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uTrade unions as joint change agents
Find out how trade-unions can help drive organisational change

In a Nutshell: Issue 84  

This case-study based article examines the role trade-unions can have in helping to drive organisational change. The authors detail how unions can reduce cynicism amongst employees and ensure a prominent employee-based perspective as an organisation transitions.
Distributed leadership and employee cynicism: Trade unions as joint change agents, Peter Butler and Olga Tregaskis, Human Resource Management Journal. Volume 28, Issue 4, November 2018, pp 540-554.

Article review
There’s a nice anecdote of a trade union leader at his retirement party. A colleague congratulates him on his long length of service and comments, ‘you must have seen a lot of changes in your time’, to which he quips, ‘yes, and I’ve opposed every one of them’. 
These authors present a polar opposite view to that stereotype of the stubborn trade unionist, instead showing that trade unions can be supportive and active agents for organisational transformation.
Drawing on an in-depth case study over three years, the research focuses on a plant manufacturing heavy engineering equipment and employing about 6,000 people. The plant was developed in a piecemeal way over time, leading to what an HR manager described as a ‘higgledy piggledy agglomeration of units’. Much less efficient than competing plants abroad, it was in urgent need of change. 
A major challenge lay in employee cynicism about the need for or benefit of a change programme. One team member put it: 
‘I have never felt secure in this industry – never. I have spent 28 years in it. It has just lurched from crisis to crisis … The threat of redundancy for a lot of people who have been in the industry a long time is no threat at all because you can only hear it so many times and you just stop taking notice of it. You just get the feeling that you really are a small cog – even managers here are small cogs. If China goes into recession and starts dumping cheap product into Europe it doesn’t matter what we do here.’
To overcome this cynicism, the managing director wanted to involve the trade union convenor at the plant, who was a ‘hardened’ veteran, being part of the trade union movement since 1969. The convenor agreed to work in partnership, joining the steering committee for the change programme, in part because of the MD’s ‘accessibility and general willingness to engage in debate’, which he described as ‘a massive change’. 
Another crucial factor that enabled this partnership was distributed leadership. The convenor was able to bring trade union concerns – such as health and safety – to the fore-front of organisational strategy. They were also given platforms to communicate to workers, for example, through regular contributions to the in-house newsletter, in which the MD also had a column. This supported the legitimacy of the union, in return for which the convenor moved away from the traditional role of responsive negotiator and towards being a strategic influencer and advocate of change. The outcome of this was a reduction in cynicism and greater engagement with the programme from employees. 
The story of the retiring trade union official encapsulates a classic stereotype, but in reality there is scope for a great deal of collaborative and productive work. This research shows some of the mechanisms through which it can happen. 

