focus: building organisation

OD in unions
a case study of NEHAWU

Organfsations,

Iike people,

bave masks.

It is the fob of leaders

to lift the organisation’s vetl and

uncover the orgcmfs!at!on‘k mask,

long enough for thé people involved

to see what's underneath.

They may like what they see.

They may be borrified by wbat they see.

They may decide to change what they sce.

They may refuse to see.

But one of the choices s to put the mask
back on

exactly as it was.

This sneans thai,

in uncovering an organisation’s mask,

leaders must be extremely careful

not to tear it to shreds

The labour movement has always
grappled with issues of change, growth
and development, and chdnging
organisations,This has been done more
enthusiastically in the fast few years. The
political and economic transition South
Africa is going through requires unions to
find new ways of thinking and doing at all
levels of organisation. The challenge of
finding ways to address organisational
issues in a holistic manner was strongly

" raised in Chapter 9 of COSATU's
September Commission Report, aptly

titled "Transforming ourselves to transform
society’,

Crystal Dicks and Liz
Thobejane ottline bow
NEHAWU embarked on an OD
process to ensuvre that it wortld
be a better mancdged tinion,
capable of dealing with South
Africa’s transition.

fi

Unions and OD

At its 1997 Congress, COSATU and its
affitiates committed themselves to a
systematic and long-term programme of
organisational renewal. The programme
contained a number of care aspects, one
heing 'developing the capacity for OD in
the labour movement’.

The September Commission argued
that the labour movement should:

Q develop and adapt the discipline of OD
in a critical way;

O develop an approach to OD that is not
alicn to the labour movement's goals,
values and needs.

A quote from the September Commission

sums up the thinking:“We always talk about

transformation of society, transformation of
government, transformation of the
workplace - we never tdlk about
transforming oursclves. We need to
transform ourselves and our organisation
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FOCUS" BUYLDING ORGANISATION

before we can transform society. We need to
make ourselves effective’

Ditsefa

The Developmpent Institutute for Training,
Support and Education for Labour
(Ditsela) was mandated to work on
developing the theory and practice of
union OD. Ditsela, unionists and OD
practitieners sympathetic to the unions
have becen working together to develop
this theory and approach.

The Ditsela OD Network has been a
forum for vibrant debates, discussions and
shafing of cross-union experiences on o
range of organisational issues. These range
from conducting organisational reviews,
through to sharing ideas and experiences
on gender and orpanisational change and
union culture This forum has also provided
an apportunity {or unions to present case
studies and thus share their experiences of
bullding union organisation.

Ditsela has also been running a
leadership and management skills
programme’ for senior unjonists, This
programme s unique in that it provides
for the invaluable sharing of cross-union
cxporiences, It also atlows leaders to
examine contextualised leadership and
management theories and approaches,

A spin-off from the course s that a
number of unlons have put QD into
practice The first Ditscla course tun iy
1997 helped set in motion a process of
organisational renewal within COSATU's
largest public sector union, NEHAWU,

NEHAWU's organisa{ional
renewal process

Inttial conception

In Decomber 1995 NEHAWU adopted a
policy document tticd ‘Reatipning to meet
ncw chalfenges'. The very act of adopting
the realignment policy was a hard and

strategic choice that was informed by the
necessity for change.

The need to change was impased by
the profound iropact of the rapidly
changing political dispensation that was
brought about by the April 1994
democratic elections; and the sudden
growth of NEHAWU membership from
G0 000 in 1994 ta abaut 120 Q00 by 1996,

The NEHAWU Realignment docunicnt
asserted the following line of argument:
‘Depending on our assessment and
analysis of qur current position, the
proposed change can either be on a small
scale or a surgical overhaul of the union.
The extent of the change therefore will
depend on the steategic choices we make
and our vision for the future. Byt one thing
is certain, change is a necessary path to
foliow. Al the end we must emerge with
the best option that promises to improve
the quility of service to our membership.
But it Is should also be an option that
positions the union in a manney that will
help us make the most impact into the
federation and the transformation process
genermlly In our society!

Five-year plan

In December 1997, NEHAWU decided to
engage In a process of multl-year planning,.
It had been doing this all along, but not
ever in 2 canscloys way, What emerged
was a fivesyear Organlsational Plan (the
flve-year plan), The five-year plan was not
intended to deal with political and socio-
cconomic issues; it was a plan to give
oveml] operational dicectton and puepose
to the daily acuivitics of the leadership,
membership and staff of the unlon, It was
adopted as a flextble guide 10 action.

The overall thrust of the five-year plan
wils to critically search for improved says
of running the unlon to advance the
Interests of waorkers and the poor within
the period of tmnsition. The plan emerged
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NEHAWU participates in Ditsela’s OD Network.

from a strategic political framework. It was

hoped that through the plan, the union

could effectively and efficiently contribute
to the building of a‘better life for all’.
Some of the plan's aims were:

O positioning the union organisationally
and politically in a2 manner that will
help it contribute positively and
constructively to transforming the
country and building socialism;

0O providing a strategic sense of purpose
to all members, staff and leadership at
all levels through inspiring a culture of
forward planning at all levels;

Q improving the quality and delivery of
scrvice to members;

0 building strong, efficient and responsive
structures;

O ensuring that the physical resources of
the union are appropriate to the needs
of the organisation;

0 examining, defining and developing the
roles and capacity of union staff at all
levels;

= O creating the capacity for and facilitating
the establishment of a new public
sector union by building appropriate
structures and systems.

The five-year plan was seen as a
programme for self-renewal, a programme
for internal transformation - an OD
strategy. It was influenced by the
September Commission and recognised
that the‘problems NEHAWU was facing
were not unique to NEHAWU

OD strategy

In October 1997, NEHAWU leadership
participated in the Ditscla Leadership and
Management Course. This course got
leadership focusing on issucs around
building internal organisation and the
effective managing of NEHAWU.The
course helped focus leaders once again on
seeing the union as a whole system.After
the course, in January 1998, NEHAWU
moved into partnership with Olive OD &
T (a Durban-based NGO that participates
within the Ditsela OD Network) to
develop and facilitate a systematic OD
strategy within the union. i

Olive conducted an initial union review,
interviewing head office staff and national
office bearers. The results of the review
were presented to NEHAWU in March
1998 and formed the foundation for the
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development of the OD strategy, which

was adopted at the NEHAWU April 1998

National Congress. The OD strategy would

focus on four core areas:

Q Managing the union. Leaders
recogniscd that curreat nnion
‘managers’ are mostly drawn from the
ranks of shopstewards, organisers and
union activists and have very little or no
experience in management. They
suddenly found themselves having to
manage very big organisations that face
new and very complex challenges,
NEHAWU saw the need to invent nesv
forms of management through
developing collective work, building
trade unlon management skills and
creating 2 new management culture
within the trade union movement.

Q Union staff The plan recognised that
the transitlon created a lot of ideological
confusion for many activists and trade
union stafl. NEITAWU argued that a lasting
solution was to cultivate a union vision
and culture amongst staff that would
make them feel part of the organisation.

Q Effectiveness, efficlency and
democracy. The plan acknowledged
that democratic practices buift over the
years should be maintained; and union
mecetings added to the qualitative
running of the union and the bullding
of worker control. It also noted the
imporctance of organisational cfficiency.

Q The bead office. The plan argued for
changes In the head office that would
ensure It was a°shining example of
efficlency and cffectivencess'. It stated
that these changes should be Informed
by the direetion and prioritics set by
the union. The union renamed
departments, seevice centres,

The five-year plan almed to prepare

NEHAWU organisationally. It ends by

stating that ‘we can only bulld a better life

for all If we are the most organised and

best managed union in the fedemtion. Let
us get ready to be the most organised and
best managed union!’.

Following an agreement on an OD
policy and strategy the core challenge was
how NEHAWU could translate the strategy
into a clear propramme, with mechanisms
for delivery. A December 1997 NEHAWU
centritl executive committee (CEC)
meeting discussed and confirmed the
broad thrust of the plan and referred it to
the April 1998 congress for final discussion
and adoption.The development of the
plan and the NEHAWU OD stntcg)' was a
simultancous process.

The NEHAWU OD process

Mecbanisms for implementation

In June 1998, Olive facilitated a national
exccutive committee (NEC) workshaop.
This NEC workshop adopted mechanisms
for implementing the OD strategy. The
union placed responsibility for driving the
OD process on the Education Service
Centre (Edusec), The Head of Edusec - the
Natlonal Education Secretary, would have
specific responsibllity for overseeing the
implementation of the OD progmamme in
liatson with the secretardiat. National office
bearers would suppart the prageamme
politically and drive it,

The unlon created the position of
human resources development officer to
ensure staff development and training.

In addition, the 1998 CEC established a
strategic management team (SMT), The SMT
comprised the natlonal secretariac, it heads
of service centres and provincial secretaries,
The SMT was responsibie for ensuring that
there was a uniform understanding and
implementation of NELIAWU palicles and
strategle decisions - particularly NEC
declstons. It was an important mechanism
for ensuring the consolidation of human
resource, finance and administration policics,
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procedures and systems.

The union also set up an OD standing-
committee which would act as an
important support structure for Edusec
and the secretariat.

The OD standing-committee was
eventually disbanded. The NEC set up
various other standing-committees to
support the OD programme including:
administration and staffing, discipline and
grievances; finance; education; and
international affairs.

These committees would have research
capacity and could make
recommendations to the NEC Members of
the standing-committees were drawn from
the NEC.They include a majority of
worker office bearers and the member of
staff responsible for lcading in the
particular area of work.The aims of setting
up these committees included:

0O to better inform the decisions of the
NEC, thereby ensuring that the NEC
developed capacity to make decisions,

Q to ensure that the NEC was run more
efficiently;

Q to cnsure that the NEC was able to
focus on its strategic and review role,
without getting bogged down with
administrative issues

Building capacity within these

sub-committees became an obvious

accompaniment to establishing the
committees themselves. The focus was on
deepening worker control and developing
leadership. It was necessary to ensure that
workers were the majority on these
committees, but also that those workers
developed capacity and were empowered
to engage with issues and truly lead in

managing the affairs of the union at NEC
level.

Implementing the OD programme

With the facilitation of Olive, the union
agreed that the OD programme would

witlally focus on specific target groups
(thie SMT, three pilot provincial structures
of NEHAWU and the NEC) and the process
would start with the SMT Provincial audits
would follow. At the same tme
teambuilding workshops would be
conducted with head office staff

The SMT would meet then in order to
review the process It would then plan for
three provincial workshops based on the
outcome of the provincial audits The SMT
would meet after the pilot provincial
workshops had been completed to review
the process, and agree to a process in
relation to the other six provinces The
union also agreed there would be regular
reviews by the secretariat, Edusec and
Olwve.

The strategy was clear - the OD
process should target all key structures
and role-players within NEHAWU the
secretariat, the SMT, the provincial office
bearers and provincial teams comprising
leadership, shopstewards, staff and
members. This was seen as an important
process for getting ownership for the
programme Olive would be central to
facilitating the entire proccess

First workshop of the SMT

This process focused on how best to
strategically position the SMT within
NEHAWU It focused on clanfying the
SMT's role and purpaose and consolidating
it as a collective within NEHAWU

Provincial aidits

The process started with Olive gathening
information from provincial office bearers
(POBs) and branch office bearers (BOBs),
shopstewards, members at workplace level
and staff on what they thought was working
well and what less so. Olive visited the
provincial offices and institutions with
shopstewards. It conducted interviews with
POBs, BOBs, branch and provincial staff as
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well as with members more broadly at
sclected institutions

Provinces selected the people and
institutions invoived in the interviews.
Olive ensured that a cross section of views
and experiences were harnessed. These
reports were presented to the secretariat
and the SMT.

Three provincial worksbops

These included a cross section of
participants - shopstewards, office
bearers, members and staff. Provincial
leadership were required to be present
throughout.Although the workshops were
intended to address issues emerging from
the audits, in reality they focused on the
strategic positioning of the province in
relation to its external and internal
challenges. Participants developed ideas
around their provincial tasks, purpose and
the purpose of the collective.

Each provincial process had two
outcomes: a statement on the purpose of
the province, and a statement on how they
intend working together as a collective.

HRD programme

The 18month Human Resource
Development (HRD) programme was
closely linked to the OD process. It aimed
at bullding skills for pcople to participate
confidently in a process of change. The
target group of the HRD programme wis
staffl and union office bearers. The core aim
of the HRD progmmme was 1o assist in
bullding organisational management, finance
and adminlistration skills for staff and office
bearers, It wits to focus on truining as well as
on the consolidation of systems.

Bullding the bead affice collective

The union convened a serles of
workshops with differeni head office
teiims to: 3
Q Introduce a consciousness amongst

head office staff around service delivery
to members;

0 generate an understanding of the purpose
of the service centres, as opposed to the
previously established departments;

O examine the role of the service centres.
The workshop also focused on the

team, their task and purpose and how they

planned to wotk together.

Second workshop with SMT

This workshop focused on developing and
deepening the understanding of OD, the
NEHAWU OD process, the HRD process
and the link with the OD programme, It
also focused on clarifying the role of the
SMT in driving the OD process.

This workshop acknowledged that
provincial worksfiops did not target the
provincial executive committee as a
structure leading the province, nor did the
provinéial processes recognise the central
role of ciducators as ‘agents for change’.

The workshop came up with a strategy
on haw to develop an understanding of
the OD programme throughout NEHAWTU,
especially amongst POBs and provincial
exccutive committees (PECs) and looked
at how the OD process could be driven
within provinces.

The workshop took a critical decision -
to build OD capacity amongst educators,
so that educators were able to understand
and facilitate change.As a result, & week-
long OD facilitation skills course was held
for all educators.

Monitaring mechanisms

The SMT review meetings were very
important In highlighting what was
working well and identifylng problems.

At the end of 1999, a thind review process
wats held between Olive, Edusee and the
sccretariat. This meeting evaluated the OD
progrumme and identified key lessons and
developed a way forward for 2000,
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Some of the 2000 focus areas are:

Q continuing to build the capacity of
provincial educators in OD facilitation;

O planning further provincial OD
processes in the remaining six
provinces and clarifying focus areas for
provincial OD work;

0 generating a shared understanding
amongst various role-players at a
provincial [evel of the OD process,
including how this needs to unfold
within each province.

At the time of writing, these provincial

workshops were being conducted and no

further review process has been held.

Lessons

The NEHAWU experience highlights a
number of positive lessons that other
unions can draw on:

O OD should not be seen as a once-off
event - it's a process. There are no
precedents for this process in NEHAWU
- the process evolves within the union
and discoveries are made as the process
unfolds;

Q any union OD process should take
account of union sensitivities and union
values such as worker control,
democracy, power and politics;

O where the OD process is located is
important. The process must be
consciously led and co-ordinated/
facilitated. There should be clear
mechanisms for monitoring and review
that are linked to the ‘centre of power/
decision-making’.The NOBs and
leadership at all levels as a collective
necd to be in the driving seat of any OD
process for it to work and run
consistently within a union;

O an outside facilitator brings in an
outside perspective that is often a
reflective one and brings experience,
fresh ideas and the ncutrality to work
through difficult issues that may emerge

during the OD process;

O any union OD process requires political
will and commitment. Clear and
consistent guidance and leadership
must be given throughout the process
to various structures within the union
rooted in union values;

Q those leading the OD process need to
demystify the process to help minimize
initial fears amongst particular role-
players. It is very important that all role-
players are brought on board from the
very initial phases of the process;

Q the union must ultimately decide on the
framework it wants to use for
understanding OD and ensuring that
the frmmework meets its’ needs. The
union must also develop its own model
for managed change;

QU union leaders need to clarify what the
concept of management means in a
union context. Leaders can then ensure
that they are not trapped with
'm:mﬂgemcm' terminology,
management approaches and other
baggage which is philosophically
challenging for unions.This emphasises
the importance of rooting OD within a
union context, and subsequently the
importance of how we facilitate and
implement an understanding of OD
within trade union organisations;

O uniocnists nced to develop a clear focus
and clear aims for the OD process.This
should include clear outcomes. Only
then will those involved appreciate
what has been done;

Q the OD process brings new challenges,
questions and work, It requires energy
and strong support systems;

O an OD process can be a costly
exercise. % .

Footnote

1 A course (n the Ditsela Advanced National
Labour Education Programme (DANLEP)
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