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LESSONS FROM RESEARCH ON UNIONIZED GRIEVANCE PROCEDURES:
A CRITICAL REVIEW AND APPRAISAL’

The union grievance procedure provides an important mechanism for resolving workplace disputes.
Our objective in this article is to review and assess the empirical research that has been published during
the post-WW II period on the grievance procedure.

We begin with a brief introduction that addresses such topics as the importance of the grievance
procedure as an area of study, the definition of a grievance, and the benefits of an effectively operating
grievance process. Next we briefly discuss several previously published reviews of the union grievance
literature, and indicate how our assessment sheds a different light on the grievance procedure from that
provided by earlier reviews. The next three sections discuss the common themes that emerge from our
review and critique of, respectively, the psychological, sociological, and industrial relations research on the
grievance procedure. The final section suggests possible directions for future research on the grievance

procedure.

Introduction

Much of the scholarly literature in industrial relations has focused on conflict among and conflict
resolution initiatives undertaken by unions and employers related to the periodic negotiation and re-
negotiation of labor agreements. Much less attention has been given to the resolution of disputes between
the parties during the life of the collective bargaining agreement (Lewin and Peterson, 1988). Yet, it is
clear that unions and management spend considerably more time on the processing of grievances than on
contract negotiations. Elsewhere we have estimated that perhaps as many as 1,200,000 formal, written
grievances are filed annually in the United States (Lewin and Peterson, 1988). This estimate does not
include the much larger number of grievances that are resolved informally by employees and supervisors
during oral discussions.

Slichter (1947) viewed the grievance process as an important cornerstone of a constitutional system
of self-government prevailing among employers and unions representing employees in the workplace. This
judicial function was likened to the court system which interprets the meaning of laws and statutes more
broadly. Without such a system of checks and balances, employers can stick to their original positions
regarding workplace conflict irrespective of the merits of particular cases. In a democracy, it is crucial that

mechanisms for both procedural and distributive justice be present (Adams, 1963).
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What is a grievance? In its broadest conception, a grievance is any employee complaint about the
employment relationship. Some labor agreements describe a grievance in this fashion. More commonly,
however, a grievance is defined as a dispute that "...relates in some manner to the proper interpretation or
application of the collective bargaining agreement” (Rand 1980, p. 50). The typical grievance procedure
uses a multi-step system with the final step calling for a binding decision by a neutral third party (usually
an arbitrator). This definition restricts our discussion to grievances that occur in unionized settings since
few non-union grievance procedures provide for binding arbitration (although see Delany, Lewin and
Ichniowski, 1989.)

A grievance procedure provides certain important benefits, which Staudohar (1977) has identified

as follows:

1. an orderly channel to reduce pressures and anxieties of employees;

2. a mechanism for equitable and just interpretation and application of
negotiated terms;

3. a communication outlet to promote understanding of the negotiated
agreement by both sides;

4. a built-in substitute for a test of economic strength that can provide
ongoing consideration of agreement disputes without upsetting the flow of
work; and

S. a force against arbitrary, capricious, and discriminatory action by manage-
ment (p. 6)

Lewin (1983) adds the following to this list of benefits:

Grievance procedures are commended not only for providing a peaceful means of resolving
day-to-day workplace disputes and for enabling workers to participate in decisions that
affect their work lives, but also for the benefits that they provide to management. These
include a virtual guarantee of uninterrupted production during the life of the agreement,
the use by management of union resources and personnel to police the labor agreement,
and a systematic source of information about problem areas in the workplace—information
that can be used for subsequent evaluation and corrective action (pp. 127-128).

Previous Reviews of Grievance Literature

We have identified three previously published reviews/critiques of the grievance literature. The
first, by Peterson and Lewin (1982), used a five-fold classification, derived from Dalton and Tudor (1981),
of the grievance research literature published prior to that time. They found that the various studies fell
into the following groupings: those focusing on the demographic differences between grievants and non-
grievants; those linking the leadership patterns of supervisors and union officials with grievance activity;

those centering on the impact of organizational structure and technology on the incidence of grievance
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filing; those focusing on the relationship between personality traits and grievance activity; and other studies
falling outside the previous categories. Peterson and Lewin then briefly summarized the findings of these
studies as a means of determining the degree of consistency or convergence across the studies. However,
they were unable to make any broad generalizations for most of the classifications.

Gordon and Miller (1984) published the second critique of behavioral and industrial relations
research on the grievance procedure. Their paper was written from the perspective of /0 psychology and,
thus, they were especially concerned with such methodological shortcomings as the unreliability of
grievance data, possible criterion contamination, and limited internal and external validity. As with
Peterson and Lewin (1982), Gordon and Miller were critical of the basically atheoretical nature of the
literature. Further, they raised potential ethical concerns; for instance, if grievance studies could identify
the demographic characteristics of employees more likely to file grievances, employers might "select" out
job applicants who exhibited such characteristics.

The third critique, by Labig and Greer (1988), was limited to that portion of the grievance literature
which sought to identify factors or variables correlated with grievance initiation. They categorized the
relevant literature into the following categories: environmental factors; management factors; union factors,
union and management interaction; and employee factors. Labig and Greer (1988) found consistent
support for the positive association of a relatively small number of variables with the level of grievance
activity. They also made several proposals regarding the types of issues to be addressed in future grievance
procedure research.

The present critique differs from previous reviews in several ways. First, we make no attempt to
discuss each individual study, as was done earlier. Second, we look for trends in the nature of the studies
published over the past forty-five years in order to gain a "bigger picture" of this research. Third, we do
not address the psychometric issues in this area, since this was well handled by Gordon and Miller (1984).
Last, we summarize several recent studies which offer new insights into and potentially improved
understanding of the grievance process.

There appear to be three major streams of research on the unionized grievance procedure in the
United States. These streams reflect psychological, sociological, and industrial relations perspectives,

respectively. Each of these perspectives will be discussed separately below.

Psychological Research

Most of the early postwar studies on the grievance procedure were done by psychologists who
attempted to identify and explain individual differences in grievant behavior (e.g., Eckerman, 1948; Stagner,
1956 and 1962; Fleishman and Harris, 1962; and Sulkin and Pranis, 1967). Those researchers focused

their attention on three major issues: (1) differences in demographic and job-related characteristics of



4

grievant filers and non-filers, (2) personality characteristics of managers and union officials, and (3)
different types of supervisory behavior as they influenced the level of grievance activity.

The majority of psychological research has centered on identifying those demographic and job-
related characteristics that differentiate employees who file grievances from those who don’t (e.g.,
Eckerman, 1948; Sulkin and Pranis, 1967; Ash, 1970; Price, et al., 1976; Kissler, 1977, and Dalton and
Todor, 1981). In some cases, as many as 40 separate independent variables were used in a single study.
Unfortunately, individual researchers have used widely different sets of variables so there has not been a
common set of independent variables emerging from or used to replicate these studies.

Nevertheless, there is some evidence from these studies that grievants are more likely to be younger,
have more education, and hold more skilled jobs than non-grievants. Grievants are also likely to have
higher absenteeism rates, dispensary visits, and insurance claim filing rates than non-grievants (Labig and
Greer, 1987). However, even in the case of these variables, one or more studies was unable to identify any
significant differences between grievants and non-grievants. Further, no significant differences between
grievants and non-grievants have been found with respect to marital status, and contradictory results have
emerged with respect to the effects of race, tenure, pay, and promotions on grievance filing in unionized
settings. There has also been insufficient research on the role of personality variables in grievance filing
activity to draw firm conclusions in this regard (Stagner, 1956 and 1962).

Another strand of research by psychologists has centered on differences in supervisory style and the
effects of these differences on levels of workplace grievance activity. Fleishman and Harris (1962) found
that foremen judged high on "consideration" showed a negative but curvelinear relationship with grievance
filing by employees in their work groups, whereas the opposite was true of "task oriented" foremen. Further
analysis showed that grievances occurred most frequently among work groups whose foremen were low
in consideration regardless of the amount of emphasis they placed on job structure or task. Later, Walker
and Robinson (1977) found that "autocratic” supervisors had fewer grievances and were better contract
administrators than "democratic” supervisors. However, the research instrument used by these researchers
does not allow direct comparison with the Ohio State Leadership Questionnaire used earlier by Fleishman
and Harris (1962).

There have been several common features of the psychological research on the grievance procedure.
First, the samples have been typically drawn from unionized blue-collar workers in private firms. Second,
the samples in most cases have been of the convenience type, rather than drawn randomly or
systematically. Third, the vast majority of these studies have been cross-sectional, though one of the studies
used grievance data compiled over a six-year period (Ash, 1970). Finally, many of the studies have relied
on grievance and personnel file data from one or two plants of particular companies; they have not
generally used companywide let alone industrywide data. The emphasis of most of the psychological
research has been on studying the grievance procedure as a closed system without taking adequate account
of the linkages among grievance activity, technology, the broader labor-management relationship, and the

environment.



Sociological Research

A second stream of research has focused on properties of work group and organization structure,
technology, and the environment associated with grievance procedure dynamics. For example, Weiss
(1957) studied grievance filing as a function of the degree of centralization of organizational authority.
His main hypothesis was that decentralized organizations experienced a significantly lower level of

grievance activity than centralized organizations. However, Weiss was unable to confirm this hypothesis
in his empirical work.

The role of technology in grievance activity has been an important area of research (Sayles, 1958;
Kuhn, 1961; Ronan, 1963; Peach and Livernash, 1974; and Nelson, 1979). Sayles (1958) hypothesized that
grievance rates vary from group to group depending on the social system of the group, especially as that
system is influenced by technology. He examined 300 work groups across numerous plants and found
grievance activity to be highest in "strategic" (semi-skilled) work groups, lowest in "apathetic" (unskilled)
groups, and moderate in "erratic" (semi-skilled) and "conservative" (skilled) groups.

Ronan (1963) attempted to build on Sayles’ findings by analyzing formal grievance activity in two
plants of a single firm. He was unable to replicate Sayles’ findings, but this may have been due to the fact
that he collapsed the four types of work groups into two categories. In addition, one of the two plants was
very new and this characteristic may have contributed to the high level of grievances filed in that plant.
In a later study, Nelson (1979) was able to corroborate Sayles’ findings using a sample of 53 work groups
in a single plant.

Kuhn (1961) reported the results of grievance case studies in eight large tire and electrical
equipment plants. He found four socio-technical factors which apparently influenced a work group’s desire
to use the grievance procedure to bargain for special benefits. These include: frequency of changes in
work methods, standards, or materials; individualized work pace; frequency of interaction with others in
the work group; and job specialization. Kuhn's research underscored the political nature of the grievance
procedure in which certain work groups fight for special benefits for their own members, sometimes to the
detriment of the rest of the bargaining unit employees and the union.

Peach and Livernash (1974) compared pairs of high and low grievance departments in several steel
plants in an attempt to highlight the variables contributing to differences in grievance activity. Their
sample was drawn from six plants ranging in size from 2,000 to 13,000+ employees. The authors found
that a high grievance rate was associated with an unfavorable task environment, aggressive and militant
union leadership, and ineffective managerial decision-making, as indicated by leadership, organizational,
and policy deficiencies. A low grievance rate was characterized by a favorable task environment that is,
one which is both relatively stable and largely free from technological disturbances, and with effective

management and organization policies.
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Following closely on the work of Peach and Livernash, Muchinsky and Maassarani (1980) studied
the impact of environmental factors on employee grievances in the public sector. They reported similar
findings to those obtained by Peach and Livernash in steel manufacturing settings. In a later study (1981),
Muchinsky and Maassarani also found support for Ronan’s finding that the age of a manufacturing facility
was negatively associated with grievance activity.

There are some common features among these sociological studies of the grievance process. First,
and as with psychological studies, most of the sociological studies have relied on unionized blue-collar
workers in private firms. The notable exceptions were the studies of Muchinsky and Maassarani (1980;
1981) in two public agencies. Second, and unlike the psychological studies, the samples in most cases have
been drawn on a random or systematic basis. The Sayles’ study, for example, drew on work groups ranging
across 30 plants, and the Peach and Livernash study used a built-in control for industry (since all six plants
were in the steel industry). Third, the sample sizes in terms of numbers of grievances, employees, and
facilities have been considerably larger than in most of the grievance studies that use a psychological
approach. Finally, the sociological research on the role of technology and technological change in grievance

activity has shown relatively consistent results.

Industrial Relations Research

Industrial relations scholars have been interested in the union grievance procedure for many years.
Slichter, Healy, and Livernash (1960) provided important insights into the functioning of the union
grievance procedure in the 1950s. However, they made no attempt to collect grievance data for the purpose
of testing explicit hypotheses about grievance procedure dynamics. More rigorous industrial relations
research on the grievance process emerged in the 1970s.

Despite this fact, we have been unable to find a common set of themes in the early industrial
relations-based grievance research akin to the themes which emerged from psychological- and sociological-
based grievance research. Rather, industrial relations-based grievance research is characterized by the
following issues and problem foci:

. a comparison of binding arbitration with an appeal method which permits strikes
in lieu of arbitration (Gideon and Peterson, 1979);

. the impact of grievance language on the level of settlement (Graham and Heshizer,
(1979);

. college faculty grievance process experiences and dynamics (Begin, 1978; Duane,
1979);

. a comparison of grievance procedures with civil service system procedures (Hayford

and Pegnetter, 1980);



. the role in and attitudes of foremen toward grievance handling (Jennings, 1974a
and 1974b);
. type of grievance issues and differences in their resolution (Dalton and Tudor,

1981; Moore, 1981);

. grievance experiences of employees in health care facilities before and after the
1974 Taft-Harley Amendments (La Van, Carley, and Jowers, 1980);

o the organizational commitment and job satisfaction of union stewards in relation
to their grievance handling behavior (Dalton and Tudor, 1982);

. a comparison of the outcomes of grievance mediation and grievance arbitration
(Brett and Goldberg, 1983).

The vast majority of these studies took an institutional approach to explaining the dynamics of the
unionized grievance procedure. Some studies compared alternate conflict resolution methods, for example,
arbitration and mediation, in terms of their strengths and weaknesses, while other studies compared public
and private sector grievance activity and resolution. In attempting further to characterize this early
grievance procedure research, it can be said, first, that it is largely atheoretical, as is largely true of the
psychological and sociological studies reviewed above. Second, most of the early industrial relations-based
grievance studies lack conceptual models and explicit hypotheses. Third, most of the research continued
to treat the grievance process largely in closed system terms without considering the broader labor-
management relationship of which the grievance procedure is a part. Finally, the samples used in early
industrial relations-based grievance research appear to be larger and more systematically drawn than those
used in psychological studies but not sociological studies of the grievance process.

If this review were to end here, the reader might be discouraged about our level of understanding
of the grievance process. However, we believe that more recent research is breaking new ground in
advancing our knowledge of the grievance process. There are several reasons for this newfounded
optimism. First, research is moving in the direction of testing hypotheses based on explicit theoretical
frameworks. As examples, Gordon (1988) tested the linkages between procedural and distributive justice
and union member satisfaction with the union and management, Ichniowski (1986) tested for the
displacement effects of grievance activity in nine paper mills, Lewin and Peterson (1988) tested exit-voice
and industrial punishment theories against an extensive multi-sector, longitudinal grievance data base,
Knight (1986) used systems theory as a basis for his study of grievance initiation and feedback, and
Cappelli (1990) has empirically tested an economic model of grievances which focuses on the demand for
and price of grievance procedures.

Second, several recent studies have examined the association between grievance activity and
organizational performance or productivity. Freeman and Medoff (1984) have shown that unionized

grievance procedures are significantly negatively associated with employee quits and significantly positively
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associated with employee productivity in the manufacturing sector of the U.S. economy. Katz, Kochan and
Gobeille (1983) and Katz, Kochan, and Weber (1985) found that grievance rates were significantly
negatively associated with performance measures in two sets of General Motors automobile assembly plants.
Norsworthy and Zabala (1985) studied grievance activity and productivity in the U.S. automobile industry
from 1959-1976, and found that the rate of grievance activity was significantly negatively associated with
total factor productivity and significantly positively associated with unit production costs. Ichniowski
(1986) examined the relationship between grievance filing and monthly tons of paper produced in
unionized paper mills over the 1976-1982 period. He found an inverse relationship between the grievance
filing rate and productivity in these mills, when other variables were controlled.

Third, a stream of research by Lewin (1984) and Lewin and Peterson (1988; 1991) tests a model
of grievance procedure effectiveness which uses more comprehensive measures of effectiveness than earlier
studies. These researchers incorporated six separate measures of effectiveness into their grievance model,
which was tested against a four-year data set drawn from steel manufacturing, retail department stores,
nonprofit hospitals, and local public schools.

Fourth, one study (Lewin and Peterson, 1988) has specifically focused on personnel outcomes for
grievants and non-grievants, including promotions, performance ratings, absenteeism, and voluntary and
involuntary turnover. Using data for specified three-year periods, they found that grievants experienced
significantly more adverse personnel outcomes than non-grievants in the one-year post-grievance filing and
settlement period, whereas no significant differences between the two groups existed in the one-year pre-
grievance period or in the year of grievance filing and settlement. Similar findings emerged with respect
to supervisors of grievance filers compared to supervisors of nonfilers.

Fifth, other recent research asks union members to provide an assessment of the grievance
procedure in terms of their attitudes towards it and experiences with it (Gordon, 1988; Fryxell and Gordon,
1989; and Clark and Gallagher, 1988). Fryxell and Gordon (1989) tested relationships between beliefs in
procedural justice, distributive justice, and moral order and unionists’ overall evaluation of the grievance
system as well as union members’ satisfaction with their unions and employers. Procedural due process
was positively associated with union members’ assessment of the overall grievance system, while both
procedural and distribute justice were positively related to members’ satisfaction with their union.
Satisfaction with management was significantly positively related to union members belief in a moral order.
The Clark and Gallagher study queried members of the mail carriers’ union (1988), and the authors’ ATGP
scale is an important first step in gaining insights from union members into their assessments of the
grievance procedure. It is clear from Clark and Gallagher’s research that union members who file
grievances have somewhat different assessments of the grievance procedure from members who don't file
grievances.

Sixth, while the latest industrial relations-based research is clearly concerned with outcomes of

grievance activity for management, unions, employees in general, and employees who have used the
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grievance procedure, it has not been especially concerned with the outcomes of grievance handling for
collective bargaining relationships. However, a study by Lewin and Peterson (1988) addresses this issue
and provides substantial evidence that where a particular issue is heavily grieved, the parties are
subsequently likely to negotiate language into the labor contract to address the specific problem surfaced
by grievance filing.

Seventh, some of the most recent studies (Klass, 1989a; Klass and De Nisi, 1989; Meyer and Cooke,
1988; Ng and Dastmalchian, 1989; and Dastmalchian and Ng, 1990) have tested for: a) the influence of
the grievant’s work history; b) the nature of the grievance; c) economic and political factors and d)
industrial relations climate on whether or not the grievant wins, partially wins, or loses a case. These
studies show an increasing interest in outcomes for the grievant, rather than for the union and employer,
as was true of the earlier research.

Eighth, the recent trend in grievance research has been towards using multiple data gathering
methods and sources, whereas earlier studies typically used single methods and sources. For example, in
their four-sector study of grievance procedure dynamics, Lewin and Peterson (1988) used a multistage field
study which incorporated large scale mail survey questionnaires, interviews with union and management
officials familiar with grievances, extensive grievance files, and comprehensive personnel files. This
research can fairly be said to represent an exercise in triangulation for the purpose of studying the modern
grievance procedure.

Last, recent studies have relied on much larger samples of plants, organizations, employees, and
industries than was the case in earlier grievance studies. Further, statistical analyses in grievance studies
have moved from relatively simple chi-square and correlational analyses to more sophisticated multiple
regression analysis and related econometric and multivariate testing.

Future Research Directions

This review and assessment has shown that research on the unionized grievance procedure has
made important strides in recent years. The best of these studies can be added to earlier research by Sayles
(1958), Kuhn (1961), Peach and Livernash (1974), and Brett and Goldberg (1983), among others, to form
an impressive inventory of knowledge about grievance procedure dynamics and outcomes. However, several
additional research steps should be undertaken, including the following:

First, researchers should seek out theories from the disciplines of psychology, sociology, economics,
and political science that are germane to the study of the grievance process (as a form of conflict
resolution), and should combine these into a larger multidisciplinary framework of analysis. We especially
encourage political scientists to contribute to research in this field, inasmuch as they have not been well
represented in the past.

Second, new research can focus on validating previous research, in part by conducting replication
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studies, to determine whether findings vary over time or among different samples (e.g., along such
dimensions as occupation, industry, location, and job content). Third, we still know relatively little about
the impact of the grievance process on the broader labor-management relationship, and conversely. For
example, does a smoothly functioning grievance procedure, as judged by the parties, contribute to a better
labor-management relationship? This question merits the attention of researchers who do not view the
grievance procedure as a closed system. Fourth, more concentrated effort is needed to assess the effects
of differences and changes in environmental factors—inflation, regulation, industry structure, foreign
ownership—on grievance filing, resolution, and organizational and personal outcomes.

Finally, from the perspective of due process, one may ask whether unionized (and nonunion)
employees are being well served by the grievance procedure, both in the procedural and distributive senses
of justice. To date, little research has explored this issue. Our interviews with union and management
officials suggest that they are most likely to judge effectiveness in terms of whether their side wins or loses
grievances; the merits of individual cases seem less important to them in reaching judgments about
grievance procedure effectiveness. This and related findings suggest that researchers should conduct more
focused research which incorporates into their models and measures managers’, employees’, and grievants’

perceptions and assessments of modern grievance procedures.
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