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Fractional Labor Relations: 

A New Model for a New Era of Work 

By Phillip B. Wilson, Esq., CEO and General Counsel, LRI Consulting Services, Inc. 

It's 7:15 AM. Your hand hovers over the phone. 

The union steward just left your office. One of your best supervisors wants to document an 
attendance issue, but the employee claims FMLA protection. You're 90% sure the 
supervisor's approach is solid... but what about that 10%? 

You could call your labor attorney. She'd know exactly what to do. But is this really a $600 
question? Maybe $800 by the time you explain the background? The budget's already tight 
this quarter. 

You decide to handle it yourself. How bad could it go? 

Six months later, you're writing a $38,000 check for back pay after losing the 
arbitration. 

This scenario plays out thousands of times daily across American businesses. The problem 
isn't the quality of legal counsel—attorneys provide invaluable expertise for complex legal 
matters. The problem is the hesitation. The mental calculation. The question that never gets 
asked because it doesn't feel "big enough yet." 

Executive Summary 

The Core Challenge: 
 

• Mid-sized companies (75-500 employees) need Fortune 500-level labor relations 
expertise 

• Can't justify $235K+ for full-time internal VP of Labor Relations 
• Hesitate to call attorneys for routine operational questions 
• Small problems escalate into expensive crises 

 
The Solution: Fractional labor relations provides your own labor relations department—
without the overhead. Fixed monthly fees eliminate hesitation, enabling unlimited access to 
senior expertise for day-to-day operational guidance while preserving attorney relationships 
for legal representation and complex matters. 

The Infrastructure Gap 

Consider two identical facilities—same size, same union, same daily challenges: 

Fortune 500 Facility: 
 

• Manager picks up phone → Calls VP of Labor Relations → Gets answer in 10 
minutes 

• Issue stays small → Swift resolution → Zero incremental cost 
• Attorney reserved for litigation and complex legal matters 
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Mid-Sized Company: 
 

• Manager hesitates → "Is this a $600 question?" → Handles it alone 
• Issue escalates → Becomes grievance → Costs $38K in arbitration 
• Attorney now handling what should have been a 10-minute operational call 

 
KEY INSIGHT: The gap isn't intelligence or leadership—it's infrastructure. Fortune 500 
companies separate operational labor relations (handled internally) from legal 
representation (handled by attorneys). Mid-sized companies lack this operational 
infrastructure. 

The Hidden Cost of Hesitation 

When managers hesitate to seek guidance, predictable patterns emerge: 

→ Contract interpretation questions → Managers guess → Grievances filed 

→ Discipline decisions delayed → Issues fester → Arbitrations increase 

→ Union communications mishandled → Relationships deteriorate → Bargaining becomes 
adversarial 
→ Supervisors wing it → Inconsistent decisions → Past practice problems 

Research consistently shows: Uncertainty about costs leads to delayed decision-making. In 
labor relations, delay transforms manageable issues into expensive crises. 

How Fortune 500 Companies Structure Labor Relations 

Large enterprises don't choose between internal capabilities and legal counsel—they deploy 
both strategically: 

Internal Labor Relations Department (90-95% of daily work): 
• Contract interpretation and application 
• Grievance investigation and resolution 
• Supervisor training and coaching 
• Union relationship management 
• Bargaining preparation and strategy 
• Policy compliance and documentation 

Labor Attorneys (5-10% of situations requiring legal representation): 
• Arbitration representation 
• NLRB proceedings 
• Complex legal strategy 
• Litigation and appeals 

This division makes economic and strategic sense. A VP of Labor Relations costs ~$235K 
annually but provides unlimited daily guidance. Attorneys are then deployed where they 
create maximum value: specialized legal representation. 
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Fractional Labor Relations: Bridging the Gap 

Fractional labor relations provides mid-sized companies with their own labor relations 
department—without the overhead: 

The Fractional Model: 
✓ Fixed monthly fee: $4K-$12K (predictable, budgeted) 
✓ Unlimited access: No hesitation, no meter running 
✓ Senior expertise: 25+ years average experience 
✓ Team depth: Access specialists across industries and union types 
✓ Works alongside attorneys: Operational support + legal representation 

 

Three Strategic Advantages 

1. Economic Efficiency + Better Outcomes 

Cost comparison (annual): 
• Traditional hourly counsel: $150K-$250K (unpredictable) 
• Internal VP hire: $235K+ (fixed but single point of failure) 
• Fractional model: $48K-$144K (predictable, unlimited access) 

The real value: Unlimited access eliminates hesitation. Managers call early and often. Small 
issues stay small. Result: 91% of issues resolved at first step vs. 68% under reactive models. 

2. Team Depth vs. Individual Limitation 

Single internal hire: One career's worth of experience. Vacation/sick/turnover creates gaps. 
Fractional team: 150+ combined years. Industry specialists (healthcare, manufacturing, 
distribution). Always available—no single point of failure. 

3. Prevention Focus 

Fractional consultants succeed through long-term client relationships. This naturally drives 
preventive strategies: 

→ Proactive identification of emerging issues 
→ Supervisor training prevents future grievances 
→ Collaborative union relationships reduce adversarial escalation 
→ Manager capability development creates internal competency 

Evaluating the Model for Your Organization 

Three diagnostic questions: 

1. Do your managers hesitate to seek guidance on routine labor relations matters? If 
supervisors make judgment calls on contract interpretation or discipline without 
expert input, unlimited access likely justifies fractional engagement. 

2. Would predictable monthly costs enable better strategic planning? CFOs 
consistently cite budget predictability as a primary advantage. Fixed monthly costs 
eliminate surprise bills that disrupt financial planning. 
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3. Would embedded expertise that develops institutional knowledge create more 
value? Organizations seeking long-term labor relations capabilities benefit from 
fractional relationships that evolve into strategic partnerships. 

 

Implementation Success Factors 

✓ Initial onboarding: 2-4 weeks to learn culture, review agreements, establish protocols 

✓ Maintain attorney relationships: Operational guidance from fractional, legal representation 
from counsel 
✓ Clear expectations: Response times (typically 30 minutes), availability (24/7 emergency), 
site visits 

Closing the Infrastructure Gap 

Mid-sized companies no longer need to choose between: 

• Overhead they can't justify (internal hire at $235K+) 
• Hesitation that creates expensive problems (reactive hourly model) 

Fractional labor relations provides a third path: enterprise-grade capability at mid-market 
economics. Fixed monthly fees eliminate hesitation. Unlimited access enables prevention. 
Team depth provides expertise no single hire can match. Strategic partnership builds 
institutional knowledge. 

The question isn't whether this model makes sense—it's whether your 
organization can afford to maintain the status quo when better alternatives 
exist. 
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Curious what your organization’s savings would look like with fractional labor relations? Take 
the 7-minute ROI savings assessment and learn exactly where you stand: 
 

 

Learn More 

Phone: 800-888-9115 

Web: www.LRionline.com/fractional-labor-relations 

Newsletter: news.LRionline.com 

Calculate My Savings Now 


