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8(f) vs. 9(a) Relationships Under the NLRA:  
A Balancing Act in Construction 

From time to time, a signatory construction employer may receive a letter asking them to sign a statement such 
as the following: 

The Employer agrees that if a majority of its employees authorize the Local Union to represent them in 
collective bargaining, the Employer will recognize the Local Union as the NLRA Section 9(a) collective 
bargaining agent for all employees performing electrical construction work within the jurisdiction of the Local 
Union on all present and future jobsites. 

What does this mean? 

The Union is asking the employer to convert their NLRA Section 8(f) relationship to a 9(a) relationship. 

The National Labor Relations Act (NLRA) governs collective bargaining rights for most private sector 
employees in the United States. However, Section 8(f) creates a special exception for the construction 
industry, allowing for pre-hire agreements between employers and unions. These agreements differ 
significantly from the more common Section 9(a) relationships. Understanding the key distinctions is crucial for 
both employers and unions in the construction sector. 

Section 8(f): Pre-hire Agreements in Construction 

Section 8(f) permits pre-hire agreements in construction, where an employer agrees to recognize a union as 
the bargaining representative for its employees, even without proof of current majority support. These 
agreements can be short-term and project-specific, reflecting the transient nature of construction work. Unlike 
a 9(a) relationship, there's no obligation for the employer to bargain for a new agreement upon expiration. 

Section 9(a): The Standard Bargaining Relationship 

A Section 9(a) relationship is established when a union demonstrates majority support among employees in a 
designated bargaining unit. This can occur through a certified NLRB election or voluntary recognition by the 
employer based on a showing of majority support. Here, the employer has a continuing duty to bargain with the 
union over wages, benefits, and working conditions.  A 9(a) agreement typically remains in effect for a set term 
and automatically renews unless either party seeks changes or termination. 

Key Differences and Their Implications 

The key differences between 8(f) and 9(a) relationships have significant implications: 

• Duty to Bargain: Under 8(f), the employer has no duty to bargain over a new agreement after the initial 
contract expires. In contrast, a 9(a) relationship mandates ongoing good faith bargaining. 
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• Employee Choice: A pre-hire agreement in 8(f) may not reflect the current wishes of the workforce. In 
9(a), the union must maintain majority support to retain bargaining rights. 

• Representation Challenges: A rival union can petition to represent employees under a 9(a) 
agreement, but not under an 8(f) agreement (during the contract term). 

The "Staunton Fuel" Controversy and Potential Changes 

A point of contention surrounds how an 8(f) relationship can convert to a 9(a) one.  The NLRB's "Staunton 
Fuel" decision (335 NLRB 717) suggests that specific contract language indicating the union's majority status 
can be sufficient, even without a formal showing of support. This has been criticized for weakening employee 
choice. The NLRB has signaled a potential revisiting of this standard, which could impact the ease of 
transitioning to a full 9(a) relationship. It is because of this the Union will send a letter containing the language 
referenced earlier to attempt to gain voluntary recognition from the employer. 

How does this impact employer relations in NECA-IBEW agreements? 

In truth, this conversion is not as impactful as it may be in other construction industries. As demonstrated 
above, when the Union becomes a 9(a) representative of the employer’s employees, the employer has a 
statutory obligation to continue to bargain with the Union which means they cannot just walk away at the end of 
a contract. Due to Category I Language in NECA-IBEW construction agreements, there is a contractual 
obligation to continue to bargain regardless of the employer’s 8(f) or 9(a) status. Therefore, if an employer who 
is signatory to a NECA-IBEW agreement receives this request, signing and recognizing the Union as the 9(a) 
collective bargaining representative will not change the day-to-day operations of the employer or what happens 
when they near the end of their current agreement. 

Understanding the nuances of 8(f) and 9(a) relationships is essential for navigating labor relations in the 
construction industry.  Employers benefit from the flexibility of pre-hire agreements, while unions seek to 
convert them to 9(a) status to secure ongoing bargaining rights and reflect employee will.  In the NECA-IBEW 
arena, these statuses are not as significant due to Category I language, and an employer deciding to 
voluntarily recognize the Union as the 9(a) collective bargaining representative will not impact their daily 
operations. 

This material is for informational purposes only. The material is general and is not intended to be legal advice. It should 
not be relied upon or used without consulting a lawyer to consider your specific circumstances, possible changes to 
applicable laws, applicable CBAs, prime contracts, subcontracts, rules and regulations and other legal issues. Receipt of 
this material does not establish an attorney-client relationship. 


