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Industrial Issues





All organisations in the community sector, whether state or federally funded, are facing change - whether caused by external or internal factors - now so more than ever. 





Within my own organisation, the JA network, members have undergone a change process of a magnitude never encountered or even contemplated - as a result of the change from the provision of grant funding to competitive tendering. 





The management of this process within organisations varied, depending on the organisation’s structure, support and capacity to adapt.  The worst examples of change were characterised by unhappy staff, committees lacking direction, and often, costly and time consuming industrial turmoil.  The best examples of organisation change were underpinned by sound solid and well formulated HR practices incorporating good planning, extensive consultation with staff, the capacity to be flexible, and a commitment to move the organisation into the new world.





Sometimes, even with the best strategies and intentions, organisations had to make a decision as to their future. In some cases, organisations have chosen to close, while others continue to provide services.





Change!





The process of dealing with change is never easy.  It is tough, disruptive and demanding. It takes time. 





For many, change is something you have become accustomed to, not just within your organisations but in your own lives. 





Change usually involves entering untraversed ground, and the venture is daunting and frightening.  Yet at the same time challenging and exciting.





For every organisation there are a set of factors that dictate the future and direction of the organisation.  Some of these you have control over.  In the current environment of shifting ground, particularly related to funding, many you will not. 





However, despite the circumstances, it is important to plan the future of the organisation, so that you have as much control over the process as possible, and are not merely reacting in an ad hoc manner that become the ubiquitous bandaid rather than planned, managed and considered pro-active decisions.





Planning





Any change should be driven by the Committee, ideally with the inclusion of the co-ordinator or manager. Management needs to have a clear picture of what the service should look like now, in one year’s time, in 5 year’s time.  





This picture needs to be the same for all members of the Committee- and you need to establish this, not just assume everyone thinks the same. 





The first element of the planning process involves the Committee making a decision about what they want.  What will be the shape, structure and focus of the organisation?  How does it fit with your business plan?  How does it fit with your strategic plan?  How does it fit with your funding contract?  Is it dictated by your funding contract?





Once these ideas have been formulated, the picture must be discussed with the employees of the organisation.  This discussion, or these discussions, could mean that the picture is modified, extended or reaffirmed.  Not everyone has to agree with it, but everyone has to understand it. 





The resulting picture is often called in management terminology the ‘shared vision’ - with everyone involved having a clear sense of where the organisation is planning to go and how it is going to get there.  





This requires open and effective communication strategies - providing staff with all the relevant information, and engaging in discussions.  





Management often deals with difficulties in isolation so as not to burden staff.  Alternatively, management wants to hold on to power, and does not delegate authority beyond the bounds of management.  The danger is that staff grow confused and suspicious, and feel that the changes are management driven without any due concern being paid to issues of concern to staff.  Changes will most likely be met with opposition.  





Consultation does not mean that staff should be allowed to hijack the change process, and drive it in a different direction from that desired by management.  It does mean, that all concerned should be able to have their say.





It is important to give staff the opportunity to help in building a shared sense of purpose and meaning.  Staff are valuable resources in any organisation.  The success or failure of the organisation’s future will be dependant on the capacity of the organisation to actively seek to engage and empower all players.  





Decisions can then be made as to the structure of the organisations, and the roles and functions within that structure.





However, in order to minimise potential industrial disputes the organisation has to be able to make decisions that are founded on objective, transparent and industrially defensible criteria. 





To achieve this, you need to get a clear picture of what skills and capacities are within organisation, what skills and capacities the organisation needs for the future, and where the gaps are between the current status and future requirements. 





This may result in the need to restructure the organisation.





Restructuring - the formal process





By this stage, management and staff should have a workable plan to be put into place. However, in order to meet industrial requirements, a formal consultative procedure should be implemented. By adopting a formal approach, the organisation is able to demonstrate through documentation the background to and the process of introducing change.





This process, not surprisingly,  is called the ‘introduction of change’ process. Under NSW legislation, organisations with less than 15 employees are not obliged to follow any consultative process.  However, the Industrial Relations Commission still requires employees to be treated fairly and reasonably in any change or termination process. Therefore JA strongly advises you to adhere to the formal process. It is actually very simple.





Formal notification of proposal of change.





Formal consultation with employees - the staff can involve their union.





Decision made by management - staff notified in writing.  A period of notice of the changes may be given.





Redundancy





It may be that as a result of the restructuring process, management have decided that some positions will change significantly.  That is, the hours may be reduced, the job roles may alter, or the position itself may not be required at all.





These changes can be seen as making a current position redundant.  Redundancy is defined as a concept whereby “a position becomes redundant when an employer no longer requires to have it performed by anyone”.  This does not necessarily mean that the work itself is no longer required, and it does not mean that the incumbent employee is automatically terminated or retrenched.





However, it does mean that, again, a formal process must be implemented to ensure that employees are treated fairly. 





The redundancy process can be incorporated in to the change process.  Once a definite decision is made as to the structure of the organisation, and this means that positions will go, staff must be notified that their positions are redundant.  The organisation then has a duty to consult with the relevant staff member or members to explore all alternative employment options.  The employee has a corresponding duty with management to co-operate in this process.





Unfortunately, often there are no alternative positions for an employee.  In this case the employee is retrenched, and given formal notice of termination.





NSW legislation, and many awards provide for notice of termination and severance payments.  The details are contained in the package of information you have been provided with.  Although your organisation, due to its size may not be required to pay notice or severance pay, this is something that the organisation should seriously consider providing for within the budget allocated for the change process.  The budget may also run to proving retrenched employees with additional support, such as counselling, and assistance in gaining new employment. 





Conclusion





Whilst the ground is shifting with respect to funding provisions, the industrial environment and the changed nature of work, the processes that assist organisations to manage in this climate, remain the same. 
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