“Cooperation at Work” Program Brings Changes to Workplaces


The Cooperation at Work Program was designed to help the union and its members more fully understand the nature of the mechanical industry and the difficulties facing unionized contractors, to improve productivity and communications and to assist contractors to become more aggressive in seeking work.  
Goals of the program:

1. Improve understanding of the mechanical business and the industry.

2. Build a base of shared knowledge and create opportunities for the                  application of that knowledge to practical issues at the workplace.

3. Improve productivity, communications and cooperative efforts.

4. Increase bids by union contractors and work opportunities for    members.


The Cooperation at Work program was initiated to provide opportunities to move cooperative efforts from the board room to the workplace.  The program  included a two hour seminar for all contractors and union members and the establishments of Workplace Cooperation Teams where workplace issues could be discussed and implemented that were designed to improve communications and morale and save time and money.


The Cooperation at Work program was offered in two phases.  In the first phase over 1,000 journeypersons, apprentices and contractors, in groups of 25  attended a two hour seminar on the history and economics of the mechanical industry, preparing and analyzing a mechanical bid and improving competitiveness at the workplace.  Seminars were taught by instructors from the Local 322 Apprenticeship Program.  A manual was prepared for use in the seminars that included highlights of the history of the construction industry in South Jersey and the elements of construction costs.  The seminar was held in the evenings during the winter.


A major goal of the seminars is to help contractors, the union and journeypersons reverse long held roles.  Historically, unions and their members have focused on job security and contractors have focused on productivity and costs.  The seminar made it clear that in order to succeed in the future those roles had to be assumed by both parties.  Unions and their members and contractors had to begin to work together to increase productivity, reduce costs and obtain a flow of work sufficient to keep journeypersons employed.


Workplace Cooperation Teams


In the second phase of the program Workplace Cooperation Teams were established at work sites to practice cooperative labor management relations techniques.  A change in the culture at the workplace is needed and these teams are seen as a way to provide a setting where contractors and journeypersons could begin to trust one another and work together to improve communications and company policies and practices.


Workplace Cooperation Teams were composed of five to eight representatives from management and journeypersons from the field and the shop.  Team members, selected by the contractor and the union, met one hour a week or twice a month, on company time, to discuss problems and to suggest changes that would improve the operation of the company.  A Commissioner from the Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service facilitated the first four meetings of each committee to establish the ground rules and help the teams operate effectively.  A chairperson and recorder were selected at each meeting and the teams raised and discussed issues, reached consensus and made recommendations for changes in policies and practices to the contractor.


The composition, operation and ultimate success of the Workplace Cooperation Teams  varied depending on the commitment of the company to the process and the willingness of management to implement suggested changes.

Program Brings Significant Changes to the Workplace


Workplace Cooperation Teams discussed a wide variety of subjects but the issues that were raised most frequently were:

1. The availability and use of tools and equipment.

2. The improvement of communications between contractors and workers and the shop and the field.

3. The improvement of the attitude of journeypersons and apprentices.

4. Saving time in the shop and the field and transporting materials to the
         field. 

Many innovative ideas were proposed by Workplace Cooperation Teams and implemented by contractors that improved policies and practices, increased productivity, and improved the morale of the workforce.  In many cases the best ideas were the simplest ones.  One team proposed a new design for the sketching department.  Another suggested an idea for a more efficient way to use tools in the shop and the field.  A third proposed a new way to insure that materials were delivered to job sites on time.  Many teams also discussed ways that contractors could communicate more effectively with their workforce.


Workplace Cooperation Teams  continued to meet in the coming year because contractors and the union realize that they can work together to improve productivity, make contractors more competitive and increase work opportunities.  
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