The Network 2 Partnership Council

The Network 2 Partnership Council consists of representatives from five medical centers, five Network Care Lines and three unions (with 10 local bargaining units).   Network 2, VA Healthcare Network Upstate NY, employs over 4,900 healthcare professionals, paraprofessionals, administrators, and other white and blue-collar workers. The three unions (New York State Nurses Association (NYSNA), Service Employees International Union (SEIU), and American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE) represent a mix of professional and nonprofessional employees. 

Our partnership has taken us from confrontational, adversarial labor/management relations to our current day relationship – one of mutual respect, understanding and shared goals.  Having undergone reductions in force in 1997 and 1999 at four Network facilities, and cutbacks through attrition at the remaining two, employee morale fell to an all time low.  Productivity also suffered.  Our Partnership Council saw the critical need to change, and pursued joint labor-management training. With that background, we would like to highlight what we have accomplished.

From FY96 through FY2000, the number of patients we treated in the Network increased by over 42% (see Table 1) while staffing decreased by 23%.  Despite this, our patient customer service scores have steadily improved (see Table 2).   In 2000, Network 2 achieved VA’s highest rating of overall patient satisfaction among 22 networks nationwide, with a score of 72.6%.  That these improvements were achieved despite a significant reduction in staff is a testament to the effectiveness of our cooperation. 

To improve our Network employee rewards and recognition program, our Partnership has been actively involved in implementing a special contribution reward system that supports the “line of sight” between employees and key organizational goals.  The “Goalsharing” Program ties rewards to the accomplishment of 4-5 key stretch goals.   Employees are involved in establishing measurable goals for their work unit that support the overall goals of the Network and the VA. Goalsharing Teams at each Network facility are co-captained by a member of management and labor that oversee the work unit goals established and coordinate Goalsharing activities throughout the year to keep employees focused on the goals.  In excess of 1,000 teams were developed across Network 2 to assure universal employee involvement.   Over $2 million dollars was awarded in 2000 for achieving the bronze, silver or gold levels of goalsharing performance within their respective units.  The Network in 2000 won the Office of Personnel Management’s first annual PILLAR Award for innovation for its Goalsharing Program.

Network 2’s kickoff and ongoing implementation of the High Performance Development Model (HPDM) truly was and is a cooperative effort.  HPDM is a VA model for all-employee competency development designed to develop a highly skilled, customer-focused workforce.  Union and management representatives attended HPDM training.  Numerous two-person teams consisting of one management and one union representative were formed.   They conducted kickoff-briefing sessions for all employees on all shifts.  This was extremely effective as employees became aware of the buy-in of the unions.    Without labor’s enthusiastic support, endorsement and participation in HPDM, the Network would not have enjoyed the success it has in rolling out this important program. In 2000, 4665 employees completed 40 or more hours of training or development activities.  The Network was awarded a $25,000 HPDM grant from VA Headquarters due largely to the efforts of facility HPDM teams.     

 In June 2000, the Network Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR) Program was established.  Volunteer mediators from union and management ranks were trained to mediate a variety of disputes.  Since that date, Network ADR mediators have guided employees through 25 mediations, 16 of which have resulted in some form of settlement agreement.    Any employee can submit a dispute to the ADR Program.  There are now very few unfair labor practice charges and a minimum number of grievances in the Network.

Web-based employee satisfaction surveys show a 91% overall satisfaction rate. Additionally, 79% believe that Network 2 lives up to its values of trust, respect, commitment, compassion and excellence.  (See Table 3.)  Greater inclusiveness in management and decision-making, and concerted efforts to involve front-line staff in planning and carrying out work, are central strategies to achieve a more meaningful employment experience for staff.   The direct participation of labor representatives on the Network Executive Leadership Council affords leadership an excellent opportunity to understand and act on the concerns and needs that affect Network staff.  In addition, our Partnership Council fosters and maintains a cooperative, constructive labor-management relationship in the achievement of common goals and the improvement of services to veterans in Upstate New York.  In addition to the above, examples of the success of these collaborative efforts include:

· Improved strategic planning process

· Pre-decisional input to all Network-wide policies and procedures

· Labor Management Council Retreats in 2000 and 2001 focused on the promotion of relationship building, reiterated interest-based bargaining techniques as a tool for partnership, and assisted in generating a shared vision for success

Our Partnership Council has established a website that links readers to our Agreement, By Laws, and Rules of Conduct and to members e-mail accounts so employee comments/concerns can be easily transmitted  ( http://www.va.gov/visns/visn02/emp/labor.html ). We have also established an Outlook mail group to facilitate communications between members, and another so that labor representatives can discuss issues privately.  The Council, which is co-chaired by management and labor, meets once a month; in addition, we have arranged for labor representatives to videoconference once a month.

Improved communications, learning to work together and “walking in the shoes of others” are the hallmarks of our innovative and cooperative labor-management relationship.  This has enabled us to move forward rather than be held back by trying to outmaneuver each other.  We now have more win/win scenarios than win/lose, which had been our history.  We believe that all of the above activities would be useful to other labor-management relationships.  With shrinking government resources, employees (including managers) are being asked to do more with less.  Empowering employees to act on their own initiative and rewarding them for meeting organizational goals and objectives is central to our innovative and cooperative labor-management relationship. 
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