
The Campaign for a Strong Contract 

Winning stronger language in our collective bargaining agreements is one important 

strategy to improve patient care and strengthen our voice as nurses.  

What is a Contract Campaign? 

A contract campaign is an approach to negotiations that goes beyond the dynamics of the 
bargaining table. Contract campaigns include a variety of tactics-- the most important of which 
serve to mobilize members to achieve specific contract objectives AND to build solidarity and 
capacity for future fights.  It includes member education and mobilization as well as broadening 
the union’s struggle to include the community and political leaders.  

▪ A campaign is a strategic and motivational way to organize our activities.
▪ Campaigns help us target our resources and energy on a specific objective.
▪ Larger campaigns are often comprised of many “mini-campaigns” that work together toward

a larger objective.
▪ Campaigns are an opportunity for us to build a permanent worksite structure – functioning,

regular meetings, solid member structure for information sharing and mobilization, and
grievance handling.

Use the factsheet that follows and your own experience to answer these questions in 

your small group:  

1. What have you done as part of a contract campaign? Which of these elements

have you seen or experienced in action?

Group 1: Getting the membership involved, expanding the group of people who 

understand who know. 

Group 2: Starting early, working together, building unity or management will chip away. 

Group 3: Starting early, educating the membership. Educating  

Group 4: Communication – getting correct information to the member, rapidly to the 

membership before management. Management will twist things. Building relationship 

with Contract Action team members. Ways of getting communication out. Getting 

people involved across generations. Draw on all the resources of the union. 

Group 5: Weekly or monthly updates. 

2. Which two of these elements do you think are most important to a successful

contract campaign? Why?
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3. What is one challenges you would expect to experience in a contract campaign,

with members, management, or allies? What are two ways we could deal with

those challenges?
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Elements of a Model Contract Campaign 

Start Early 
A good campaign may begin a year or two before the contract expires. Start with an 
honest evaluation of the union's strengths and weaknesses against the employer 

• Research the employer's position, especially vulnerabilities.

• What are the trouble spots with the current contract?

• What has management been pushing?

• Assess the union’s strength

o How many leaders do you have?
o Which units are strong with active leaders?

o Which units need work?
o How accurate is your contract information for the membership

Work Together 
If bargaining can be coordinated across hospitals, this adds to your leverage. Decide 

goals and strategy together, and ramp up your contract campaign in unison. 

Members Must Decide 
An involved membership with the power to make decisions is crucial. If a campaign 
is top-heavy and most members are passive, management will know it. Members 

must be clear what actions they are willing to take and stick to the plan once its 
formulated. 

Prioritize 
Through surveys and thorough discussion, everyone should be clear on the "must-

have" goals. Knowing your goals enables everyone to agree on whether or not 
you've won.  

Broad, Representative Bargaining Team 
The best way to ensure you're pushing for the right issues is for your bargaining 
team to represent a good cross-section of the membership. The best practice is to 
elect your bargaining team, increasing their authority with management and the 

membership during negotiations. 

Build Leadership, Share the Work 
In addition to the bargaining committee you will need a strong Contract Action Team 
of stewards and rank-and-file volunteers with representation from every shift in every 

department and every social group in the facility, with every contract action team 
member responsible for communicating one-on-one with 10 people. Creating such a 

member-to-member network enables new rank-and-file leaders to step forward. 

Keep Information Flowing 
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A strong communications network using one-on-ones, text trees (What’s App), unit 
meetings, flyers, email and social media will keep members mobilized over the 

length of the campaign. Management will push for an information blackout – don't fall 
for it.  

Use Escalating Actions 
Build momentum as you approach the expiration date, starting with actions that 
require less risk. Your goal at first is to get members involved in some visible way. 
Then build intensity, involving more members and putting more pressure on 

management. Remember that your power is on the job, not at the bargaining table. 
Use that power when negotiations get sticky.  

Mobilize Community Support 
More and more, unions need allies to win a decent contract—from the community, 

nearby congregations, other unions in hospitals and in the community, even among 
elected officials. Securing public support means having a message that resonates 

with a broader audience, and solidarity works best when it's a two-way street. Build 
connections and stand up for issues your allies care about, before contract crunch 
time.  
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Member Involvement in All Phases of a Campaign 

Review the Phases of a Campaign chart. Your facilitator will ask your small group to put 
the Contract Campaign Activities on the following page into the phase where you think 

they belong. Then, your facilitator will ask one small group to report what they have 
placed where, for discussion.  

Phases of a Campaign 

Foundation 

Kick-off 

Escalation Period 

The Peak of Our Strength 

Resolution 
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Contract Campaign Actions 

Stickers of unity and support 
for bargaining team 

Members vote to ratify new 
collective bargaining agreement 

Ratify our platform of bargaining 
goals on our priority issues  

Build relationships with community 
groups, other unions and  

elected officials 

Create improved contract 
 language to propose 

Activities involving community 
leaders and elected officials 

Meet with management’s 

negotiators 

Contract Campaign Committee 
communicates one-on-one with 

members 

Hold press conference where 
nurses share their stories  

Present our proposed contract 
language to management 

Petition with signatures of support Celebrate 

Strike or threat of strike NYSNA button days 

Members attend events in support 
of community leaders, other unions 

& elected officials 

Members fill out bargaining surveys 
to identify concerns & priorities 

Bargaining team recommends 
members vote YES to ratify 

tentative agreement 

Bargaining team evaluates 
management's proposals 

Bargaining team reaches tentative 
agreement with management 

Plan how to implement  
new contract provisions 

Informational picket Hold candlelight vigil 

Debrief campaign Issue a policy paper  

Identify and recruit Contract 

Campaign Committee members 

Bargaining conference (meeting of 

coordinating facilities) 

Research corporate finances Call the media 
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Public Sector 

Public Sector Notes: 

• In the public sector, a strike carries a penalty of two days' loss of pay for every day
on strike.

• Contract campaign actions in the public sector also include:
o fact-finding

o non-binding arbitration
o public hearings with governmental agencies
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Foundation 

Kick-off 

Escalation Period 

The Peak 
Resolution 

▪ Elect Bargaining Team
▪ Start researching corporate finances
▪ Bargaining surveys of members’ issues
▪ Ratify Platform
▪ Bargaining Conference
▪ Identify and recruit Contract Action Team (CAT)

members
▪ Build relationship with community groups, other

unions and elected officials

▪ Create improved contract language to
propose

▪ Set bargaining dates
▪ Meet with management’s negotiators
▪ Present proposed contract language to

management
▪ Hold Press Hearings

▪ Issue policy paper

▪ Bargaining Committee evaluates 
management’s proposals

▪ Petition with signatures of support for
bargaining team

▪ Stickers of unity and support for contract
campaign

▪ Informational picket
▪ Call the media

▪ Hold candlelight vigil
▪ Wear red
▪ Activities involving community leaders,

other unions and elected officials

▪ Strike or threat of strike
▪ Reach Tentative Agreement
▪ Bargaining Team recommends 

members vote YES to ratify Tentative
Agreements

▪ Members ratify the contract
▪ Celebrate
▪ Debrief campaign
▪ Opportunity for COPE drive
▪ Identify how to implement new contract

provisions

Contract Campaign 
Phases 
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Contract Campaign Phases 

I. Foundation period:  Goal is to create capacity.
Activities: Bargaining surveys to identify priorities, identify leaders, clarify objectives,
research corporate finances, select bargaining team, reach out to community leaders, other 
unions, clergy, and politicians, etc.   
Duration:  May last a few days, weeks, months, or years depending on the scope of the 
undertaking and the extent to which you have to start “from scratch”. 

II. Kick-off phase:  Campaign officially beings. Creates the focused concentration and
commitment it takes to get things going.
Activities: Press Conferences– “going public”, petition with signatures of support for 
bargaining team, bargaining conference, etc.  (a visible action) 

III. Escalation Period: Series of objectives that build the campaign.  Escalation, conflict
increases, issue polarized, intense mobilization.
Campaign proceeds to a series of peaks, each one building on what has gone before.
The art of leading through this phase is in finding ever-new ways to broaden support,
sharpen the issue, and renew commitment.  It is also in devising peaks that are inspirational,
yet achievable.  Smaller campaigns may only need one peak.
Activities: stickers of unity and support for contract campaign, informational picket, call the
media, hold candlelight vigil, wear red

IV. The Peak:  The moment of maximum mobilization.
Creates peak crisis.  All resources mobilized to reach this point.  Or, other times emerges
from the actions and reactions of the campaign and the target.
Activities: Strike or threat of strike, continue to build strength until reach Tentative
Agreements are reached.

V. Resolution:  Reaching clear, measurable outcome.
Activities: Bargaining Team recommends members vote YES to ratify Tentative
Agreements, members ratify the contract
Strategic Building – Win here and build for the next campaign.

Always end campaigns with evaluation, celebration, and preparation (whether it’s a win 
or loss.) 

Whether we are in a major campaign, smaller campaigns in a facility or department, or 
even handling an individual grievance, reaching resolution is important.   
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Summary 

• As nurses, we can trust our gut feelings about what is safe for patients and what is
not.

• Anything is possible to change because we have a union and as nurses we have the

right to make sure our patients receive the best care possible.

• State regulations help patients the most when we organize to make sure they are

enforced.

• Campaigns create increasing pressure on decision-makers over time with a series of
escalating tactics, increasing numbers of people involved, and increasing visibility of
tactics.

• We increase our strength and win stronger contracts when members mobilize to put

pressure on management.

• Contract Campaign Committees are most effective when every shift in every
department and every social group is represented.

• One-on-one conversations are the best way to communicate with members to share
information and to recruit members to take action together in contract campaigns

just like in any other situation.

• When we act together and work with our allies, we have a wide range of tools we
can use to protect patient care!



Elements of a Model Contract Campaign 

Start Early 
A good campaign may begin a year or two before the contract expires. Start with an 
honest evaluation of the union's strengths and weaknesses against the employer 

• Research the employer's position, especially vulnerabilities.

• What are the trouble spots with the current contract?

• What has management been pushing?

• Assess the union’s strength

o How many leaders do you have?
o Which units are strong with active leaders?

o Which units need  work?
o How accurate is your contract information for the membership

Work Together 
If bargaining can be coordinated across hospitals, this adds to your leverage. Decide 

goals and strategy together, and ramp up your contract campaign in unison. 

Members Must Decide 
An involved membership with the power to make decisions is crucial. If a campaign 
is top-heavy and most members are passive, management will know it. Members 

much be clear what actions they are willing to take and stick to the plan once its 
formulated. 

Prioritize 
Through surveys and thorough discussion, everyone should be clear on the "must-

have" goals. Knowing your goals enables everyone to agree on whether or not 
you've won.  

Broad, Representative Bargaining Team 
The best way to ensure you're pushing for the right issues is for your bargaining 
team to represent a good cross-section of the membership. The best practice is to 
elect your bargaining team, increasing their authority with management and the 

membership during negotiations. 

Build Leadership, Share the Work 
In addition to the bargaining committee you will need a strong Contract Action Team 
of stewards and rank-and-file volunteers with representation from every shift in every 

department and every social group in the facility, with every contract action team 
member responsible for communicating one-on-one with 10 people. Creating such a 

member-to-member network enables new rank-and-file leaders to step forward. 

Keep Information Flowing 
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A strong communications network using one-on-ones, text trees (What’s App), unit 
meetings, flyers, email and social media will keep members mobilized over the 

length of the campaign. Management will push for an information blackout – don't fall 
for it.  

 

Use Escalating Actions 
Build momentum as you approach the expiration date, starting with actions that 
require less risk. Your goal at first is to get members involved in some visible way. 
Then build intensity, involving more members and putting more pressure on 

management. Remember that your power is on the job, not at the bargaining table. 
Use that power when negotiations get sticky.  

 

Mobilize Community Support 
More and more, unions need allies to win a decent contract—from the community, 

nearby congregations, other unions in hospitals and in the community, even among 
elected officials. Securing public support means having a message that resonates 

with a broader audience, and solidarity works best when it's a two-way street. Build 
connections and stand up for issues your allies care about, before contract crunch 
time.   
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How to Work as a Team 
There’s a lot of work to do over the course of an entire contract campaign – 
everyone has a role! There is no way to conduct a contract campaign and 
build union power by yourself. Below are some tips from experienced 
bargainers and campaign leaders. 

Committee Roles 

For negotiations- bargaining team members should take assignments that 

build on their strengths and interests. 

• The same applies to roles regarding the contract campaign. Include

Contract Action Team members.

• Bargaining Team roles:

o number cruncher

o note taker, timekeeper

o facilitator for caucuses

o prime member spokesperson for a particular issue

o greeter/handler of visiting member observers

• Contract Action Team Roles

o walkthrough scheduler

o turf distributer

o running the text/whatsapp group for CATs

o social media

o phone/text tree handler

o cafeteria tabler

o shift change leafletters (everyone)

o flyer distributor to CATs, etc.

• Use flip charts in your planning – they are a visible record of the

group's discussion and decisions during the initial phases. They help

keep people focused and remind the group of decisions they’ve made.

You can keep them in your trunk and pull them out for each

session/committee meeting. If there were important commitments

made, you can also type up the charts and distribute.

• Create sub-committees with specific assignments and deadlines.

Assignments could include planning one of the actions, costing out

the proposals, filling out the action forms, etc.
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Process Matters! 

Develop internal ground rules. 

Internal ground rules should encourage an atmosphere of open 

discussion, brainstorming, discussion, responsible disagreement, full 

participation, respect, commitment and individual accountability. 

Agree on a decision-making process. Will you use consensus?  Will you 

use majority rules? Will you use representational issue democracy (eg 

Eric is from the ICU and its his final call on what the ICU floating should 

look like) What will you do when you can’t reach consensus? 

If it’s an important decision, everyone should voice their opinion 

individually. No one should hang back. EVERYONE SIGNS OFF on big 

decisions.  

Pay attention to how your planning/caucus room is set up.  Does it 

encourage group discussion? Are only a few people talking and 

participating. It is the obligation of staff assigned to that table to break 

through the social norms of the group and force a conversation.  

Create a structure for your discussions. Always work from an agenda 

based on the business in front of the group that day/week/month ahead of 

them based on the type of meeting.  Agendas will:  

• Start everybody off on the same page.

• Stay focused on tasks that need to be done and decisions that need to

be made.

• Be mindful of time constraints and deadlines.

• Break through theoretical talk to formulate written plans and/or

concrete proposals. Everyone has an idea until it needs to be written

or handed across the table

During bargaining 

Develop internal ground rules on how to act at the table. Who speaks, 

how to call caucuses, how to deal with disagreements on topics if the 

boss is in the room? Even with committees that have “bargained forever”, 

there may be bad habits or forgetfulness. A refresher always helps—and 

then write down the ground rules. 

Check the room for set up.  Change it if it puts the union is at a 

disadvantage. This may seem silly, but the physical layout of the room 

and the prominence of the members always helps. The union should be 

inviting the boss to seat at our table, not the other way around. 

Go in prepared. Always re-cap the plan with the bargaining team. 
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What do we hope to get out of this session? Are we accepting, clarifying, 

rejecting, presenting, or asking for more information? Who is supposed 

to make a counter?  Who was supposed to bring back information? 

What are we expecting to hear back from management?  If we hear A, 

what will we do X, if we hear B, what will we do? 

Can’t stress enough how important it is to review all the proposals, where 

we stand, what is open, what our last move was, etc. Need to constantly 

redo this in hyper vigilant and visual way.  

What is our strategy at the table?  

Will a member speak on the personal impact of a proposal? Are we 

agreeing to something, are we bringing a group of members today for a 

group presentation, are we packing the room, are we delaying discussion 

on their last proposal, who is going off if their lawyer makes one more 

obnoxious remark? Feel free to be angry, but have it be planned! Let 

them walk out of your room if needed- excuse them and tell them to leave. 

It is the members’ bargaining process.  

Review roles for this session.   

Every member of the committee should have a chance to make a 

presentation at the table. It should be planned and prepared and 

everyone has important contributions.  

After a bargaining session 

Always debrief what happened.  

It’s good practice for all committee members to describe what happened 

(Don’t make assumptions that everybody “saw” the same thing.)  What 

did management say? Did we move closer to our goals or further from 

our goals? 

Decide on next steps. 

DRAFT YOUR BARGAINING UPDATE then and there. Everyone is 

tired from the day, but we all need to agree on how we are reporting the 

day’s events back to our members. No mixed public messages to 

undermine our power.  



Winning in Bargaining 

INSTRUCTIONS: 

Below are ten (10) factors – but not the only factors – that influence a union’s ability to 
effectively bargain contracts for its members. 

Which of these factors is most important in determining the outcome of the collective 

bargaining process? 

Distribute 100 points across these ten (10) factors, allotting more points to factors you believe 
to be more important and fewer points to factors you believe to be less important.   
Be prepared to explain why you rated each factor as you did. 

FACTORS POINTS 

1. Skilled Negotiators 

2. Good Preparation 

3. Union’s Influence with Politicians 

4. Economic pressure on the Employer 

5. Tactics at the bargaining table (who sits 
where, who speaks) 

6. 
Credible Strike Threat or Union Wide Mass 

Demonstration (public sector) 

7. Member support/worksite activity 

8. Community support, public opinion, media 

coverage 

9. Good relationship with the Employer 

10. Good lawyers 

TOTAL 100 




