Professionalism and Unionism
An understanding of professionalism and the impact of union activity on professional engineers will assist you in future decisions involving these issues.  

No attempt is made to represent unionization as being advisable or as being out of the realm of the professional engineer in practice.  Rather the issue is presented so the young engineer can be mindful of the problems encountered and weigh the concepts of professionalism and unionism.

What does it mean to be a member of a “profession”?

Volumes have been written by engineers and scholars in an attempt to define what constitutes a profession. Dictionary definitions are inadequate; legal definitions, such as those in the Taft-Hartley Act, are cold and vague.  There have been numerous attempts to put both the letter and the spirit together to define a profession.  The following points will serve as an outline of the major attributes of the engineering profession:

1. The engineering profession satisfies an indispensable and beneficial social need.

2. The profession requires the exercise of discretion and judgment and is not subject to standardization.

3. It is a type of activity conducted upon a high intellectual plan with knowledge and skills not common to the general public.

4. It has as an objective the promotion of knowledge and professional ideals for rendering social services.

5. It has a legal status and requires well-formulated standards of admission.

This description does an excellent job of covering the intellectual and legal requirements of the profession but does little to expand upon the ethical responsibilities of the professional. Most technical societies, as well as NSPE and the Engineers’ Council for Professional Development, have adopted codes of ethics. These codes serve as a framework within which the professional may define the limits of right and wrong in the practices of the profession. These ethical considerations are tied closely to the professional’s responsibility to provide for the health, safety and welfare of the general public. It is important that you take the time to reflect upon the higher and broader definition of a profession as it applies to the true professional.

When considering the alternatives for employment, one of your most important considerations should be the prospective employer’s attitude toward professionalism and his commitment to provide a professional atmosphere in which to work.

Lack of this professional atmosphere, coupled with economic factors, has led to unionization among some professional engineers. This unionizing effort can be traced back to 1918, when the International Federation of Draftsmen Union, later known as the American Federation of Technical Engineers, was chartered.  Although other attempts at organizing engineers were made, none achieved any measure of success until the post-war recession years of the early 1950’s.
The Taft-Hartley Act, passed in 1947, attempted to define professional and non-professional employees and allowed professional employees to vote separately on the question of union representation. 

Under this Act, there were attempts to organize professional engineers as separate groups throughout the nation and by the early 1950’s there were 17 engineering unions of various sizes in existence.  These 17 unions formed a federation known as “Engineers and Scientists of America” (ESA) with the purpose of promoting the economic, professional, and social welfare of engineering and scientific employees. Approximately 5% of the total engineering population supported this federation. ESA collapsed in the 1960’s for various reasons, the primary one being the strong demand for engineers and scientists during this period. When the economy weakened in the early 1970’s, the demand for engineers and scientists plummeted. Since that time, engineers in both the public and private sector have shown growing interest in the promise of economic gain through collective bargaining.  The situation is not unique to the engineering profession; the medical and legal professions are both experiencing similar trends. 

The basic issue involved here is whether or not collective bargaining for wages and working conditions is compatible with the professional practice of engineering.  

Many engineers find it difficult to imagine a member of one of the “learned professions” engaged in the activities associated with a union. This question has caused serious problems among professional engineers.  Many engineers have found themselves in situations where they felt need for a voice stronger than that of the individual engineer.  Yet, they had serious difficulties in imaging themselves as union members.  The National Society of Professional Engineers has been active in studying this problem and in formulating alternatives to unionism. The concept of collective action, rather than collective bargaining, has been developed as an alternative, making it possible for engineers to work together with the management of the company, institution, or government agency, to solve the problems confronting the engineer. This approach contrasts with the collective bargaining approach, where the paid union negotiator, representing the employee, sits across the bargaining table from management’s representative, making demands and backing up the demands with threats of economic actions, such as strikes, boycotts, and slow-downs. 

As an engineer entering the profession, you are certain to be faced sometime during your career with the questions of unionism and collective bargaining as solutions to your job-related problems. There are many papers and discussions which outline the history of this subject and go into great depth concerning the legal and ethical considerations involved.  The question is a serious one, but one you must answer for yourself. Several readings are suggested in the following bibliography.
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