Don’t just solve problems—build the union too!

Remember your job as a Steward is not to wait for members to bring you problems and then try to solve them.  It is to build your area, union and union so members work together to solve problems and move forward to create a better work place.

You can do this a variety of ways such as:

· Educate members about their rights so they can stand up for themselves, report contract violations and legitimate complaints.

· Be alert to problems where you work, talk to members regularly to find out if everything is ok.  Don’t assume that if no one is complaining that everything is fine.

· Look for issues that can unite members around something important they want to solve.

· When you hear about an issue or problem think about how you might broaden it.  Ask if others are affected or if this problem is part of a larger issue.  If the issue does touch other members get them involved in deciding how to solve it.  At a minimum keep members informed about the issue and what you are doing to address it.

· Involve members in brainstorming ways to address their issue.  Talk about who has the power in management to give you the resolution you want and how to move that person.  

· Don’t have only one tactic for addressing problems and issues.  A Steward who only files grievances is like a carpenter with only a hammer.  Have many tactics (tools) you can use.  Match the tactics with the situation and what members you work with are willing to do. You may use several tactics together or one after the other such as filing a grievance and demonstrating members’ support for resolving the problem quickly. 

· Learn from each attempt at solving problems and make sure members know about victories, partial victories and important lessons learned for the next time.
When members come to you with a problem…

How you handle the first discussion with a member with a problem can make a big difference on how satisfied the member feels with your representation AND what the member learns about how the union works.  You should:

· Make the member feel at ease

· Listen more than you talk

· Show your concern through eye contact, supportive comments, etc

· Ask questions to find out what happened and who was involved

· Let the member “get it all out” (both facts and emotions)

· Get copies of relevant letters and paperwork if possible

· Ask what the member wants to resolve the situation (sometimes they just want someone to listen)

· Explain that filing a grievance may be one way to address the problem but there are others ways as well.

If the member wants to go forward:

· Explain that the next step is to investigate

· Discuss time limits that apply and don’t miss any time limits

If the member is calm and there is time:
· Discuss what information is needed 

· Give the member some responsibility to get information

· If the problem affects others, talk about how to involve them

· Set at time to meet again to:

· To review the information you and the member gathered

· To discuss with the member next steps

· Get other members involved

If the member is too upset or if there is not enough time to discuss it now:
· Make an appointment with the member for as soon as possible to start get more of the facts

· Don’t form any judgments about the problem at this stage.

· If you don’t know the answer to something don’t fake it, tell the member you will find out the answer and get back to him/her.

· Don’t make promises!

· Don’t take the responsibility to “fix” the problem yourself!
Investigation Checklist

· Interview the grievant (s).  Listen carefully to the grievant’s story.

· Interview the witnesses and management.  Get a written statement from witnesses if possible.

· Keep written records of interviews.

· Request a copy of the personnel file (if disciplinary).

· Request any other management records needed (personnel rules, regulations and policies, other personnel files, payroll records, seniority lists, attendance records, etc.)

· Determine if the problem affects others in the workplace.

· Determine the remedy.
· Determine who can resolve the issue.
· Determine if there is a contract violation.

· Determine what the best strategy for solving the problem (informal discussion, filing a grievance, a group action etc.)

· Check previous grievances settlements for precedents.

· Check experiences of other stewards in similar cases.

· Seek advice, if needed, from other stewards or your Organizer.

· Inform other workers about the issue and organize support activities for the grievance if appropriate.

 Strategic Grievance Handling

You can more effectively write, file and handle grievances and use grievances to build the union if you consider the factors below first.
· Based on your investigation is this a good grievance?
· Did things happen the way the member claims?  

· Was the contract or something else clearly violated?

· Based on past grievances how likely are we to win this one?

· Is this better solved informally or by counseling the member?

· Is there not enough of a case to file a credible grievance?

· Has it been grieved before?
· If so, what happened?
· What can we learn from previous grievances on how to write and present this one?
· Who can give you advice?
· Is this a purely individual problem or does it affect others?
· Should you file a group grievance?
· Can we call together affected members to discuss best ways to address the issue?
· What opportunities does this grievance give you to educate members and build your union?
· Does it highlight a part of the contract members should know more about?
· Can you keep the members informed of the progress of the case?
· What actions members can take to support the grievance?
· Is this a continuing problem or one-time occurrence?
· If management is violating the same contract section repeatedly your grievance and the requested remedy should be broader than if this is a one-time occurrence.
· Look for additional ways to pressure management to honor the contract.
· What is the source of the problem?
· Is there a bigger issue behind the incident that caused the grievance?

· Try to address the problem at the source so it doesn’t happen again.

· Who has the power and authority to resolve the issue?
· You don’t want to spend a lot of time and energy talking to someone who does not have the ability to resolve the issue.
· Once you find the person with the ability to resolve the issue you can think about the best way to approach and persuade that person.
· Besides a grievance, how else can we resolve this problem?
Getting heard

When we speak, one-on-one, at a Union meeting or in a grievance hearing, we want people to hear us and be open to our message.  If we speak too aggressively we run the risk of getting a response to our tone and not our message.  If we speak too passively others may not know what we want or feel they don’t have to take it seriously.  

Avoid  aggressive statements that:
· Put down the person(s) you are addressing.

· Get an aggressive reaction rather than a serious response to   the content of your message.

Avoid passive statements that:

· Are vague, non specific and unclear.

· Have no feeling behind them. 

· Make it difficult for others to respond effectively because they don’t understand the issue or what you want.  

· Makes others think the issue isn’t important to you so then it won’t be important to them.

Make assertive statements that:

· Don’t put anyone down or make them overly defensive.

· Are clear and firm.

· Are specific about what you want.

Sample language for grievance presentations
What you say to member before

“Let’s go over what to expect at this meeting”

“I know you are upset and angry, but it’s important that you keep cool”

“It is important that we are unified when we meet with management, so don’t speak out in the meeting.  If you have something to say pass me a note.”

“I will ask you to explain what happened, just stick to the facts.”

How you open

“We are here to discuss the discipline you took against our member.  Since the burden of proof is yours we want to hear why you took this action.”

“We filed a grievance over your action which violates our contract.  We will outline the facts as we see them, which parts of the contract were violated and what we want as a remedy.”

Call a caucus

“Excuse me we would like to take a break to discuss some things, we need about ten minutes.”  

“Let us take a caucus to consider your proposal.”

“We don’t appreciate the way you are talking to us.  We will take a caucus to give you some time to compose yourself.  Call us when you are ready to continue the meeting in a respectful way.”

“We will take a caucus, can we stay here while you leave or is there another room where we can go?”

“We would like to take a caucus now, we will meet in the break room and come back in about fifteen minutes.”

Conclude the meeting

“Since we cannot settle this here, we will be sending this case to the next step.”

“We will consider your proposed settlement and get back to you by the end of the day tomorrow.”

“Ok, to summarize you will consider our proposal and get back to us by the end of the day tomorrow.”

“We are not happy with your unwillingness to resolve this case.  We will be reporting to our members and taking appropriate action.”

Things to watch out for in meetings with management

Physical set up of meeting that put you at disadvantage.

For example: a supervisor in higher or nicer chair or behind a desk while you are on a hard chair trying to balance your papers on your knee, Supervisor physically intimidating by being too close or using his or her size.

Propose a different room or way to set up the room to provide adequate and equal space and furniture for all.  If this is not possible consider rescheduling the meeting when a better room is available. 

OR continue on, but don’t let management’s ploy psyche you out—focus on the issues and your goal for the meeting.

Trying to dominate the meeting or set the agenda unilaterally.

Insist on setting the agenda together, and if management won’t cooperate consider ending the meeting.

Pushing your buttons to avoid dealing with the facts of the case

Don’t fall into the trap.  Keep your cool.  You can firmly but calmly tell management that they are acting unacceptably and demand that the meeting get back on track without letting them get you so mad you lose focus.

Solving Problems through Mobilizing 

What is mobilizing?
Mobilization is the process of systematically getting members to do things individually and in groups in a coordinated way for a specific purpose

The advantages of solving problems through mobilizing 

· It makes members feel like they are part of the union.
· Demonstrates unity and power to management.
· It helps build a sense of community among the members.
· Members learn about their own power, and that of management.
· It makes the grievance procedure work better when management stalls.
· Members get to use talents they don’t use on the job.
· It is usually a quicker way to get problems resolved.
· It can be fun/exciting

What are the challenges of mobilizing?

· If is not appropriate for all issues.  For example, a member who is disciplined who is partly at fault.

· It can take a lot of work.  Mobilizations are not easy; you have to do a lot of organizing and talking to members to get them done right.

· You can’t do it all the time.  If you mobilize over every issue eventually members get tired of it and it loses its punch as management finds ways to deal with it.

· It has to be done well.  There are risks in mobilizing because management may retaliate.  

· Management might resist harder.  Sometimes management will put up a stone wall if they feel you are trying to force them to do something.  So make sure you think about how management will react and make your plans accordingly.

A Good Issue for Mobilizing Is One That…

· Is broad enough to affect many members—Members are less likely to take action over someone’s specific personal issue.  How you define the issue may broaden it so others see that winning also benefits them.

· Members feel strongly about –Some members won’t take action unless the issue is very important to them.
· Can be won—If you take on something you can’t win, members won’t be willing to mobilize the next time.  If you take on something smaller and win, you can build on it.
· Has opportunities for members to take various actions and build unity—Creative actions that are related to the issue will involve more members and build relationships between members as they work together. 

· Is an injustice—Members are more likely to take action and you have a better chance of winning if the issue is a matter of easily recognized unfairness.

Building Membership Participation in Mobilization

Not all members, especially those who have not participated before, are willing to participate in mobilization the first time you ask.  Here are some tips to help you increase membership participation in mobilizations.

· Mobilize around issues many members care about.

· Involve members in deciding whether to mobilize and what strategy and tactics to use.

· Start with milder tactics like signing a petition and escalate a step at a time if the issue isn’t resolved.  At each step keep members involved and informed.

· Do outreach to members who are not involved.  Determine the best persons to talk to them one-to-one.  Listen to the members concerns and give the reasons for the mobilization.

· Recruit the most supportive members first. Then members who are less willing to participate will see that they are not alone.

· Use tactics members are comfortable with.  Just because a tactic worked well for one group or one issue doesn’t always mean it is suitable for the next group and next issue.

· Make sure members know their rights and protections to take the actions you plan.  Answer their questions and address their concerns.

· Let members talk about any fears they have.  Point out their protections and how past mobilizations have turned out.

· Get people together to show support for each other at meetings and other gatherings before taking action.
· Keep communicating and checking in with members.  Members who they are willing to participate may change their mind as time passes.
Types of Work Actions--Tactics
In choosing tactics for mobilization consider: whether the tactic fits the situation, if the tactic is something the members will do. Start with the easier and less confrontational tactics and escalate your tactics as needed.  The tactics below are examples and may not be suitable for a particular type of work or situation.
Showings of Unity 

· Sign petitions or pledges

· Send letters or emails

· Wear buttons or ribbons or the same color clothes

Members at a Nursing Home wore red ribbons attached to their 1199 buttons as negotiations were heating up for their new contract.  When management asked what the ribbon meant, the workers said, “code red”.  When management asked what code red meant members said, “you’ll find out”.  The ribbons were to show unity, but the members also enjoyed keeping management guessing.

Symbolic Actions

· Take a “no-confidence” vote in a medical director or other person in management. 

· Don’t participate in a management sponsored charity or blood drive, but contribute directly through the union. 

Workers at one employer attended the management organized picnic but brought and distributed helium balloons with a union slogan about short staffing.

“Walk-Ins” On Management
· Gather as many workers as possible and walk-in to the office of someone in management who has the authority to resolve your issue.

· Decide in advance what you want and how to say it clearly and simply.  (A specific resolution, to get heard, commitment to give an answer by a certain time, etc.)

· Consider not leaving until you get what you want.

· Decide what you will do if management threatens discipline.

· Time it so you catch management off guard.

Workers at one facility had not been able to get the Director to schedule a labor/management meeting with them despite several requests, including a group letter they all signed.  One day they all showed up at the elevator at the time they know that he was leaving work.  He set up a meeting time.

Informational Picketing/Leafleting

· Informational picketing is when members carry signs on non-work time.  This is often combined with handing out leaflets to the public explaining the issues and asking for support.

· There is no notice requirement for picketing the boss’ house or handing out leaflets to his neighbors.

· Singing, acting out skits etc. make picketing more interesting and fun.

· Creative activities get more attention and news coverage—like wearing Santa costumes and carrying signs calling management scrooge.

Workers who got “pink slips” set up large barrels and burned the slips in front of news photographers they had invited.  They got coverage in some of the neighborhood newspapers covering the area near their employer.

Rallies and Demonstrations

· Gather large numbers of members and supporters in a place where management, the public and the news media will see.

· Sing, chant slogans, march or do other things to get members active.

· Have members speak briefly about how the issue affects them.

· Invite supporters from client’s/patient’s or resident’s families, other unions and community groups and elected officials.
At a rally, Stewards had the crowd evaluate management’s performance on a giant replica of an employee evaluation.  The categories included “maintaining staff morale,” “protecting workers’ health and safety,” “serving the best needs of the residents,” After the rally a group led by Stewards delivered it to the boss’ office.

More Serious Actions 
Some of these actions could expose members to discipline or arrest.  They should not be taken without very careful consideration.  They should be used only in very serious situations when other tactics have failed.
· Walk-ins on work time.

· Everyone stopping work at the same time for a few minutes to pray for justice.

· Civil Disobedience actions like sit-downs in the lobby of an employer’s building or the office of the top manager.

· Everyone gathering in cafeteria and not going to work until management agrees to resolve an issue or at least meet to seriously deal with it.
