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AN INTRODUCTION TO SUSTAINABLE WORK SYSTEMS FOR EMPLOYERS
Sustainable Work Systems (SWS) is a productivity programme that brings employees, their union and management together to identify and implement ways to reduce waste and improve services. 

What makes SWS superior to other such programmes is the PSA's involvement. The union’s involvement helps reassure staff that this is not ‘just another round of job cuts’ and deliver the cooperation of staff.  This allows the programme to release the complete range of ideas and full potential that exist within any organisation.

Why we are proposing SWS?
The PSA and its members want to see public services delivered as efficiently and effectively as possible. But research shows that productivity programmes without a strong ‘guiding coalition’ – which includes trade unions – are far more likely to fail.
We want an approach to productivity that involves our frontline members as partners in the drive to improve services. We have developed SWS because we believe it offers a chance to radically improve productivity and enhance the working lives of our members.

What is SWS?
SWS draws on lean systems thinking methods and tools developed in the private sector.  These include:

· ‘value stream mapping’, in which the flows of information and work needed to produce a service are examined in order to find the largest sources of waste

· ‘root cause analysis’, which helps staff tackle the true causes of problems, not just their symptoms

· ‘opportunities for improvement’, a system in which changes suggested by staff are logged and tracked in a transparent and accountable manner

It is important to realise, however, that SWS is about more than just these tools. It is about creating a process that, with the union acting as a joint-facilitator, brings together different parts of an organisation to identify and implement improvements. It is also about embedding a culture of continuous improvement, so that seeking out greater efficiency becomes part of business as usual.

How does SWS work?
SWS begins when the PSA approaches members and employers in one of our workplaces about whether they want to be part of a joint productivity programme.
If they do, the PSA and the employer commit to an agreement about how it will be run. Part of this agreement is to engage an external facilitator experienced in SWS to provide the training.
A key part of SWS is the structure set up to identify, examine and implement changes. Initially staff and management are brought together in wide ranging forums to discuss in detail the way that services are being delivered, identify improvements, and to be trained in applying the chosen tools. 
Each individual project identified is then overseen by a joint PSA-management leadership team. The heads of each project reports to an oversight committee, also composing PSA and management representatives.
Operating alongside this is an Opportunity For Improvement (OFI) committee, again run jointly, that deals with suggested initiatives. It logs progress on implementing suggestions in a way that allows any member of the organisation to see what action has been taken.

As the specific projects or OFIs are worked through and implemented, staff and management move onto the next area for improvement. Through this process being repeated in a managed and planned way, a culture of continuous improvement will be embedded and a culture of continuous quality improvement is achieved.  It just becomes ‘the way we do things around here’. 

What does SWS offer? 

· A high-quality consultancy, mentoring and support for the productivity programme 

· Support for management to develop new ways of working

· Processes that develop staff capabilities and give them the ability to lead change 

The commitment needed

SWS has an upfront cost, in terms of the time needed to release staff for the initial training, and an on-going cost of releasing staff to sit on joint project, OFI and oversight committees;  and  for the cost of facilitation. The evidence, however, of our pilot projects is that this investment is more than repaid in a very short time, thanks to the savings identified.

Why work with a union?

Productivity programmes can be implemented without unions but, as stated above, they tend to fail or fall short of their goals. In contrast, US research indicates that programmes that involve unions achieve efficiency gains 20% higher than those that do not (see Black and Lynch, 2001).
Unions have a unique ability to deliver the commitment of staff. This ensures programmes can achieve maximum efficiency, and lays the foundation for a better long-term working relationship.

The conditions for SWS

The PSA is interested in improving productivity because it wants to release savings that can be reinvested in better and extended services. Our members are not interested in programmes designed to cut jobs or cut spending – but they do want better jobs delivering excellent services.
For more information contact us:

Public Service Association

PSA House, PO Box 3817

Wellington 6140
Ph 04 9170333

Fax 04 9172051

www.psa.org.nz
[image: image1.png]SUSTAINABLE 2/,
WORK SYSTEMS o




