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Your Role as a Chairperson



What is a UNION

The Chairperson’s Role 

Duty of Fair Representation (DFR)

Effective Communication

Essential Tools & Resources to Learn More



What is a Union?

• Strength in Numbers

• Collective Voice

• Progress through Unity



1. Wages, benefits and working conditions are 
protected by a legal contract.

2. A collective bargaining agreement spells out how 
much each worker earns.

3. Unions negotiate raises for everyone and members 
vote on the new contract.

4. If you are unfairly disciplined or terminated, unions 
provide you due process to protect you.

5. Seniority rights
6. Unions enforce and advocate safety regulations at 

both the State & Federal level.
7. If you don’t like something at work, you can work 

together with your union to change it.

1. Management can change wages, benefits 
and working conditions whenever they want.

2. Unequal treatment/favoritism exists.
3. If you want a raise, you must plead your case 

to your manager.
4. If you are unfairly disciplined or terminated, 

you are on your own with no recourse.
5. No seniority rights without a contract.
6. If you do not like something at work, you are 

at the mercy of management.

UNION NON-UNION



The Union Difference

Higher Wages
• $191 per week 

than their 
nonunion 
counterparts.

Better Benefits
• More likely to have 

employer-provided 
pensions and 
health insurance.

Safer Workplace
• Safe working 

conditions that 
prevent death, 
illness and 
injury.

Voice on the job
• Better 

workplaces and 
working 
conditions 
without the fear 
of retaliation.

Source: https://aflcio.org/what-unions-do



8-hour 
workday

Lunch 
breaks

Minimum 
wage

Paid sick 
leave

Overtime 
pay

Child 
labor laws

Health 
benefits

Safety 
standards

Unions built the middle class



What percentage of workers are unionized across the United States?

1954 – _____ 2021 – _______ 35% 10.03%

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics





PROTECTOR
ENFORCER







Presides over Local meetings and enforces SMART Constitution and bylaws.
(Section 59)

Writes the minutes at monthly union meetings. Keeper of the minutes and 
updates bulletin boards.
(Section 63)

The Local's financial steward is responsible for maintaining accurate records, 
managing finances, and filing reports.
(Section 64)

Audits the treasurer once a year.
(Section 67)
Local safety stewards answer questions, work with State Legislative Director, and 
encourage members to register to vote.
(Section 66)

Fills the role of the president when the president is unavailable.
(Section 60)



Leadership Passion Courage

Transparency Empathetic Mentorship

Resiliency Adaptability Integrity



Develops the active union 
member

Urge attendance  
at union meetings

Grows and keeps membership

Develops leaders in the Local

Is active in 
local labor 

council

Develops the 
newly hired 

employee

CHAIRPERSON AS AN ORGANIZER



Solidarity is our POWER



YOU ARE EQUAL TO MANAGEMENT AS A CHAIRPERSON

Investigate

Request information

Challenge unilateral changes

Stand up to the boss! 



Chairperson Manual
Union Literature 
 - Labor Notes Library

labornotes.org

 -Sections:
 81,82, 87, 88, and 89 

SMART UNIVERSITY



Membership Contact Information 
(AB 119 for public sector)

Workplace Rules, Policies & 
Handbooks

Your Collective Bargaining 
Agreement(s) [CBA]



“Why didn’t you call me back?”

Respond to members when possible



OTHER MISTAKES A CHAIRPERSON CAN MAKE
Give out false information

Make promises

Be unprofessional

Not file grievances with merit

Trade grievances for other grievances

Sharing internal disputes 

Pretend to know it all

Miss Time-lines









GENERAL PRINCIPLES: 
THE DUTY OF FAIR REPRESENTATION (DFR)

Courts have held that employees represented by a 
union are owed a “duty of fair representation.” 
the duty applies whether the employee belongs to the 

union or not.



CONDUCT THAT COULD LEAD 
TO A BREACH IN THE DFR

1. DISCRIMINATION

2. ARBITRARINESS

3. BAD FAITH

4. DISHONESTY
https://www.umass.edu/usa/dutyfairrep.htm

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT DFR:





ULP filed against you or the union?

Forward the charge letter to the SMART Legal Department ASAP

legal_td@smart-union.org



AS A CHAIRPERSON, YOU NEED TO BE AN EFFECTIVE 
COMMUNICATOR



Increase member engagement

Enhances clarity and education

Builds trust

Fosters a strong sense of a union family

WHY IS EFFECTIVE MEMBER COMMUNICATION IMPORTANT



Union Communication Challenges

Year: 2000 Year: 2022



Other Communication Challenges



Tips on Effective Communication
1. Listening

2. Simplicity is key

3. Knowing you can be wrong

4. Use Names

5. Let Others Talk 

6. Get to the Point

7. Non-verbal Language 

8.  Be Aware of Perception

9. Establish a good relationship

10.Patience 

“!” “.”



“If you don’t vote, you don’t matter”
-Sean Penn







Why you should join SMART Trifold



Your Properties Collective Bargaining Agreement 

The collective bargaining agreement is the number one union book to be familiar with

Must-Read Union Book:



Can be found in SMART University 



https://labornotes.org/store/just-cause

https://labornotes.org/store/legal-rights-union-stewards

https://labornotes.org/store/fmla-handbook

https://labornotes.org/store/how-win-past-practice-grievances

https://labornotes.org/store/no-contract-no-peace

https://labornotes.org/store/labor-law-source-book

(You can request the full NLRB & Arbitration cases in back of book from labornotes.com)

Educational Union Books

https://labornotes.org/store/just-cause
https://labornotes.org/store/legal-rights-union-stewards
https://labornotes.org/store/fmla-handbook
https://labornotes.org/store/how-win-past-practice-grievances
https://labornotes.org/store/no-contract-no-peace
https://labornotes.org/store/labor-law-source-book


Go to the “Transportation Local Toolbox” on our website to find many resources 



https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL9noZK4TxZ5h-iJPyIqdPyaxmZ794gVIX

AFL-CIO
UnionHall Tuturial videos to update your website

Communication:

https://youtube.com/playlist?list=PL9noZK4TxZ5h-iJPyIqdPyaxmZ794gVIX


Business Cards

Communication:



dotcards.net

Digital Business Card

NFC reader & QR Code

Communication:



SMART Directory

https://smart-union.org/members/contact-smart-td-directory/

Communication:



 https://desktop.telegram.org/ for the desktop version

Communication:

https://desktop.telegram.org/




Listen to members:



• https://cha4mot.com/t_mailto.html

• One-click message campaigns where people can click on a link to send an email.

 Tiny URL allows 
users to create 
smaller URLs to use 
the "Code 
Generator Tool

 tinyurl.com/app

Provide opportunities for involvement:

https://cha4mot.com/t_mailto.html


Free

Provide opportunities for involvement:



Educate Members:



Educate Members:
New Hire PowerPoints during Orientation



Educate Members:



Online Workshops

labornotes.org

Educate Members:



UNION Bullseye

Educate Members:



aflcio.org/about-us/our-unions-and-allies/state-
federations-and-central-labor-councils

aflcio.org

https://www.afge.org/take-action/find-your-clc/clc-map/
Local Labor Council Across the U.S

State Federations

The American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations 
(AFL–CIO) is the largest federation of unions in the United States. 

Collaborate with other Organizations:



ilovepdf.com
Staying Organized:



Staying Organized:



Staying Organized:



• Save all your files
• Access your files from phone and computer
• Scan documents from your phone
• Create sharable folders with a link

Staying Organized:

Google Drive



Staying Organized:



Ctrl + F

Keyword search PDFs on phone or laptop

Staying Organized:



These tools can be found on SMART University

Tools for Contract Negotiations
Staying Organized:



Useful Information and Resources Document

This document can be found on SMART University









U     N     I     V     E     R     S     I     T     Y

What is a Grievance? 



Table of 
Contents

The Grievance

Information Request

JUST CAUSE

Work Now, Grieve Later

Off-Duty Conduct

Weingarten Rights

Unfair Labor Practice (ULP)



Collective Bargaining Agreement

Past Practice

Federal or State Law

Alleged violation of a work rule or policy 
(JUST CAUSE)

A grievance is a violation of:



Wages 

Working conditions

Vacations

Benefits

Disciplinary actions and procedures.

ANY violation of your collective bargaining 
agreement

Contract violations can include language regarding:



Contract clarifying
Gives meaning to ambiguous or general 
contract language  

Independent
There is no reference in the contract 

Conflicting
The practice goes against the contract 
language. 



HOW TO PROVE PAST PRACTICE

LONGEVITY REPETITION CONSISTENCY KNOWLEDGE



https://labornotes.org/store/how-win-past-practice-
grievances

Book:

https://labornotes.org/store/how-win-past-practice-grievances
https://labornotes.org/store/how-win-past-practice-grievances


https://labornotes.org/store/labor-law-source-book
Book:

https://labornotes.org/store/labor-law-source-book








Article 21B, Section 81 



Informal 
meeting

Formal 
Internal 
steps

Binding 
Arbitration



Grievance Template

Date of violation

Articles & Sections Violated 

Statement of Facts

Remedy Sought

Filing a Grievance triggers formal steps

Make sure every grievance has:



• Arbitrator may request:

Arbitration is always a risk and very expensive. Avoid arbitration if possible



Unions have the right to request and receive 
information from employers to investigate grievances.

The right to information is essential for the union to 
effectively represent its members.

Employer must provide requested information or 
face unfair labor practice charge.





Information Request Template



Information 
Request
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Disciplinary Representation “JUST CAUSE”
 



JUST CAUSE



1.Fair Notice
2.Prior enforcement
3.Due process
4.Substantial proof
5.Equal treatment
6.Progressive discipline
7.Mitigating and extenuating 

circumstances



An employee may not be punished for violating a rule or standard whose 
nature and penalties have not been made known.

Employers must publicize standards and identify potential penalties

Unilaterally Imposed Rule: 
Employers must give unions notice and opportunity to bargain before adopting new rules.
 



Punishment may not be imposed for violating a rule or standard that the 
employer has not enforced for a prolonged period.

Three ways of proving laxed enforcement:
1. Widespread violations
2. Employer was aware of violations
3. Employer did not take action

Resetting: Employers can reset a rule by notifying workers that they will enforce it and 
punish violators.
 



Double Jeopardy: 

Employers must conduct interviews, take action, and list charges before 
issuing discipline. Once assessed, discipline may not be increased.



Charges must be proven by substantial and credible evidence.



Employers may not punish one employee more harshly than another for the 
same offense.

Making the case: The union must identify at least one other employee who violated the same rule as 
the grievant to prove unequal treatment.

Valid Distinctions: Valid distinctions allow employers to issue different discipline to different 
workers. 

How far back can you go to prove unequal treatment? Union can prove unequal 
treatment beyond 5 years, but evidence more than 10 years old could be rejected.



Employers must issue discipline to give employees an opportunity to improve when responding to misconduct.

1) Prior discipline must be in record.
2) The prior infraction must have resulted in discipline.
3) The current infraction should relate to the prior infraction.
4) Final penalty 

Note: 



Discipline must be proportional to gravity of offense, taking into account 
mitigating or extenuating circumstances.

Mitigating circumstances: Are facts that suggest that an offending employee is likely to correct their behavior. 

Extenuating Circumstances: Reduce employees' responsibility and reduce the likelihood of repetition.





Here is how management describes insubordination:

Insubordination is a deliberate refusal to obey a reasonable order related to 
an employee's job function.

The obey-now rule applies even when an order:
1. Unreasonable or unfair 
2. Conflicts with contract 
3. Requires duties outside classification 
4. Violates past practice



An employer must establish six elements to justify an insubordination charge:
1) The supervisor's directive was clear
2) The order served the needs of the business
3) The employee knew that the person giving the order had authority to issue directions
4) The supervisor gave the employee a warning of consequences
5) The employee's refusal was knowing, willful, and deliberate.
6) The employee was given an opportunity to correct.

EXCEPTIONS
1)  Employee believes order will put them at risk of bodily injury. 
2) Illegal or unethical
3) Order that invades employee privacy



NEXUS EXCEPTION:



The Right to Union Representation During an 
Investigation Hearing

Weingarten rights are sometimes confused with 
Miranda rights



Union representative can:



Bob Schwartz: An Introduction to Just Cause

https://labornotes.org/store/just-cause

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dSMFcJ5db30

https://labornotes.org/store/just-cause
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dSMFcJ5db30
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Unfair Labor Practice (ULP)



• Unfair labor practices involve employers or labor unions violating 
labor laws and regulations, often affecting employees' rights to 
participate in organized labor activities.

• Unfair labor practices are investigated by the National Labor 
Relations Board or State Agency.

• These agencies have the authority to investigate complaints, issue 
rulings, and impose remedies to protect the rights of workers and 
ensure fair labor relations.

www.nlrb.gov/guidance/key-reference-materials/national-labor-relations-act
Here is a link to violations:



For Unions in the Private Sector



• Similar to the National Labor Relations Board

• Process Unfair Labor Practice charges

• Each State has their board, and it could be named differently

For Unions in the Public Sector

www.perb.ca.gov



Here are a few examples of unfair labor practices by employers:

•Unilateral changes

•Coercive questioning of employees regarding their union 
activity

•Threatening employees or discriminating against 
employees because they participated in union activities

•Promising benefits to employees if they refuse to 
participate in union activity

•Failing to provide information

•Violation of Weingarten rights

•Failure to bargain in good faith

Weingarten RightsWeingarten Rights



The following procedures must be observed before an employer makes a change to working conditions that is silent in the contract

When the contract is silent to a certain issue



six months

www.nlrb.gov
www.perb.ca.gov

http://www.nlrb.gov/
http://www.perb.ca.gov/


• The NLRB or State Agency does not defer ULP charges alleging:



All SMART University modules or for training and guidance purposes only. While all locals, committees and boards must operate within the SMART Constitution and follow applicable State and Federal 
Laws, they may function in a manner that is slightly different. Therefore, if questions arise, please contact your Local officers, General Chairmen or State Director of jurisdiction if clarity is needed. 
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