam. II 

With Steve not having access to the plant, Geofelt 

employees became imperative at disseminating information 

about the union to co-workers and at establishing the union 

as a trustworthy organization. They did this by talking to 

workers at the plant and/or convincing workers to attend the 

weekly union meetings held at Steve's motel room. Having 

employees talk to their co-workers established legitimacy 

for the union because, as one worker put it, lIif Ernie was 

for the union and trusted them, I thought that I should give 

them a chance toO.1I Employees also countered any false 

information that Geofelt was spreading. For instance, one 
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worker recalled how the company told employees that the 

USCWU forced a company in Birmingham to strike which 

compelled the plant to close. liThe company lied to us all 

the time," said one worker, liThe next week after they told 

us about Dwayne's closing because of the union, I came back 

with newspaper articles saying the opposite." 

A further.distinction between the IGWU and the USCWU 

campaigns was that Geofelt, unlike Bob's, responded with an 

anti-union campaign. Geofelt hired a lawyer specializing in 

labor··management relations to help persuade employees that a 

union was unnecessary. The first strategy was contrition: 

"AII of a sudden, the company was nice to us. They said 

they didn't know there were any problems and they promised 

now they would change. II The company president and the vice

president came to the plant and talked personally with each 

worker. Employees suddenly began receiving evaluations, 

raises, breaks and lunches. The company reform was 

convincing to a few people, such as one worker who said, "I 

didn't think we needed a union after the company had 

changed. II However, most workers did not II buy II the sudden 

shift. 

After contrition failed to stop the organizing 

campaign, the company began an information blitz. Captive 

audience meetings were held in which company officials told 

workers that unions only desired money and were third 
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parties that would harm the company. At one meeting, the 

company went through a union handbook and read to employees 

how the union would fine each employee large sums of money 

if they did not participate in any strike called by the 

union. One employee proudly recalled, "I got my own little 

book out and found the same phrase and read it directly. It 

basically said that the only people who could call the 

strike are the workers at the plant. The bosses got real 

mad at me." The most effective rumor at scaring employees 

occurred when the company told Geofelt workers that the 

union would force them to give up their excellent health 

insurance in exchange for the union's mediocre plan. 

Regional union officials quickly had certificates made for 

the employees stating that the union would not force workers 

to take the union insurance plan. Employees brought 

certificates into Geofelt the next week and handed them out 

to workers. One worker said that he snuck one on the desk 

of his supervisor. When the supervisor found the 

certificate, he very openly tore it up. 

As the campaign election grew closer, the company 

engaged in yet another strategy: divide and conquer. 

Employees were taken off the line one by one so that they 

could have private meetings with supervisors. White workers 

were told that black workers would take over the company if 

the union came in. Black workers were told that a union 
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would only harm the company financially. Also, employees 

were kept from speaking with each other. Only one employee 

from each shift at a given time was allowed off from the 

line for lunch or breaks. And one white worker, known for 

his vociferous pro-union stance, was taken off the line 

altogether, and placed, in the words of a fellow employee, 

into "solitary confinement." "I didn't think it was fair at 

all what they did to Frank," said one worker, "They sent 

him to Siberia, if you know what I mean. For two weeks 

before the election they had him in a room by himself. I 

don't know what he was doing." Geofelt employees countered 

the divide and conquer technique by engaging in social 

activities, like Sunday family barbecues and after-work 

parties. Bringing workers and their families together was 

new to the Geofelt work crew, and successfully allowed 

employees to shed any isolation that they may have faced at 

work. 

Besides the anti-union campaign begun by the company, 

five workers also joined together to protest the union'S 

efforts. These five workers claimed to be completely 

independent from the company (although pro-union workers 

believed that they were guided by Geofelt management). They 

were not, however, as organized as the company. Their anti

union efforts were sporadic and consisted mostly of speaking 

to co-workers negatively about unions. One time, the five 
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workers "crashed" a union meeting being held at Steve's. 

One of the anti-union people recalled, "We went in the 

meeting and began firing all these questions at him, and he 

couldn't answer any of them. I knew he wouldn't be able to. 

He was telling us that the union could make things better at 

the workplace. But I knew that was a lie, and besides, 

things were already going great." The one similarity that 

pro and anti-union employees shared was a belief that their 

actions in the campaign mattered. As this anti-union 

employee stated, "I knew that the organizing campaign was 

only going to go in my direction if I put time into it." 

While the two camps were working towards different ends, 

they felt confident that their struggles would sway the 

campaign outcome. 

Despite the endeavors of the five workers and the 

company, the union campaign in the middle of March resulted 

in favor of the union, with sixty out of the seventy workers 

voting "yes." Employees felt that with the union vote there 

would finally be changes at Geofelt. 

Worker participation in the Geofelt campaign was the 

main ingredient that stimulated employees to develop a 

"union as workers" framework. As early as the three-day 

canvassing period for employee signatures, organizers made 

it clear that bringing the union into the workplace would 

take concerted effort among the employees. As a result, 
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workers were crucial in establishing the campaign as 

legitimate and in helping to create strategy. A very active 

group of 12 workers assisted in developing union fliers, 

planned and ran union meetings, and informed co-workers 

about the basics of a union. These people also introduced 

the paid organizer, Steve, to fellow employees who were 

ambivalent about and did not trust the union. As one worker 

said about employee involvement in the campaign, "The 

organizer did a lot of footwork when we were working, but it 

was definitely a joint effort. They couldn't organize us 

without help from the people and we couldn't get organized 

without help from them." Anti-union workers also believed 

that their actions in the campaign were essential at 

affecting the election outcome. Since they, too, surmised 

that a union was defined by its members, they felt it was 

their duty to inform Geofelt employees about why a union was 

not necessary at the workplace. They did this primarily by 

talking to their co-workers on the job. 

The image of the union as something only a united group 

of workers could create led to employees developing a 

a "union as workers" framework. Seventy-five percent of the 

employees spoke of the union as an organization of active 

workers. One technician claimed, "We knew that the only way 

to change things at Geofelt was by joining together. In 

numbers you have strength. Any union is only as strong as 



its people. That's what Steve told us and that's what I 

believe." This "workers" conception resulted from 

employees educating themselves and their co-workers about 

unionism and from acting together to create an election 

outcome in favor of the union. 

Creating Union Frameworks 
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As the plots of the organizing campaigns at Bob's and 

Geofelt unraveled, employees secured different conceptions 

of their respective unions. Bob's workers saw the union as 

a business: an organization meant to sell them goods. The 

employees from Geofelt witnessed another vision: one that 

saw the workers contributing to the basic foundation of the 

union. Why did these dissimilar frameworks develop? I 

argue that the union frameworks were created through the 

levels of participation elicited by the two campaigns. The 

IGWU's strategy of concentrating on negotiations with Bob's 

for union recognition left employees with little chance to 

participate, outside of signing union authorization cards. 

The USCWU campaign, however, centered around the organized 

actions of employees in order to win the union election. 

In this section, I discuss alternative reasons why the two 

groups may have cultivated different union frameworks. 

These are: campaign characteristics, workers' union 

histories and union density. I conclude that organizational 

---------------------------------
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process, specifically worker participation, best explains 

why Bob's workers conceived of the union as business while 

Geofelt employees developed a "union as workers" framework. 

Campaign Characteristics 

I noted that participation is what most consequentially 

differentiates the two campaigns. Yet, the organizing 

campaigns differed in more ways than participation. In 

Table 4.1 (below), I delineate four other notable ways 

organizing differed for Bob's and Geofelt employees. 

First, Bob's organizers had access to the company while 

Geofelt organizers did not. Access to employees poses two 

advantages for establishing a "union as workers" framework 

as opposed to a "union as business" one. Organizers can 

establish ties with workers before housecalls or meetings. 

Convincing someone to attend a union meeting or being 

granted permission to visit an employee's home is much 

easier if the organizer is familiar to the worker. Also, 

information about the campaign, meetings and strategy can be 

more efficiently disseminated if the organizer need only go 

to the workplace rather than each employee's home. 

Familiarity with the workforce and ease in distributing 

information give organizers an advantage in bringing workers 

together into a united front. 

'I'rust, which is enhanced by familiarity with the 
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organizer at the workplace, is further strengthened with the 

passage of time. In his studies of organizing among 

clerical workers, Hurd (1989; 1986) found that trust was 

created during the union campaign the longer employees and 

organizers were exposed to each other. Clericals came 

together in efforts to build a union after concluding that 

the union must be interested in their welfare, and not just 

dues money, since it was willing to dedicate so much time 

and resources to the cause. 

Trust in the union may encourage workers to become 

active, yet the stance the company takes towards the union 

is also an important determinant. Employees might find it 

difficult to come together and take ownership of a campaign 

if the place that provides them with a paycheck is against 

the union (Freeman 1985). Employers who engage in an anti

union campaign pose a formidable obstacle to employees who 

are considering a union. This is not only because the 

company can threaten to close down shop or fire workers, but 

also because promises to modify previous, inequitable 

behavior can entice employees away from the idea of a union. 

Finally, as the number of organizers equals the number 

of workers, the union has a better chance at countering 

attacks made by the company. More organizers can educate a 

greater number of employees about anti-union tactics, 

insulating workers from threats or false information that 
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the company may spread. With more organizers, the union 

also has more opportunity to teach employees the principles 

of unionism. This education can lead to the creation of 

worker unity and a workforce familiar with their rights in 

the workplace. 

In sum, organizer access to the workplace, an extended 

campaign time frame, lack of employer resistance to a union 

and a high organizer to worker ratio make it easier to 

establish a "union as workers" framework. 

Table 4.1 shows that of the two campaigns, the IGWU was 

in a better position to develop a "union as workers" 

framework. Unlike the clothing workers' union, IGWU 

organizers had access to the workforce through their 

presence in the snack bar at Bob's grocery stores. The 

organizers could have used this proximity to teach the 

employees principles of solidarity and participation rather 

than to simply gain as many signed union authorization cards 

as possible. Another advantage IGWU organizers had in 

establishing a workers' campaign was that the organizing 

process lasted a full 20 months, much more time than the 

USCWU 6 week campaign. The extended time frame could have 

been used by organizers to gain familiarity and trust with 

the employees instead of only collecting negative 

information about Bob's or attempting to unionize another 

store. 
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The management at Bob's did not engage in an open 

anti-union campaign against the IGWU as Geofelt did in the 

USCWU campaign. Indeed, it was this lack of antagonism by 

Bob's management which gave organizers access to the snack 

bar so that they could talk with the workforce. Often times 

during organizing campaigns, employees are too frightened to 

get involved for fear of company reprisal. So having a 

relatively impartial management group at Bob's would have 

been an auspicious opportunity for IGWU organizers to 

motivate workers to act cohesively. Instead employees were 

taught about how the union would provide benefits that 

individual workers could enjoy. 

The number of organizers per workers was similar for 

both campaigns, one IGWU organizer was available for 75 

Bob's employees and one UScwu organizer was ready for 70 

Geofelt employees. A lIunion as workers ll framework, then, 

could have been easily fostered at either campaign. The 

organizer to worker ratio gave both unions the opportunity 

to spend time with each employee. In fact, the extended 

time frame of the comprehensive campaign meant that the 

relationships developed between organizers and workers could 

have matured into a stronger alliance. In sum, the 

characteristics of both campaigns make it seem 

counterintuitive that it was in Geofelt that employees saw 

the union as a collective of workers and not in Bob's. What 

~-- ---- ----- -----------



this suggests is that something other than campaign 

characteristics encouraged union frameworks. 

Union History 
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Previous union experience is commonly associated with 

union behavior; employees who have formerly been in a union, 

or who have had family in a union, are more likely to hold 

positive feelings for unions and more willing to join them 

(Fantasia 1988). However, being pro-union does not 

necessarily lead to a "union as business" framework versus a 

"union as workers" one. Workers can be for a union because 

the union provides them with a needed service or because the 

union provides action and unity among employees. What is 

important is how workers interpret their previous 

experiences with the union. If employees define their or 

their families' histories more in terms of a service that 

the union provided for them, a "union as business" framework 

is most likely to emerge. If, on the other hand, experiences 

are interpreted with respect to building activism among 

employees, a "union as workers" framework is more likely. 

Table 4.2 (below) shows that Geofelt employees had more 

personal experiences with unions than Bob's employees: 

thirty-five percent of Geofelt workers were in a union 

previously, yet only 13% of Bob's workers were. The 
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conception that these workers held of a union, however, did 

not differ between Bob's and Geofelt employees. Of the seven 

people at Geofelt who were in a union before, four evaluated 

their union experience based on how successfully it provided 

them with individual services, not on how active they were 

in attaining these services for themselves. For instance, 

two people claimed that they had negative feelings towards 

unions before the campaign because at their previous 

workplace they paid dues, yet received nothing from the 

union in return. One woman claimed, "For me it was a big 

waste of money, they never really gave me anything I 

needed." The three remaining Geofelt employees claimed to 

have no opinion about their previous union since they were 

only in the union less than six months. A similar finding 

appeared with Bob's employees; two of whom rated their union 

experience based on how well the union supplied them with 

needed goods and two of whom claimed their short-lived 

experience with unions precluded them from establishing an 

opinion. 

Workers from both groups failed to mention employee 

activism when describing family members' histories with 

unions as well. Once again, responses fell into two 

categories: the family member either had not spoken of her 

union experience or evaluated the union based on how well 

the union "serviced" the employee. All Geofelt employees 
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stated their families had "good" or "bad" experiences 

depending on "what the union got for them." Twelve out of 

the 14 Bob's workers who had family members with union 

histories also provided the same response. One woman 

admitted: "My sister loved the union because the company 

laid her off and the union told them they couldn't do that. 

They saved her job." As employees from both groups 

narrated their and their family's histories with unions, 

workers described themselves as passive while they portrayed 

the union as active; for example, the union saved jobs or 

took people's money. Viewing oneself as passive inside the 

union inhibits a "workers as union" framework while 

enhancing the likelihood of viewing the union as a business. 

In spite of the employees' experiences with unions, 

their opinions about how necessary unions were to their 

specific workplace and to the general world of work may have 

determined the type of union framework employees created. 

For example, organizers would find it very difficult to 

establish motivation and activism in a workforce that saw a 

union as unwarranted in the company. Furthermore, a 

worker-oriented campaign would be less likely to develop if 

employees generally perceived unions as necessary only under 

specific circumstances; for instance when the company was 

being unjust to its workers, and more likely to occur if 

workers believed that unions were fundamental to the very 
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foundation of businesses, regardless of working conditions; 

for instance when employees wanted more voice. 

Table 4.2 shows that the majority of workers from both 

campaigns deemed a union necessary at their respective 

companies. Bob's employees (76%) were concerned about 

layoffs, growing bureaucracy and decreasing hours available 

to full-time workers. Geofelt workers (80%) felt 

disgruntled about the chaos introduced with Line 2, with the 

racist manager and the inability of workers to attain 

evaluations for raises. Yet in spite of how the workforces 

felt about unions in their specific companies, most 

employees from both groups did not think unions in general 

were necessary. As one worker from the Geofelt campaign 

stated, "Companies aren't that bad anymore. They treat their 

workers right, so they don't need a union. II Indeed, 75% of 

the Geofelt employees and 70% of the Bob's employees stated 

that unions were only necessary if a company treated its 

employees unjustly. The shared sentiment was similar to 

what this Geofelt employee stated, "If a company gets 

unionized, it deserves to be." 

Given the union histories of both workforces, one would 

predict that the groups were more likely to develop a "union 

as business" framework rather than a "union as workers" one. 

While Geofelt workers had more personal experiences in the 

labor movement, their opinions about unions were narrowly 

.-- ... -- ... -.. -~-~----------
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defined by how well the union serviced them with material 

goods. This held true with descriptions from Bob's workers 

about their experiences, as well as both groups portraits of 

their families' histories. Also, despite the majority of 

workers in both campaigns claiming that a union was 

necessary at their workplace, employees felt that unions in 

general were only necessary if a company was unjust, meaning 

that neither groups carried an idea of unions as the "voice 

of employees." These results support the idea that 

something other than union history influenced workers' 

perceptions about the union. 

Union Density 

If many employees in the area are union than it might 

provide fertile soil for workers to collectively fight for a 

union. Knowing that employees nearby struggled successfully 

for a union could give people the power to come together and 

demonstrate to workers that having a union does not harm a 

company financially. A "union as worker" framework, then, 

is more likely when employees are ensconced in a union 

region than when employees are isolated from these areas. 

In table 4.3, below, we see that workers from Bob's 

grocery stores were more immersed in a union environment 

than Geofelt employees. First, ten percent of Bob's 
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employees were already covered by a contract. The meat 

department, which consisted of the meat cutters and 

wrappers, were with the IGWU for over 20 years. These 

workers were in an easy position to speak with their 

colleagues about unionism and convince them that corning 

together would not cost the workforce their livelihoods. 

Geofelt employees, on the otherhand, had no role models in 

the workplace to educate them about what effect bringing a 

union into the company would have on them. Second, by the 

middle of the 20 month organizing campaign at Bob's, fifty 

percent of the grocery industry in Phoenix was organized by 

the IGWU, including the chain doing the most business in the 

area. The fact that the number one grocery chain had been 

union for over 7 years allayed some employees' fears. One 

worker stated, "Best Foods is the number one store in the 

valley and they've been union all along, so I knew it could 

be done." The textile industry near Geofelt, however, was 

not as organized as the grocery chains near Bob's. 

At the time of the Geofelt organizing campaign, there were 

24 clothing and textile plants in the county where Geofelt 

resided and in five neighboring counties, yet only three of 

these plants were organized. Even if Geofelt employees 

looked outside their rural community for union role models 

in the clothing and textile industry, they would not have 

had been able to find much support. In the entire southern 



183 

region of Alabama (21 counties) only nine percent of the 

clothing and textile industry was organized (111 

establishments and only 11 covered by a union contract). In 

Mobile county alone, the nearest city to Geofelt employees, 

there were 24 clothing and textile plant but only three were 

organized. 

The one benefit Geofelt employees possessed was that 

the state of Alabama had a higher union density rate than 

the state of Arizona. In 1988, 16.1% of workers from 

Alabama were covered by a union contract, while only 8.6% of 

employees from Arizona were covered. If Geofelt employees 

were familiar with the other organized companies in the 

state, this may have encouraged them to join together 

to create a vehicle for change. However, it is much more 

likely that employees look at their own industry for 

motivation and strength than to other industries. Workers 

on the verge of organizing are eager to ask, "Will I still 

have a job if we join together as workers?" Indeed, when 

workers from either campaign mentioned other union 

companies, they discussed companies within their industry. 

For example, Geofelt employees commonly discussed Carry-all, 

a textile plant located in a neighboring city that had been 

with the union for over 10 years. 

In sum, Bob's workers were in a better position to know 

that being part of a union would not harm the company or 
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cost them their jobs. Ten percent of Bob's was already union 

and 50% of the grocery industry in the area was union. 

Twice as many workers in the state of Alabama were organized 

compared to employees from Arizona. However, the state 

density rate more diffusely demonstrates to workers that 

unionism can be a safe endeavor. Bob's employees, then, had 

more industry role models than Geofelt workers to show them 

that joining together in a united group and creating a union 

was not injurious. Yet the results reveal that Geofelt 

workers, and not the workforce at Bob's, were the ones to 

develop the opinion that through a united effort, employees 

could change conditions at the plant. 

Conclusion 

Both Bob's and Geofelt employees estimated that a union 

was necessary at their workplaces. Management at the two 

companies instigated changes that lowered morale among 

employees and encouraged workers to view a union as 

important for redressing some of the changes harming the 

workforce. Despite these similar desires for a union, Bob's 

and Geofelt workers shared few experiences in their 

respective organizing campaigns. IGWU organizers conveyed 

to Bob's employees that they held a passive role in the 

campaign; organizers would bring the union in and workers 
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would accrue the benefits. Geofelt workers, on the other 

hand, were taught to actively pursue the union by 

participating in the campaign. The belief that worker 

participation was imperative at influencing the election 

outcome nourished a "union as workers framework." I 

argued, then, that what separated the two campaigns was the 

amount of worker participation each elicited from the 

workforce. IGWU organizers "sold" the union to employees, 

claiming that the only participation needed by Bob's workers 

in order to reap the benefits of an organized company was to 

pay union dues. For Geofelt workers, however, the message 

proffered by organizers was that only through a united group 

could there be the desired transformation at the company. 

Goffman (1974) claims that understanding people's frameworks 

helps to explain individuals' sentiments and actions. In 

the next chapter, I explain how the "union as business" 

framework and the "union as workers" one differently 

influenced Bob's and Geofelt workers. 



Campaign Characteristics at Bob's and Geofelt 

TABLE 4.1 

Campaign 
Characteristics 

Organizer Access 

Time Frame of 
Campaign 

Employer Anti-Union 
Campaign 

Avge Number of 
Organizers per 
Workers 

Bob's 

Yes 

20 Months 

No 

1 per 75 
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Geofelt 

No 

6 Weeks 

Yes 

1 per 70 
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union Histories of Bob's and Geofelt Workers 

TABLE 4.2 

Union History Bob's (N=30) Geofelt (N=20) 

% Workers in a 
Union Previously 13% 35% 

% Workers with 
Family in Union 
Historically or 47% 35% 
Presently 

% Workers Saying 
Union Necessary at 76% 80% 
Their Workplace 

Reasons Union Layoffs Line 2 
Necessary at Growing Bureaucracy Racist Manager 
Workplace Cutting Hours No Evaluations 

% Workers Who Claim 
that Unions are 
Necessary Only When 70% 75% 
Company Is Unfair 



Union Density Rates in Area 

TABLE 4.3 

Union Density 

% of Company 
Already Union 

% of Industry in 
Area Organized 

% of State Covered 
by Union Contract 

Bob's 

10% 

50% 

8.6% * 

* from Current Population Survey. 1988 
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Geofelt 

None 

12.5% ** 

16.1% * 

** Information for numerator from the union office in 
Alabama and information for denominator from County Business 
Patterns. Alabama. 1992, Bureau of the Census. 



Chapter 5 

Participatory Democracy in Union Organizing: 
The Importance of Authority Structures on Workers' 

Sentiments and Actions 

Introduction 
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Early r~formers of the capitalist system, such as Karl 

Marx and Frederic Engels, Eugene Debs and G.D.H. Cole, 

envisioned labor unions as the fulcrum of economic change; 

the sites where workers recognized their common problems and 

found solutions to exploitation. For this reason, Engels 

called trade unions "schools of war" and believed that they 

would effectively educate and organize workers during the 

inevitable fall of capitalism (Engels 1845). Even as unions 

became entrenched in bureaucracy and leaders came "to regard 

the members as their property, whose only duty is to obey" 

(Cole 1956: 12), unions still were regarded as necessary to 

transcend "the ever-present tyranny of modern industrialism 

(Cole 1919: 47). Yet the aforementioned reformers did not 

predict that unions as bureaucracies would lead workers into 

revolution. Rather, they reasoned that economic 

reorganization would follow after the rank-and-file 

reestablished themselves as owners of the labor movement 

(Cole 1956; Debs 1904; Engels 1845). The assumption was 

that activism in the labor movement would influence change 

in other spheres of society. 
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What about worker participation incites social change? 

This question is the principal focus for proponents of 

participatory democracy, as well as the core of what this 

chapter addresses. Principles from participatory democracy 

suggest that when an authority structure incorporates 

participation, individuals feel more satisfied and committed 

to the organization because of the freedom and control such 

a structure fosters (proposition 1: 72). Following this 

logic, involved workers perceive participation as positive 

and fulfilling rather than negative (proposition 2: 72). 

The act of participation also provides employees with the 

knowledge of how to be active and this knowledge encourages 

feelings of self-efficacy (proposition 3: 72), as well as 

the motivation to act in other organizations (proposition 4: 

72). Finally, an organization whose ideology embodies 

solidarity more likely nourishes a perception of the union 

as a group struggle rather than as an individual endeavor 

(proposition 5: 75). 

In the last chapter I described how the most 

fundamental difference between the organizing campaigns at 

Bob's and Geofelt was worker participation: IGWU organizers 

struggled to obtain information to convince Bob's to 

recognize the union while employees from Geofelt rallied 

their co-workers to vote "Yes" at the union election. How 

did this difference in worker involvement influence 



191 

employees' action and sentiments? According to principles 

from participatory democracy, Geofelt workers should feel 

more positively about the campaign they experienced, and 

these positive emotions should translate into behavior, with 

employees from Geofelt engaging in participatory actions 

outside of the organizing campaign. 

I begin the chapter addressing propositions one, two 

and five, all of which are consequences of the campaign 

period. In order to discover how the campaign authority 

structures subsequently influenced workers, however, I also 

look at a second time period: the contract negotiation. 

During this second time frame, I uncover whether the tools 

of participation provided workers with self- efficacy and 

encouraged them to use participation in other areas. Thus, 

the second part' of the chapter begins with a brief 

description of the contract histories at Bob's and Geofelt, 

looking specifically at their authority structures. I then 

ask how participation during the campaign period influenced 

workers later, during contract negotiation. 

--- ~-~~-------" ------------
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The Campaign Period 

Proposition 1: 
The more participatory a union campaign's authority 
structure, the more likely workers will feel satisfied with 
and committed to the union campaign. 

Bob's 

Organizers from the IGWU interacted with Bob's 

employees on two occasions: during the first sign-up period 

that lasted 4 1/2 months and the second sign-up period that 

lasted six weeks. Union officials informed organizers that 

their goal in the stores was to acquire as many employees' 

signatures as possible so that along with the information 

the union collected about Bob's, they could also demonstrate 

that the union had the backing of the workforce. With this 

purpose in mind, organizers concentrated on gathering signed 

union cards. Their main strategy was convincing employees 

that the union could provide workers with benefits and that 

the workers need exert little effort in return. This 

strategy encouraged employees to perceive the union as a 

business. How did Bob's workers feel about the "union as 

business" framework? 

Sentiments about the campaign can be gathered first 

from the language workers used to describe their 

interactions with the organizers. Organizers were portrayed 

as "salesman" interested in "only getting cards signed" to 
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IImake money. II Indeed, one stocker insisted on replacing the 

word, lIorganizer ll with IIsalesmen ll during his entire 

interview. Characterizing organizers as salesmen, as 

seventy-seven percent of the employees did, was not 

successful at winning over the hearts and minds of Bob's 

workers. As one cashier stated: 

They're just too pushy, they're like salesmen. You 

know when you try to buy a car, they lock you in a 

room and they won't let you out. They're pushy 

and won't take no for an answer. 

Interviewer: What are they trying to sell? 

The union and all their benefits. To me, they're 

just an overbearing salesman. 

The profession of IIsalesman ll does not inherently embody 

negative features. Salesmen can be assertive, knowledgeable 

and cunning. Stanley Marcus, for instance, co-founder of the 

chain Neiman-Marcus, popularized the notion that a 

successful IIsalesperson ll was one who informed the customer 

about a product, but always allowed the customer to make the 

final decision without pressure nor judgement (Marcus 1985). 

Bob's employees who compared organizers to a salesperson, 

however, used this analogy in a pejorative way. As the 

following cashier stated: 

I wasn't impressed with them. I felt like they 

were trying to, like a salesman, trying to push 

------ --- ~- ------------



something on you that you don't want. They were 

trying to manipulate you. I didn't trust them. I 

felt like they were trying to pressure me into 

something. 
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Unlike the image of a salesperson that Stanley Marcus 

intended to promote, IGWU organizers were described as 

"pushy" by ninety percent of Bob's employees. In their 

attempts at persuading workers to sign union cards, 

organizers "bothered" workers at the stores, "selling the 

union" at the snack bar while employees were taking breaks 

or in the aisles while they were working. One cashier 

exclaimed, "I signed the card just to get them away from me. 

Just to get them to leave me alone!" Indeed, employees 

claimed that once they signed union cards, it was the last 

time they often spoke with organizers. As one sales clerk 

described: 

They were just more interested in getting people 

to sign on, and when they got the person to sign 

on that was the last that you heard from them. I 

don't know what I expected from unions given that 

I have never been around them. But it was true. 

Once you signed on, that the last you heard from 

them. 

Interviewer: How did that make you feel? 

Like a fool. 
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Noting that employees characterized organizers as 

"pushy" is illustrative, yet it does not explain how the 

organizers obtained this image. What about the worker

organizer interactions fostered the negative persona of 

organizer as salesman? Employees stated two reasons: first, 

organizers seemed most interested in procuring union cards 

and second, they withheld information or fed workers 

misinformation in order to obtain the cards. 

Long-term employees claimed it was obvious that 

organizers were only interested in getting union cards 

signed when organizers targeted carryouts as opposed to 

"real employees." Carryouts are the employees who bag 

groceries, collect grocery carts and help bring groceries to 

the customer's car. These employees tend to be part-timers 

of highschool age, and while carry-outs make-up the largest 

job category in grocery stores, they frequently have short 

job tenures. Ten of the 30 interviewed Bob's employees 

complained that organizers spent "too much time" trying to 

organize carryouts. In the words of one stocker: 

These guys that came in were organizing carryouts, 

who don't know what a union is or what they are 

representing. If the organizers had come in and 

were going after 10, 15 year employees I would 

have respected that because we are the people who 

will be represented. But you tell these 19, 20 



year olds they're going to get a buck an hour more 

and sure, they're going to sign a card. 
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For employees with seniority, "going after" carryouts was 

admitting that organizers were "not interested in the 

employees, just in getting union cards signed." This 

portrait of organizers left many employees disappointed with 

the union, even carryouts. One young carryout told me that 

before the organizing campaign she was very pro-union, 

believing that unions were the "voice" of employees. Both 

of her parents were union members, her father the steward in 

his. Yet she admitted that the union campaign at Bob's 

dramatically altered her opinion about labor unions: 

At school we learned that unions were good. But 

the one at work really taught me alot about 

unions. I used to be pro-union but now I'm not. I 

always thought it was for employee rights. But 

all they did was bug you, wanting you to sign a 

card. That's all they wanted. 

The salient feature of the campaign that changed this 

carryout's opinion was the drive by organizers to collect 

union cards. 

Another disappointment workers expressed with the 

campaign was the lack of information given to employees 

about the organizing process and the misinformation provided 

about unionism. Organizers were only in the stores at the 
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beginning and the end of the 20 month campaign period. While 

they were absent from the stores, many Bob's employees 

thought the campaign had failed and were surprised to see 

organizers collecting workers' signatures again in October 

1992. Half of the interviewed workers claimed they were 

dissatisfied with the little information they received about 

how the campaign was progressing. As one cashier stated when 

asked what would have made her more satisfied with the 

campaign: 

Probably if they kept us more informed. I know it 

would have cost them a lot of money, but it would 

have been nice if they just didn't disappear all 

the time. They were here a few months and just 

disappear. We never knew what was going on. 

Secrecy about the campaign process provoked a rumor among 

some employees that the "union was corrupt." At the end of 

the 20 months, Bob's agreed to recognize the union. When I 

asked employees why they thought the company finally 

conceded to a union, five workers, all from different 

stores, lifted a knowing eyebrow and said that the union 

probably "slipped" the president of the company some money. 

As this grocery clerk surmised: 

A unique situation took place, the president of 

the company said that if the employees really want 

a union they were not going to fight them. So 



there's been a lot of talk and you don't know how 

much rumor is true or not. But not long after the 

union came in, the president left the company. 

And there is a lot of talk that there was money 

passed underneath the table to let the union in. 
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The union withheld details about the campaign because it 

wished to surprise the company with the data it collected. 

The side-effects to this strategy were first, that most 

employees felt angry about not being informed and second, 

that some employees created their own version about why the 

union was being secretive, an account that made the union 

seem II shady. II 

I discussed in the last chapter that some organizers 

admitted that in order to complete the goal given to them by 

union officials, they exaggerated the benefits of a union to 

workers. Employees called these exaggerations, IIcampaign 

promises II that the union had no intention of keeping, and 

felt angry when they thought they were misled. Half of the 

employees I interviewed claimed that they were given 

misinformation about the union or knew someone else who had. 

Some common examples of IIcampaign promises ll that workers 

said they received were: being told that 1) signing a card 

meant simply that they wanted to vote on a union; 2) there 

would be a union election so that they could vote on a 

union; 3) they would get to decide what the contract said 
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before they voted on the contract; and 4) the union could 

ensure employees their job security. Six employees also 

said that they were told or knew someone else who was told 

that employees who signed a card would receive a cash bonus 

when the union successfully became the bargaining agent at 

Bob's. One customer service representative claimed: 

They promised people a 100 dollar bonus if they 

joined the union. They also didn't tell people 

they would have to pay union dues. I really just 

don't think they gave them a clear understanding 

of what the union was going to do. They just 

said, "With us, you'll never get fired. II And of 

course, these young kids believed every word. 

For some employees, campaign promises were effective at 

getting workers to sign union cards and join the union. 

However, for 15 of the employees interviewed, the promises 

were duplicitous and deeply harmed the sense of trust 

employees felt towards the union. 

Just as Bob's employees voiced a sense of 

dissatisfaction with the way the organizing campaign 

unfolded, they also admitted that they lacked commitment to 

the campaign. Organizational commitment is the idea that 

participants feel loyal to and identify with the goals and 

philosophy of an organization (Mowday, Lyrnand and Steers 

1982). The workforce at Bob's expressed two ways that they 
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were not committed to the organizing campaign: Fifty-seven 

percent of employees said they wished that the campaign was 

done differently and twenty percent showed apathy towards 

the process and outcome of the campaign. For workers who 

wanted a different campaign the following were the most 

common ideas mentioned: 1) "They shouldn't have been so 

harassing;" 2) "They should have told us the truth, not lied 

so much;" 3) "Given us more information;" 4) "Had meetings 

so we could ask questions about the things we 'didn't 

understand;" and finally, 5) "Let us have more say-so." One 

stocker claimed that for him the campaign would have been 

better had the workers created the union rather than the 

union, as a "third party," creating it for them. He stated: 

The union should be made of all the store 

workers .... lt would be great if we could just get 

all the workers together and if there was a 

problem I'd say, "Let me know and I'll go talk to 

management." And if we decided to strike, we'd 

strike. At least I'd know what was going on and 

what was happening to the money. 

The employees that were apathetic agreed that they were 

dissatisfied with the campaign and wished it was handled 

differently. Yet when I asked them to describe what would 

have made a better campaign they gave a comment much like 
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this stocker, "You know, I don't really care how they came 

in anymore. I'm just sick of the whole thing." For 

proponents of participatory democracy, apathy is one of the 

most insidious effects of top-down authority structures. 

IGWU organizers were sent on a mission to collect 

signed union cards during the Bob's campaign. Employees 

viewed this mission negatively; claiming that organizers 

acted more like salesmen than people interested in the 

workforce. As a result, Bob's workers voiced 

dissatisfaction with and a lack of commitment to the way the 

organizing campaign unfolded. 

Geofelt 

Many of the Geofelt employees asserted that the 

organizing period was an exciting experience for them; 

people were actively engaged in creating change at the 

workplace. Satisfaction developed not only in the 

interactions with organizers, but also in the sense of 

community established among co-workers. The language 

employees used to describe their feelings about the 

organizing campaign, especially in how the campaign brought 

workers together, follows the "union as workers" framework. 

For instance, employees made comments such as: "The campaign 

was great because it showed us what we can do together" and 
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"What we really learned is that there has to be two way 

communication. We're valuable to the company too and that 

is an important lesson to learn." The campaign gave Geofelt 

employees a sense that their actions in the workplace 

mattered, and this feeling brought workers pleasure. 

Bob's grocery workers expressed a mistrust for 

organizers that was exacerbated over the long duration of 

the campaign by a lack of information about the organizing 

process. Geofelt workers also claimed that at the beginning 

of the organizing campaign they felt mistrust for the 

organizers. As one technician claimed, "We didn't know who 

they were and why they were here." Yet trust emerged 

between organizers and workers as the campaign ensued for 

two reasons. The first reason involves the information 

organizers provided workers. Fifty percent of the Geofelt 

employees interviewed stated that what made the organizers 

most credible was that they held important and relevant 

information about organizing. As one technician stated: 

The organizer really motivated me because he was 

upfront and he would tell us how the company was 

going to try to break us apart racially and how 

they were going to tell us that unions were bad. 

Everything that he told us would happen, happened. 

So after awhile, you couldn't help but trust him. 

Employees also stated that the manner in which organizers 
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presented information helped them to establish rapport with 

the union representatives. Active Geofelt workers said 

that organizers were nonthreatening and taught them to 

interact with their co-workers using this demeanor. One 

technician illustrated how the organizers taught workers to 

be supportive rather than coercive with one another: 

The organizer told us, "Don't try to force 

something on any of them. Just put it out there. 

If they want it, give it to them. If not go about 

your business. If they ask you a question, answer 

it the best you can. If you can't answer it, ask 

me and I'll see if I can find out. Then you can 

explain it to them." 

This non-intimidating sense the USCWU organizers maintained 

was in stark contrast to the "pushy" reputation IGWU 

organizers donned among the Bob's employees. 

The information that the organizers from the clothing 

workers' union provided allowed workers to become more 

involved in the campaign. Once they knew how the company 

was going to act, employees were capable of preventing these 

actions from harming the organizing campaign. As one 

technician disclosed: 

We would tell the organizer what the company was 

saying and he'd say, "This is what they're going 

to do next." We'd say, "Well, why don't we make a 



flyer and counter the company so we can show the 

workers really what is happening. II 
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In the end, allowing workers to become involved and have a 

voice in the progress of the campaign gave workers a great 

sense of satisfaction. One technician summed it nicely, 

IIPeople aren't going to satisfied unless they have some say-

so. II 

The second way in which workers developed trust for 

organizers was by doing research on their own about unions; 

research which corroborated the information given to them by 

organizers. Five Geofelt employees reported that after the 

organizing campaign began they researched labor unions 

either by visiting their local library or by writing for 

literature from friends or family. One technician stated: 

I was in the military so I had never heard 

anything good about unions and pretty much had a 

negative opinion about them. But when I got here 

the union came up, so I started researching. I 

went to the library and read up on labor rights 

and different laws and so on. I learned that a 

union is not all bad. 

The organizing campaign gave Geofelt employees 

information about unionism. The campaign also opened lines 

of communication among workers, which according to 65% of 
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the employees interviewed, drew people together and created 

strong positive emotions. Recall that the average worker 

lived 20 miles from the plant, making it difficult for 

employees to socialize outside of work. The fact that 

workers were divided into four shifts and by department also 

made it challenging to talk inside the plant. Despite these 

obstacles, llguys you never talked to became your friends. II 

As one technician claimed: 

During the organizing campaign we just pulled together 

like I've never seen anyone pull together. We actually 

became a team. The company always talked about teams, 

but we never had one until the union organizers came 

and helped pull us together. 

One of the Geofelt employees asserted that the unity 

established during the campaign extended beyond the pro

union workers. This technician explained that on a couple of 

occasions his assistant supervisor, who was not part of the 

bargaining unit, needed help with a work related problem. 

The employees on the shift offered their help with the 

statement, IIIt's a courtesy from those who want the union. 

To show you that with a union we can still work together. II 

An interesting contrast I found between the employees 

from Bob's and the workers from Geofelt was the relationship 

between union status and satisfaction. With Bob's workers, 
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comments about the organizers and the campaign transcended 

union status, meaning that someone who was in the union was 

just as likely to make a negative comment about the campaign 

as someone not in the union. However, at Geofelt, union 

workers were clearly the ones to state positive feelings 

about the organizing campaign (15 out of 16 union people) . 

Accordingly, two of the three non-union workers were the 

ones to complain that the campaign was a negative experience 

for them, creating distance from their co-workers and making 

them feel isolated. What is notable is that the problem 

non-union people had with the campaign was not with "pushy 

organizers,1I but with fellow workers. As one technician 

stated, "I worked with these people fine up until the union 

and then all of a sudden it was like a glass sheet 

separating us. It was pretty bad for a while." 

The level of commitment employees expressed towards the 

way the campaign evolved also varied by union status. When 

I asked non-union workers how the campaign could have been 

done differently, two of them answered, IIIf it had never 

happened at all." The workers who labeled themselves 

pro-union had a difficult time providing substantive 

suggestions on how the campaign could have been done more 

effectively. As one technician stated, "I don't think one 

thing could have been changed to make that campaign better. 

If you had been there you would know exactly what I mean." 



Other workers answered like this technician: 

The campaign would have been better if we could 

have turned the workplace 100% towards the union. 

Interviewer: How could that have happened? 

It couldn't have happened because there are always 

going to be some guys that just hate unions, 

period. 
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This worker expressed a common sentiment. A change in the 

organizing campaign could not alter the number of employees 

for the union. Those who clung to their anti-union beliefs 

did so because of individual convictions, not because of the 

structural design of the campaign. 

Organizers told Geofelt employees that they would have 

to act in concert to orchestrate a successful union 

election. Working towards this end, employees listened to 

the information the organizers provided about unions, as 

well as did their own research to confirm that the details 

the union gave to workers were accurate. When workers 

discovered that organizers were disseminating reliable 

information, trust developed among employees and organizers, 

followed by satisfaction with and commitment to the 

campaign. Employees not only formed positive sentiments 

towards the campaign because of the respect workers felt 

towards organizers, but also because of the esteem workers 

generated for each other. Acting together allowed 
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employees to build ties among themselves that previously did 

not exist. 

Proposition 2: 

The more participatory a union campaign's authority 
structure, the more likely workers view participation in the 
campaign as positive (as a right and a privilege) rather 
than negative (as a chore). 

Bob's 

Bob's workers were not asked t·o help plan the campaign 

strategy, yet many were asked to participate in the campaign 

in several ways. They were petitioned to help gather signed 

union cards from co-workers; talk with other employees about 

the union; complete a task given to them by the organizers, 

such as copy work schedules and obtain employee lists; and 

pass out union literature. Nonetheless, eighty-three 

percent of the workers did not participate in any way. When 

I asked them why, many answered that it was not their role 

to partici~ate in the organizing campaign. The following 

two comments by stockers reveal how a business framework 

influenced workers' perceptions of participation: 

I don't need to become involved. We pay people to 

do that. We pay our leaders to find out what our 



needs are. We pay organizers and the president to 

make sure our needs are taken care of. If they're 

doing their jobs, I shouldn't have to participate. 

Well, there's no place for you to be involved. 

It's not like a YMCA, where they need volunteers. 

It's a business like anything else, and there 

isn't any room for employee involvement. 
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Assuming the logic of a business transaction, workers did 

not perceive that participation was part of their role in 

the exchange relationship. Rather, it was the 

responsibility of the organizers to do all the work of 

making the workplace union, and in exchange, the workers 

would pay dues. A comparison with the expectations of a 

buyer in a different type of exchange relationship is 

illustrative. For example, an accident lawyer promises to 

do all the necessary work for a client in exchange for a 

percentage of the settlement after it is tried and won in 

court. Imagine if that lawyer then approached a potential 

client, and asked the client to help out with the case. "The 

client would likely feel that the transaction was unfair. 

Accordingly, Bob's workers believed that asking them to 

participate was unfair given the "union as business" 

framework they developed during the organizing campaign. 

For them, employee participation was a negative 



characteristic in the campaign; a sign that the union was 

not doing its job of organizing the company. 

Geofelt 
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The "union as workers" framework cultivated by Geofelt 

workers through the course of the campaign encouraged the 

perception of employee participation as necessary and 

gratifying. Workers for the union participated in a 

variety of ways: 1) planning union meetings 2) talking with 

workers inside and outside the plant 3) creating union 

fliers and letters and 4) arranging social activities. Of 

the 17 union workers I spoke with, 76% were active in some 

way. When I asked pro-union Geofelt employees why they 

participated, they were a bit confused. One employee 

stated, "What do you mean? If I didn't participate, how 

would we have gotten organized?" Indeed, their descriptions 

of participation show a determined group of workers who felt 

that only through their actions could change take place. 

Listen to the words of these two technicians: 

I was completely motivated during the organizing 

campaign. A bunch of guys were scared at first, 

and it made me realize that we really needed to 

stick together to get this thing done. We all 

needed job security, and I felt that the only way 

we could do it was by working together. 



I was totally active in the campaign because I 

wanted things to change. For a while, you could 

just walk through the plant and tell who was union 

and who wasn't. Everybody was always talking 

about the union, and how we wanted things to 

change and how we were going to do it. We were 

all working to get things started. There were some 

people that were scared because we all value our 

jobs, but we got together and I felt really good. 

When the union was first brought up, things were 

changing and I thought, "If just us getting 

together without a union can change things, what 

would happen if we got the union in?" 
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Geofelt workers for the union believed that if change was 

going to occur at the workplace it was only through their 

actions as a united group. One technician said he explained 

it to his co-workers in the following way, "If you ever want 

to better yourself, you've got to fight sometimes. It's just 

like anything else. Nothing in life is free." For 

employees who held a "union as workers framework," 

participation was a necessary activity to transform the 

workplace and an activity people engaged in willingly. 

Out of the three non-union Geofelt employees I 

interviewed, two were on the anti-union campaign committee. 
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These two workers participated mainly by talking with their 

.. - co-workers about the negative aspects of unionism; telling 

them that unions closed down plants, acquired control from 

workers and took money- from peoples' pockets. However, 

there were also several anti-union meetings and social get

togethers. When I asked why they participated in the anti

union campaign, the two answered something like this lab 

assistant, "Because I didn't want to be governed by a 

union." Here again, the employees felt that only through 

their actions could the future of the company exist in a 

satisfactory manner. 

Bob's and Geofelt workers differed in how they 

perceived participation in the organizing campaign. Bob's 

employees believed that since the union was something 

created for them by an already existing "business," 

participation was something they paid the organizers to do 

and not an action needed of them. Yet the scenario for 

Geofelt employees required action by both anti- and pro

union workers. Since the union was made up of Geofelt 

workers, only these workers could determine their own fate. 
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Proposition 5: 

The more solidaristic a union campaign's ideology, the more 
likely workers will interpret the union based on group needs 
rather than individual needs. 

The fifth proposition stems from Edward Greenberg's 

(1986) work on plywood cooperatives. Using the work from 

proponents of participatory democracy he assumed that 

plywood cooperatives would have a more solidaristic ideology 

than traditionally organized plywood companies. What he 

found was that a participatory authority structure did not 

necessarily make the workers more likely to think in group 

terms. He reasoned that because these cooperatives were 

established to generate individual profit for the workers, 

employees persisted in the conception of the workplace as a 

place to attain individual rather than group gain. Hence, 

the fifth proposition recognizes the importance of ideology 

in establishing solidarity in the organizing campaign. 

Bob's 

At Bob's grocery stores, the union campaign was created 

by organizers who promised workers that job security and 

other benefits could be established for interested employees 

in exchange for union dues. This message fostered the 

"union as business" framework and encouraged Bob's 

employees to think of the union in individual terms. 
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Workers asked themselves, "How will I benefit from the union 

coming in?" As two Bob's stockers explained: 

They were saying to me things that were best for 

me as an individual and that's the very first 

thing I realized .... I suppose if you probe it I 

guess you'd find out that I'm not too happy with 

the union. You know it hasn't done me any good and 

I don't want to take the "me" stance. There's too 

many people taking the "me" stance. The "me" 

stance doesn't do anybody any good, and it doesn't 

even do the "me's" any good. But they don't 

realize that. 

I guess I would be more of a moderate. I see 

myself as more in the middle somewhere. I'm really 

not a big union person, that's \,lhy I don't rally 

think I could go out there and push it and get 

people to sign up in the campaign. To each his 

own. I just know what they did for me, me 

personally. Why someone else signs it, or they 

don't join, they have totally different reasons 

than I do. 

The business ideology established by the top-down authority 

structure during the Bob's organizing campaign encouraged 
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employees to evaluate the union based on individual needs 

rather than group ones. Indeed, after the union was 

accepted by the company, the main criteria individuals used 

to decide whether or not to become a union member was if the 

union benefitted them in some fashion. As one union steward 

explained his decision to join: 

Like I said, if I had still been at full time at 

Bob's, and they hadn't cut me back to part-time, which 

is what they did to me, I probably wouldn't even have 

joined the union. I'd probably been one of those 

against it. 

One hundred percent of the 17 people who answered, yes, to 

whether they thought the union would benefit them joined the 

union, while only two of the thirteen people who answered, 

no, became members. The same trend was found among nonunion 

members; nine out of the 11 claimed that the only reason 

they chose a non-union status was because they felt the 

union was unable to provide them with the needed services. 

As this nonunion cashier admitted: 

There's nothing in it for me, maybe I'm being 

selfish, well, I am being selfish, but that was 

their whole goal anyway, to try to get more for 

the employee. And they couldn't have offered me 

anything I already didn't have. 
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The result of establishing the business ideology was a group 

of workers who held an individualist perception of the 

merits of the union. Workers asked themselves whether or 

not they would benefit from what the union had to offer and 

joined the union based on this criteria. 

Geofelt 

Employees at Geofelt, just as the workers at Bob's, saw 

the union in instrumental terms. They asked themselves, "Is 

the union beneficial?" Yet rather than ask how the union 

would help "me," employees from the clothing workers 

campaign asked how the union would assist "us." The 

message that 70% of the Geofelt workers learned during the 

campaign was that only as a united group could change occur 

at the plant. As the following technicians described: 

The company tried to pull us apart, and you just 

need to be intelligent as to what's going on. You 

cannot be selfish about it either. You can't 

think, how will it guarantee me personally, but 

what can it guarantee us as a group. Because 

we're only as strong as united we are. 

Everybody has to join the union because if we have 

the majority of all the employees than the working 

conditions would be a lot better. If we were all 



together than they wouldn't be able to do anything 

without all of us. How are they going to run that 

place without us? 
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The ideology taught to Geofelt workers during the campaign 

was that, "the union is only as strong as its people." This 

concept of unionism facilitated a sense of community among 

employees. As one technician admitted about the new gained 

unity: 

When I say "they" I'm talking about the union. 

It's hard to start saying us because it's always 

just been me. Like I said, it's all so new to me, 

the whole concept of a union, being together as a 

group rather than alone. It's new to most of us. 

Given the espoused solidarity by the above Geofelt 

employees, it is not surprising, then, to learn that of the 

17 workers who joined the union, 14 claimed that they hecame 

members because, "we thought if all of us are together, the 

company has got to listen and something is going to happen." 

The remaining three employees who joined the union evaluated 

their union status based on what the union could do for them 

individually, much like the Bob's employees. This was also 

true for one of the employees who decided not to join the 

union. He claimed that what would convince him to become a 

- ---------------------- --------------------
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member was "if I didn't get a fair shake." The remaining 

two non-union employees, who were on the anti-union 

committee, claimed that because unions harmed the company, 

they would never become members. 

The similarity between Bob's and Geofelt employees is 

that both groups saw the union mainly in instrumental terms. 

However, Bob's workers evaluated the union based on how they 

could benefit individually, while the people from Geofelt 

perceived that nothing would be gained from the union unless 

all the workers united together. As a result, Bob's workers 

made decisions to join the union depending on whether or not 

they received direct benefits from what the union was 

offering. With Geofelt employees, the majority joined the 

union because of their belief that "the union is the people 

speaking with one voice." In Right to Work states the 

issue of how ideology affects members decisions to join is 

an important one. Since workers have the option of joining 

the union or not, membership rates would more likely 

increase if workers perceive the union in group terms rather 

than individual ones. 
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The Contract Period 

After a union successfully enters the workplace, either 

by voluntary recognition or union election, a contract must 

then be negotiated. The negotiation period can be lengthy 

and arduous, with both company and union representatives 

desiring a document which benefits them. Recently, 

companies have used the ambiguous legal regulation, that 

both parties must "bargain in good faith," to avoid 

settlement upon a contract. The frustration employees feel 

when not having a contract one year after the union 

successfully enters the workplace often precipitates a 

decertification election, in which the union is voted out as 

the bargaining agent (Freeman 1985). Both the IGWU and the 

USCWU, however, were able to create contracts after the 

completion of their organizing campaigns. For Bob's 

workers, the contract followed only six weeks after the 

company recognized the union. The contract period ensued in 

much the same way as the organizing process, with union 

officials controlling both process and outcome. 

Unexpectedly, the contract period for Geofelt workers 

occurred in a similar fashion as at Bob's rather than as 

their organizing campaign, with a little more than half of 

the Geofelt employees feeling excluded from controlling the 

negotiation period, Let me briefly discuss the contract 

histories before explaining how workers reacted to them. 
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Bob's 

After Bob's grocery stores recognized the IGWU in 

November 1992, contract negotiations between the two parties 

began. For the union, the local president and other 

officials from the regional office took control during the 

negotiating process. The company also had its' officials 

and lawyers. Bob's employees, in their words, were just 

"stuck in the middle" during the process, without knowledge 

of what the company nor the union were doing. When there 

were union meetings with employees during the contract 

negotiation period, they were devised to relay to only a 

select group of workers what the union was doing, not to get 

these employees or their co-workers more involved in the 

process. Indeed, when participation by more than the small 

group of select workers occurred, union officials grew 

upset. One organizer stated, "The meetings are better when 

the workers are handpicked because there is respect and 

courtesy_ There isn't so much arguing." One stocker I 

interviewed discussed how a small meeting was to take place 

between union officials and two workers from his store. 

When 20 workers from the store came to the meeting, 

organizers were distraught: 

They told two girls that they could be the union 

representatives for our store, but we didn't want 

them to be the union reps. So they asked these 



two girls to go to a meeting, and the rest of us 

caught wind of it and thought we'd go speak our 

minds. The union people were not too happy about 

it. 
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According to union officials, the goal for the union was not 

to include Bob's workers in the negotiation process, but to 

devise an above industry-level contract so that the other 

local stores would have a standard to work towards after 

their contracts expired. Involving employees, according to 

one organizer "just complicates the process because 

everybody has their own thing they're interested in." 

In the end, the union felt they achieved an excellent 

contract for Bob's workers. Most of the employees at Bob's 

felt otherwise, however, and they had no avenue to discuss 

their feelings with the union. When the contract was agreed 

upon by the union and the company in December, there was no 

election to allow the employees a vote. A union meeting 

occurred so that the contract could be explained to all 

Bob's employees, and there was even a pseudo-vote when the 

president asked all those who were for the contract to raise 

their hands, however, the contract had already been signed 

and authorized by officials. As one cashier described it: 

When I got home from the meeting I realized that 

the hand raising didn't mean anything at all. Not 

only was it not legal, but it didn't matter how 



many hands were raised because they weren't really 

counted. Then they told us the contract had 

already been passed. We might as well not have 

had that meeting at all. 

Interviewer: How did you feel about that. 

I just think the contract was agreed upon much 

more by Bob's management than it was agreed upon 

by Bob's employees. 
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What disappointed Bob's employees about the negotiation 

process was several of the contract outcomes. First, half 

of the workers mentioned that the contract was just an 

amalgamation of other existing grocery store contracts and 

had nothing specific about Bob's unique situation as both 

grocery and general merchandise store. One general 

merchandise clerk stated: 

The union contract is written for the grocery side 

and they just added us. I don't think the people 

from the union understood what Bob's structure is. 

I think they just said, "Here's the contract we 

have for the other grocery stores, sign this. II 

And I think that's pretty sad. It doesn't give me 

a lot of confidence in this union. 

Employees felt that if they were going to pay the union 



dues, then the least they could do was devise a union 

contract specific for Bob's. 
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The second complaint by 60% of the employees had to do 

with a provision called "time-maximization." Time 

maximization forced Bob's to schedule workers for 40 hours 

during the work week, but the employees must work six days a 

week. In theory, this provision is positive in that it 

compels an industry moving towards part-time workers to rely 

on full-time workers instead. However, Bob's employees were 

upset by time maximization because first, it caused the lay

off of 500 workers and second, some workers who were 

attracted to the job because of part-time work could no 

longer keep their flexible hours. One cashier explained: 

Alot of the girls didn't want to work six days a 

week. They didn't want to work 40 hours, they had 

children to take care of. But they were told that 

either you maximize your hours or go down to the 

bottom of the seniority list. 

Hence, while the union officials were excited that they were 

able to provide Bob's workers with more benefits than what 

employees from other chains received, the workers from Bob's 

were not equally satisfied. Once again, the exclusion from 

the union process, this time during the contract 

negotiation, created resentment by workers towards the 

union. 
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Geofelt 

The majority of employees from Geofelt agreed that 

their campaign was exceptional in that it finally gave 

workers voice and unity at the workplace, however, the 

contract period was not universally interpreted as positive. 

The first difference between the two periods was the time 

frame, with contract negotiations extending over six months. 

The union was voted in the Spring of 1993 and the contract 

was not attained until November of that year. Employees 

were not clear why it took six months to develop a contract 

when it only took six weeks to vote the union in. Yet the 

length of time, in and of itself, was not the cause of 

rancor among Geofelt workers. Resentment emerged among 10 

of the 17 union employees due to a rift in information and 

communication. One technician claimed: 

When they were doing the contract we told them the 

times that were best for us. But they just came 

when they had a chance. They scheduled meetings 

on their time not ours. When they came in to help 

do the contract, the negotiator starts telling us 

what he thought we needed. That really heated 

people up. When he started telling us what we 

needed, people got mad and morale really dropped. 
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During the campaign, the union organizer, Steve, was present 

for the duration of the election procedure. Employees had 

access to information about the progress of the campaign and 

input on the creation of strategy. Yet, contract 

negotiations involved a different tactic. The USCWU commonly 

conducts contract negotiations in the same fashion as the 

organizing campaign. Organizers are present for the 

duration of negotiations to keep employees informed and to 

help bolster morale during the long time period. The union, 

however, did not have the resources to keep an organizer 

present during the Geofelt negotiations because of the small 

size of the plant. One organizer apologized that the union 

must consider the costs and benefits of keeping a paid staff 

present at the campaign site, but he stated that the union 

must make such calculated decisions given its limited funds. 

At Geofelt, then, no one stayed behind after the election to 

further educate the workforce about developing a contract. 

Indeed, no organizer was sent even on occasion to inform the 

Geofelt crowd about negotiations. The union contract 

negotiator, Les, appeared at the plant only during the days 

when meetings with the company were scheduled. While four 

Geofelt employees were elected by their peers to sit on the 

negotiating committee with Les, the majority of employees 

did not have direct access to information as they did during 

the organizing campaign. 
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The breakdown in a participatory democratic structure 

created several problems. First, Geofelt employees were 

angered because the union promised to provide classes on how 

to negotiate a contract for workers on the negotiating 

committee, yet they did not follow through with the 

commitment. One technician claimed, "I was upset because 

they said they were going to get us together for a week in 

advance of when they actually started negotiations and to 

run us through courses on what to expect, what to look for 

and what to do, and none of that materialized. II Several of 

the members on the negotiating committee voiced discontent 

because they felt that they could not participate in the 

contract negotiations without education of the legal terms 

and concepts. Since the union did not provide them with 

this guidance, they felt distant from the process. As one 

member of the negotiating committee described: 

I started bringing up issues towards the end of 

the negotiations and Les said, "Well, ya'll should 

have brought it up at the first." I was thinking, 

"I just thought of it. I'm not geared or equipped 

to handle this." I still don't agree with the way 

it was conducted. 

A second problem was that many workers not on the 

negotiating committee had even less information about the 

contract process. These people assumed that their fellow 
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workers understood what was transpiring during the 

negotiations and simply chose not to reveal everything to 

them. Even when the negotiation committee admitted that 

they, too, were being excluded from the process, employees 

did not believe them. One worker questioned, "How could 

they not know what was going on? They were sitting right 

there!" Thus, communication not only broke down between the 

union and the negotiating committee, but also between the 

workers on the negotiating committee and the rest of the 

rank and file. One technician averred:They gave us a big 

pause after the election. We didn't hear for a while and 

people started asking questions. People on the negotiating 

team weren't relaying messages very well. They didn't tell 

us what was going on. The lack of communication was the 

biggest problem. Like I said, before the election we were 

meeting Steve all the time and communication was always 

open. We had someone on hand to talk to us and teach us how 

to get things done. But all of a sudden everything stopped. 

Many employees who complained about the contract period, 

compared it to the ease of information, communication and 

decision-making available during the organizing campaign. 

By far, the biggest cause for distress among Geofelt 

employees was the way the contract was voted upon. After 

six months of negotiations, the union and company finally 

agreed upon a contract at. 3:00 on a November day. Geofelt 
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employees were called at home and told to come and vote on 

the contract that night or the next day until 12:00. Yet 

not all union members could be reached by phone. Due to 

misinformation, many workers thought the contract could not 

be accepted without the vote of every union member, thus, 

they were dismayed to learn that the union contract had been 

accepted with a vote consisting of less than 20 workers. 

One technician stated: 

We should have been advised more about the 

contract. We should have gotten together with 

people from the union and gone over this thing. 

We should have studied it for a couple of weeks 

and then tried to ratify the contract. What 

happened was that it was pushed down our throats. 

For ten of the 17 union employees, the lack of information 

about the progress of the contract and the inability to 

control the contract itself created anger during the 

negotiation period. There were seven union members, 

however, who felt satisfied with the way negotiations were 

handled. This group argued that information, communication 

and decision-making was shared by the workers, which is what 

provided them with a positive feeling. One technician 

admitted: 

I really feel like we had some say in the 



contract. The reason I say this is because the 

majority of the issues were an altogether thing. 

There wasn't anything in the contract that was 

individualized. So I felt we were involved in it 

ever though there were only 4 people on the 

negotiating committee. Since we were kept up to 

date, we felt a part of it. If everyone was 

informed like we were, they would probably feel 

part of it too. So I thought the contract was 

handled real well. 

Unlike the majority of union members, this technician 

described that although he did not have direct access to 

decision making, the shared needs at the workplace by all 

workers gave him some indirect input. 
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The organizing campaign periods at Bob's and Geofelt 

were in stark contrast to one another, with organizers from 

the IGWU controlling the campaign at Bob's and Geofelt 

workers helping strategize with employees from the clothing 

workers' union. The two contract periods, however, shared 

similarities. Union officials in both groups controlled 

what was to be bargained for and how the bargaining 

proceeded. While there were four Geofelt employees on the 

negotiation committee for the USCWU contract, they were not 

given the education necessary to share in decisions over 
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bargaining issues. Voting on the contracts also followed a 

top-down pattern for both groups. Bob's employees were not 

even given the chance to vote on the contract and only 20 

Geofelt workers were given the opportunity. In both cases, 

employees felt they had little knowledge about the terms of 

agreement established by the union and company, leaving 

Bob's employees dissatisfied and Geofelt workers angry. It 

will be interesting to now look at how the distinct campaign 

periods influenced workers who experienced similar contract 

periods. 

Proposi tion 3: 

The more participatory a union campaign's authority 
structure, the more likely workers will feel a sense of 
self-efficacy after the campaign regarding their role in the 
union. 

Self-efficacy is a belief that one's actions make a 

difference. A participatory democratic structure creates 

self-efficacy in that people are given the opportunity to 

express their ideas and these ideas are incorporated into 

the decision-making process. This new sense of conviction in 

one's action is proposed to motivate individuals to act in 

other arenas. I am interested in, first, whether or not the 

different organizing styles at Bob's and Geofelt encouraged 

or discouraged the development of self-efficacy among 

employees. 
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Bob's 

How did the top-down authority structures of the 

campaign and contract periods touch Bob's workers sense of 

self-power? Ninety percent of Bob's employees disclosed 

that they were disappointed in the union contract that 

emerged after the organizing campaign. Some employees 

stated it was because their two breaks had been decreased to 

only one, others said it was because they did not receive 

the bonus check the organizers promised them and still 

others claimed that the 500 person layoff meant the one 

issue they were concerned with, job security, was no longer 

possible. The three people who claimed that the contract 

was positive claimed that with the document, managers could 

no longer "push us around." Despite their feelings about 

the contract, all of the employees at Bob's stated that it 

was the actions by the union which created the problems or 

solutions, not the workers. The result of being acted upon 

by the union was a workforce who felt that their actions did 

not matter. As this stocker asserted: 

The contract was just between management and the 

union people. Us peons don't count. That's my 

theory, we peons don't count. But we're smarter 

than managers. 

Interviewer: How could you be counted more? 

They should listen to us instead of only the 



people higher up. They don't work, we do. 

Interviewer: Could unions be a way for management 

to listen to you more? 

They are supposed to, I guess. But they don't. 

Employees know more. They know what's going on the 

floor more than managers. And if union reps would 

listen to the employees more than they would 

listen to the managers, it would be a better 

working place. That's always been my theory. 

Employees know more than managers do and union 

people need to talk to the employees to find out 

how to make the workplace better. 

Interviewer: If you went to the union do you think 

they would listen to you? 

Probably not. I don't know, maybe they would 

listen, but nothing would get done. 
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This employee believed that the knowledge the workforce 

possessed could create beneficial change at the company. Yet 

even with the union, the employee felt he had no avenue to 

demonstrate his knowledge. Eighty percent of Bob's 

employees agreed with the stocker, claiming that they felt 

helpless about the changes the union brought to the grocery 

stores. One cashier even asserted that the union took her 

"rights" away: 



I called the union with a problem and they never 

called ~e back. You know, it's just the fact they 

didn't listen to my problems. They didn't work 

with me like the union said they would. Ever 

since then, I regret signing those union cards. I 

talked to a lot of other employees who feel like 

they signed their rights away. That's how we 

feel. We always talk to each other and we feel 

like we're their property and it's true! 
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The impotency workers admitted feeling after the union 

entered the workplace translated into an apathy regarding 

what the union could and did provide for the employees. 

When I asked Bob's workers what the contract did provide for 

them, many answered that they were not sure because: first, 

fifty percent said that they had not received a copy of the 

contract. As this cashier stated, "If you ask me about the 

contract I have to say I don't know because I haven't seen 

it. They never sent me a copy of it. You have to go to the 

union to get a copy and I don't know if I care for one." 

Second, thirteen percent admitted that they were not sure if 

they had even received the contract. As this cashier 

expressed, "I don't know if I have a copy of the contract. 

Maybe that's in the big packet that they give you. There's 

a lot of papers but I didn't read it all. I wasn't really 
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that interested." Finally, thirteen percent said that they 

had received the contract but had not read it, like this 

stocker who admitted, "I have a copy of the contract and I 

thumbed through it, but I'm not interes-ted, I'm just not 

interested. II In all, 76% of the workers interviewed claimed 

that they held little concern about what the union did 

provide for them. 

Interestingly, even though Bob's employees did not feel 

like efficacious members of the union after the organizing 

campaign, they still desired voice. Following the "union as 

business" framework, the longing for employee voice grew not 

because workers demanded greater control over the union, but 

because they believed that only by having better 

communication with union officials could they be assured to 

get what they paid for. The general feeling was expressed 

by one cashier, "I mean you're paying your money, you expect 

something to be done!" The exclusion of employee voice was 

most glaring in the lack of say workers had in what the 

union contract stated. Employees felt that they had a right 

to have a say in the contract since they were paying the 

union to represent their needs. One cashier claimed, "Well, 

they're negotiating your contract, so you think that you 

would be involved in it, since it's your contract." 

The irony was that the employees wanted their actions to 

matter so that they would receive the goods they paid for 
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and not so that they could make the union a worker 

controlled organization. In the end, however, the desire 

for voice did not motivate people to act and Bob's employees 

were left with little sense of self-efficacy. 

Geofelt 

When I asked Geofelt employees what made the organizing 

campaign successful they answered like this technician, lilt 

was the workers because we are the union and we had taken so 

much. It was time to stand up and all help together. II Yet 

people's experiences with the contract period were quite 

different. Most union workers stated that the union 

representative controlled the negotiations and did not 

educate the workforce about procedures. The result of 

excluding the employees from the process was a dissatisfied 

and very angry group who focused on the failures lost by the 

negotiator in the contract rather than his successes. 

Objectively, many of the reasons workers gave for desiring a 

union were taken care of in the contract: the racist manager 

was fired, favoritism was reduced by replacing managerial 

evaluators with peer evaluators, workers were given more say 

in the production line by supplanting assistant supervisors 

(not members in the bargaining unit) with lead technicians 

(members in the bargaining unit). Despite all these 

successes, the majority of Geofelt employees claimed they 
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were dissatisfied with the contract. Why? Because they were 

distanced from the negotiation process. 

This distance is demonstrated in the one grievance that 

65% of the employees discussed about the union after the 

contract negotiation; workers still had not been given a 

copy of the contract. When I interviewed in February, the 

contract had been in effect for four months and, because of 

problems with the company printing the contract, the 

workforce had not been able to possess their copies. The 

grocery workers at Bob's were also without contracts, yet 

they showed great indifference in desiring the receipt of 

one. For Geofelt workers, not having the contract was 

tantamount to being powerless. As this technician 

described: 

Not having a contract means that we're not going 

to be too strong and then why have a union? 

Because the contract will just be used by the 

managers to do whatever they want and that's how 

they were doing it before anyway. See, if we knew 

what the contract said, we could have more say. 

One day last week I came in and took over 

someone's shift on my day off. I had to get home 

after work because my wife and I only have one car 

and she needed to be somewhere. I told the 

supervisor at 6:30 I had to go and he said I had 



to stay. Well, I walked away and found a union 

steward and he told me that the union contract 

says I don't have to stay. So I went home. But 

if I had a contract I would know myself. 
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The feeling of weakness expressed by this worker stemmed 

from his being deprived of the instrument that he believed 

gave him power: the union contract. NOw, compare the above 

worker's frustration with the feeling of power this union 

steward, an employee with a copy of the contract, attested 

to having. 

When you go in a grievance and you know what's in 

the contract, you know they can't do what they're 

doing. It feels really good to know what can and 

cannot be done and to tell them what they're doing 

is wrong. It feels good. They would have 

rewritten the contract if we would have let them. 

In both cases, the Geofelt employees expressed a sense of 

self-efficacy, a belief that they're actions are important. 

Yet for the technician without a contract, his ability to be 

efficacious was structurally constrained by not having the 

education necessary to act effectively. While the employee 

with the contract acknowledged that his actions were 

necessary in attaining an equitable workplace and voiced a 

feeling of satisfaction stemming from his authority. 
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During the organizing campaign, employees from Geofelt 

were taught that lithe union is the workers,1I and this 

framework created expectations for voice that were 

unfulfilled during the contract period. Some employees 

revealed that the manner in which the contract was done 

harmed the unity among employees. Because a strong union, 

for these workers, was one in which actions by the employees 

were imperative, 65% of the Geofelt workers claimed that 

what was needed to once again create strength in the union 

was education. As this technician stated: 

The union forgot what they're here for. We need 

strong unions. And at Geofelt we need to be 

educated some more. I'm an advocate of education. 

We need to be educated more about how we can work 

and feel like we belong to the union and we need 

to learn how we can be most effective, how we can 

get some bargaining power with management. We 

don't want them to be able to boss us around all 

the time. 

As this employee stated, education was seen as the key for 

providing workers the necessary tools for creating a 

powerful union. Did Geofelt workers believe that their new 

union was going to give them the education they needed? 

Most employees displayed an optimism about what the future 

held for them. They believed that the union would educate 

~ .. ~'-'-"'-""-' -~-~-~------
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them and this would enable them to act. However, there were 

a vociferous few who were so disgruntled with the union that 

they felt only with another union could they attain the 

education necessary to create a strong union. 

The exclusion of worker input from the contract 

negotiation process disappointed both Bob's and Geofelt 

employees. Yet rather than grow apathetic, as Bob's 

employees did, workers from Geofelt grew angry. Because 

they had been taught that their actions were important in 

changing the workplace, Geofelt employees were outraged that 

they still had not received contracts four months after 

contract ratification. The grocery workers, on the other 

hand, were not concerned about owning the official 

regulation. The main concern for Bob's employees was that 

they received the goods for which they were paying their 

dues. This interest in procuring goods was the reason the 

grocery workers wanted voice in the union. For Geofelt 

employees, voice was imperative for creating the type of 

union they wanted; a strong union with employee involvement. 

In the end, unity among Bob's and Geofelt workers was harmed 

during the contract period. Yet at Geofelt, employees 

believed that with education their concerted efforts could 

once again create change at the workplace. 
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Proposition 4: 

The more participatory a union campaign's authority 
structure, the more likely workers will participate in the 
union as well as in the workplace after the success of the 
campaign due to the "spillover effect." 

The central tenet of participatory democracy is that 

feelings translate into behavior; once people feel that 

their actions matter they will act in ways in which they can 

make a difference. Given the disparate campaign structures 

and workers' sentiments about the campaigns, did employees 

from Bob's act differently from the workers at Geofelt after 

the unions became the bargaining agents at their workplaces? 

I answer this question by observing the behaviors of 

employees independent from the formal organizational 

structures of the unions. For workers satisfied with the 

union this could mean becoming active at the workplace by 

voicing complaints as a group or individually or trying to 

maintain solidarity amongst fellow employees. For people 

dissatisfied with the union this could mean trying to get 

the union out of the workplace or demanding more education 

from the union. My interest in informal activities as 

opposed to activities solicited formally by the organization 

stems from my desire to observe how participatory tools are 

utilized once learned. 
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Bob's 

For Bob's workers, who felt that their actions were 

immaterial in bringing the union into the workplace, 

participation was seen as a futile endeavor. Hence, the most 

common response of this group was inaction. As one cashier 

answered when I asked if she had talked to the union about a 

problem she was having, IINo. I think the union wants us just 

to pay dues and let them do things their way. II Employees 

expressed that many of the problems they were experiencing 

at the workplace before the union, such as job instability, 

still persisted. This left workers feeling helpless and 

without recourse, as this cashier admitted: 

There's not much else we can do since the union 

was supposed to make things better and didn't. 

Interviewer: What do you mean that there's not 

much else you can do. 

Well, if the union is supposed to exist to improve 

working conditions and if they worsen as a result, 

where else do you turn? Who do you trust? It's 

like you have no power, no say so. 

The feeling of helplessness communicated by this worker and 

many others discouraged dissatisfied employees from making 

demands on the union or at the workplace. Being a silent 

partner was not a problem for those who were getting what 



they were promised by the union. However, some union 

members were paying dues and in their words, "receiving 

nothing for it." When I asked these 6 people what action 

they were going to take to redress the inequitable 

situation, they answered much like this stocker: 

I don't know if in the history of the United 

States that a union has ever been voted out. Once 

they're in, they're in. You just have to give up 

because they're so overwhelming. Once they have 

you, they have you. 

242 

According to this employee, the union was so strong and 

"overwhelming" that nothing the workers did could either 

force the union out or make the union more amenable to the 

demands of the workforce. 

There were Bob's employees who were dissatisfied with 

the union, yet did not wish to leave it as a solution. 

These people also felt without voice in the newly found 

organization. As this cashier revealed: 

Interviewer: You were saying that you wish you 

could get more information, could you talk with 

someone from the union about getting more 

information? 

I suppose I could if I was really all that 

interested in it but right now I'm not. I think 

I'm like a lot of people that joined the union. 



We expected alot. I don't know what we expected 

but we expected that they were going to do 

something for us. It's like we're disappointed 

that we didn't get it so we're just rolling along. 

Just rolling along. I don't know what we expected 

but we got nothing so we're just really going with 

the flow. It's like we're not trying to find out 

anything. Basically most of us are just doing 

nothing. 
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Since Bob's workers were not taught how to participate 

during the organizing campaign or the contract period, there 

was little action taken by this group to either learn more 

about the rights workers held under the newly formed union 

or to try to change the dissatisfying situation at the 

company or the union. 

Geofelt 

There were two ways Geofelt workers used the knowledge 

they gained through the organizing campaign to participate 

at the company and the union after the organizing campaign. 

First, a group of 12 black employees brought a racial 

discrimination suit against the company in August 1992, five 

months after the success of the organizing campaign. These 

workers felt that the injustices they experienced by the 
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fired, racist manager must be redressed by the company. The 

employee who helped initiate the suit described the process 

as follows: 

When the organizers were here and the campaign had 

just began they said that we had an open and shut 

case of discrimination. They pointed out that 

there were no blacks in any leadership positions, 

in the office or in the administrative side. The 

organizers didn't want to bring up a lawsuit 

during the campaign because they thought it would 

disturb it, but they promised to help afterwards. 

But they left and didn't do anything so I got some 

workers together and we went to a law firm; a 

place I had used on another occasion. 

Two events preceding the discrimination suit helped this 

worker organize his fellow employees about remedying the 

racism they experienced. First, the campaign taught workers 

that they did not have to face discrimination at the 

workplace in order to keep their jobs. Indeed, the campaign 

educated these employees that when they were faced with 

discrimination it was their responsibility to alter the 

situation. Second, the law firm that the employees hired 

was one used by a worker for another matter. Because one of 

the workers had dealt with lawyers before, it made the task 

of finding someone to represent them easier. Thus, while 
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the organizers in the campaign conveyed the idea of a racial 

discrimination suit to the workers, they did not file a suit 

for them. Rather than feel let down by the organizers lack 

of interest in a lawsuit, the workers organized themselves 

after the campaign and sued the company for discrimination. 

The second way Geofelt employees utilized the 

participatory tools learned during the organizing campaign 

was through beginning a decertification election. There 

were several vociferous workers who were so angered at the 

way the contract unfolded that they resolved to replace the 

present union with one more capable of filling their needs. 

These disgruntled workers had already researched the 

necessary steps to decertify the union; which included 

calling the National Labor Relations Board for information 

and approaching another union they felt would be more 

helpful. As one of the activists claimed: 

I've talked to over a dozen people and all of 

their opinions are the same. We have negative 

opinions about the union and would rather have a 

stronger union represent us. 

Interviewer: What do you mean a "stronger" union? 

Well, for one thing, I was on the bargaining 

committee and I still felt lost about what was 

happening. It was not explained to me by the union 

what we could or could not do. The union was just 

----_ .. _-- ------------------~-------~~-



too much in a hurry and had too much on the fire 

to devote the time to doing what needed to be 

done. 
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This worker reasoned that if the USCWU could not provide him 

with the necessary education to create a strong union, he 

would help bring in another union that would. 

Through their concerted actions, Geofelt employees 

together made the company a unionized shop. Workers took 

the knowledge they gained about participation during the 

campaign and utilized it to redress an inequitable situation 

they faced at work, racial discrimination and to rectify a 

dissatisfying experience with the union by researching 

decertification of the union and replacing it with another. 

The action that was missing, however, was endeavors by the 

employees who felt optimistic about the future of the new 

union. Workers believed that the union could somehow 

develop strength again, yet they did little to try to make 

it happen. As this employee communicated: 

I still have hope in this union. We need to figure 

out how to do things now since we've never been 

union before. We need to get stronger and get 

people participating again, besides just paying 

union dues. We need to know what's going on, like 

we did during the campaign. Right now we still 



don't know our rights since we don't have a 

contract. When we get the contract and make union 

meetings, things are going to change. We'll see 

that we can do it again. 

Interviewer: What do you think would make people 

participate more? 

People have to know what's happening or they're 

not going to participate. You've got to get them 

information. 
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The technician discerned that the present problem for the 

union was people who were not participating as they did 

during the organizing campaign. His solution was to provide 

the rank and file with information so they would be able to 

act. Yet, he did not attempt to attain any more information 

than was given to him by the union. His faith did not 

materialize into action. In this sense, the organizing 

campaign did not affectively teach the employees with 

IIfaith ll that they must engage in action in order to make the 

workers, once again, united and strong. 

One explanation why dissatisfied employees were more 

vociferous and active in creating change with the union than 

workers with IIfaith ll stems from the education employees 

received during the organizing campaign. Geofelt employees 

learned abstract principles, such as power through numbers. 
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Yet what they learned concretely was how to bring a union 

in. Organizers taught workers how to win a union election, 

not how to maintain solidarity after the union becomes the 

bargaining agent. Thus, it is not surprising that the 

actions employees turned to when they were dissatisfied with 

the union were ones which matched their experience; how to 

make the workplace union. Yet this time, employees wanted to 

bring in a new union that would provide them with more 

education. Pateman (1970) discusses in her book how 

employees are more comfortable with participation at the 

workplace when it involves their immediate job duties rather 

than responsibilities they have never exercised. This does 

not mean that workers should never participate in decision

making outside of what their job already entails, but that 

workers job duties should be expanded before they are asked 

to participate. With labor unions, this translates into 

providing workers with education about unions even after the 

organizing campaign has been won. The knowledge necessary 

for winning a union campaign is different than the knowledge 

needed to maintain a stable and strong union. For instance, 

before the union, workers are most concerned with keeping 

the workforce cohesive and separate from management so that 

they can accomplish one shared goal; making the workplace 

union. After the union, employees must learn to deal with 

juggling multiple goals and dealing with management to 
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create solutions to these goals. Once workers know what it 

means to be union, they can use this information to maintain 

the stability of a union. 

Both Bob's and Geofelt workers faced similar situations 

during the contract period. The unions controlled the 

creation of the contract and failed to provide employees 

with the necessary education to become involved. For Bob's 

workers the result of exclusion was apathy and inaction. 

7fie workforce believed there was little they could 

accomplish to make the union listen to their needs. At 

Geofelt, however, a faction of workers had already begun the 

necessary steps to decertify the union and find another more 

willing to educate the employees. Yet despite this action, 

the workers who had "faith" in the union did not utilize 

their newly developed participatory tools to demand more 

information and education from the union. 

Conclusion 

Prin,ciples from participatory democracy suggest that 

authority structures teach individuals how to act. Top-down 

authority structures educate people that their behaviors are 

unnecessary and inunaterial, and this results in an apathetic 

and dissatisfied group. On the other hand, bottom-up 

authority structures provide people with important 

instruments for learning participation. Through the act of 



participating, people become fulfilled and committed and 

desire to act in other arenas. 
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The findings from this study support the tenets from 

participatory democracy. Bob's workers, who were involved 

in the top-down comprehensive campaign, learned to view the 

union as a business. Seeing the union as IIpushy salesmen ll 

out to make money created dissatisfaction and a lack of 

commitment in the organizing campaign. It also encouraged 

workers to view participation negatively, as something they 

should not engage in, but should be the responsibility of 

the business. The business framework also taught employees 

that they evaluate the union in individual terms rather than 

group terms, asking themselves, IIHow would the union benefit 

me? II As a result, Bob's workers felt that they had little 

control over the union during the contract period and beyond 

and that their actions were meaningless and ineffectual at 

creating the change they desired. This is in contrast to 

what Geofelt employees experienced. 

Early in the blitz campaign at Geofelt a lIunion as 

workers ll framework emerged, teaching workers that without 

their concerted action nothing at the workplace would 

change. The framework created satisfaction with and 

commitment to the campaign and it also taught the workforce 

to view participation as something necessary and positive. 

Employees also learned that they must evaluate the union in 
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group terms, as something that would only benefit them if 

all workers joined together. As a result, Geofelt workers 

felt that their actions were meaningful and necessary if the 

union was to be a strong force in the company. This was 

true despite a contract period that embodied a top-down 

authority structure. Yet the contract period did affect 

workers. A dissatisfied and strident minority joined 

efforts to try to decertify the union while those who had 

faith in the union claimed that, in time, workers would once 

again join together and create a strong union. 

My findings suggest that the way a union organizes does 

matter in shaping workers' interpretations of the union. 

The top-down campaign in this study cultivated workers 

indifferent to the goals of the union while the bottom-up 

campaign created strong believers in the labor movement. In 

the future, these workers will also be deeply influenced by 

the authority structures of the union organizations. The 

organizational structures will teach workers their 

participative or apathetic roles as members in the union, as 

well as in the labor movement. 
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Chapter 6 

Participatory Democracy and Policies for the Future 

Introduction 

In the preceding chapters I discussed the meaning of 

participatory authority structures for workers in organizing 

campaigns. Using principles from participatory democracy, I 

argue that employees organized with strategies incorporating 

participation should act and feel differently towards the 

union than workers organized by a more top-down approach. 

Carole Pateman (1970) claims that participatory authority 

structures provide individuals with the control necessary to 

attain self-fulfillment. Being in an organization that 

allows a sense of accomplishment means that individuals will 

feel greater satisfaction and commitment. Furthermore, the 

tools of participation that have been learned by activists 

will be utilized in settings beyond the one in which 

participation was first taught. 

Studying the blitz and comprehensive campaign 

contributes to an understanding of how participatory 

authority structures influence peoples' behaviors and 

sentiments. The blitz, a strategy utilized by the United 

States Clothing Workers' Union, involves workers in the 

evolution of the campaign. Employees help decide strategy, 

educate co-workers about unionism and run campaign meetings. 
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The reaction by Geofelt workers to the blitz campaign when 

it was introduced at their workplace was to create a "union 

as workers" framework. Employees believed that only through 

their actions could Geofelt become union. One worker 

claimed, "We knew that the only way to change things at 

Geofelt was by joining together." For this reason, the 

majority of the workers I interviewed, both union and non

union, participated in the organizing campaign in some way. 

Consequently, a majority of the employees felt empowered by 

the organizing process, voiced satisfaction with and 

commitment to the campaign, and viewed participation as a 

positive experience. 

Bob's employees, organized by the International Grocery 

Workers' Union, had a different picture to paint of their 

campaign experience. The comprehensive campaign emerged as 

a means to bypass the business-favored NLRB. The idea of the 

comprehensive campaign is for organizers to collect 

unflattering information about the company and offer to sit 

on the facts in exchange for union recognition. Workers 

playa limited role in this strategy. Organizers promise 

employees that they will be taken care of by the union if 

they simply sign union authorization cards. This type of 

relationship with organizers encouraged Bob's employees to 

develop a "union as business" framework. Employees saw the 

union as only a service provider; hence employees would 



254 

purportedly collect goods by paying union dues. The vision 

of the union as a business discouraged participation during 

the organizing campaign. One employee summed up the 

experience: "It's not like a YMCA where they need 

volunteers. It's a business." Bob's workers were not 

comfortable with the perception of the union as a business, 

nor were they committed to the organizing campaign. 

Employees thought organizers were too pushy and did not 

provide them with sufficient information. In the end, they 

did not see themselves as controlling the union's entry into 

the workplace. 

Matters changed drastically for Geofelt employees 

during the contract period. Participation, a necessary part 

of the organizing campaign, was abandoned during the 

contract negotiation and replaced with a union controlled 

strategy. After the union election victory in March of 

1993, the contract negotiation process lasted through 

November. Although union officials promised to educate 

employees about this process, little information was 

actually shared. Instead, a union negotiator appeared in 

town from time to time, often without consideration of 

employees' schedules. Furthermore, employees claimed that 

the negotiator dominated the content and strategy 

development of the contract, denying workers a say in the 

outcome of the contract and preventing them from learning 

------- --------- --------------------------------
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how to negotiate their future contracts. Some Geofelt 

employees refused to acc.ept their inactive role. Angered by 

their inability to participate and armed with the knowledge 

of how to take action into their own hands, five workers 

began actively trying to oust the USCWU and replace them 

with a union amenable to their desires of participation. 

The spill-over effect also manifested itself at the 

workplace when several african-american workers filed a 

class-action discrimination suit against the company. The 

participation these people experienced during the organizing 

campaign provided them with the self-efficacy and the tools 

necessary to take action in other arenas. 

The grocery workers weathered a contract negotiation 

period much like the organizing campaign; little 

participation was expected or garnered from the workforce. 

In fact, many employees claimed that their contract was not 

even specific to their store, but a general one given to 

various stores in the area. Being lumped with the other 

grocery chains, without consideration that their non-food 

aisles, such as housewares and clothing, were just as 

important as their grocery aisles, left workers feeling 

angry, dissatisfied, and depersonalized. Yet Bob's workers 

learned during the campaign that their actions were not 

consequential in bringing the union into the workplace, and 

thus, they did not expect to have any control over the union 
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once it was the official bargainer for the stores. For this 

reason, even though the majority of employees voiced 

complaints about the contract, when asked if they were going 

to do anything with their dissatisfaction, most said they 

would do nothing because they felt that they lacked any 

options. As one worker commented (erroneously), "I don't 

know if in the history of the United States that a union has 

ever been voted out." The general sentiment was that the 

union controlled them, they did not control the union. 

In conclusion, the blitz organizing campaign gave 

Geofelt workers a sense of potency through their activism, 

even after the campaign. In contrast, Bob's grocery workers 

were left, both before and after the campaign, quiescent and 

feeling powerless. 

In this last chapter, I discuss the implications of my 

findings for various policies concerning work and unions. 

The first issue concerns the growing debate about 

participation in the workplace. Some scholars argue that 

companies involving workers in decision-making at the 

workplace are only doing so as a means of greater labor 

control (Hogler and Grenier 1992; Parker and Slaughter 1988; 

Fantasia, Clawson and Graham 1988; Shaiken, Herzenberg and 

Kuhn 1986). In this logic, employers who at one time 

controlled workers with scientific management are now using 

participation as a method to create a quiescent workforce. 
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The other side of this debate is that participation by 

workers is a strategy that not only benefits the 

profitability and viability of the company but also the 

satisfaction of employees, thereby preserving jobs (Kochan 

and Osterman 1994; Applebaum and Batt 1994; Bluestone and 

Bluestone 1992; Heckscher 1988; Piore 1985). I argue that 

participation can be used to empower the workforce, 

regardless of the intent of the people who implement it. 

First, the theory of participatory democracy implies that by 

teaching individuals how to act and providing them with 

confidence, participation can be a tool to provide more 

employees control over their jobs (Pateman 1970). Second, a 

workplace grounded in principles of participation is more 

likely than one based on tenets of managerial control to 

produce employees who consider involvement in company 

decision-making a legitimate right. This means that when 

participation is instituted in the workplace, workers who 

lack control over the labor process are more likely to 

question such arrangements. 

A second set of policies concerns new regulations about 

union organizing. In Chapter 1, I discussed how government 

policy has changed markedly since the Wagner Act, making it 

easier for businesses to avoid union organizing. Indeed, 

the new strategies under study, the blitz and comprehensive 

campaign, emerged as attempts to attract new members into 

'"" ,,----,..,-,,-------------
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the labor movement in spite of the present anti-union 

sentiment. Two years ago, Robert Reich, Secretary of the 

Department of Labor, vowed to ameliorate the situation by 

creating a more IIlevel playing field ll between unions and 

businesses (Washington Post March 9, 1993), but little has 

been done thus far. One of his suggestions was to move to a 

system of union organizing much like the Canadian one, in 

which all a union must do to organize a company is secure 

the majority of workers' signatures on a card. I discuss 

this policy, in light of the findings of the present study, 

as well as other policy suggestions that concern themselves 

with placing unions on a IIlevel playing field ll with 

businesses. 

Employee Participation at the Workplace 

A common assumption in the academic business literature 

is that the United States needs to openly embrace 

participatory work strategies if it wishes to attain 

economic prominence once more in the global economy. The 

well-accepted argument is that participation by workers in 

the workplace enhances commitment to and satisfaction with 

the job that translates into higher productivity. In this 

scenario everyone benefits; the company accrues higher 

profits and workers are more fulfilled. There are critics, 

however, of the new participatory labor process. These 
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scholars question whether employee involvement programs 

actually allow workers to have more say at the workplace 

(Hogler and Grenier 1992; Parker and Slaughter 1988; 

Fantasia et al. 1988). Proponents of participation claim 

that those, in both corporate and union offices, who argue 

against employee involvement are simply afraid of change. 

Yet before dismissing the critics of the new participatory 

work organizations as troglodytes apprehensive of the 

unknown, I explore their claims and argue for the validity 

of some of them. Nevertheless, my view is that 

participation in the workplace can lead to radical change 

regardless of how it is implemented. But first, I review the 

"workplace participation" debate, pointing out the 

similarities and differences in the two sides of the 

controversy. I then close with an appeal for employee 

participation based on principles from participatory 

democracy. 

In The Contested Terrain, Edwards (1979) argued that 

workers and capitalists have conflicting interests. 

Capitalists want to extract as much labor from employees to 

increase profit, yet workers wish to slow down the 

production process so that work is easier. Because of this 

conflict, companies have a desire to control labor so that 

their interests supersede those of employees. Across 

historical periods, capitalists have used a variety of means 
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to make sure that their interests are realized on the shop 

floor. Firms began with a simple form of control, where 

owners supervised workers by carefully keeping watch; some 

moved to a technical form, where machines, not people, 

regulated the activities of workers, and control was 

embedded in the technology; finally, still others adopted a 

hierarchical form of control, where institutionalized rules 

and internal career ladders governed the behavior of 

employees. Now, Parker and Slaughter (1988) argue the 

fourth form of control has emerged: employee participation. 

In this new method of control the rhetoric of participation 

keeps employees in line by preventing unionism and 

collective worker identity (Hogler and Grenier 1992; Parker 

and Slaughter 1988; Fantasia et al. 1988). As Fantasia et 

al. (1988: 469) claim: 

Worker participation programs, as they have been 

constituted through the last two decades in the 

United States, are not an expression of 'workplace 

democracy.' Rather, they are only one component of 

a larger management offensive to increase 

capital's power in the workplace and to weaken or 

replace an important basis for workers' power, the 

union. 

The argument that employers institute participation as a 

means of labor control rests on several observations. 
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First, employee involvement in the United States has mainly 

been instituted by managers, not by workers. If involving 

employees in the decision-making of the company is actually 

the goal, then workers should have the same opportunity as 

management to introduce new work strategies into the company 

(Fantasia et al. 1988; Parker and Slaughter 1988). The 

reality, however, is that company officials commonly decide 

when to implement participation and management is the only 

group with the power to dismantle it (Kochan and Osterman 

1994). Second and more telling, companies often use 

employee involvement strategies to keep unions out (Hogler 

and Grenier 1992; Fantasia et al. 1988). The rhetoric 

behind participation is that workers need to be dedicated 

first and foremost to advancing company goals. The idea is 

that only through a committed and harmonious partnership 

between workers and managers can company goals of higher 

productivity be realized. The effect of this on employees is 

to encourage them to see unions as outsiders. According to 

Fantasia et al. (1988) workers become more loyal to the 

company than to each other or to advancing workers' rights. 

Research corrobartes that employees involved in 

participation approaches tend to see unions as outsiders. 

NLRB elections that take place in workplaces with employee 

involvement programs have only a 16% win rate, yet a 43% win 

rate in companies without such programs (Hogler and Grenier 
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1992: 116). Finally, employee involvement has been used to 

quell dissent between workers and management (Parker and 

Slaughter 1988) . A dissenting voice, in a participatory 

work approach, is seen as disloyal to the team effort, thus 

employees are taught to quiet their problems. As a result, 

workers frequently have no avenues to address their 

difficulties, as they would have if represented by a union 

with traditional grievance procedures (Hogler and Grenier 

1993; Parker and Slaughter 1988; Shaiken et al. 1986). 

Antagonists of participatory work approaches make the 

claim that the "real" reason why employee involvement is 

being considered by businesses is that worker participation 

maintains control over the workforce while extracting 

valuable employee knowledge which aids productivity. 

(Harrison 1991; Fantasia et al. 1988; Shaiken et al. 1986). 

Employee involvement gives the workforce "more worker 

responsibility, without authority" (Parker and Slaughter 

1988: 5). The only difference between the old and the new 

systems, then, is that now management can benefit from the 

shared knowledge obtained from the workforce. The correct 

term for employee involvement approaches, claim Parker and 

Slaughter (1988) is management-by-stress. This is because 

companies commonly stock inventory "just in time" rather 

than stockpiling and employees are encouraged to work 

faster, make less mistakes, have fewer problems, show more 

----------------------------------
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loyalty and share more of their knowledge in a controlled 

setting which merely espouses participation (see also 

Shaiken et al. 1986). Indeed, Shaiken et al. (1986) 

conclude from their study of participation in metalworking 

companies that workers actually have less control over the 

labor process than in traditional assembly-line production 

systems. "Just in time" inventory encourages management 

rather than workers to control the work pace, leaving 

employees harried and stressed. 

Studies that try to assess the use of employee 

involvement in the business world support some of the 

skepticism described by critics. While it is true that many 

companies talk as if worker activism is the key to a strong 

economy, the numbers of businesses adopting a comprehensive 

participatorY strategy that includes most workers is minimal 

(McCaffrey, Faerman and Hart 199*; Lawler, Mohrman and 

Ledford 1992) . For example, a recent study by Lawler et 

al. (1992) asked Fortune 1000 companies if they incorporated 

participatory work practices into their businesses. 

Seventy-seven percent of the surveyed businesses claimed 

that they used some sort of participatory management styles 

on part or all of their workforce (Lawler et al 1992: 95). 

Yet more detailed questions indicate that the new practices 

implemented by companies are those which use worker 

knowledge (ie. quality circles and survey feedbacks) without 
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giving employees the necessary information, and thus, 

authority to effect decision-making. The authors claim, 

"Most employees do not get good information on the direction 

and success of the business. Therefore, it is hard to 

imagine employees being meaningfully involved in decisions 

that affect anything more than their immediate job duties" 

(1992: 15). Parker and Slaughter (1988) see this evidence 

to provide empirical justification for their conclusion that 

participation is only a rhetorical device to control workers 

rather than an actual strategy used to enhance employee 

empowerment. 

Yet, despite the facts regarding the sparse 

implementation and lack of long-term dedication to genuine 

participation by companies, proponents of both employee 

involvement strategies and unionism claim that a 

reorganization of the workplace that involves workers is 

ultimately inevitable in the present economic environment 

(Kochan and Osterman 1994; Applebaum and Batt 1994; 

Bluestone and Bluestone 1992; Heckscher 1988). Their logic 

is as follows: In the present globally competitive 

environment, U.S. businesses will only succeed if they 

embrace new, flexible technologies that allow specialization 

of products. An organization cannot efficiently customize 

using the old system of Taylorism. What is needed is an 

educated workforce that can easily engage changing 
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technologies and whose knowledge can facilitate the 

production system. Worker participation, then, is necessary 

to remain globally competitive. 

Unionism, according to this view, is seen as imperative 

for the new style of business organization. If 

participation is to work then long-term commitment by the 

company must be promised. A union will ensure this first by 

providing workers with job security. A company cannot hope 

to fully utilize the knowledge of its workforce if it cannot 

promise these people long-term job stability. Through a 

contract, unions can ensure that once employees provide the 

business with needed and helpful information, workers will 

not be fired or laid-off. (Kochan and Osterman 1994; 

Bluestone and Bluestone 1992). Also, the existence of a 

union will enable workers to have an independent voice from 

the company. In order for workers to trust the company's 

intent to use employee knowledge for the good of all, it is 

imperative that the workforce have its own avenue in which 

to discuss problems and issues. Without such a quid pro 

quo, employee involvement will never survive. Research by 

Kelley and Harrison (1992, 1990) confirm that the goals of 

participatory programs are not achieved unless a union is 

also present in the workplace. In their study of 

participation in the metalworking and machinery industry, 

they find that greater productivity, more egalitarian power-
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sharing and greater job security is significantly related to 

employee-involvement programs only when unions are present. 

While articulating different conclusions about worker 

involvement, proponents and antagonists hold several 

assumptions in common. First, they agree employees hold 

valuable company knowledge necessary for increasing 

profitability. Indeed, withholding this knowledge is 

sometimes the only power workers have in the company, 

according to those against company-employed participation 

(Banks and Metzgar 1989). The other camp, of course, 

believes that it is employee knowledge that will entice 

companies to eventually implement participation (Kochan and 

Osterman 1994). The major incentive of including employees 

into the decision-making process stems from the belief that 

workers possess important information about how to increase 

productivity. Second, workers need job security. The 

fundamental desire of employees is to financially support 

themselves and their families (if they have them). Parker 

and Slaughter (1988) claim that if workers cannot survive 

then it does not matter what type of work strategy controls 

the workplace. For this reason, job stability is paramount 

to labor's interests. Bluestone and Bluestone (1992) agree 

that promising employees stability is important, but their 

argument stems from the belief that unless workers are given 

security, they will not share the necessary information to 
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aid a company's productivity. Finally, each camp agrees 

that worker participation is beneficial to employees. This 

may seem surprising given that antagonists have built their 

reputation on condemning employee involvement programs. 

Yet, what this group denounces is not workers becoming 

involved in the production system, but employers controlling 

this involvement (Hogler and Grenier 1993; Parker and 

Slaughter 1988; Shaiken 1984). The goal for any society 

should be to incorporate workplace democracy. The 

antagonists claim, however, that workplace democracy is 

directly conflictual with capitalist principles. This 

declaration is what truly separates the two camps. 

Proponents of employee involvement espouse that 

cooperation between labor and capital is viable. As long as 

businesses are dedicated to rebuilding the U.S. economy then 

it is in their best interest to accommodate the demands of 

labor, i.e. provide workers with job security, in exchange 

for worker participation (Kochan and Osterman 1994) . 

Antagonists claim that this statement holds two erroneous 

assumptions. The first assumption is that all businesses 

have the same economic interests in participatory work 

approaches and that this interest by businesses will be 

stable over time. The reality is that many companies are 

benefitting greatly from the old Taylorist style of 

management and have no incentive to change. Consider 
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McDonald's, the largest employer in the United States, and 

the rise in part-time and contingency workers, the fastest 

growing sector in the economy (Carre, duRivage and Tilly 

1994). Employers of these workers would not benefit greatly 

from increased employee participation. Indeed, financially 

they might be harmed by instituting such a strategy. In 

consideration of the second assumption, which states that 

cooperation is possible, antagonists declare that workers 

and capitalists have fundamentally inimical stakes. The 

economic reality is that the primary concern of capitalists 

is to obtain profit, yet the main focus of workers is to 

secure a (decent) job. While at times these interests may 

not clash, changing economic and social contexts means that 

eventually they will. When they do clash, corporations in 

the United States are not likely to sacrifice company profit 

for the provision of long-term, employee job stability 

(Fantasia et al. 1988). This means that discord, not 

cooperation is most probable in employment relations. IBM, 

for example, was one of the first companies to institute and 

claim commitment to participation, yet it began layoffs in 

the late eighties because of financial problems. Other 

companies such as IBM are not rare (see, Kochan and Osterman 

1994). As long as businesses choose to deal with financial 

instability with lay-offs, employee involvement strategies 

will be difficult to establish. 
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Given that relations between capitalists and workers 

is inevitably conf1ictua1, antagonists of employee 

involvement strategies argue that there is only one solution 

for making the economy a more just arena for workers to 

labor; dismantle managerial-controlled workplaces and 

replace them with systems of workplace democracy directed by 

employees. Yet, I find this solution highly improbable. 

Historical labor struggles attempting to change the economic 

system within the United States have continuously been 

thwarted by both capitalists and the government (see Chapter 

1). If workers cannot change the system, what is left for 

them to do? It seems that the antagonists of participatory 

programs would suggest that laborers do nothing. I find 

this conclusion highly extreme and problematic. 

While I concur that conflict between the goal of 

capitalists and workers makes long-term cooperation between 

the two unlikely, I strongly favor the implementation of 

participation in the workplace. Even if it is true that 

participation is activated only with the intention of 

controlling the workforce, the nature of participation, 

according to principles from participatory democracy, is 

that it imparts valuable skills to the workforce which 

empower employees regardless of the intent of the people who 

implement it. Recall the spillover effect. Its prediction 

is that once the tools of participation are learned, coupled 
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with enhanced self-efficacy, people will take participation 

to other arenas (Pateman 1970). Employee involvement 

strategies, which are instituted simply to control the 

workforce, are still planting the seeds of their own 

destruction. The idea here is that participation transcends 

the location where it is introduced. Pateman posits (1970: 

43) : 

Thus there is no special problem about the 

stability of a participatory system; it is self

sustaining through the educative impact of the 

participatory process. Participation develops and 

fosters the very qualities necessary for it; the 

more individuals participate the better able they 

become to do so. 

Lawler et al. (1992) find that workers organized by employee 

involvement strategies are commonly only given 

responsibility over their immediate job duties rather than 

control over issues higher up in the hierarchy. This 

finding, however, does not preclude the possibility that 

participation could expand to higher levels of an 

organization. While managers attempt to withhold decision

making in these upper echelons from employees, participatory 

democracy predicts that eventually workers will demand more 

input. In a summary study of employee involvement programs 

by Derber and Schwartz (1983), the authors note that workers 
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from companies with these approaches are generally more 

dissatisfied with their jobs than other workers. They 

explain that "the relative autonomy in the labor process 

required to reduce worker alienation and increase worker 

integration also 'empowers' workers psychologically to seek 

wider autonomy in the workplace, thereby placing strains on 

the existing boundaries of authority" (Derber and Schwartz 

1983: 68). They speculate, as do proponents of 

participatory democracy, that the increased sense of 

dissatisfaction which stems from being hindered in 

participatory growth, will result in a more radical 

workforce, not a more controlled one (see also Kelley 1989) . 

Shaiken (1984) finds this worker resistance in his study of 

machine shop workers. As new computer technology was 

introduced into the workplace, managers and employee leaders 

lost much of their control over decision-making. These 

workers resisted the new technology, and their diminishing 

power, which successfully prevented the system from being 

utilized in the company. In ~onclusion, I suggest that the 

contradiction of participation, for those using this tool 

simply as a means to dominate the workforce, is that 

participation cannot be used as a tool to control. As the 

number of companies which employ participation as a means of 

labor control grow, so too will the number of employees 

spread to ensure that participation is not used to this end. 
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Let me take the critique of participation one step 

further. Parker and Slaughter (1988) do not agree that any 

type of participation, even if it is only at the level of 

the worker's job, is actually implemented in companies which 

tout themselves as having new and more humane management 

styles. They claim that participation is actually a mirage 

in employee involvement programs. The rhetoric of ' 

participation exists, yet the appearance of it, even in its 

most modest form, is fictitious. If this is true, then of 

course, the prediction that participation will grow to 

higher organizational levels is unfounded. Fire cannot 

spread if there is no fire to begin with. So too with 

participation; it cannot engulf the top of the managerial 

hierarchy if it never surrounded the bottom. Nonetheless, 

I still claim that the ideology of participation is more 

likely to bring about participatory change in the workforce 

than discourse about managerial control. 

Under the Taylorist system, workers were responsible 

for one particular task that was dictated and monitored by a 

supervisor. The logic of this system was that managers were 

trained to discover the most productive method of 

manufacturing, and thus, they had more information and 

knowledge about the job than the workers doing it. If, for 

instance, an employee discovered that screwing in a bolt 

counterclockwise was easier ergonomically than screwing in a 
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bolt the customary clockwise manner, she would have to 

consult a manager before changing the job task. Even then, 

the supervisor could deny any alteration with the logic that 

while counterclockwise might relieve the employee of 

physical stress, the job was done more efficiently with 

clockwise movement. In a company organized by Taylorism, 

then, workers had no ideological right to contest a 

managerial decision about job tasks because supervisors 

supposedly knew more. The rights of workplace contestation 

were limited to wages and benefits (known as job-control 

unionism), facets of the job which did not challenge the 

authority of management. 

With the advent of employee involvement, the actual 

scope of contestation may not change. In other words, 

employers still may wish to dominate the actions of their 

workers. However, ideologically, workers are encouraged to 

challenge traditional decision-making processes, because 

now, they are deemed the experts on the shop-floor. The 

assumption behind employee involvement is that workers have 

more knowledge than managers about the jobs that they do. 

The purpose of including the workforce is to use this 

valuable information to increase levels of productivity. 

Using the example above about the direction of screwing in a 

bolt, employees at a company with an employee-involvement 

program could attest that being impaired physically will 
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cost the company more money in the long run than taking an 

extra second to turn the screw counterclockwise. In this 

scenario, workers putatively have a legitimate right to 

question the decision of management. Fantasia et al. claim 

(1988: 472): 

Consultation and a measure of participation in 

decision-making may give workers a more explicit 

sense of their 'rights' in the production process, 

rendering it legitimate for workers to think about 

how the plant should be operated and how work 

should be structured, and in some cases, actually 

to implement certain ideas about ways to improve 

work. 

Even if participatory strategies are controlled by 

management, the schism between the structure of top-down 

authority and the ideology of participation in companies 

provides workers with expectations that they will have a 

voice, expectations that workers never had under the old 

Taylorist system. Thus, the discourse of participation, 

even without its actual implementation, makes workers feel 

that have rights that they did not previously have. These 

new rights legitimate the desire for participation, and 

thus, potentially create a greater demand for worker 

involvement than the prior approaches embodied by managerial 

control. I argue, then, that employee involvement is 

~~- --------. - ~----------
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beneficial for workers regardless of the intent of employers 

because in practice or simply in theory, these new work 

strategies plant the seeds of worker participation as a 

tenable goal. 

New Policies in Union Organizing 

The eighties saw an increase in government-supported 

union avoidance by businesses. The decade opened with 

President Reagan firing the striking air traffic controllers 

and closed with Congress passing the Striker Replacement 

Bill. With a Democratic administration elected in 1992, 

union advocates hoped that policies would be created to 

ameliorate the unwelcome union environment. One policy given 

much attention by politicians, academics and labor activists 

is the movement of union organizing toward the Canadian 

system. 

In Canada, a company is organized simply by attaining 

the majority of workers' signatures on authorized cards. 

Certainly, this system can be much quicker than the American 

one. After attaining signatures, all the union must do is 

wait for a card check (to make sure everyone signing a card 

actually works at the company) rather than wait for a six 

week election process period. Despite this advantage, the 

findings from the present study make me wary whether such a 

system is beneficial to workers in the United States, and 
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thus unions, in the long-term. 

In Canada, unions do not face the same degree of 

government-supported business avoidance as unions do in the 

United States. This lack of union antagonism has allowed the 

Canadian labor movement to maintain a viable organization in 

spite of economic changes. Organizing in an environment of 

controlled union aggression means that the strategy of 

collecting cards from workers can theoretically be done in a 

way that involves and educates the workforce. One can 

imagine card signing parties or rallies that attempt to 

motivate the workforce to come together and act as one. 

Furthermore, organizers need not hide the fact that they are 

organizing nor keep secrets from the workforce so that they 

have leverage over the company. All organizing efforts, 

then, can be geared towards educating the workforce rather 

than controlling negative actions by the company. 

The Canadian system in the United States, however, 

translates into a strategy very similar to the comprehensive 

campaign, where organizers gathered workers signatures in a 

company milieu not favoring unions. With the focus on 

outcome rather than process, a "union as business" framework 

developed during the comprehensive campaign. Organizers, 

constrained by the anti-union management clock, rushed to 

procure signed employee authorization cards, in any manner 

possible. The problem with the comprehensive campaign was 
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that workers were not included, and could not be included 

given that the union had to keep strategy secret in Qrder to 

convince an unwilling company to agree to a union. The focus 

on containing business hostility meant that the union 

withheld vital information from the employees and this 

prohibited effective participation by them. The result for 

the workforce was that they were not satisfied with the 

campaign, even though the campaign was successful at making 

the business union. 

The election procedure in the United States, while 

possessing problems of its own, is beneficial in that 

organizers spend time, out of necessity, cultivating the 

process of union organizing. Union officials must convince 

the workforce over a six week-period that voting for a union 

is more beneficial than not having any representation at 

all. The union concentrates on winning the election, but 

this can only be done by emphasizing the process. The goal 

is to educate the workforce about the labor movement so that 

they will come together and vote union in spite of 

resistance by the company. This means, first, that the 

union is most efficient by appealing to workers as a group 

rather than as individuals. A pro-union group identity will 

benefit the union more on election day than a disjointed 

workforce with individual interests. Plus, the solidarity 

built during the election process is more likely to create 
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committed and strong union members. Second, during the 

election period, workers are often persuaded to accept the 

union through education about the labor movement. Education 

is imperative during this time to counter any false facts 

the company is dispensing to the workforce in their efforts 

to keep the union out. Indeed, often times these 42 days 

are the most intense education a worker will receive about 

what a union is and how it works. 

In sum, given the level of union avoidance by 

businesses in the United States, an organizing strategy 

based on participation is much more likely under the 

election system rather than the Canadian one. As long as 

companies actively resist union organizing, unions will find 

it expedient to collect workers' signatures using a secret 

strategy that provides them with leverage rather than 

educate the workforce about the labor movement. 

In my view, government policy that seeks to "level the 

playing field" should focus on the force --- employer 

opposition to unions --- that initially compelled unions to 

replace traditional "grass-roots" organizing campaigns. 

Unfettered anti-union activity forced unions to create new 

organizing campaigns with the primary purpose of bypassing 

harmful actions, the result being that strategies varied in 

their participatory education. Reducing anti-union movement 

by businesses will make it more viable for unions to win 
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elections, yet it will also allow unions to educate and 

include workers as a group in the organizing process. Hence 

I suggest a "policy of containment" that makes employer 

aggression towards union organizing unacceptable and 

unprofitable. First, as Kochan, Katz and Mckersie (1986: 

234) suggest, companies should be deterred from engaging in 

illegal activities by receiving "strong, certain and speedy 

penalties." This means that the NLRB must hear cases 

quickly after they are filed and if found guilty, companies 

should be seriously punished. One recent study shows that 

only 34% of workers fired for union activity during an 

organizing campaign are reinstated before the union election 

(Bronfenbrenner 1994). Furthermore, if companies fail to 

bargain in good-faith, the most severe punishment they 

receive is an order to end their bad-faith bargaining. 

Clearly, the benefits reaped by companies in avoiding 

unionism provides little incentive for them to change on 

their own. Second, the benefits of alleged hostile behavior 

should not accrue to employers during the organizing 

campaign. For example, if a pro-union worker is fired during 

an election, the worker should be able to remain at work 

until the case is heard rather than having to leave the 

workplace. This, of course, does not make it beneficial for 

employers to illegally fire pro-union workers. The same 

measure can take place with regards to company avoidance of 
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union contracts. If a business and union cannot agree upon 

a contract, a contract should still be enacted. Rather than 

institute nothing, a minimal union contract should be 

created by the NLRB so that during times of disagreement, 

the rights of the workers to have a contract are given 

precedence. 

The above are measures of dealing with a company when 

it has engaged in illegal avenues to avoid a union. Legal 

strategies of union deterrence should also be considered. 

Captive audience meetings, pulling individual workers off 

the floor to "talk" and other means of using the workplace 

as an arena to convince the employees not to vote for the 

union should be challenged. A just solution is to allow 

unions the same time to discuss unionism at work as 

businesses are given. For example, if a company pulls the 

entire workforce into a meeting to discuss how a union will 

hurt the company, union officials should be available so 

that they can discuss their interpretation of unionism. This 

option is beneficial because first, organizers are given 

access to the business (and presently they can be denied 

access) and second, the company and union are given equal 

time with workers while employees are on the job. 

The "policy of containment" I have outlined creates a 

more level playing field for unions and businesses; 

moreover, it also emphasizes the process of union 
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The organizing period can be used to educate 

workers not only about the labor movement, but also about 

the tools of participation. One question remains: Is 

participation in union organizing a viable method of 

attaining new members into the rank and file? A study by 

Bronfenbrenner (1993) confirms that worker participation in 

union organizing not only creates active and satisfied 

employees, but also successfully wins union election 

campaigns. Bronfenbrenner (1993: 226) examines 961 

elections from 46 different unions, asking which style of 

union strategy is most effective at winning union election 

campaigns. She finds that participatory strategies are 

more likely to yield favorable union outcomes, regardless of 

how much opposition is exercised by the company. These data 

mean that unions need not see the use of participation in 

union organizing as a trade off. They can have their cake 

(satisfied, committed and active union members) and eat it 

too (successful campaign elections). Taken together, the 

results from Bronfenbrenner's (1993) survey research and the 

findings from this comparative case study emphasize the need 

to include participation in union organizing strategies. 

Participation can add strength to the labor movement both by 

bolstering commitment and by adding new members to union 

organizations. 



282 

Conclusion 

Presently, management-labor cooperation, expressed 

through such programs as quality of working life, quality 

circles, employee involvement and labor-management 

participation teams (Kochan, Katz and Mckersie 1986), is 

being heralded by scholars and practitioners as the best way 

for U.S. businesses to compete in a global environment 

(Applebaum and Batt 1993). For this reason, Reich has 

proffered that companies restructure into "high-performance 

workplaces" in which "workers become decision-makers, 

assembled into horizontal teams from production to sales to 

help create productive, involved workers and profitable 

organizations" (Wall Street Journal May 1993: A22). My 

study suggests that organizing campaigns with participatory 

authority structures can teach the necessary skills to 

workers about how to use and implement decision-making 

power, and that these skills will then be transferred to 

other arenas, such as the workplace and the union structure. 

Participatory skills introduced by 1mions ensure that 

workers will be proactive in defining the terms of a new 

workplace. A proactive workforce, fortified with decision

making skills, is imperative if "worker empowerment" is 

going to be anything other than a disguised form of business 

hostility or a rhetorical device to control workers. In this 

light, organizing strategies are more than the ability of 
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unions to increase the number of their rank-and-file, they 

are a crucial method in which workers learn to become active 

agents at the workplace and within the union. 
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When I first began my dissertation in 1991, I intended 

to do a case study about the involvement of women in a local 

union over time. My first goal was to find a union willing 

to allow me to study its records, as well as one which had 

changing rates of membership by women. Since Arizona is a 

right-to-work state and has one of the lowest unionization 

rates in the country, this turned out to be a daunting task. 

Fortuitously, however, I was introduced to Mark, a 

representative of the grocery workers' union. Mark and I had 

lunch one day and realized that we shared very similar world 

views. Mark proved to be a very dedicated informant willing 

to take me under his wing and provide me entry into the 

union. 

The grocery workers' union was a perfect place to study 

women; given that much of the industry included female

dominated occupations and the union needed to appeal to this 

group if it wished to grow. Also, this particular local was 

the largest in Arizona, boasting a membership of more than 

15,000, and was still growing. For a year, I spent time 

getting to know the union representatives, the president and 

other officials in Tucson and Phoenix. I did this by riding 

around with representatives as they made their rounds in the 
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stores. I also attended every union meeting, taking the 

opportunity to witness such events as negotiations for 

renewing contracts and negotiations for concessions made to 

a grocery chain with a questionable economic future. 

After that year I felt confident enough to approach the 

President and Vice-President and ask them for assistance in 

studying the changing role of women in their local. I felt 

that a year of activism with the union demonstrated that I 

was trustworthy and would not use the information to 

intentionally harm the union. I met with Tom (Pres) and 

Sally (V.P) at a restaurant in Tucson and over a grilled 

cheese sandwich asked for permission to study the union's 

historical records. I was put to ease immediately. Tom and 

Sally liked my idea and were willing to help in any way 

possible. The only problem was 'that the union did not keep 

consistent historical records. Large gaps in their records 

were missing because of various moves from Tucson to Phoenix 

and then within various places in Phoenix. I was both 

elated and disappointed. These people trusted me and were 

willing to help me, yet they were not able to offer the help 

that I needed for the project. 

A mere one week later, my luck changed for the better. 

My informant, Mark, called me in the middle of October, 

1992. He was in Phoenix and told me that I must drive up 

there immediately; a very exciting organizing drive was 
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underway. My boss graciously gave me the time off, and I 

drove up to Phoenix to witness the tail end of the 

comprehensive campaign at Bob's. There were about 30 

organizers in town who had the job of going to the stores 

and collecting workers signatures. About 'a dozen of the 

organizers were students and teachers from the Organizing 

Institute, a new organization affiliated with the AFL-CIO 

which trains people to become organizers. Most of the 

trainees were college-age activists who desired the 

occupation of labor organizer so that they might help change 

what they saw as an exploitative economic system. Two of 

the women from the group agreed to put me up in their hotel 

room, and I spent a great deal of time talking with them 

about their experiences at the campaign. 

Although everyone knew my true identity, staying with 

these young women gave me the advantageous appearance of 

being a trainee. This gave me access to the private 

socializing of this group, allowing me to be included in 

conversations and debates. Plus, I was also seen as an 

insider with the larger organizer group and took advantage 

of the opportunity to attend staff meetings and ride around 

with the organizers as they went to the stores. 

I learned immediately from the trainees that they were 

all bitterly disappointed with how the comprehensive 

campaign worked. At the Organizing Institute they learned 
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that organizing was supposed to be a grass-roots endeavor, a 

chance to finally provide empowerment to a group commonly 

without control. What they were experiencing during the 

campaign at Bob's was the antithesis of "empowerment." 

Their directions were to enter the stores and obtain as many 

employees' signatures as possible. Indeed, at the early

morning meetings, each team (two organizers) had to stand up 

and reveal how many cards they had procured on the previous 

day. People clapped enthusiastically for the teams with 

high numbers. Students soon were competing with each other 

for the highest number of signed cards. When they realized 

that they were more interested in "quantity over quality," 

many of them felt disgusted with themselves. 

Veteran grocery workers' organizers, however, were more 

pragmatic in their approach during the campaign. They 

believed that the goal to any campaign was to make the 

workplace union. Not until after the employees were union 

members, was it time to educate them about the labor 

movement. In the meantime, veteran organizers agreed that 

any tactic effective in acquiring workers' signatures was a 

legitimate one. Such tactics included "exaggerating," 

telling someone that everyone on his shift had signed a card 

or that the benefits s/he would receive from the union were 

higher than what they were in reality. One organizer 

justified "exaggerating" to me this way: "When I first 

- ~ ... -.-~-------------------



started organizing, I tried to explain to people exactly 

what we were doing and sometimes when they heard it, they 

wouldn't want to sign the card. So now I don't tell them 
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very much. It doesn't hurt them to sign the card anyway. 111 

Clearly, a large ideological schism existed between the 

trainees from the Organizing Institute (including teachers) 

and veteran organizers from the grocery workers' union. The 

prior camp argued that the way you organized a group had 

important ramifications for how workers later perceived the 

union, regardless of the success of the campaign. These 

people believed that a top-down approach would not provide 

workers with more power, but demonstrate what little power 

they had. The latter contingent, however, claimed that what 

was most important was providing workers with a good income 

and stable job and these goals were accomplished only when 

the organizing campaign was successful. For them, there were 

no negative consequences for the workforce in the way they 

organized; the only negative consequence was a failed 

campaign. These two factions had just expressed an 

1 This logic is indeed true when the signed authorization 
cards are used to set up an NLRB election. The employee can sign 
a card and still decide to vote IInoll in the election. However, 
during the comprehensive campaign, the signed card is, in 
essence, a vote for the union. Thus, by not informing the worker 
that her card will be used in an attempt to convince the company 
to recognize the union without going to an election, signing a 
card can IIhurt" the employee if they are against or ambivalent 
towards the union. 



interesting and unresolved classic debate about process 

versus outcome. Did any means justify the end? 
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I became interested in this question not only because 

of the theoretical implications involved, but also because 

of the contemporary relevance of this issue for unions. As 

businesses increasingly moved to avoid unions in the 

eighties, unions created new organizing strategies that they 

hoped would bypass aggression and bolster the strength of 

the labor movement. The dilemma for activists was whether 

unions could best achieve strength by simply adding new 

members to the roster or by building up workers' knowledge 

base of and commitment to the labor movement. Proponents of 

the comprehensive campaign focused on numbers, yet 

antagonists argued quality of membership was more important. 

As a social scientist, I was interested in addressing this 

contentious debate. 

During the Bob's campaign, I met three teachers from 

the Organizing Institute who were at the campaign to 

instruct new organiz~rs. Having trained students for 

several of the affiliated AFL-CIO unions, these people had 

experience with a variety of organizing strategies. ,One 

strategy that the three leaders kept referring to as grass

roots oriented was called the blitz, used by the clothing 

workers' union. Sally, one of the leaders, told me that a 

wonderful comparative study would entail the comprehensive 

.-----~--------- .~. 
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campaign and the blitz. She encouraged me to attend a blitz 

organizing campaign in Louisiana that was to take place in 

the middle of November. Sally said she knew the organizers 

for the campaign and could guarantee me entry if I agreed to 

attend. I agreed to attend. 

Meanwhile, I spent a total of 10 days at the Bob's 

organizing campaign attending strategy meetings, hanging out 

with organizers for meals and recreation, and riding with 

them to the stores as they spoke with Bob's employees. I 

informally interviewed organizers as I spent time with them. 

I was mainly interested in finding out if the comprehensive 

campaign was really a top-down strategy and how the 

organizers felt about it. I also helped out with the 

campaign by doing card checks, making sure that the person 

who signed a card was actually an employee at Bob's. This 

entailed calling the employee on the phone to confirm that 

she did indeed sign a card. Finally, I formally interviewed 

5 organizers from Bob's (see Appendix B for questions). I 

was interested in knowing the history of the comprehensive 

campaign. How did it develop? Who first thought of it? 

Were other unions using this technique? Through these 

formal interviews, I obtained the entire history of the 

Bob's campaign. 

In November 1992, I flew to Lafayette, Louisiana. For 

ten days I witnessed the latter stages of the blitz campaign 
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being utilized on a company with 5,000 clothing employees. 

The initial stages of the blitz had already taken place 10 

days before. At that time about 100 volunteer and paid 

organizers went to employees' homes trying to collect 

signatures. Unfortunately, the blitz had failed, meaning 

that organizers did not collect the necessary 30% of the 

workers' signatures to file for an NLRB election. 

Organizers attributed the failure of the blitz to not being 

able to attain any type of name list of the workforce. 

Without a list, organizers were forced into going door-to

door, asking residents if they worked at the plant, and if 

not, if they knew anyone that did. This ad-hoc strategy 

made it difficult to speak to a majority of workers in a 

three-day period. Although the blitz had failed, organizers 

decided to plow ahead with the campaign. Their hope was to 

familiarize the workforce with the union so that a future 

blitz campaign would be more successful. By the time I 

arrived, organizers were aware that their gains were slight, 

yet they organized the continuing campaign as if the blitz 

had been a success. The "after-blitz" campaign had been in 

action seven days before I came onto the scene. 

I drove to the motel from the airport just in time to 

take part in a union organizing strategy meeting. I saw 

several familiar faces at the meeting, one of whom was 

Sally, the teacher from the Organizing Institute who told me 

..... -.--.---~~-



about the campaign. The other two, Steve and Ted, were 

students who had also participated at Bob's and were 

completing their second internship with the Organizing 

Institute. 
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This meeting held obvious differences from any meeting 

I witnessed during the Bob's campaign. First, organizers 

sat around a huge table rather than sitting in a classroom 

fashion with the lead organizers up front. Second, 

conversation centered on discussions about the workforce, 

not on how many cards were being signed. The organizers 

were attempting to establish a workers' committee, or a 

dedicated group of workers who would also act as organizers. 

Therefore, their conversation fell upon the interactions 

they had with employees. Did the e~ployee show an interest 

in participating? Did the worker volunteer to do any work? 

Third, organizers discussed ideas that employees had shared 

with them about how to get more workers involved in the 

campaign. 

A few days later, I noticed that much more than 

meetings styles were different between the two campaigns. 

The largest difference was the interactions between workers 

and organizers. The clothing workers' organizers spent time 

with the employees at their homes answering questions about 

the union, as well as engaging in social activities and 

conversation. We sometimes ate with workers, and some 
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organizers even went to church with them. 

I wondered immediately if my perceptions of the 

different campaign styles were obvious to Steve and Ted. On 

my fifth day, I separately interviewed both of the students 

(recall that they had been there 7 more days than myself). I 

asked: Do you notice any similarities or differences between 

the blitz and the comprehensive campaign? Steve answered: 

They're totally different campaigns. The clothing 

workers' union is serious about organizing. 

Grocery workers' are top down, they have no 

concern with the workers. They didn't encourage 

us to build workers' committees or anything. The 

clothing workers' union encourages us to get to 

know the workers and build organizations to help 

people get involved. 

Ted responded similarly, "It didn't seem like the grocery 

workers' union was interested in the people. They just 

wanted the money. Here, they're really trying to build 

something." Both Steve and Ted corroborated my perception 

that the two campaigns were indeed different. 

I spent the last days of my stay formally interviewing 

three of the paid clothing organizers and two instructors 

from the Organizing Institute. My interest, once again, was 

in discovering more about the blitz campaign (see Appendix B 

for a complete list of questions). Who created it? What did 
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organizers think about it? Were other unions using it? I 

also continued to ride around with the organizers as they 

spoke with workers and informally interviewed them during 

our time together. 

Upon my return from Louisiana, I reviewed all the 

information I collected about the two camp~igns. Before 

making a final decision to use these campaigns as 

representatives of top-down and bottom-up strategies, I 

talked with two labor academics and two organizers from 

other union organizations. The academics, Kate 

Bronfenbrenner and Virginia duRivage, were active both in 

the labor movement and academia. The organizers were 

members of the Service International Employees Union and the 

Teamsters. On the phone, I asked all four to give me 

examples of organizing strategies which they felt fell into 

the authoritative versus the grass-roots strategies. They 

all answered that the clothing workers' union, among several 

others, such as Justice for Janitors, Teamsters and SEIU, 

were known for involving employees. The grocery workers' 

union had a more top-down reputation. Given the interviews 

I had collected, my own experiences, and the information 

gained from these phone calls, I finally decided to choose 

the comprehensive campaign and the blitz strategies to 

analyze how top-down versus bottom-up strategies influenced 

workers' sentiments and actions. 
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I faced two constraints in deciding which workplaces 

would be best for interviewing workers. First, since I was 

interested in the activism of employees in the union after 

the organizing campaign, I had to choose workplaces in which 

organizing campaigns were successful and ones in which a 

contracts were successfully negotiated. Choosing successful 

campaigns and contract negotiations assured me that if 

employees expressed negative attitudes, these feeling would 

not be caused by the outcome of the campaign or the 

inability to secure a contract. This constraint meant that 

I could not interview the clothing employees from the 

campaign in Louisiana, since the union had not won the 

election. However, I could interview workers from the Bob's 

campaign. The Bob's campaign resulted in a unionized 

company and the union secured a contract in December of 

1992. The second constraint of choice in workplace arose 

because the Bob's campaign took place in a right-to-work 

state. Therefore, I needed to choose a second workplace 

that was also located in a state with lower than average 

unionism. 

Taken together, these two constraints made finding a 

second case a daunting task. While the clothing workers' 

had won many elections in right-to-work states, none had 

been able to secure a contract as of the beginning of 1993, 

which is when I wanted to begin my discussions with workers. 

--------------~---.-.------------.-------------
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I decided to proceed with my interviews of Bob's workers and 

hopefully, find a second case in the process. 

Participation in classes at the University prevented me 

from beginning my interviews of Bob's employees until May of 

1993. I was fortunate enough to obtain a list of all 

employees, which included their hire dates, their addresses, 

phone numbers, and union status. This allowed me to randomly 

choose subjects to interview. I limited the population to 

employees who were eligible to sign union authorization 

cards and had been present for the entire campaign period, 

plus first contract. This reduced the population from 4200 

to 2200 (or about 90 workers from each of the 24 stores) . 

Twenty-two hundred was still a hefty number, and the 

representatives from the union suggested I choose one store 

from each of the various geographical reglons in the city to 

pick the sample, utilizing purposive cluster sampling 

(Babbie 1979). The organizers believed geography was an 

appropriate way to divide the city because each section, 

they claimed, represented different cultural viewpoints. 

For instance, stores on the southwest side were located in 

the latino area, and workers were more radical in this 

section; stores centrally located were employed mainly by 

college students who also tended to be more rebellious; 

stores in the northeast, the wealthier part of town, were 

more conservative; stores in the southeast were also more 
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conservative because of religious convictions of the 

residents; and finally, stores in the northwest existed 

mainly in the rural areas of Phoenix. After dividing the 

stores into the different areas, I then randomly chose a 

store to represent a specific geographical region. Once the 

stores were chosen, I called every lOth person on the list 

to set up an interview. 

Theoretically, the method I used to select subjects was 

very sound. Practically, however, I had problems. First, 

I called the company before I began interviewing to obtain 

permission to talk to employees at the stores about my 

project. In person, I felt I could convince workers that I 

was a researcher interested in their opinions; I could give 

them my card and a letter from my committee chair to attain 

some legitimacy as a social scientist. However, the company 

denied me access to the stores. Second, With access 

denied, I had to approach subjects solely through phone 

calls. Luckily, I had attained a phone list of all the 

workers from an informant. However, my informant wished to 

remain discreet. This created a disadvantage for me in that 

subjects were very suspicious as to how I obtained their 

phone numbers. Sixty percent of the employees had unlisted 

numbers and believed the only way I could have attained 

their numbers was through the company. Many would not 

believe that I was an independent researcher interested in 
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their experiences about "the changing workplace." As a 

result, I had to expand my sample list from one to three 

stores from each of the five geographical areas. With this 

technique, I successfully interviewed 15 subjects by calling 

every tenth worker from a phone list of 15 stores I 

noticed quickly that although many of the people came from 

the various stores, their responses to the campaign were 

markedly similar. With this in mind, I decided to cap the 

number of interviews at 30. 

At the midway point, I also discovered that I was 

having an difficult time gathering data from nonunion, 

nonwhite workers. I anticipated this problem and, in 

earlier interviews, asked subjects for names of their 

coworkers with nonunion and nonwhite status. I interviewed 

ten people, then, through snowball sampling (see Table 3.2 

for a description of the demographics of the sample) . 

I completed the 30 interviews of Bob's grocery workers 

in August, 1993. Each interview followed the same format 

and questions (see Appendix C for the interview questions) . 

I met workers at their homes and at restaurants, whichever 

was most convenient for them. The interview sessions were 

recorded on tape and lasted, on average, two hours. During 

the summer and the fall, I transcribed the interviews onto a 

computer, which allowed me a hard copy of all the 

discussions. I then coded the interviews into 62 

~--- --.~----------------------------------
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overlapping categories of interest (see Appendix D. 2 

By the end of the fall semester, I was ready to collect 

interviews from workers who experienced an as yet 

unidentified blitz campaign. In January 1994, I decided that 

I could no longer wait for some of the campaigns I thought 

would be a good match in terms of gender and race. 3 I 

decided to interview workers from a geotextile company in a 

rural Alabama town that had agreed on a contract with the 

union in November, 1993. While Geofelt only employed 100 

workers, this was comparable to the size of one grocery 

store. Plus, I did not perceive that the clothing workers' 

union had an advantage at creating a more participatory 

campaign as far as labor and worker characteristics were 

concerned (see Chapter 3) . 

In order to learn about the Geofelt campaign, I talked 

with the union representative in the area and the organizer 

who had helped conduct the campaign. These people were 

helpful in providing a history of the company and the way 

the campaign was structured. I left for the company site in 

2 I learned the hard way that 62 categories was too 
cumbersome and specific for the concepts I was trying to 
understand. 

3 For example, there was a perfect campaign in Nashville, 
Tennessee which matched perfectly with the Bob's campaign in 
terms of size, race and gender. However, the election was won 
over a year ago and there was still no sign that the company 
would agree to a contract. 
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late February of 1994, driving my car, which provided me the 

opportunity to go to the workers rather than making them 

come to me for an interview. Once in the area, I procured a 

list of all the employees at the company from an informant 

who wished to remain anonymous. The list contained workers' 

phone numbers, the shift they worked, and their union 

statuses. I only ·wished to speak with employees who had 

been part of the bargaining unit and who had been at the 

plant during the entire organizing campaign and the contract 

period. This narrowed the population to 70 workers. 

I had a much lower rejection rate when I called Geofelt 

workers for an interview (0 people said "no") , a benefit of 

doing research in a rural community in which people are not 

yet jaded of strangers calling them. In fact, four of the 

employees who were not in when I phoned called me back long 

distance, even though they had no idea who I was and why I 

called them.4 I randomly selected most of the names for 

interviews by choosing every third person on the list and 

calling. In five cases, I was unable to reach a person 

after several phone calls so I moved down the list without 

waiting for a response. I also had a difficult time reaching 

workers who were not in the union. Previous subjects I spoke 

with had given me names of all the non-union people they 

4 Most of the employees lived in nearby rural towns which 
made the calls long distance. 



knew and I interviewed the non-union people through 

snowball-sampling rather than through random sampling. 
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While my goal was to interview 30 people in this group, 

I noticed that I was not getting any new material after 

speaking with the first 15 union members and decided to end 

the interviews after my 20th subject. In total, I was in 

Alabama for one month speaking with employees from Geofelt. 

Once home, I transcribed the interviews onto a computer and 

coded the data, as I did with the Bob's discussions. 

At the end of my research, I had hundreds upon hundreds 

of pages of interviews and coded information about how the 

blitz and comprehensive campaigns affected workers 

sentiments and actions during the organizing campaigns. I 

later learned that the sweat spent trying to create a 

research project, finding subjects to interview and coding 

the information was little in comparison with the sweat 

exuded putting the findings into a cohesive whole that I 

could call my dissertation. 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Questions for Organizers 

1) First, let's talk about your involvement in the labor 
movement. How did you get involved in the labor movement? 

2) How did you get involved as a union organizer? 

3) Has anyone in your family been in a union? If so, which 
union, when and in what capacity. 

4) How long have you been a union organizer? What is the 
exact title of your position? 

5) Now, I would like to talk about union organiz~ng 
strategies. Within the past five years, your un~on has 
begun implementing a new organizing strategy called the 

Please describe it to me. (Who introduced 
it?) 

b) When did you begin to implement this strategy? 

c) How is it different than the old way your union 
organized? (Get them to describe the old strategy) . 

6) Why do you think your union began using the 
? --------------

7) What is the goal behind the strategy? Do 
you feel it is effective at reaching its goal? 

8) Are there other unions now also using the ~~~ ________ _ 
strategy? If so, who? If not, why don't you think more 
unions have adopted it? 

9) If you were given the option to organize workers any way 
you wanted, describe the strategy you would use to organize 
them. 

b) Why did you chose this strategy? 

10) With the , who decides how the strategy 
will play out on a day to day level? 
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11) As an organizer, what is your role in an organizing 
campaign using the strategy? Has your role 
changed with the new strategy? If so, How? (how do you 
feel about this?) 

12) What is the role of the worker in the 
strategy? Has the role of worker changed? describe. 

13) All in all, which would you say is a better strategy the 
one or the traditional method you used to use? 

a) Which strategy do you like better? Why? 

14) If you had to choose whether the 
strategy or the traditional strategy was better for the 
workers, which would you choose? Why? 

15) As you know, the 
do you think the 

workplace has gotten much more diverse, 

dealing with the diverse 
how. If not, why not. 

strategy is capable of 
needs of the workforce? If so, 
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APPENDIX C 

Interview Questions for Workers 

WORK 
1) First I would like to talk about your job. How long have 
you worked for ? 

What made you apply here? 

What were you doing before your work here? 

2) What is your position now? 

Give me a basic description of what your job entails. 

3) Have you held any other positions? 

If so, which position would you say you like best? why. 

4) Do you hope to move up in the company? 

How do you go about moving up here? 

5) What do you value most about the job you have now? 

What would make you value your job more? 

6) If you could have any job in the whole company, which 
position would you choose and why. 

7) In your present position, who determines how your job is 
done? WHY? 

Who do you think should determine how your job is done? 
WHY? 

What about jobs in general? 

8) When you first started this position, did you expect to 
have more independence in your job than you have now? 
explain. 

8A) Do you hang out with the people from work? 
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UNIONS--GENERAL 
9) Now, I'd like to talk with you about labor unions and the 
recent union org.anizing campaign that took place at 

First let me ask you some general questions about unions. 

In your opinion, what is the purpose of labor unions? 

10) Do you think that labor unions are valuable to workers? 
In what way? 

How could they be made more valuable? 

11) Have any of your friends or family been in a union? 

What were there experience like? Explain. 

12) Have you ever been in a union before? Can you tell me 
about your experience? Have you belonged to any 
organizations outside of work? 

What is your opinion of labor unions? 

ORGANIZING CAMPAIGN 
Now, I'd like to ask you a series of questions about the 
organizing campaign. So I'll ask you to go back in time and 
think about the period when you first found out a union was 
trying to organize 

13) When did you first find out there was an organizing 
campaign taking place at ? 

How did you find out about the campaign? 

What was your first reaction when you found out there 
was a campaign beginning going on? 

14) When you first found out that a union was trying to 
organize your workplace, what did you expect the organizing 
campaign would be like? 

A) Did you think it would change anything at work? ie. 
relations with boss, co-workers, the tasks you did, etc. 

Did it change anything? 

15) So what was the campaign like? 
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16) 'ralk to me a bit about your role in the campaign? 

did you get involved in the campaign in any way? 

17) Were you asked by anyone to become more involved in the 
campaign? In what way? Why not. 

How do you feel about this? 

More specifically, we7e you asked to: 
s1gn an authorization card 
get other workers to sign a card 
hand out union leaflets 
go to meetings about the campaign 
talk with others about the campaign 
meet with organizers 
get information about the company 

18) Is there anything the union could have done to get you 
more involved in the campaign? 

19) How satisfied were you with your involvement in the 
campaign? 

20) Do you think the union campaign was effective? In what 
way? How not? 

Did you expect to be asked your opinion on how to make 
the campaign more effective? 

Why/Not? 
So, were you asked? 
How did you feel about this? 

21) So did you volunteer information to anyone from the 
union about how to make the campaign better? Please 
Describe. If no, why didn't you? If yes, how were your 
suggestions received? 

Did you volunteer any information at all? Explain. 

WORK ISSUES 
22) What work issues were addressed during the campaign? 
Were those of any concern to you? 

23) Who identified the issues during the campaign? How do 
you feel about this? 

24) During the campaign, did you expect to be asked during 
the campaign which issues were important to you? 
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25) When I asked you about your job, you said that you 
would like to see changed about it, was this 
addressed during the campaign? In what way/why wasn't it? 

ORGANIZERS 
26) How much interaction with the union organizers did you 
have during the organizing campaign? 

27) Explain to me what these interactions were like. Were 
you satisfied with your interactions? How do you think they 
could have been better? 

SATISFACTION--GENERAL 
28) So all in all, How satisfied were you with how the 
campaign took place? What would have made you more 
satisfied? Less satisfied? 

UNION--SPECIFIC 
29) The union organizing campaign was successful in making 
the company a union store, what do you think made the 
campaign a success? 

30) Have you become a member of the union? Why or why not. 

Is there anything the union could do to convince you to 
become a union member? What? 

31) Did your experience in the organ~z~ng campaign af.fect 
whether or not you decided to become a union member? 
Explain. 

UNION CONTRACT 
32) Now, let me ask you about the union contract. Tell me 
about the things that are covered in the contract? 

Were you pleased with how the contract turned out? Explain. 

34) Were employees involved in the union contract? 

Did you think employees would be involved? Why (based 
on your experience in the campaign)? 

How do you feel about this? 

35) What are your expectations of the union, now that they 
are the representative of your workplace? 

Were expectations affected by your experience in the 
organizing campaign? Explain. 

- -_.-._--------------------------
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36) Do you believe in the union? Explain. 

What could be done to make you believe in the union more? 

37) Do you plan on becoming an active union member? In what 
way? 
Why not? 

38) What kinds of things could the union do to make you more 
active? 

Can you talk with anyone in the union about these ideas? 
Who? Why? 

39) Is there anything you would like to add about your job, 
the campaign or the union that I didn't ask you? 



APPENDIX D 

CODING GUIDE 

WORK VARIABLES 

Background 

12) Reason worker applied at company 

1) Job satisfaction and position satisfaction 

3) Does the worker wish to move up in the Company. Why? 
Why not? 

4) Basic job description of what worker does daily. 

17) What does worker Value most about the Job 
/Reasons for Favorite position 

11) Description of job movement within company. 

Attitudes about Hierarchy 

5) What is the role of the manager? 
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6) Does the worker question the work hierarchy? (Is the way 
work organized functional?) 

10) Is the worker sympathetic towards business goals? 

7) Does the worker think the worker or manager knows more 
about worker's position. 

8) Does the worker think the company needs more employee 
voice? 

Efficaciousness at Work 

9) Does the worker feel what they have to say makes/does 
not make a difference at the workplace? 

25) Employee feels they do/don't know enough about other 
positions to do them 



22) Employees believe their job is harder than other jobs 
or that they work harder than other workers. 

Workplace Organization and Attitudes about Workplace 
Organization 
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14) Description of decision-making at the company, ie. who 
decides the way to organize work, do managers listen to 

employees? This includes the way decision-making affects 
attitudes of workers (ie. makes them mad or happy,lowers 
morale), AND how the decision-making affects behaviors (ie. 
workers quit, or they silently rebel), 

27) Worker says: Company treats workers like children/ 
Power is invisible at the company/ Upper management is out 
of touch with employees. 

Company Feelings and Actions towards Unions 

20) How does company feel about unions in general,& 
specifically with this union and how has company acted 
towards union during the campaign and after. 

Employee Voice 

23) Do workers expect to have voice at Work? 

26) Workers speak up/do not speak up about problems at work. 
~orkers were militant before the campaign. 

Discrimination 

24) Race/gender/age 



UNION VARIABLES 

Background 

A) Why was a union necessary/not necessary at your 
workplace. 
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B) Are unions necessary, valuable and what is their purpose, 
general or specific. 

WW) Problems with unions in general/specific 

Prior Union Knowledge, Experience or Opinions 

D) Self experience caused by being in a union before or 
information from research, media, etc. 

T) Have family or friends been in a union? Experience 
positive or negative. 

UNION CAMPAIGN 

Participation 

F) Description of participation in organizing campaign. 

W) Reasons workers participated or did not (including fear 
of company reprisal) . 

J) Workers felt their actions did/did not matter in the 
campaign. 

Campaign sentiments 

KK) How did workers feel about much or little participation 
in the campaign. 

L) Participation in the campaign is seen as a right and 
privilege and not as a duty or burden. 

H) Were workers satisfied and committed to the campaign? 

JJ) What were workers expectations about the campaign? 



K) Campaign changed workers relationships with co-workers 
and or company 

Campaign Descriptions 

AA) How and when did workers find out about the campaign? 

EEE) Descriptions of the campaign. 

PP) Suggestions for a better campaign. 

CCC) Campaign success due to ..... 

CC) Campaign Promises and Feelings about Them. 

Organizers 
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EE) Organizers informed workers/did not inform workers about 
the campaign process. Feelings about this. 

LL) What were workers experiences with organizers (ie. were 
they just interested in getting cards signed, did they 
listen and care, etc.). 

Contract 

DD) How did workers feel about the contract (This includes 
expectations about the contract, desires to be more 
involved, etc.) 

Campaign Affect on Workers and Workplace 

Q) Efficacy of workers has increased/decreased/stayed the 
same concerning work or union. 

M) Workers wish to participate in the union or work more. 

N) Union is seen in terms of individual/group needs. 
(This includes: "Why pay dues when you're not getting 
anything in return from the union.") 

SS) Union makes things more/less flexible at the workplace. 
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Y) Workplace more fair/less fair with union. 

00) Worker has a better/same understanding of unions 
(Worker has information about union structure, strategy, 
name of union, president/ knowledge about labor law due to 
campaign) . 

Worker Opinion of Campaign and Union 

R) Union and the company are the same/ Union is a third 
party at the workplace/ Union is a business. 

NN) Union is in it only for the money/ workers. 

U) Workers do not/do trust union. (Union misled workers) . 

VV) Workers have sympathy for the union 

GG) Workers feel union organized company because ..... 

Union Sentiments 

ZZ) Satisfaction and commitment to the union. 

II) Expectations of Union Now. 

Union Should Do More of the Following: 

FF) Ask employees for input. 
HH) Be for the people 
RR) Listen more (This includes "because it's our union" or 
IIbecause we pay them to listen ll

). 

DDD) Be of the people 
BBB) Give workers more information 

Workers as Union Members 

0) Reason worker joined/ did not join the union 

Union vs Worker Control 

00) Union controlled campaign/contract/or organization 
and/or workers controlled it. 
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