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than the substantial wage gains were the considerable improvements in a
broad range of fringe benefits, including health insurance, dental insurance,
disability, and pensions. Nonmonetary protections were also achieved, in-
cluding an agency shop, strong affirmative action and equal opportunity
language, and health and safety protections (HUCTW 1989). As the AFL-
CIO News pointed out, the contract broke “important new ground in a
number of key areas” (AFL-CIO 1989). Harvard agreed to scholarships for
child care, a cooperative effort to expand affordable child care options, a
thirteen-week maternity leave period, an extensive family leave program, and
a referral service for elder care (Harvard University and HUCTW 1989a:16—
17).

But the contract’s most unusual feature was its extensive reliance on joint
labor-management teams. The family policy section included a union/uni-
versity committee to administer the child care scholarship program. Health
and safety committees were called for in each school or administrative unit. A
joint committee was established to promote affirmative action and antidiscri-
mination programs. Three separate committees were set up to study and
implement changes in the job classification system. And, the first substantive
section of the contract outlined an extensive employee involvement program
(HUCTW 1989).

The contract established a participatory system featuring the Joint Council
(JO), “intended to be a forum for the discussion of all workplace matters
which have a significant impact on staff” (Harvard University and HUCTW
1989a:4). Each school and administrative unit was required to set up at least
one JC. In essence the JCs were designed to provide forums for ongoing
discussion and to resolve concerns that normally would be processed through
contract provisions with specific work rules. The Harvard contract was devoid
of such rules.

Each JC was required to have equal representation from the bargaining unit
and management and a cochair selected by each side. Either side would be
allowed to raise issues for consideration and every effort would be made to
reach consensus on these matters. Consensus recommendations would then
be passed on to the dean of the school or a top management official of the
administrative unit. If consensus could not be reached or the relevant dean or
administrator failed to act, the issue would be referred to the University JC
(UJC). The UJC was empowered to seek the assistance of a mediator. In no )
case would the individual JCs or the UJC have the authority to modify the

Robert Scott estimated that the cost of pay hikes would total less than 25 percent due to
turnover (BNA 1989b).
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collective bargaining agreement (Harvard University and HUCTW 1989a:
5-6).

The HUCTW-Harvard agreement also set up a separate system to address
specific contract violations normally handled through standard grievance pro-
- cedures. The agreement also defined a dispute much more broadly than in
most contracts, thus allowing for subtle issues of “harassment” or “personality
problems” to be resolved under this procedure. A worker (or workers) expe-
riencing workplace-related difficulties would first be required to attempt to
resolve the situation informally with the supervisor. The HUCTW and the
personnel office would assist if necessary. If informal resolution proved im-
possible, the case would move to the Local Problem Solving Team (LPST),
made up of an equal number of management and union representatives from
each school or administrative unit. The LPST would attempt to reach a
consensus solution. If 7z failed, it would refer the case to the University
Problem Solving Team (UPST). If the UPST was also unsuccessful, it could
choose to select a mediator. The mediator would attempt to facilitate an
agreement, and if this were not possible she or he could make a final decision.
However, this arbitration power was limited to disputes that involved inter-
pretation or application of the contract (Harvard University and HUCTW
1989a:7-8).

A final remarkable aspect of negotiations was a cooperative effort to rewrite
the personnel manual. After deleting all sections of the old manual that would
be covered in the contract, the personnel practices negotiators discussed a
variety of preexisting rules and regulations for possible changes. Among the
topics considered were hours of work, holidays, vacation, sick pay, layoffs,
breaks, and disciplinary policy. In most cases, reaching agreement on specific
rules was reasonably easy and policy changes were undramatic. More difficult
and especially important to the union was integrating Hexibility throughout.
Ultimately, the introduction to the negotiated manual made clear thar it was
“not intended as a rigid rule book applicable to every situation and workplace
in a highly diversified University” (Harvard University and HUCTW 1989b:
2). According to Joie Gelband, who represented the HUCTW at the personnel
practices table, “The whole purpose of the manual is to promote flexibility
and the whole issue of mutuality—that it’s in the best interest of everyone for
the employee and supervision to reach agreements” (Gelband 1990).

Both sides praised the agreement. Derek Bok declared, “We look forward
with increasing confidence to a positive relationship between Harvard and the
union.” Kristine Rondeau was ebullient: “It’s the prettiest contract you've
ever seen. It’s got great economics and cooperative labor-management rela-
tions, and it addresses the concerns of working women” (Cooperman 1988).
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The tone of the language in the contract and personnel manual reflected
the harmony evident in the public statements from former antagonists. The
contract preamble stated: '

It is our common purpose . . . to work together to advance the long-term role
of Harvard University as a premier center of learning. . . . We have learned
that we share a commitment to the processes of reasoned discourse in resolving
problems and issues that may arise. . . . We are optimistic about [the] future”

(Harvard University and HUCTW 1989a:2).

Similarly, the personnel manual proclaimed: “The University and HUCTW
share the view . .. that participation and creative problem-solving are basic
features of the relationship” (Harvard University and HUCTW 1989b:2).

Among the-union leaders and rank-and-file activists, the most important
contract provisions were about employee involvement. As Kristine Rondeau
said when the agreement was announced: “From our first step in organizing
Harvard back in the seventies .. . . our union’s goal has been to get our members
on the other side of Harvard’s doors into the rooms where decisions affecting
workers’ lives are made. We stand on the verge of making that goal a reality”
(PR Newswire 1989). While the joint councils and other committees were
viewed as pivotal by local leaders, they conceded that most rank-and-file
members placed higher value on the wage and benefitimprovements (Williams
1990a; Leavitt 1990; Byrne 1990a).

Both the union and Harvard’s administration praised the contract’s flexi-
bility, which was achieved in three ways. First, the contract established a
decentralized employee involvement plan allowing each school or administra-
tive unit to retain its own autonomy and focus on its own problems. Second,
many aspects of the relationship between management and workers (such as
discipline) were omitted from the contract and consigned to the personnel
manual, with the qualification accepted by the HUCTW that the manual
offer only guidelines that might not be applicable to every situation. Third,
the contract was largely devoid of work rules, a feature that was the university’s
highest priority. Vice-President Scott noted:

The deans indicated that the highest priority in negotiations should be given
to retaining flexibility of administration by avoiding work rules such as
seniority, bumping, limitations on hiring, transfer rights, job guarantees,

prohibitions of layoffs, etc. (BNA 1989b).

Another aspect of the contract that appealed to both management and labor
was the absence of a standard grievance and arbitration system. As noted,
individual workplace problems were to be handled by joint labor-management
teams rather than by individuals; the definition of a grievance was broadened,
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and the procedure encouraged consensus by its reliance on mediation in
combination with arbitration.

In essence, the management assessment of the contract was remarkably
similar to that of the union’s leadership. According to John Dunlop, Harvard
decided to pursue “a long-term vision rather than any short-term advantage”
and to promote “employee participation and individual initiative in a spirit
of trust and open communication” (Bureau of National Affairs 1989b).

Implementing the Contract

After three years under the contract, the union retains its commitment to
the participatory system. The UJC has been constructed and twenty-seven
JCs have been formed by schools and administrative units. The JCs meet
biweekly and, in effect, continually negotiate over working conditions. In
addition, the UPST and nineteen LPSTs have been set up, although they
typically meet only when there is a specific complaint requiring attention.

The JCs have proven to be the most important component of the partici-
patory system. The experience to date has been mixed, with “one-third doing
great . .. , one-third making progress ... , and one-third requiring close
attention” (Williams 1990b). In most cases union representatives have been
better prepared than management for JC meetings and have initiated topics
for discussion. How effectively a JC functions tends to be determined by the
attitudes of the management representatives. The successful JCs share a com-
mon characteristic: management representatives and the dean or administrator
involved are self-confident managers who do not view sharing power as a
threat (Williams 1990b). In instances where management still believes that it
should be fighting the union, the JCs are making very little progress. James
Healey, a professor of industrial relations at Harvard selected to mediate
HUCTW contract disputes, concedes that “there are islands of unspoken
resistance, where administrators give lip service to the concept but then act in
a way which subverts the process” (BNA 1990c:C-5).

Even where JCs are staffed by recalcitrant management representatives or
where communication is poor, the HUCTW retains its commitment to the
process. HUCTW activist Marilyn Byrne observes, “A lot of what the JCs
have accomplished is subtle, in the realm of gaining credibility by showing
management that we are committed, are reasonably intelligent, have initiative,
and can contribute to the decision-making process” (Byrne 1990b).

The successes offer the union cause for optimism. Among the improvements
initiated by JCs are new or refurbished staff lounges in individual schools,
more desirable summer and holiday leave policies for library employees, better
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work sharing when vacancies arise, steps to reduce workplace inconveniences
during construction, and revised hiring procedures (Gelband 1990; BNA
1990c:C-3). The HUCTW views the University Health Services JC as a
model; barriers have been broken down between doctors and support staff
and a positive atmosphere has been created by focusing on the mutual goal of
providing high-quality health care. A specific innovation developed by the
Health Services JC is an orientation program for new physicians coordinated
and delivered by support staff who are HUCTW members (Williams 1990b).

So far, the LPSTs have played an auxiliary role. Each LPST has been
involved in only a few formal cases. The university-wide UPST has recom-
mended solutions or assisted in about twenty-five individual cases, three of
which eventually went to mediation before being resolved (BNA 1990c:C-4).
The HUCTW, however, believes that the greatest measure of success in the
problem-solving process is that 350 complaints have been resolved informally,
either directly by the employee and supervisor or with the assistance of a union
representative and personnel officer (Williams 1990b).

In sum, the participatory system is considered to be a qualified success by
the union. That the problem-solving process is working is evidenced by the
limited reliance on the LPSTs, resulting from the resolution of difficulties at
the lowest levels. The experience with employee involvement in decision
making through the JCs has been uneven due to pockets of management
resistance. Nonetheless, much has been accomplished, partly because the
union has taken advantage of the relatively open system and undefined nature
of the process to set the agenda for many JCs. As a result, specificimprovements
have been achieved that would normally be possible only during contract
negotiations. Given the unit-specific nature of these gains, it legitimately could
be argued that many never would have occurred under a traditional bargaining
relationship.

In explaining the HUCTW’s ongoing commitment to the participatory
system, local president Donene Williams notes that “JC work is slow, the
consensus decision making process is slow . . . [But] the flexibility to reach a
consensus decision together gives our contract its strength” (Williams 1990b).
Marilyn Byrne adds, “I don’t know if it’s the kind of process that can work
in every environment. For union members it requires a large obligation”
(Byrne 1990b). Because extensive rank-and-file involvement is required,
HUCTW leaders view continued union diligence as essential. Kristine Ron-
deau warns that “a union that’s not well organized shouldn’t even think about
doing this” (Bureau of National Affairs 1990c:C-5).

Significantly, the participatory system negotiated at Harvard actually has
served to foster union involvement. Union membership has expanded and
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commitment has remained remarkably high. Seventy-three percent of the unit
now belong to the local, and nearly 15 percent of members actively participate
in union affairs. Approximately one hundred serve on JCs, sixty on LPSTs,
and forty on special joint labor-management committees (BNA 1990c:C-5).
As of 1992, many of the union representatives to the JCs also serve on
HUCTW organizing committees. There are five organizing committees with
twenty to thirty members each who attempt to organize new employees and
long-term employees who have not yet joined. Organizing committee mem-
bers also serve as a communication link to the membership as the HUCTW
continues to eschew literature in favor of one-on-one contact. In addition to
the organizing committees, the union structure includes 4 officers, 13 execu-
tive board members, and 108 elected union representatives. The elected rep-
resentatives’ primary duties are to assist informally in the problem-solving
processes, and to meet one-to-one with members to answer questions con-
cerning rights under the contract (Williams 1990a; Leavitt 1990).

The extensive member involvement explains local leaders’ confidence that
the HUCTW is prepared to meet all challenges. If management’s commitment
to meaningful participation wanes, the union is ready to respond. According
to Rondeau, “If we ever really need [contract guarantees], we'll fight hard. . . .
If they fight us, we’ll fight; if we have to do it the old-fashioned way, we’ll do
it as well as anyone” (BNA 1990c:C-5). But it is clear that the HUCTW does
not want to do it the old-fashioned way. The union eschewed a rule-based
relationship because of its conviction that no one set of rules would apply to
all of Harvard’s workers and workplaces (Williams 1990b). The members are
convinced that the system is working because “employees and supervisors are
talking, and using moral reasoning rather than rules to solve their problems”

(Gelband 1990).

Learning from Harvard Clerical Workers

The labor movement has cause to celebrate the Harvard organizing victory,
but was it any more than just an isolated NLRB election win? The HUCTW
contract has some appealing features, but what difference should this make to
workers not employed at Harvard? Although the case is exceptional in some
ways, and the clerical work force will not unionize en masse because of what

3The prestige of Harvard and the lure of Cambridge (a mecca for leftists) combine to attract
a relatively young, well-educated group of clerical workers who are highly mobile and politically
progressive (Chicago Tribune 1988; Weinstein 1988). Furthermore, Harvard is not a typical
employer. Even prior to unionization it offered its employees relatively good pay, benefits, and
working conditions. Harvard’s liberal traditions and contacts with the labor movement made
it more susceptible to outside pressures than many private sector employers.
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happened in Cambridge, an evaluation of the experience reveals several im-
portant lessons for unions.

The Harvard case confirms that clerical workers generally and university
clericals in particular respond favorably to a grassroots organizing approach.
The clerical and technical workers at Harvard clearly wanted a union that
encouraged their full participation. Specific tactical aspects of the campaign
helped to reinforce the union’s philosophy of voice. The HUCTW focus on
empowerment allowed workers to define their own issues, and offered them
a credible process for solving problems, achieving fair treatment, and attaining
influence. Similarly, the decision not to use traditional campaign literature
served to reinforce the grassroots campaign since committee members them-
selves became-the conduit of information.

Because of the skepxicism clerical workers feel toward unions, it is essential
that organizing campaigns reflect a clear understanding of the concerns of the
workers. At Harvard this meant emphasizing voice and building an extensive
grassroots structure. Workers responded positively when they could embrace
the union as their own. In contrast to organizing constructed upon worker
dissatisfaction, the process at Harvard created a positive environment from
which worker empowerment evolved. The organizers did not sell the union
to the workers, but rather sold the workers on their own potential. The
HUCTW broke new ground by taking the logical next step and institution-
alizing participation through the bargaining process and the contract itself.
The experience demonstrates that the grassroots approach can produce not
just a union victory, but an excellent first contract.

The union built power through its enduring attention to organizing, which
continued even after the contract was ratified. The ability to be both adversarial
in certain instances and nonadversarial in others meant that the HUCTW
could bargain from a position of strength and also maintain its commitment
to worker involvement. Those portions of the contract that institutionalize
participation through JCs, LPST's and other joint labor-management com-
mittees will undoubtedly appeal to clericals (and other white-collar workers)
who are seeking respect and influence through their unions. The participatory
system enhances the clericals’ close association with professionals and man-
agers, whereas a purely adversarial union could interfere with workplace rela-
tionships. The model of labor-management cooperation propagated by the
agreement could prove to be an effective organizing tool in other campaigns. .
The desire of clericals to seek justice while preserving harmony in the work-
place has at last been fashioned into a contract that can serve as a prototype.
The example of the HUCTW agreement lays bare management’s claim that
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unionization necessarily creates a rigid, rules-based, adversarial environment
poisoned by third-party interlopers.

To return to the debate raised early in the chapter regarding the appropriate
strategy for organizing clerical workers, the Harvard case also lends support
to those who argue that special approaches are required. The women at
Harvard responded to a campaign that displayed female leadership and what
Kristine Rondeau has referred to as the “feminine model of organizing” (BNA
1990b:C-1). Most of the organizers were women, a collective rank-and-file
leadership system was developed based on interpersonal bonds, and the self-
empowering rewards of unionization were emphasized.

The Harvard experience could be interpreted as consistent with the views
of those who describe clericals as traditionally feminine and concerned with
maintaining good relations with their supervisors as well as those who argue
that the clerical work culture is conducive to the expression of militance. This
seeming contradiction was best reflected in the way that the HUCTW dealt
with the prestige issue. Rather than allowing the close working relationship
between clericals and professors to become an impediment to organizing, the
HUCTW attacked the issue head-on. Status concerns were turned into an
advantage as the workers embraced the concept that “It’s not anti-Harvard to
be pro-union.” This slogan also sent the message that the HUCTW was not
a typical adversarial union.* Although the work culture was not oppositional,
this model created an environment that allowed women clericals to become
strong union advocates.

Although the Harvard case may be most relevant to organizing and repre-
senting university clerical workers, key aspects are generalizable to other work-
places. Particularly instructive is the tactical response of the union to the
university’s sophisticated union resistance activities. Reprinting and distrib-
uting Harvard’s supervisors’ manual, for example, served to demystify man-
agement’s campaign. Even more important was the union’s reliance on regular
one-to-one contact with supporters as its primary response to management’s
efforts. This grassroots approach helped resolve doubts before they got blown
out of proportion. In addition, the effort to reach out to the broader com-
munity of women’s organizations, labor unions, religious groups, and political
allies served two functions: It put management’s anti-unionism in the limelight

#Similarly, the union handled the faculty skillfully. By reaching out to the faculty and asking
only for neutrality so that a reasoned choice could be exercised in the best tradition of the
academy, the HUCTW persuaded faculty to remain silent and thus largely defused this potential
barrier. On campuses where the faculty are unionized, more openly courting their active support

can be quite helpful.
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and put Harvard on the defensive. Simultaneously, it helped tie the clerical
workers into the broader labor and social movement, diminishing the feeling
of isolation that can be so debilitating in the face of management’s anti-union
onslaught.

Clearly, no one model is appropriate for every union and every group of
workers, and the Harvard case does not prove that traditional organizing and
representation methods cannot be successful. Nonetheless, unions would be
well served to consider the innovations reported here. The HUCTW’s success
in institutionalizing participation after the organizing phase ended, and its
flexibility in pursuing cooperation with management while maintaining te-
nacious membership commitment to the union are especially noteworthy.

It would be a mistake to conclude that the participatory model of organizing
and representing workers followed at Harvard should only be implemented
in clerical campaigns or in other settings where women workers predominate.
In fact, the HUCTW success presents a serious challenge to traditional union
methods. It is increasingly difficult to “sell” unions today, and most would
benefit from certain aspects of the HUCTW model, regardless of the occu-
pations or demographics of their constituencies. Developing rank-and-file
involvement and collective leadership, letting workers define the issues, and
promoting worker empowerment are all essential to-a long-term strategy to
outlast management and fulfill the goal of organizing the unorganized.



