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to actively engage jeopardizes each of the other trade unions affected by GME 
restructuring. Moreover, the GM case shows that this is vital not only from 
the very beginning and during the whole negotiation process but also after 
the signing of the European framework agreement. Indeed, as the GM case 
demonstrates, reaching a European agreement does not completely protect the 
trade unions from new management attempts at whipsawing. Trade unions 
and workers therefore need to accompany this process with an intensive and 
continuous exchange of information through meetings, worker exchanges 
between plants (and across borders), and newsletters. This would help in 
setting up a common ground of shared issues and actions before going into 
local negotiations, while also helping to develop linkages between the differ­
ent levels of the trade union structure. It can also be recommended that the 
European Metalworkers' Federation take clear responsibility in advance when 
cross-border restructuring occurs. 

This is a serious assessment since it sheds light on the balance of power 
between the national and European levels. Therefore, it is my view that inte­
gration between the different levels of trade union structures is also, formally, a 
political process. Unions cannot establish effective structures to link the Euro­
pean and the national union levels without a protracted effort to educate the 
national unions, officials, and employee representatives about the importance 
of establishing a European view, where national interests and orientations in 
the case of restructuring need to be coordinated rather than simply aligned as 
autonomous national and local trade union policies. This requires new ideas 
on both the unions' and the institutions' side, especially from those governing 
the future trajectory of the European social model. On the other hand, it also 
requires clear rules and principles for the creation of a trusted and binding 
form of cross-border union cooperation-for example, the December 2005 
signing by GM, the EWe, and the union of the "European Solidarity Pledge" 
on the Opel Delta plants in Europe in order to prevent the implementation by 
GM of another round of cost cutting and the playing of workers against each 
other in the site-selection-process strategy (European Works Council Bulletin 
2006). In this way it may be possible to increase capacity and interunion trust 
to challenge the dominant position of transnational firms while supporting 
the development of new models of cross-border campaigns and other strate­
gic initiatives for trade unions and their allies across Europe. 

-rY-~ 
~

8. LABOR-COMMUNITY COALITIONS, GLOBAL 
UNION ALLIANCES, AND THE POTENTIAL OF 

SEIU'S GLOBAL PARTNERSHIPS 

AMANDA TATTERSALL 

The idea that the workers of the world should unite is deeply rooted in 
union rhetoric, yet the means by which global union alliances can be effec­
tively sustained is less apparent. This chapter uses lessons from labor-community 
coalition practices to help explore the elements of effective long-term global 
union alliances. In doing so, it suggests there are generalizable lessons about 
coalitions, whether between unions or between unions and community or­
ganizations, that can inform our understanding of union collaboration. It 
considers the possibilities for creating powerful global union alliances in the 
service sector through a case study of the Service Employees International 
Union's (SEIU) new global partnerships unit. 

The chapter first outlines the key elements of labor-community coali­
tions, identifying five significant indicators of coalitions, including common 
concern, structure, organizational commitment, organizational capacity and 
culture, and campaign scale. These are then explored through the global part­
nerships unit established by SEIU in 2004. The core organizational elements 
of the unit are identified, and then its campaign practices are examined using 
examples from the Driving Up Standards campaign between SEIU and the 
United Kingdom's Transport and General Workers Union (T&G or TGWU) 
between 2004 and 2005. 

Union collaboration lies at the heart of strategies for enhancing union 
power. Union movements exhibit tendencies toward both unity and fragmen­
tation, with collaboration representing an ascendancy of the forces of solidar­
ity over fragmentation at a particular historical period (Hyman 1975; Ellem 
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and Shields 2004). Global union alliances are just one manifestation of this 
broader form of union practice. 

While international collaboration has been used in the maritime, logistics, 
telecommunications, and manufacturing sectors for decades (Banks and Russo 
1999; Hickey 2004; Juravich and Bronfenbrenner 2003; Cohen and Early 2000; 
Meyer 2001), until recently the service sector had rarely been a site of deep 
global collaboration. However, rapid decline in union density has promoted 
new forms of union campaigning to rebuild union power. Furthermore, as 
firms in all industries have increasingly merged, successful organizing cam­
paigns have required more than just nationally organized movements (Harrod 
and O'Brien 2002; Lillie and Martinez-Lucio 2004; SEIU 2005). Service unions 
have now joined these other sectors in making global organizing a priority to 
establish union recognition and bargaining power. 

This chapter suggests that global union collaboration, as one form of union 
collaboration, may be able to draw insights from another form of collabo­
ration-between labor unions and community organizations. Over the last 
fifteen years, since the publication of seminal books such as Building Bridges, 
coalitions between unions and community organizations have become a key 
part of union renewal (Brecher and Costello 1990; Reynolds 2004). This surge 
of coalition practice in the industrialized world was preceded by the practice of 
social movement unionism in the Global South, which connected unions and 
movements for democracy (Moody 1997; von Holdt 2002). Labor-community 
coalitions have, in particular, been used to resist global corporations, and de­
pending on the industrial scale of those corporations, have had varying suc­
cess (Herod 2001). However, as capital has globalized, it has been necessary to 
revisit traditional definitions of the community as "local" (Ellem 2005). While 
the term "community" in labor-community coalitions implies notions of local 
place, employers and government operate at multiple scales, which requires 
that unions be capable of resistance and confrontation at multiple scales of 
power (Tattersall 2006). This may mean including a broader range of multi­
scaled coalition stakeholders, such as global unions. Thus, this chapter adapts 
scholarship on labor-community coalitions to enhance our understanding of 
a different form of coalition, the global union alliance, in order to explore 
when those alliances are likely to be powerful. 

Lessons from Labor-Community Coalitions 

Labor-community coalitions vary, and whether they can build powerful 
sustainable campaigns depends on the degree of reciprocal, interdependent 
connection between coalition partners (Tattersall 2005). This section ex­
plores five features of coalitions-common concern, structure, organizational 
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commitment, organizational culture, and a coalition's scale-as a framework 
for understanding the potential of global union alliances. 

The common concern at the heart of a coalition affects the degree of orga­
nizational participation and reciprocity. Ad hoc coalitions have a distant form 
of common interest, where the subject of the coalitional relationships is in the 
interest only of the party seeking solidarity. For global alliances, an example is a 
one-time picket against a firm's corporate headquarters in solidarity with a strike 
in another country. For labor-community coalitions, interconnection deepens 
when the common concern is in the mutual interest of each of the participating 
parties. Organizational self-interest for a coalition's core issues makes an organi­
zation more likely to deepen its commitment to the campaign. The depth of a 
coalition's purpose also effects organizational interconnection and Support. As a 
coalition moves from planning tactics to longer-term strategy, it creates a deeper, 
more powerfully negotiated collaboration (Reynolds 1999). Thus the sustainabil­
ity and depth of global alliances is likely to increase, depending on the degree to 
which the coalition's goals reflect the direct interest of each of the union partners, 
and the extent to which the global alliances build a joint strategy for power. 

The structure of the coalition relationship also affects the power of a co­
alition. Lasting relationships require formal interconnection though decision­
making structures. Indicators of organizational interconnection include 
groups having equal decision-making power, the participation of senior orga­
nizationalleaders, and the space for open negotiation of campaign planning 
(Tuffs 1998; Nissen 1999). Formal decision making is also assisted by informal 
support, such as through brokers or bridge builders between organizations 
(Rose 2000; McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001; Obach 2004). Coalition brokers 
are dedicated union officials working for the union who act as the regular 
contact points for external organizations and are responsible for executing co­
alition decisions within the union (McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly 2001). Bridge 
builders are people with experience in both community organizations and 
unions who translate cultural differences between organizations and help to 
build trust (Rose 2000). As the trust between organizations deepens, the types 
of organizations participating can also narrow. Instead of being formed on 
a come-one-come-all basis, coalitions are self-selecting-members are hand­
picked because they have a particular kind of interest or capacity (Tattersall 
2005). Global union alliances can increase trust by complementing formal 
decision making with informal bridge builders and brokers to assist with cul­
tural exchange across national boundaries. An example occurred during the 
United Parcel Service (UPS) 1997 strike, when the International Transport 
Federation's (ITF) World Council of UPS Unions coordinated a series of Eu­
ropean strikes and actions to coincide with the U.S. strike. These activities 
were coordinated by and linked to the International Brotherhood ofTeamsters 
(IBT) by a dedicated IBT staff working in the 1FT World Council's head office 
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in London. These IBT staff members, who had previous experience in working 
with international union federations, acted as European bridge builders for 
the IBT with the ITF (Banks and Russo 1999). 

A coalition's power is enhanced by the degree of organizational commit­
ment because such commitment increases the resources an alliance can deploy. 
Commitment is enhanced by leadership support and demonstrated through 
the mobilization of a union's or community organization's resources for a co­
alition, including financial commitment, activating organizational members 
in coalition events or activating a union or community organization's external 
political and organizational relationships to support the coalition's agenda, 
and willingness to activate member involvement in coalition events. 

The power of a coalition is conditioned by the organizational capacity of its 
participants and its ability to negotiate differences in organizational culture. Union 
and community organization capacity varies--some unions have powerful allies 
or the capacity to mobilize their members; others may have expertise in forms of 
campaigning (Frege, Heery, and Turner 2004). The capacity of a coalition's par­
ticipants shapes the potential power of the coalition. Furthermore, a coalition can 
experience conflict and tension due to contradictions in organizational culture, 
which can reduce common understanding and trust (Dreiling 1998). 

Finally, coalitions can be distinguished by the scale(s) or level at which they 
operate. Scale is a concept used by labor geographers to understand the spa­
tial aspect of power (Sadler and Fagan 2004). For instance, corporate power, 
while often categorized by the mobility of capital, can also be constrained by 
the local, such as in human service work or resource extraction where capital 
is restricted from moving from specific local places; this creates a capital fix, 
such as with a mine or property services (Walsh 2000; Ellem 2003). The local 
scale can be a powerful site for union resistance because it is where people live, 
work, and can directly participate in decision making and action (Wills 2002). 
A coalition deepens its power if it is able to sustain organized activity at multi­
ple scales because the power ofdecision makers, such as government or a firm, 
is rarely focused at only one scale. While a transnational firm may have the 
capacity to shift its capital globally, human service industries, such as cleaning 
or school bus driving, are fixed in specific localities. While firms have a choice 
about where to invest, the work of janitors or school bus drivers remains tied 
to where its consumer base is located (Herod 2001; Ellem 2005). Organizing 
power at that local scale may enhance the power of the union (Savage 1998; 
Walsh 2000). Furthermore, because a coalition's power comes from the people 
that it mobilizes, having the capacity to operate at multiple scales, particularly 
the local, increases the degree of rank-and-file participation. 

These indicators-----<:ommon concern, structure, organizational commit­
ment, organizational capacity and culture, and scale-are indicators of 
coalition power. Table 8.1 displays these indicators across a framework of 
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directly connects to a wide-scale organizing drive in the United States---ereating 
a deep self-interest. In contrast, the T&G already has very high union density. 
SEIU officials acknowledge that the campaign has limitations due to the "lack of 
mutuality" because the T&G has limited "growth potential" (Debbie Schneider, 
interview by author, 2005). Similarly, T&G union officials noted that union 
member engagement in the campaign has sometimes been difficult; while there 
has been support for SEIU members in solidarity with poor working condi­
tions in the United States, u.K. member participation has been motivated more 
by altruism than by self-interest (T&G union official 3, interview by author, 
2006). While there is a common interest in growing unionism across the indus­
try, there is less of a fit between self-interest in the two national contexts and the 
campaign's goals (Emily Stewart, interview by author, 2005). 

That said, the organizational relationships have allowed the T&G to expand 
and learn new campaign techniques. In the United Kingdom, the Driving Up 
Standards campaign has featured a public community campaign, research of 
the transport industry, and a corporate campaign targeting the First Group's 
Annual General Meeting (AGM) that has supported the campaign capacity 
and organizing agenda of the T&G (T&G union official 1, 2006). 

Achieving common interest requires permanent ongoing negotiation and 
open communication, and tensions over bargaining outcomes may prove to 
be hurdles for global union alliances. This is magnified when, despite union 
intentions, firms often divide and conquer employees by offering different 
contracts and terms across borders (Martinez-Lucio and Weston 1995). Given 
that building trust takes time and given the centrality of wage outcomes 
to members' interests, it may be a significant challenge to sustain joint ac­
tion over contract bargaining, as withholding on a contract could amount 
to a type of permanent solidarity rather than mutual self-interest. Yet the 
relationship between the unions provides a framework for creating a mu­
tual interest around driving standards up. For the T&G that meant prevent­
ing the "creeping Americanization" of working conditions, and for the SEIU 
that meant acting with transnational support to raise U.S. standards (Emily 
Stewart, interview by author, 2005). This was supported by joint activity and 
exchanges between U.K. and U.S. workers linking their common experiences 
that proactively guarded against corporate attempts to divide these workers 
by nation. 

Additionally, labor-community coalition practices may provide usefulles­
sons. A public-sector coalition by unions and community organizations in 
Chicago included demands for a union contract for workers and commu­
nity demands for improved public services. Early on in the relationship, key 
organizers agreed on a set process. The community organization stated up 
front that it did not expect the union to refuse to sign a contract if one was 
offered (Community organizer, interview by author, 2005). To build trust, the 
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organization instead requested that the union be open about its negotiating 
tactics and the content of its contract to allow the community organization 
to adjust its strategy according to the changing patterns of the dispute. The 
coalition recognized that wages and conditions, as core self-interest, had to be 
managed within the context of the coalition. So the community organization 
agreed to the union's negotiating its contract with the public service separately 
from the community organization's campaign while continuing a process of 
open and transparent dialogue with the organization. This private relation­
ship allowed the community organization to demonstrate that it respected the 
needs and limitations of the unions involved while trust between the organi­
zations developed. Simultaneously, the union ensured that its public-sector 
employment contract did not prevent its taking further political action over 
the broader public-service concerns that the community organization was 
campaigning for. 

Openly negotiating and respecting the self-interest of coalition partners is 
an important mechanism for enhancing trust in global union alliances. Hold­
ing out contractual agreements across borders will sometimes be a useful tactic 
but cannot be the basis for developing international bargaining agreements. As 
relationships build, agreed processes for dealing with conflicts of interest may 
provide a stepping-stone for ensuring that mutual self-interest and reciprocity 
are sustained as alliances develop and strengthen. 

Organizational Structure 

The SEIU global partnerships unit aims to move beyond "ad hoc attempts 
to use existing relationships and instead provide a permanent base for union 
relationships" (Steve Edwards, interview by author, 2005). The partnerships 
unit is a group of handpicked unions who share a common interest in growth. 
As Debbie Schneider notes, "if there is no interest about organizing," an al­
liance will be difficult (interview by author, 2005). Indeed, relationships are 
cultivated through long-standing informal relationships (such as with the 
LHMU or T&G), or through "exploratory visits to other countries"-includ_ 
ing Australia, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Germany-to find 
instances where there is "a commitment between unions to try and reinforce 
organizing with each other" (Emily Stewart, interview by author, 2005). Union 
leaders playa critical role in creating stable global alliances. In the Driving Up 
Standards campaign, strong leaders "generated the will" that could withstand 
tensions and negotiation and ensured that the relationships lasted (Emily 
Stewart, interview by author, 2005). For instance, when debates around cam­
paign styles became heated early on in the relationship, leadership interven­
tion by the T&G in the United Kingdom helped keep the relationship on track 
(T&G union official 1, interview by author, 2006). 



169 

168 AMANDA TATTERSALL 

In individual campaigns, organizational relationships are formally con­
nected through governance structures. In the Driving Up Standards cam­
paign, the International Transport Organizing Committee, established in 
April 2004, evolved out of a year of one-time exchanges between the unions. 
The committee included equal numbers of SEIU and T&G members, includ­
ing the senior leadership of both unions and rank-and-file representatives 
from the T&G (participant observation ofITOC meeting, March 2006). SEIU 
organizers repeatedly stated that global unionism requires artful diplomacy 
to negotiate campaign strategy, and it was in this committee that diplomatic 
disputes would be negotiated (Debbie Schneider, interview by author, 2005; 
Emily Stewart, interview by author, 2005). As Stewart observes: "This was to 
be the forum for critical decisions. If we were going to push one union or an­
other beyond their comfort zone, this would be the governing body to make 
that decision, hear the problems and deal with issues around that" (interview 
by author, 2005). 

The campaign had a dual structure, between operation and strategic man­
agement. Day-to-day decision making was left to union officials through 
teleconferences and local meetings, while this formal structure bound the 
unions through an open safe space for dispute resolution and strategy 
development. 

Interconnection between the two unions is also facilitated through mem­
bership and leadership exchanges. The Driving Up Standards campaigns used 
exchanges at union meetings and conventions to personalize and connect the 
campaign to the rank and file of each union. These visits "built up support 
for the campaign ... sparking outrage" and a willingness to act amongst the 
union as a whole, in addition to the leadership (Steve Edwards, interview by 
author, 2005). Exchanges were used when union commitment was escalated. 
T&G rank-and-file bus drivers came to the first bus meeting in Chicago in 
September 2004 to launch the international exchange. Then U.S. workers at­
tended the T&G AGM in early 2005 before the T&G lobbied for U.K. politi­
cians to undertake a tour of FirstStudent work sites in the United States (Emily 
Stewart, interview by author 2005). 

Organizational Commitment 

To enhance ongoing organizational commitment, the global partnerships unit 
created formal brokers and bridge builders between unions to resource global 
interaction. SEIU provides significant resources for regional offices and or­
ganizers in Australia, the United Kingdom, South Africa, India, and Poland. 
Dedicated staff is vital for building local commitment to the global coalition. 
As Tom Woodruff argues: "Everyone is so busy ... we have found that to have 
effective partnerships with sufficient energy and resources to foster those 
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partnerships and make them happen that we need people focused entirely on 
this ... through dedicated staff" (interview by author, 2005). A dedicated staff 
moves a coalition from good intentions to creating a sustainable capacity to 
act. Thus the Clean Start for Cleaners campaign in Australia, which is a joint 
SEIU-LHMU-SFWU campaign, followed from the SEIU's employment of a 
dedicated staff person, Michael Crosby, and his establishment of a research 
and organizing team. 

Organizational Culture and Capacity 

Union brokers also act as cultural bridge builders between different national 
contexts and union cultures. SEIU officials argue that the most significant 
obstacle to international exchange is "learning the language of union and in­
dustry practice" in other countries (Emily Stewart, interview by author, 2005). 
These include anything from legal and regulatory differences to understand­
ing the accepted codes of local union practice. Having a cultural translator 
helps prevent cultural mismatches from creating conflict between the parties. 
In the Driving Up Standards campaign, Steve Edwards was hired as a bridge 
builder to help build more formal relationships between the unions. Steve was 
employed by SEIU in March 2004 to be based in Washington, D.c., but his 
background was as head of the transport division at the T&G in the United 
Kingdom. His relationships with the T&G and his knowledge of local UK. 
union practice enabled him to act as a full-time "bridge between SEIU and 
campaign with the T&G in the UK" (Steve Edwards, interview by author, 
2005). Later on, this bridge-builder model was reproduced in the United King­
dom-in September 2004 a U.K. union official was hired as an SEIU organizer 
to work with the T&G in London. 

A key cultural difference in the Driving Up Standards campaign is between
 
acceptable types of campaign practice (Steve Edwards, interview by author,
 
2005). SEIU has traditionally used a very "in your face" style of direct action,
 
particularly in its Justice for Janitors campaigns (Emily Stewart, interview by
 
author, 2005). SEIU also relies on comprehensive campaigns, including alli­

ances with community organizations, corporate campaigning, and aggressive
 
media as usual practice, because it does not have strong preexisting relation­

ships with government or corporations. 

This is unlike union practice in other countries. For instance, in the United 
Kingdom, unions have traditionally relied on strong, informal relations with 
government, and unions have a weaker tradition of corporate or community 
campaigning (Frege and Kelly 2004). The common mode of union action is in­
dustrial disputation (Steve Edwards, interview by author, 2005). In the United 
Kingdom, the T&G has a strong tradition of rank-and-file involvement in 
campaign planning, which is different from SEIU practice in the First Student 
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the regulation of standards for yellow bus contracts, where workers, with par­
ents and the local community, lobby school boards to demand that the board 
contract only with companies that meet basic levels of maintenance, monitor­
ing, and labor conditions to protect quality bus services for schoolchildren. 

The difficulty for the Driving Up Standards campaign is that the immense 
breadth of this activity makes it "hard to go deep" (anonymous SEIU organi­
zer 2, interview by author, 2005). This was particularly the case early on, when 
the campaign was focused on mobilizing "U.K. leverage" to the exclusion of 
deep worker participation in either country (anonymous SEIU organizer 1, 
2005). However, the worker-community school board campaign and the ac­
tivity focused on the 2006 AGM have engaged union members in both coun­
tries in more meaningful activities that have a direct impact on union leverage, 
which has assisted the campaign's multiscaled capacity. 

As one SEIU official said, reflecting on the Driving Up Standards campaign, 
"[T]he will has been good, the execution has been difficult" (Emily Stewart, 
interview by author, 2005). This chapter has attempted to introduce a frame­
work for understanding how the execution of global alliances works, drawing 
from the work of labor-community coalitions. 

This chapter has identified five key indicators of labor-community coali­
tions and then explored those indicators by focusing on a very new global 
union alliance, SEIU's global partnerships unit. Studying this unit and the 
Driving Up Standards campaign reveals similarities between the operations of 
effective global alliances and effective coalitions. There was a close correlation 
between the emphasis on common concern and effective global partnerships. 
The mutual interest in growth and achieving a campaign fit was an important 
but challenging feature of the campaign. Mutual interest remains a goal of 
the global partnerships unit, but it is a constant test to renegotiate this during 
campaign practice. Similarly, organizational interaction was an important and 
variable feature of the global union alliance. The formal and informal inter­
connection between the unions created bonds of increasing trust as well as 
providing a space for negotiating tensions and cultural differences. Yet cultural 
tensions remained a feature of those relationships. Finally, the role of scale is 
equally important. Without engaging workers at a local scale, the union can 
easily be "third-partied" in campaigns. Multiscalar campaigning is the great 
challenge for global alliances, as stretching from the local to the global thins 
resources, and meaningful local engagement requires meaningful local action, 
which can also be a challenge. 

Despite these successes, the Driving Up Standards campaign has not pro­
ceeded without complications, which signal potential challenges for future 
global alliances more broadly. Like labor-community coalitions, the effec­
tiveness of union exchanges relies on reciprocity and mutual interest to be 
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effective, and it is on these questions that the global union experiment has 
some detractors. The global partnerships unit has proceeded quickly, often at­
tempting to initiate campaigns and activity despite tensions within or between 
unions and the local union movement. SEIU has sometimes been perceived as 
trying to "pick winners" in this local context, exacerbating local tensions, and 
has been criticized for being insensitive to local union practices, capacity, and 
differences. For this, the global partnerships experiment has been criticized 
outside the United States. Yet the global partnerships unit has the potential 
to create powerful internationalisms in the fast-growing service sector, and 
international union organizing in this sector presents an opportunity to shift 
worker conditions internationally. The SEIU has refined and led comprehen­
sive union campaigns in the United States, and spreading these lessons to part­
ner unions globally is a very welcome step. 

Heeding the experience of labor-community coalitions, this chapter em­
phasizes that future global union structures and strategies should proceed as 
alliances that join distinct, differently interested organizations, requiring space 
for open negotiation. I suggest the goal is not single global unions but global 
union coalitions capable of negotiating different interests and cultural prac­
tices at multiple scales of organization and power. Sensitivity to reciprocity, 
respect for difference, and mutual learning will be critical if these alliances are 
to have longevity within different national contexts. 

As capital centralizes into smaller numbers of global firms, unions such as 
SEIU are seeking to engage at the global scale. Global union alliances are just 
one example of a possible source of powerful collaboration that can support 
a renewal of union power. This examination of SEIU's global partnerships 
unit suggests that global union alliances can learn from the practice of labor­
community coalitions to help create powerful global union collaboration. 


