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Managing and mitigating the needs of pension 

management plan stakeholders can be challenging when those 

stakeholders are large, intractable, and have very different needs. Such 

is the case when it comes to engaging in best practices with unions in 

creating pension plans that are sustainable for modern businesses and 

organizations. 

In this paper, we will explore understanding the business of managing 

union relationships with pensions in mind, and developing shared 

knowledge strategies well before pension negotiations take place. 

Based on evidence from real life case studies, we’ll discuss how to 

adapt and thrive in the shifting expectations and standards of future 

workplaces, and how input gained from people, no matter what faction 

they favour, leads to practical, people-based solutions. 
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Unions and Change: Leading 
Pensions through Collaboration

One of the foremost challenges in creating a retirement management plan that works is 

mitigating the needs of different stakeholders. 

The stakeholders with the largest number of people, especially for public organizations and 

manufacturing businesses, are often unions. 

Right now, the Canadian federal government is facing this challenge, and a protracted, 

year-long battle with the Public Service Alliance of Canada’s Customs and Immigration 

Union over pensions has yet to result in a solution. The union wants their members to be 

able to retire without a pension penalty after 25 years of service if they so choose. 1  The 

government disagrees, in part because they want to nudge people to stay longer in the 

workforce due to our present day labour market economics, and in part because this  

long-established plan was set up to provide a very specific, and employee-beneficial, 

set of vestment standards for government employees. 2 

“Our understanding with the bargaining process is they’re not even prepared to entertain 

that demand and that’s the No. 1 demand,” says Jean-Pierre Fortin, the union’s national 

president. “I’m looking at where things are moving and it seems the government is pushing 

our members to escalate this and we’re certainly prepared to fight for this.”

Why are both sides so entrenched in their opinions, and why does it look like it will be 

impossible for negotiations to result in a positive outcome for anyone?

An outcome is yet to be seen for this particular case. The reality is, however, that unions are 

powerful stakeholders who represent the interests of many employees, which means they 

have a lot of leverage and may take contentious action when pushed to their limits. Business 

leaders are also powerful stakeholders who have a range of interests. 

1   https://www.benefitscanada.com/news/border-guards-union-calls-for-25-and-out-pension-131860
2   https://www.pspp.ca/page/when-can-i-retire
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In this paper, we will explore understanding businesses as a human, social entity in which 

people often align with factions rather than negotiate win-win solutions. We’ll talk about 

managing union relationships with pensions in mind, and developing shared knowledge 

strategies well before pension negotiations take place. Finally, we’ll discuss how to create 

new expectations and standards with unions, based on evidence from real life case studies. 

Understanding Businesses as a Human, Social Entity 

A company’s equity is, in part, driven by the value it creates in its people. To build and 

maintain product demand, the company has to rely on human resources, which means that 

the value is embedded in each individual as well as the social structure of the firm.

All companies and organizations have a financial responsibility. That’s why employees and 

their needs have to be part of the discussion, and the research literature backs this up.

Let’s start with this: most business factors that can have an effect on performance are 

embedded in the social structure of the organization as a whole, rather than of one 

individual or unit. 3 

A goal of leadership in a company, among other things, is to create an effective social 

structure that will facilitate positive outcomes. 

Social exchange theory suggests that there is a benefit to approaching work from the 

point of view of how people communicate and connect, and therefore how they will act in 

the interests of the team rather than in their own interests alone. 4  In the creation of social 

networks in the firm, alliances can be formed within units and across organizational levels 

that will result in best practice integration. When team members understand their own role 

in protecting the interests of others, as well as the firm, this will increase planning successes, 

decrease turnover, and result in more efficient, effective, and personally satisfied working 

groups throughout the firm. 5

3   Noruzy, A., Dalfard, V. M., Azhdari, B., Nazari-Shirkouhi, S., & Rezazadeh, A. (2013). Relations between transformational 
leadership, organizational learning, knowledge management, organizational innovation, and organizational 
performance: an empirical investigation of manufacturing firms. The International Journal of Advanced Manufacturing 
Technology, 1-13.
4   Northouse, P.G. (2013). Leadership: Theory And Practice (6th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
5   Huang, Y. H., Lee, J., McFadden, A. C., Murphy, L. A., Robertson, M. M., Cheung, J. 
H., & Zohar, D. (2016). Beyond safety outcomes: An investigation of the impact of safety climate on job satisfaction, 
employee engagement and turnover using social exchange theory as the theoretical framework. Applied ergonomics, 
55, 248-257.
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Each individual organization has its own unique social system, and even though the answer 

to whether there is one best style of management is likely to be difficult to answer in any 

industry. The reality is that managers are most effective in facilitating positive behaviour 

and compliance to strategic aims “when they share a sense of mission (i.e. inspirational 

motivation), provide mentoring or coaching (i.e. individualized consideration), arouse 

employees to think in new ways (i.e. intellectual stimulations), and gain their employees’ 

trust and confidence (i.e. idealized influence).” 6

In other words, social factors, and individual psychological factors, are going to be a part of 

the equation whether or not a company wants to admit that they are. Managers should aim 

to become leaders so that they can ensure that there are long term positive effects in their 

firms that build upon employees’ motivation to make an impact, but to do so, they have to 

recognize the social structure in which they work, and build capacity within individual team 

members at the same time. 

Ultimately, this means that employees are psychological beings with needs that have to be 

met for their output to remain high.

Managing Union Relationships

Managing union relationships is no different. There is a need for commitment and 

involvement when it comes to day to day collaboration and communication when it comes 

to pensions, and union members and leaders also need to be recognized and seen for what 

is important to them. 

Let’s go back to the example of the Public Service Alliance of Canada’s union. This is not just 

a matter of two stakeholders at odds. What exactly are they saying when they demand the 

ability to retire without a pension penalty after 25 years of service?

What Fortin is asking for is related to union members’ personal life choices. 

6  Moriano, J. A., Molero, F., Topa, G., & Mangin, J. P. L. (2014). The influence of transformational leadership and 
organizational identification on intrapreneurship. International Entrepreneurship and Management Journal, 10(1), 
118.
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Not every employee is going to want to follow the same path in life, and people aren’t, as we 

know, on the same employment trajectory now as they were in the past. People don’t start 

working at 22 only to retire at 60 from the same company or organization. Some members 

of Fortin’s union may start working for the government when they are 45, which, of course, 

means that we’re not talking about early retirement in some cases. Fortin doesn’t want these 

individuals to be penalized based on their personal life choices or age. 

That may feel like a reasonable expectation for Fortin and his union to have. This is not to 

say that government leaders, or company leaders in similar positions, shouldn’t be able to 

state their case or also present their own reasonable expectations.

But with the demographics of work changing, there is a need to look at more flexible pension 

plans that actually work for people’s lives and retirement plans.

For example, mortality assumptions have changed since the plan was envision, and the 

cost may be even higher now. What, then, are the pension factors that are most relevant 

to members? Which pension is the best for workplace management and to ensure the best 

service outcomes? Can there be a phased retirement program that would benefit both the 

members and the public?

Managing union relationships well, therefore, involves paying attention to details and 

ensuring that everyone, including those inside and outside the management team, has 

the tools that they need to connect and engage in creating a culture that is aligned with 

pension planning excellence. It means looking at the human, social entity of work and 

how this has an effect on what people are demanding and why. It’s not just about a good 

financial equation, it’s about a good human equation.

Only through deep understanding and listening to what matters, and what the problems are 

perceived to be on both sides, can the options that are really on the table be explored. 

Shared Knowledge

Leadership in pension management means building the foundation for good decisions 

through shared knowledge. 



8

UNIONS AND CHANGE: LEADING PENSIONS THROUGH COLLABORATION

/15

Connecting and building good relationships with unions and their leaders can create 

pathways to pension best practices. That's because, when it comes to putting new plans into 

action, “input that gained from people, especially those that actually implement the plan 

… will become “reality-based” and it minimizes the chance of leaving something out that is 

critical to an objective” (Boykins, Campbell, Moore, & Nayyar, 2013, p. 8). In other words, the 

why and the how of the human part of the equation can be built in from the start. 

Negotiations need to start with good information and deep knowledge, however, of what will 

result in a positive financial or lifestyle-choice outcome for stakeholders. 

Good information starts with a commitment to shared knowledge management, well before 

there is the possibility of a barrier to a solid agreement between management and unions. 

How can you make this work?

A useful starting point is to reflect on what is meant by data, information, knowledge, and 

the differences between these categories.

• Data are symbols, in other words, base statistics without any interpretation

• Information is 'processed data', answers to questions like 'who', 'what', 'where' and 'when' 

• Knowledge is the application of data and information, answers to questions like 'how' 

• Understanding contains the answers to questions like 'why' 

• Wisdom is the application of knowledge and the evaluation of understanding 

Knowledge, therefore, takes two forms. 

• Explicit knowledge: can be codified and communicated, could be expressed as rules, or 

guidelines, or in other forms. This is the kind of knowledge that comes from, for example, 

information collected about how a pension is performing.

• Tacit knowledge: knowledge that is intangible, subjective, not easily expressed, and 

people may not be aware of using it. This is the kind of knowledge that comes from, for 

example, the way in which people feel about a pension and its possibility for success as 

an incentive or tool.
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Knowledge Management therefore asks us to look at an organization in terms of the 

relationships and connections that cause knowledge to be shared, created and, on the way, 

evaluated. From this perspective, businesses are viewed as needing to innovate and respond 

quickly in the face of the accelerating pace of change in a world of increasing complexity. 

This complexity comes as much from the speed and volume of information flow as from the 

increasingly global competitive environment. In this context, excellence comes from making 

the most of the knowledge held in the organization.

When it comes to pensions, therefore, sharing knowledge means the following:

1. Business leaders need to share key drivers for pension financial success

2. Union leaders need to share key drivers for employee success

3. Both parties need to use this knowledge; they cannot ignore it

Shared knowledge management, therefore, starts with a cooperative style of management 

in which leaders are not the prime decision makers, but rather first-stage moderators of 

processes and ideas. In this way, leaders contribute to effective knowledge sharing, creation 

and evaluation by facilitating the environment and leading by personal example.

The typical union environment, however, is often culturally and socially different from one 

where shared knowledge is the norm, as we can see in the table below. 

Typical Organizational Culture Knowledge-Sharing Culture

Imposed control Self-managed

Appointed leaders Natural leaders

Command and control Consultation

Formal job descriptions Loosely defined jobs

Vertical communications Lateral interaction

Centralized Distributed

Compartmentalized Crossing boundaries

Independent Interdependent

Inward looking Outward looking

Passion for order Tolerance for ambiguity

Conformity Valuing difference

Personal knowledge Shared knowledge

Let’s look at some examples to help clarify how some of these factors work in real life, and 

how they apply to pension relations. 
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Example: Air Canada

Air Canada used to have a defined benefits pension plan that they believed put them at a 

massive risk, and in 2003 they filed for bankruptcy protection on those grounds. 7  Their aim: 

to stop allowing new union hires to join their plan and decrease their existing contributions. 

The union wasn’t having it, and, in order to find a solution that would serve both sides, years 

of negotiations ensued. It wasn’t until 2011 that a new option was put on the table for a 

hybrid defined-benefit/defined-contribution plan, a defined-contribution plan and a multi-

employer pension plan, all of which are available to employees. 

The plan worked, and Air Canada’s pensions went from deficit to surplus over the course of 

only four years. Essentially, the airline and the union agreed to move from imposed control 

to a self-managed, knowledge-sharing culture, where, instead of their pension and their 

information being compartmentalized and ordered, they built a new pension strategy that 

crossed boundaries and created profitable ambiguity. There is flexibility, understanding, and 

idea-sharing in this new plan, which has allowed for unprecedented success where there 

previously was failure. 

Example: Canada Post 

A somewhat different set of outcomes took place at Canada Post when their own defined 

benefits plan went into crisis. Money offered by the federal government to offset losses was 

not re-invested in the fund itself, a decision made by the organization’s leadership team 

without the buy-in of the union. 

In the case of Canada Post, imposed control was considered to be the only way forward, 

and appointed leaders, rather than a shared knowledge team of management and union 

representatives. From a solvency deficit of $184 million in 2003, in 2015, Canada Post reported 

a $6.9-billion solvency deficit, based on the market value of these assets. 8  During this time, 

the organization had to continually boost the fund with solvency payments, and the federal 

government had to step in once again in 2014 to formally, albeit temporarily, manage the 

insolvency. Although there has been a new plan put into place, the level of collaboration 

between stakeholders remains an issue. 

7  https://www.benefitscanada.com/news/how-air-canadas-pension-took-off-as-canada-posts-plan-sank-
into-deficit-79555
8  Ibid.
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How can we shift towards a culture where shared knowledge management is likely 

to take place? 

Knowledge sharing can only be volunteered, not compelled, so it needs to be easy. Research 

from the field shows that you learn a lot more from a story than a set of bare facts, and 

therefore the first step to shifting the culture is to step away from abject negotiations 

towards listening and sharing. People can tell you more in a story, rather than through data 

alone, as the act of telling will trigger more remembering.

To change the story, therefore, it is often useful to bring in external, unbiased consultants 

or learning programs that can help people discover their own sources of knowledge and 

understand the key drivers in pension management, especially because there are no easy 

answers. In this way, both unions and management teams can bring their own knowledge 

management leadership to bear and to bridge gaps between these groups. 

Creating Shifted Expectations and Standards With Unions

Knowledge input from people, no matter what faction they favour or stakeholder group they 

belong to, leads to practical, reality-based solutions. 

To this end, formulating a plan where unions and management teams work towards a 

pension plan together requires five key steps. 9  

1.  Facilitate teamwork from the start by building shared pension and rewards 

management learning processes, decision making, and rewards orientations to which 

everyone is invited to contribute.

2. Establish clear goals for each group in the company, and always remember where the 

company as a whole is already aligned. 

3. Empower the team on both sides to work towards new solutions that take the other 

stakeholders’ values first. 

9  Mihalache, O. R., Jansen, J. J., Van den Bosch, F. A., & Volberda, H. W. (2014). Top management team shared 
leadership and organizational ambidexterity: A moderated mediation framework. Strategic Entrepreneurship 
Journal, 8(2), 128-148.
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4. Create useful knowledge management processes so that team idea generation and 

evaluation is possible despite existing factional differences. 

5. Evaluate the way in which ideas are generated, as well as critical thinking skills, so that 

better processes can be put into place for the future.

There are three key organizational orientations that can help move an organization towards 

these goals based on the knowledge and recognition that businesses are human, social 

entities, and that these human qualities can get in the way of practical solutions. These 

are broader, leadership-oriented (rather than pension-only) approaches that can help to 

alleviate standard barriers in management-union relations. 

First, an organization can take on a needs orientation. The company can review its 

employees’ stated pension needs so that they can build a performance management 

system that is more sustainable over the long term, which is not based on financial costs 

alone, and which connects back to the needs of all of its stakeholders. 

Using this approach, a company or organization has to move away its perception of pension 

investor value as related to costs alone. The firm will have to shift the way that it rewards 

leadership and mentoring, and create a new focus on union success that looks at the way 

that needs in the firm can be supported so that capacity increases. The advantage of this 

approach is that it can lead to a high level of alignment between the needs of stakeholders 

and the outcomes of the firm. The major disadvantage of this approach is that it may require 

a significant cultural change in a union environment, and therefore will take more time to 

implement than the company may be willing to take, given the way that human resource 

costs are currently perceived in the typical union-based company or organization. 

Second, an organization can take on a resource orientation. This means that an 

organization or company can change the performance and pension management system 

to one that matches resources both within the firm and externally. This create strategies 

that ensure that costs align with what is spent on pensions, but wherein performance 

management becomes a resource in and of itself. 
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This approach would require a change in values so that the organization or company sees 

its human resources as something that ought not to be overtaxed, because doing so would 

likely lead to a decrease in knowledge resources over the long term, which would, in turn, 

have a negative effect on sales and revenues. Human resource leaders can support this 

resource orientation through company-specific ways, so that shared psychosocial and work 

experiences are seen as a resource that can be tapped to increase revenues, therefore 

placing an emphasis on the way that unions provide value to an organization. 10  The 

advantage of this approach is that it may be amenable to stakeholder investors because 

employees can be positioned as a resource that needs to be maintained, or else it may be 

lost. The major disadvantage of this approach is that it may still result in unions being seen 

as a cost centre that has to be controlled. 

Third, an organization can take on a process orientation. An organization or company can 

change its retirement management system to build in metrics that reward union members 

based on how they engage in the process of building and delivering on goals. 

This approach is grounded in a performance engagement strategy that relies on 

360-degree or multi-rater feedback to allow the organization to assess their union 

employees needs with competency models, and identify key people to fill critical work 

functions that have to do with supporting work processes and staff. The advantage of this 

approach is that it will lead to a high level of internal capacity that can connect metrics 

with process aims so that negotiations may become easier, whether the discussion is about 

pensions or any other employee wage or benefit scheme. The major disadvantage of this 

approach is that it leads to confusion about the roles of individuals in each working group, 

and may increase the costs of pension management and negotiation with union leaders.

Change Has To Happen

No matter what approach is taken, connecting and building good relationships with unions 

and their leaders can create pathways to pension best practices, but the reality is that the 

divide between these stakeholders must shift, and, ultimately, decrease in order for capacity 

to be built. We can see this in the Air Canada example: when push came to shove, and all 

10  Dobni, C. B., & Klassen, M. (2015). Advancing an innovation orientation in organizations: Insights from North 
American business leaders. Journal of Innovation Management, 3(1), 104-121.
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stakeholders had their say, not only was it found that a hybrid solution could be created, but 

that this approach could result in better pension outcomes for all parties. 

Union/management relationships can be very entrenched, but we in the pension business 

know something that is forcing change: there is a need to look at more flexible pension 

plans that actually work for people’s lives and retirement plans in a world where our social 

expectations and labour demographics are shifting quickly. Both parties will benefit from 

opening up to a knowledge-sharing culture, but, perhaps even more important, there may 

be no choice in the matter. Pensions, and people, need to be more flexible and reflexive if 

they are going to be sustained. 
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