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Abstract

We focus on the impact of the COVID pandemic on the dynam-
ics of labor-management negotiations. We have previously used a 
network model to generate anticipatory scenarios of the trajecto-
ries and outcomes of multi-party labor relations occurring in Eu-
ropean Union countries such as France. U.S. labor-management 
negotiations are usually two-party, between management and one 
union (even if several exist). We argue here that, as a consequence 
of COVID on the economy and unemployment rates, French com-
panies may have practically converged to the American two-party 
style as unions coalesce and focus on employment preservation as 
their highest priority. Consequently, we generate two-party negoti-
ation scenarios which are applicable both in France and in the U.S. 
We explore how COVID consequences affect the union-manage-
ment balance of power. 

Keywords: dynamic network model of negotiations, Labor rela-
tions, Anticipatory scenarios 

Negociaciones laborales-gerenciales en tiempos de 
COVID: Anticipar los efectos del equilibrio de poder 

Resumen

Nos enfocamos en el impacto de la pandemia de COVID en la diná-
mica de las negociaciones laborales. Anteriormente, hemos utiliza-
do un modelo de red para generar escenarios anticipatorios de las 
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trayectorias y resultados de las relaciones laborales multipartidistas 
que ocurren en países de la Unión Europea como Francia. Las ne-
gociaciones entre trabajadores y empresas en los Estados Unidos 
suelen ser bipartitas, entre la dirección y un sindicato (incluso si 
existen varios). Argumentamos aquí que, como consecuencia de 
COVID en la economía y las tasas de desempleo, las empresas fran-
cesas pueden haber convergido prácticamente al estilo bipartidista 
estadounidense a medida que los sindicatos se fusionan y se cen-
tran en la preservación del empleo como su máxima prioridad. En 
consecuencia, generamos escenarios de negociación bipartita que 
son aplicables tanto en Francia como en los EE. UU. Exploramos 
cómo las consecuencias de COVID afectan el equilibrio de poder 
entre sindicatos y administración. 

Palabras clave: modelo de red dinámica de negociaciones, Relacio-
nes laborales, Escenarios anticipatorios

新冠肺炎期间的劳资协商：预
期权力平衡产生的效果

摘要

我们研究了新冠肺炎大流行对劳资协商动态产生的影响。我
们之前使用过一个网络模型，用于对欧盟国家（例如法国）
中多方劳动关系的轨迹和结果创造预期场景。美国的劳资协
商通常由管理层和一个工会进行（即使存在多个工会）。我
们主张，在新冠肺炎对经济和失业率造成的影响下，鉴于各
工会联合在一起并将就业保护作为其首要重点，法国公司可
能已相互聚集形成了类似美国的劳资协商方式。因此，我们
创造了既适用于法国又适用于美国的双方协商场景。我们
探究了新冠肺炎的后果如何影响工会-管理层之间的权力平
衡。

关键词：协商动态网络模式，劳动关系，预期场景
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French labor-management ne-
gotiations (LMN), for which 
Kaufman et al. (2020) proposed a 

dynamic network model of trajectories 
and outcomes, are similar in some re-
spects with the U.S.: the economic con-
texts—and in particular unemployment 
levels—affect labor relations in both 
countries. Additionally, unionization 
rates in recent years have been simi-
lar, hovering around 10%. However, 
there are some differences, meaningful 
enough that each situation warrants its 
own model.

In the U.S., each union periodi-
cally negotiates contracts formally with 
management, not necessarily annually. 
Contract-related disputes get resolved 
during contract implementation. Na-
tional and local union chapters are or-
ganized by professions (e.g., construc-
tion workers, teachers, state workers). 
Politically, they are mostly aligned with 
the Democratic Party, regardless of 
their respective individual members’ 
political preferences. The negotiations 
exhibit principal-agent difficulties: the 
rank-and-file union members may fail 
to ratify a contract negotiated by their 
representatives (Lax & Sebenius, 1991; 
Ensmiger, 2001) when they feel their 
interests have not been adequately 
represented. We note that in any orga-
nization there may be several unions, 
but individual employees do not have 

1 In some cases, as in the university example, the staff union may hold off on agreement, waiting to 
see what the faculty union obtains, to increase pressure on management. However, they do not 
cooperate or negotiate jointly.

2 According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, in 2020 the U.S. employees’ union membership 
rate was 10.8 (the same as France in 2018, according to OECD statistics). Public sector workers’ 
unionization rate was 34.8%; the corresponding private sector rate was 6.3%. In total, 14.3 million 
workers belonged to a union.

a choice between them: they belong to 
the union corresponding to their pro-
fession. For example, state universities 
typically have a faculty union, a staff 
union, and at times a graduate assistants 
union. Negotiations with management 
are conducted (almost) independently.1 

French LMN are termed “social 
dialog” (e.g., Laroche, 2009; Thuderoz, 
2020). In any organization, several 
unions compete for members among 
workers and mid-managers. The unions 
interact continually with management 
at the negotiation table and behind it, 
formally at annual contract negotia-
tions, and informally in shaping work-
ing conditions. Conflicts arise between 
labor and management representatives 
and also between unions, and between 
unions and their respective constituents 
(principal-agent conflicts). Power dy-
namics hinge on organizations’ internal 
conditions, on the shifting national eco-
nomic, political, and regulatory context, 
and on the national-level union leader-
ships, which largely align with different 
political parties. In any organization, in-
dividual members’ political orientation 
tends to drive personal choice of union 
affiliation. Compared to the U.S., France 
has a similar rate of unionization,2 but 
a higher level of state interventionism, 
strong labor legislation, and very con-
flictual labor relations often accompa-
nied by prolonged multi-sector strikes. 
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Negotiators in any context need 
to anticipate outcomes in order to select 
robust strategies—those likely to work 
for a range of possible contingencies 
(Kaufman et al., 2019). In contrast, a 
strategy optimized for a specific set of 
contingencies is non-robust—it runs 
the risk of failing if those specific con-
tingencies do not materialize. In the 
U.S., to devise a negotiation strategy, 
two groups (union and management) 
have to keep track of each other’s inter-
ests, alternatives, and power, all shifting 
in time. French LMN negotiations are 
multiparty. Management and the sev-
eral unions have shared and competing 
interests. Consequently, negotiations 
are more complex, with diminishing 
outcome predictability in real time. In 
both cases, the ability to anticipate out-
comes and paths leading to them helps 
negotiators prepare robust strategies.

Using a hybrid (quantitative- 
qualitative) approach, we constructed 
a dynamic model of French multi-par-
ty LMN for the French divisions of a 
multinational company (Kaufman et 
al., 2020). With qualitative data from 
interviews, we anticipated trajectories 
of recurring conflicts among manage-
ment and several unions. The trajec-
tories varied with the (qualitatively as-
sessed) degree of internal cohesion of 
management and unions respectively, 
intergroup relationships, and the con-
text conceptualized as ambient “tem-
perature.” We continue this project by 
investigating how the COVID-19 pan-
demic—an unexpected and prolonged 
shock with far-reaching, global political 
and socio-economic consequences—
has affected and continues to impact 

French LMN dynamics in general, and 
in the case study.

The COVID virus was discov-
ered at multiple locations between Jan-
uary and March 2020 (e.g., Randazzo 
et al., 2020). According to wastewa-
ter analyses in several countries (e.g., 
Medema et al., 2020), it appears to have 
struck during 2019—hence the name 
COVID-19. One year later, despite 
large-scale vaccination in many coun-
tries, normalcy is not yet in sight in 
many respects, including employment. 
World-wide, unemployment has risen 
sharply, and states’ resources have been 
heavily taxed to respond to exacerbat-
ing and new needs. 

From 4.4% in March 2020, the 
U.S. unemployment rate rose to 14.7% 
by April 2020. It stood at 6% in March 
2021 (cf. Statista). On one hand, some 
jobs no longer exist, as COVID forced 
closure of numerous businesses, while 
other businesses have incurred losses 
and had to reduce their workforce. On 
the other hand, unemployment benefits 
coupled with fear of the virus combine 
to cause reluctance to return to, or seek 
work, even when it is available in some 
sectors. As a result of these and other 
factors, those seeking employment may 
have difficulty finding jobs that match 
their skills, while those still employed 
may feel at risk. This situation is not un-
like that experienced in the European 
Union. For example, in France—the lo-
cus of our case study—unemployment 
stood at 8% at the end of 2020, having 
come down from a COVID high of 9.1, 
but with a relatively high level of under-
employment (Montpellier, 2021) which 
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puts pressure on the number of avail-
able jobs in 2021. 

We ask here: does the contin-
ued presence of the COVID pandemic 
affect labor-management negotiations 
(LMN)? And can our dynamic model 
help anticipate LMN trajectories and 
outcomes under the new circumstanc-
es? We draw on new qualitative infor-
mation from our multi-year French 
case study and adapt the network mod-
el to the new contextual conditions, to 
anticipate negotiation dynamics and 
possible conflict trajectories and out-
comes. We begin by describing the 
original model (Kaufman et al., 2020) 
and how it was changed to capture the 
prolonged global COVID shock. We 
use the new model to generate trajec-
tories and outcomes of LMN. Due to 
COVID restrictions, we were unable 
to collect sufficient on-site data to val-
idate the new scenarios. Therefore, our 
contribution remains theoretical until 
we can return to the case study site. We 
discuss our findings and explore ways 
to test and improve it, and to also apply 
it to U.S. data. 

The Model

The notion underlying our model 
is that complex systems appear-
ing chaotic at one observation 

level exhibit qualitative patterns at a 
higher observation level. It is not ex-
planatory in the sense of deriving causal 
links to be used for prediction. Rather, 
it is anticipatory, yielding scenarios of 
possible futures that can be incorporat-
ed in negotiation strategies.  

The model anticipates trajecto-
ries in time of the negotiating groups’ 
average stances s towards a package 
of issues under negotiation, from s=1 
(most preferred by unions) to s=-1 
(most preferred by management). The 
range midpoint s=0 corresponds to a 
preference for a compromise package. 
Group members try to persuade each 
other to their own stance and take ac-
count of other groups’ average stances. 
Union constituents (Figure 1a, level 
1) negotiate with their representatives 
(level 2). Union reps negotiate with 
management negotiators (level 2). In 
time, depending on intra-group cohe-
sions and the inter-groups mutual in-
fluences, and context (temperature) av-
erage group preferences s evolve toward 
mutual intransigence, openness to co-
operation, or even “capitulation.” Settle-
ments are likely when stances converge.

The LMN model for the French 
company before the pandemic consid-
ered at least two unions, their represen-
tatives, and management negotiating 
with each other (Figure 1a). The stance 
trajectories varied with the groups’ in-
ternal levels of cohesion and with con-
textual “temperature.” For example, 
with a weakly cohesive management 
and high union groups’ internal cohe-
sions, agreement occurred closer to the 
unions’ terms. Management could use 
this anticipated scenario to formulate 
a strategy that reduces the Unions’ ad-
vantage. Similarly, Unions could use 
this information to strategize how to 
exploit their advantage. Indeed, some 
case study respondents found this in-
sight useful and could see how to im-
prove their negotiation strategy.
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We hypothesize that the COVID 
pandemic, raging for at least one year, 
has affected internal group cohesions, 
the relationships among groups, and 
the context of negotiations (tempera-
ture) as follows (Figure 1b):

•	 Instead of competing, Unions have 
coalesced around a key shared in-
terest—minimizing job losses; 
nevertheless, the new Union bloc, 
formed of groups with previously 
divergent interests, may be less co-
hesive in negotiating with Manage-
ment than the previously separate 
union groups;

•	 Expected revenue losses may 
lead to increased management’s 
intransigence;

•	 Heavy economic losses nationally 
and political turmoil have reduced 
some previous political constraints 
for the unions, equivalent to a high-
er contextual “temperature.” Unions 
may have become more flexible 
and cooperative with each oth-
er and with management, and less 
bound by their respective national 
leadership.

The Case Study

New information from one 
French Division of the mul-
tinational company we have 

studied indicates that the Company is 
facing simultaneously several destabi-
lizing crises—the gilets jaunes move-
ment (end of 2020), COVID (2020-21), 
and a recent fire at one plant. Conse-
quently:

•	 Serious company financial losses 
(from a sharp drop in orders) are 
expected to affect recovery, requir-
ing creative responses in the short 
run;

•	 Operations have been constrained 
by new COVID sanitation require-
ments, and by their costs;

•	 The need to face the crises has 
strengthened the relationship be-
tween Unions and management, 
who are relying on each other to re-
start and to continue the activities;

•	 The level of trust between Union 
and Management negotiators has 
increased as they work together 

Figure1  Negotiating groups and their relationships
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toward the common goal of emerg-
ing from the combined crises;

•	 Unions are re-thinking their re-
lationship with management, re-
nouncing some of the inter-union 
competition but also losing some of 
the internal cohesion;

•	 Expecting employment losses, the 
Unions together with Management 
are now co-constructing decisions 
regarding working conditions—a 
first for the company. 

•	 The Unions’ flexibility has been 
enhanced by the current disarray 
among leadership at the national 
level.

We explore theoretically how 
these changes might affect LMN (Fig-
ure 2). Inter-group Union-Management 

relations can be symmetrical (equal in 
strength) or asymmetrical, yielding dif-
ferent dynamics. Using the new qualita-
tive information as a basis for assump-
tions, we generate COVID-time stance 
trajectories and outcome scenarios. 

Corresponding to the qualitative 
indications received from the compa-
ny in our case study we assume that in 
COVID times, Unions and their repre-
sentatives are more “on the same page” 
than in normal times. They have prac-
tically become one negotiating bloc. In 
turn, Management in turn is assumed 
to have be more cohesive than the 
new Union bloc. The latter is assumed 
to have gained in flexibility. Figure 2 
shows the two-group system’s trajectory 
in time with repeated rounds of negoti-
ations at low and high temperatures. 

Figure 2  Trajectories of groups’ stances

We consider two types of Union- 
Management relations: asymmetric, 
and symmetric. In the asymmetric case 
(Figure 2.a), we assume the Union bloc 

to be influenced by the Management to a 
higher degree than the Management by 
the Union. At low temperature (mean-
ing that both the Union and Manage-
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ment feel constrained by the prevailing 
conditions) the Unions bloc will align 
with Management and converge on a 
settlement closer to the management’s 
preferred contract. At high tempera-
ture, both Union and Management find 
options for mutual gains and settle for a 
compromise.

In the symmetric case (Figure 
2.b), we assume the Union bloc to be 
influenced by the Management to the 
same degree as the Management is in-
fluenced by the Union. Then at low tem-
perature, where both feel constrained 
in what they can concede, Union and 
Management positions oscillate out of 
phase, failing to converge to a settle-
ment. At high temperatures however, 
Union and Management settle for a 
compromise contract.

Conclusions

Using the dynamic multi-group 
model with assumptions based 
on information from the 

French case study, we found theoreti-
cally that changes the parties’ stances 
and Union-Management relationship 
during the COVID pandemic have af-
fected the negotiation dynamics yield-
ing meaningfully different trajectories 
and outcomes than before the pandem-
ic. The realignment of unions into one 
bloc facing management in contract 
negotiations renders the French LMN 
structure in COVID times similar to 
the U.S. configuration. 

At the next stage of this project, 
we will seek more information from 
Union and Management actors in our 
case study to validate our theoretical 
outcomes. We will also investigate the 
new normal when it prevails: will LMN 
relationships revert to the pre-COVID 
dynamics, or will they be altered for the 
longer run, after Unions and Manage-
ment have experienced the benefits and 
drawbacks of increased cooperation 
during COVID? 
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