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INTRODUCTION 

This book tells the story of what is, in our view, probably the most 

significant development in British trade unionism of recent years: the 

increasing focus on organizing activity. We do this by reflecting on the 

impact of the UK's Trades Union Congress (TUC) Organising Academy 

(OA), the participants in the training program, and the organizing cam

paigns that union organizers have run. We explicitly want to give voice 

to these union activists who have worked so hard to recruit and organize 

new union members. Much has already been written in the United King

dom (often by us) about these developments but what is often lost in short 

articles or surveys are the stories that organizers have to tell. In an effort to 

build a base of knowledge from which to start to analyze changes, we have 

so far tended to focus on publishing the studies that demonstrate general 

trends and developments. This book seeks to do something slightly dif

ferent. We draw on those previously published papers where necessary, 

but here we want to engage with the politics and tensions behind those 

trends; both on a macro and a micro level. We want to tell the stories of 
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what organizing is "like" on the front line, what organizers do, and how 

they do it. The workplace struggles of workers and their unions are at 

the heart of these stories. But we also want to draw attention to the wider 

reasons why union organizing is important. As we will argue, one of the 

things that happened as ideas about organizing migrated from other coun

tries—notably the United States and Australia—to the United Kingdom 

is that the political conceptualization of why unions are organizing has 

been underexamined. We want to understand and examine organizing 

as a political process, and we want to look at the politics within the union 

but also the wider purpose of organizing, which often varies from context 

to context. 

In 1998, the T U C took the bold step of opening the doors of a train

ing academy for union organizers. This move was bold for a number of 

reasons. First, historically the T U C has been mainly a coordinating orga

nization for UK unions rather than a body that leads particular initiatives. 

The Organising Academy was explicitly informed by a desire to promote 

a particular form of trade unionism that encouraged member participation 

and activism. This was a significant departure from the usual role of the 

TUC, which has been mainly to establish consensus-based policy that takes 

account of the interests of a very broad range of affiliate unions (Heery 

1998a). But it was a bold step for one other crucial reason that is rarely dis

cussed: it was an explicit attempt to "shake up" the trade union movement 

by recruiting new people to work in the unions. Although Organising 

Academy participants all had some experience in campaigning and activ

ism, it was not always gained in the labor movement. The establishment of 

the academy offered an opportunity to work in the union movement, by

passing the conventional career structure of serving many years as a union 

representative before becoming an officer for an individual union. In the 

early years, organizers were frequently referred to as the "next leaders of 

the union movement" despite the potential that this could create a danger

ous hostage to fortune. There was recognition from the highest levels of the 

T U C and participating unions that the organizers they sought to recruit 

and train would be very different from existing union officers and leaders. 

In general, it was hoped that they would be younger, with a more diverse 

range of experiences prior to working in unions, and crucially, that they 

would be more representative of the workforce in respect of gender and 

ethnicity. 
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So why did the T U C feel sufficiently emboldened to take on this role? 

The figures on union decline throughout the 1980s and 1990s have been 

well documented: declining membership, declining income, declining 

bargaining coverage, failure to organize new sectors and workplaces, and 

a decline in union power (see Simms and Charlwood 2010 for a fuller 

overview) all contributed to a context within which the T U C saw a clear 

role to intervene in renewal efforts. Further, British trade unionism has a 

long-established history of workplace activism, and the structures of many 

unions rely on workplace membership to campaign and improve working 

conditions. Indeed, during the periods of union strength this was often 

considered to be a problematic feature of British trade unionism (Dono

van Commission 1968). But attacks on trade unionism by the state during 

the neoliberal Conservative Party era from 1979 to 1997 meant that many 

unions were forced by declining membership rolls, income, and activism 

to focus on managing decline. That is not to say that unions did noth

ing during that period. Many still actively campaigned on behalf of the 

Labour Party, and they campaigned against public-sector cuts and other 

policies that were problematic for their members. They were engaged with 

notable campaigns against racism such as the lengthy fight for justice for 

Stephen Lawrence—a young black man murdered in London in 1993— 

and they consistently continued to develop relationships with employers 

that would provide the basis for bargaining and improvement of working 

conditions. The central problem, however, was that social, economic, and 

political changes made it very difficult to achieve any substantial renewal. 

Efforts to establish largely cooperative and consensual "partnerships" with 

employers came under sustained attack in many workplaces with workers 

reluctant to join ineffective unions and managers reluctant to pay attention 

to such unions (Jenkins 2007). The notion of working in partnership also 

came in for political and academic criticism (Kelly 1996) and has become 

very much less important in the story of British trade unionism than it was 

ten years ago (Heery et al. 2003c), although it remains an important ap

proach in the public sector (Bacon and Samuel 2009). 

Nonetheless, the T U C has been keen to promote both organizing activ

ity and partnership, sometimes side by side. Although this seemed para

doxical to many commentators at the time (Carter and Fairbrother 1998), 

it reflected a degree of pragmatism within the T U C to try every possible 

avenue that might encourage union growth (Heery 2002). As part of this 
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effort to promote an internal revitalization as well as a broader effort of 

union renewal, the T U C launched a comprehensive review of its structures 

and policies in 1994 (Heery 2002), eventually leading to the establishment 

of the TUC's New Unionism project, which had the objective of promot

ing organizing activity. Senior trade unionists traveled to the United States 

and Australia several times throughout the mid-1990s, explicitly seeking 

to learn from innovative initiatives such as the AFL-CIO's Organizing In

stitute and ACTU's Organising Works program in Australia. These pro

grams strongly influenced the thinking of senior UK policymakers within 

the T U C and affiliate unions. 

By 1996 it was clear that, excepting extraordinary circumstances, it was 

likely that the Labour Party would win the 1997 general election, signaling 

the end of eighteen years of right-wing Conservative Party dominance of 

UK politics. Although the Labour Party was keen to signal to the voting 

public that there would be a policy of "fairness, not favors" toward the 

trade unions, and certainly that there would not be any repeal of the legis

lation that seriously constrains the ability of UK unions to take industrial 

action, there was a formal recognition that trade unions still contributed 

around 40 percent of Labour Party funds, and that workers' rights were a 

core part of the 1997 Labour manifesto. To this end, a commitment was 

secured to enact legislation that would allow unions to force employers to 

recognize them for the purposes of collective bargaining if they had the 

support of the majority of the workforce. Although the devil is always in 

the details of such statutory recognition legislation, and there were many 

critics of the way in which the legislation was developed (Dickens and 

Hall 2006), the Employment Relations Act of 1999 delivered this manifesto 

commitment, and was subsequently revised and updated in 2004. 

From the mid-1990s onward, it was clear that the UK union move

ment, and the T U C specifically, was gearing up to operate in a changed 

political and institutional climate. This was an important rationale of the 

development of the Organising Academy: unions needed specialist, trained 

organizers to take advantage of the opportunities afforded by statutory 

recognition legislation as well as developments such as the establishment 

of a national minimum wage in 1999, the introduction of new informa

tion and consultation rights for workers as a consequence of European 

Union legislation, and a shift in the general context of employment rela

tion toward one of benign tolerance of union involvement. It was hoped 
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that these political and legal changes would herald a more auspicious era 

for trade unionism in general. Inspired by developments abroad, the New 

Unionism task group launched the Organising Academy as a one-year 

training program for specialist organizers, with its first intake in 1998. The 

purpose was largely to train these specialists in organizing tactics and ideas 

so that they could be agents of a wider cultural change within the union 

movement. 

Cultural Change 

The objectives of the T U C Academy were always much broader than sim

ply training specialist organizers to take advantage of opportunities to gain 

new recognition agreements with employers. Informed by the particular 

approach underpinning ideas of organizing in the United States and Aus

tralia, the academy developed an underlying rationale that in order to ap

peal to workers who had never previously joined a union, the culture of 

unions would have to change. Emphasis was placed on membership partic

ipation and improving the representativeness of the union movement, par

ticularly in relation to age, gender, ethnicity, and sectoral presence. Beyond 

the objectives of participative democracy and representativeness, there was 

also a realization that most unions would struggle to achieve those ob

jectives without committing considerable resources. The T U C generally 

avoided discussing exact targets, but US discussions about aiming to com

mit 10 percent of union resources to organizing activity were discussed by 

senior policymakers. None, however, were specific about whether this was 

an aspirational target or an achievable target. Equally, none were specific 

about whether this should be measured as 10 percent of income, 10 percent 

of expenditure, or 10 percent of activity. 

Importantly, and in contrast to organizing activity in some countries, 

there was an explicit realization that organizing should include both ex

pansionist activity into workplaces where employers did not have an es

tablished relationship with unions, and "infill" activity were there was an 

agreement on the union's representation rights, but where membership, 

activism, and participation were falling short of expectations. One of the 

key, senior T U C policymakers promoting the launch of the T U C Acad

emy noted that this had always been an issue of tension: 
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When we first started... we always emphasized the twin-track approach. 
We said it had to be rebuilding where we had strands but often member
ship had fallen to 40 percent in workforces. And it had to be breaking into 
new areas. But interestingly people only ever heard the breaking into the 
new areas. And that was the bit that was seen as controversial and those 
who opposed the agenda alighted upon. (Frances O'Grady, TUC deputy 
general secretary) 

So, it is clear that the objectives of the Organising Academy were mani

fold, and five core objectives can be identified from the debates and ratio

nales that were presented at the time: 

• to recruit and train a cadre of specialist organizers which includes attracting 
new people to work in the union movement; 

• to increase membership and participation in new and existing workplaces, 
including targeting underrepresented workers for union membership and to 
encourage their activism; 

• to encourage unions to invest a greater proportion of their resources in orga
nizing activity; 

• to encourage expansionist activity to nonunionized sectors and workplaces; 
• to promote a specific approach to trade unionism, which emphasizes mem

bership involvement and participation. 

These capture the ambition of the initiative and the breadth of the objec

tives. But the danger with this introduction so far is that it risks suggesting 

that organizing did not exist in the United Kingdom prior to the mid-1990s. 

Clearly this is untrue. The UK labor movement has a long history of effec

tive workplace, sectoral, professional, and national organization, but there 

are two crucial differences about the developments in the mid-1990s. The 

first difference is the notion that organizing should be a particular initia

tive that demands trained, skilled professional specialists; the second is that 

these specialists should promote wide and deep culture change and renewal 

within the labor movement. This ambition developed, in part, as a conse

quence of a small number of charismatic leaders working internationally 

to promote these ideas. And in part it reflected growing academic evidence 

from other countries that increasingly supported the argument that orga

nizing "works" (notably the seminal book by Bronfenbrenner et al. 1998). 

Because of these ambitions and the way in which organizing initiatives 
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developed in the United Kingdom in the mid-1990s, it is important to note 

the importance of the transfer of the notion of an organizing "model" in 

relation to the tactics these new recruits were being trained to use. This is a 

deeply contested idea within UK trade unionism that has generated consid

erable debate among both academics and practitioners (de Turberville 2004, 

Simms and Holgate 2010a), so it is important to outline here how and why 

we think the idea of an organizing "model" is problematic. 

The Organizing "Model"? 

The term organizing model seemed to enter into handbooks and guid

ance for labor activists in the United States in the mid to late 1980s (Hurd 

1998, 23) and became commonplace in the decade afterward. It is possi

ble that it may have been a term used earlier than that, but our interest in 

the idea emerges from this period. Most authors and practitioners would 

agree that the term organizing is used to describe an approach to union 

building that relies on unions facilitating local leadership at the work

place level so that workers are empowered to act for themselves (Heery, 

Simms, Simpson, et al. 2000). Its purpose is to foster self-reliance and col

lective identity, organizing around issues in the workplace, which can then 

lead to increased recruitment and sustained organizing. Importantly, the 

idea of an organizing "model" was explicitly contrasted with a servicing 

"model" (Blyton and Turnbull 2004). The former was far more concerned 

with promoting membership activism while the latter was primarily in

terested in providing an efficient and effective service to justify the cost of 

union membership. 

However, from the very early stages of this nomenclature entering aca

demic and practitioner debate, there was a great deal of discussion about its 

meaning and relevance. Added to this, the logic of the organizing and ser

vicing analysis emerged in different national contexts and took on differ

ent rationales as the ideas were translated into new countries, new unions, 

and new sectors. The notion of a "model" was given additional credibility 

and impetus with the publication of several important pieces of work un

dertaken by Kate Bronfenbrenner, which presented evidence from Na

tional Labor Relations Board (NLRB) data in the United States showing 

that campaigns that used a range of organizing tactics simultaneously were 
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more effective in securing a first contract than those that just used one or 

two tactics (Bronfenbrenner and Juravich 1998). The lesson seemed clear; 

organizers needed to use a "bundle" of tactics together rather than just 

picking out one or two. 

Within some conceptualizations of organizing there are also some 

important political ideas, including but not limited to, social movement 

unionism (Turner and Hurd 2001), worker self-organization (Markowitz 

2000), principles of anarcho-syndicalism (Lerner 1992, Rachleff 1999), and 

arguments about changing the labor movement (Turner et al. 2001). As 

these ideas transferred to the United Kingdom, researchers and practitio

ners tried to better understand what these different aspects of organizing 

meant in the UK context. An early effort to do this was made by the Car

diff research team. They (we) adopted the terminology of an organizing 

"model" and argued that it is as a model of good practice that "represents 

an attempt to rediscover the 'social movement' origins of labor, essentially 

by redefining the union as a mobilizing structure which seeks to stimu

late activism among its members and generate campaigns for workplace 

and wider social justice" (Heery et al. 2000a, 996). Associated with this is a 

range of techniques or methods that are designed to raise the profile of the 

union and encourage members to become active in union building rather 

than remaining as passive recipients. In a survey of UK unions mapping 

the very early adoption of ideas about organizing into the United Kingdom 

(Heery et al. 2000a), we reported that union organizers frequently used 

person-to-person recruitment, workplace mapping, the identification of 

workplace grievances, and the principle of like-recruits-like in their cam

paigns. However, we noted that less use was made of visits to nonmembers' 

homes and links with community organizations, which are more generally 

associated with union organizing in the United States (see table 1). What 

was notably absent in that early evaluation—and a theme we will return to 

throughout this book—was a discussion of the broader political ideas that 

had been evident in some discussion about organizing in the United States 

and other contexts. 

This early evaluation of the Organising Academy and New Unionism 

within the United Kingdom showed very patchy adoption of core organiz

ing tactics even in unions that had committed considerable resources to 

employing and training organizers. For example, table 1 shows that only 

21 percent of unions had a policy to establish organizing committees in 
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TABLE 1. Some techniques and methods associated with organizing 

UK unions reporting 
Organizing techniques and methods frequency of use (%) 

Person-to-person recruitment at the workplace 69 
Raising the union profile within the workplace (through peti 45 

tions, surveys, etc) 
Identification of employee grievances as a basis for recruitment 34 
Establishing membership targets at company or workplace level 29 
Reliance on the principle of like-recruits-like 26 
Establishing an organizing committee within target workplace 21 
Systematic rating of nonmembers in terms of their propensity 7 

to join 
Public campaigns against antiunion employers 5 
Link-up with community organizations 3 
House calls to nonmembers' homes 2 

Source: Heery et al. (2000a), Survey of Union Policy and Practice 1998; unit of analysis = individual 
union; N (number of unions) = 61—64. 

their targeted workplaces. Yet the need to leave behind sustainable lay or

ganization after professional organizers have withdrawn from a campaign 

was already evident by that time and had been identified as an essential 

"exit strategy" if members were not to rely on negotiating, bargaining, 

and representation services provided a full-time official (Markowitz 2000). 

What is also clear from table 1 is that in the early days of specialist orga

nizer training there was relatively little effort to apply a "bundle" of tactics 

together. 

What was also absent from most of the early literature and practitioner 

debate in the UK context is any discussion of the wider purpose of orga

nizing. Beyond a very generic idea of renewal and revitalization, there was 

little discussion of the core ideas discussed above. It is therefore important 

to reflect on contested implications of the purpose of organizing activity, as 

these tensions continue to reverberate in the analysis of impacts of organiz

ing that we present in later chapters. 

What Are We Organizing For? 

As already highlighted, it is possible to identify a number of interrelated 

themes about the purpose of organizing activity within existing litera

ture in the United Kingdom and elsewhere. First is a view that organizing 
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activity is related to efforts to increase union membership. One reason 

for this position is to increase bargaining leverage at company or sectoral 

level. So, for example, Lerner (1992) presents an articulate defense of the 

view that high membership density is related to the ability of the union to 

take effective action on a range of issues. Specifically, he uses experience 

of and evidence from the US Justice for Janitors campaign to argue that 

sectoral density and bargaining strength are the central tenets of a strat

egy for taking wages out of competition and improving terms and condi

tions across a sector. He argues that this is the only feasible way to engage 

in a form of what we would in the past have called industrial democracy. 

In other words, Lerner (1992) argues that only through sectoral- and in

dustrial-level union density can workers wield any wider democratic in

fluence over their working lives. Thus increased membership is seen as a 

way to improve the ability of the union to regulate the employment rela

tionship more effectively. 

But this is not the only argument that supports increased union mem

bership as a central objective of organizing activity. Also important is the 

contention that to support their claim that they are the representative voice 

of working people, unions must ensure that they are genuinely represen

tative of the diversity of workers. Here the argument is that union orga

nizing should focus on increasing membership among particular groups 

of workers that have been underrepresented in the union movement in 

the recent past. Specifically, some argue for the importance of targeting 

young workers (Waddington and Kerr 2008, Bryson and Gomez 2005). 

Others focus on black and minority ethnic (BME) workers (Holgate 2005, 

Perrett and Martinez Lucio 2009) or workers on atypical contracts (Heery 

2004, Heery et al. 2004, Walters 2002). Still others stress the importance 

of recruiting workers in particular sectors such as private-sector services 

(D0lvik and Waddington 2004). It is important to note that these aspects 

intersect in important ways in the UK labor market; young, BME, and 

atypical workers are all more likely to work in private-sector service 

workplaces where unions have historically found it difficult to organize. 

There are multiple reasons for this historic difficulty in organization, but 

increasing evidence indicates that it is not primarily explained by negative 

attitudes of these groups of workers toward unions (Kirton 2005, Wal

ters 2002, Bryson and Gomez 2005). A more convincing explanation of 

the lower union density among these groups is the structure of work and 
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employment in the private service sector and, in particular, the dominance 

of small workplaces (Gall 2007). Thus the emphasis of these debates has 

tended to focus on how unions can effectively target organizing activity to 

facilitate higher levels of membership among these groups. However, this 

raises questions not only about how these groups can be targeted for mem

bership but also about whether and how they engage with the democratic 

structures of unions. 

For this reason, most writers and practitioners agree that organizing 

activity is more than simply a recruitment drive. At the most basic level, 

this is prompted by a recognition that if unions want to target underrepre-

sented groups for membership and/or to build density, they have to have an 

increased presence in workplaces with little or no history of trade union

ism. Within the UK context, if unions are to be influential in regulating 

employment at workplace, professional, sectoral, or even national levels, 

they must be engaged in collective bargaining. This requires formal recog

nition from employers, and in practice, for many unions gaining recogni

tion is the central objective of their expansionist organizing campaigns. 

Because of the voluntarist tradition of UK labor relations, recognition for 

collective bargaining is not always granted through a legal process. Usually, 

it is simply a formal agreement with an employer that collective bargain

ing will take place. A recognition agreement will typically include explicit 

terms about the coverage (whose terms and conditions will be negotiated), 

the scope (what issues will be negotiated), and the pattern (how frequently 

bargaining will take place) of union activities. It may also include an agree

ment for representatives to take paid time off to undertake union duties. 

But unless a recognition agreement is secured through the statutory recog

nition processes, the form of these agreements is entirely at the discretion 

of the two parties. Thus there is a high degree of variation about whether 

particular roles are (and should be) taken on by workplace representatives 

or paid officers, and in workplace representation structures in general. 

In the sense that organizing activity encourages membership engage

ment with the union at the workplace level, some have argued that organiz

ing can be viewed as a strategy for wider union renewal rather than simply 

a tactic for increasing membership (de Turberville 2004, Simms and Hol-

gate 2010a). Indeed Fairbrother (1996, 2000a) has consistently emphasized 

the importance of workplace activism in union renewal efforts. Again, 

however, notions of union renewal are contested. For some authors, the 
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most important evidence of union renewal is increasing membership activ

ism (Stinson and Ballantyne 2006, Kumar and Schenk 2006). This would 

be seen in increasing member self-organization, typically at the work

place level, and members taking greater responsibility for addressing 

workplace issues without officer support. For others, evidence of more ex

tensive member engagement in democratic structures (Sciacchitano 2000) 

is the key measure of organizing "success" or "failure." A further element 

of this argument, frequently presented by those who focus their attention 

on the importance of unions increasing membership among underrepre-

sented groups, is that organizing activity can and should target the en

gagement of specific groups of members in democratic structures. This 

is particularly clear among authors who discuss women's involvement in 

unions (Colgan and Ledwith 2002a, 2002b). Although women workers are 

proportionately represented among union membership, they are under-

represented in the decision-making structures of unions. Thus there are 

those who argue that if organizing efforts do not attempt to address this, 

unions are likely to become increasingly irrelevant to women within con

temporary workplaces. 

Finally, a clear strand of argument can be seen emerging in the US liter

ature in particular, and this highlights the wider objectives outline above. 

Ideas about (re)building a form of "social movement unionism" (Buechler 

and Cylke 1997, Clawson 2003) or "community unionism" (Dunn 2010; 

Holgate 2009b; McBride and Greenwood 2009; Tattersall 2006, 2010) are 

evident in some discussions of union organizing. In practice this tends to 

mean developing formal and informal links between unions and other so

cial justice campaigns to improve workers' rights. This implicitly accepts a 

more radical view of the role unions can play in social change and promot

ing social justice that may conflict with some of the more institutional and 

regulationist objectives discussed above. In the United Kingdom, there 

is relatively little evidence of this kind of organizing objective, although 

this view has been most closely associated with "community unionism" 

(Wills and Simms 2004, Wills 2004, Holgate 2009a, 2009b), which focuses 

on increasing the links between the workplace and the wider community, 

and on recognizing and building on workers' roles and connections beyond 

their workplace. What is important here is that the focus of such organiz

ing activity extends far beyond any immediate improvements in workers' 

terms and conditions (although these may accrue from such activity), and 
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that union attempts to become relevant to workers' lives means moving 

beyond a workplace, industry, or sectoral level. 

These debates about the objectives and purpose of organizing activity 

highlight why we think it is so problematic to talk about an organizing 

"model" in any practical sense. We therefore avoid that term and focus 

throughout the book on exploring, understanding, and explaining the 

tensions that emerge between different ideas about what organizing "is" 

and what it is ultimately "for." The debates and discussions highlighted 

above help to inform the key themes and questions that link the different 

chapters. 

Themes and Questions 

Clearly then, ideas relating to the objectives of organizing activity are 

highly contested among both practitioners and academics. In this book we 

focus on one particular initiative—the establishment of the T U C Organ

ising Academy—which was of central importance in expressing and pro

moting a particular shift of policy toward expansionist organizing activity, 

building membership in areas where unions were already recognized for 

collective bargaining, and advocating greater involvement by members 

and activists. By taking the establishment of the academy training pro

gram as the focus of our analysis, we can see the ways in which this train

ing promotes particular approaches to trade unionism. We then trace the 

work of the graduates of the program to examine the extent to which their 

presence has acted as a catalyst for change toward the objectives outlined. 

But it is important that we do not condense the story of organizing over 

the past decade simply to the T U C Organising Academy. We want to con

sider the broader impact of organizing in a UK context. What are unions 

doing when they run organizing campaigns, and what do they seek to 

achieve? What resources and tactics do they commit to these goals? How 

do employers respond to organizing campaigns? And what outcomes are 

there? By asking these questions, we aim to present a flavor of what orga

nizing is "like" in the United Kingdom, which emphasizes deep differ

ences between the United Kingdom and other countries such as the United 

States and Australia where much of this work has previously been done 

(Reed 1990, Foerster 2003). 
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We also take a look at the big picture in order to reflect on some of the 

wider changes we have seen across the union movement. What impact has 

the academy had on the labor movement more generally? How has the 

practice of training specialist organizers spread and developed since its in

ception? How have unions changed in that time? And what mechanisms 

for training other groups have been developed? These wider measures 

of the impact of organizers and organizer training give us a much more 

rounded view of the changes that have taken place since the late 1990s. The 

story is mixed; there have been some areas of notable success, and other 

areas where change has been slow and difficult. We explore these patterns 

and seek to explain them. 

Structure of the Book 

We want to reflect on union organizing initiatives in Britain since the mid-

1990s. We start by giving a brief background to the central debates and ar

guments that have emerged around organizing. We are very keen to locate 

our academic work firmly within practitioner debates as well as academic 

debates. Inevitably some issues have exercised trade unionists far more 

than academics, and vice versa. Some of these discussions we have increas

ingly good evidence about; others less so. We are not trying to produce a 

definitive overview of all the debates around union organizing across the 

world. What we want to do in chapter 1 is to highlight key themes that set 

up our evaluation of organizing policy and practice in British unions so 

that we can then return to those themes and make a clear statement about 

what we think has happened since the start of the Organising Academy, 

which broadly coincides with the period of the New Labour government 

in the United Kingdom. 

So why have we taken the period of New Labour (1997—2010) as our 

time frame? Clearly unions organized before this time, but in the mid-

1990s there was a concerted effort by the T U C and by some senior national 

officers within unions to reject the consensual politics of "partnership" 

and to encourage investment in organizing. We therefore start our analy

sis by considering the national strategies that have been adopted and by 

explaining the TUC's role in promoting organizing activity through the 

Organising Academy and related initiatives. In chapter 2 we argue that 
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the academy's relevance stems not only from its success in training a cadre 

of organizers—the majority of whom are still employed within the union 

movement—but also that its establishment promoted a debate about the 

central role of organizing within British unions. We describe and evaluate 

the training program and examine some of the ways in which its core ideas 

have spread through many British unions. 

In chapter 3, we look at the spread of organizing ideas in more detail to 

evaluate how those ideas have changed, developed, and have been adapted 

to fit specific contexts. In doing this, we want to locate the activity of work

place union campaigns within a broader analysis of the importance of sec

toral pressures, union histories and ideologies, employer responses, and 

the like, and to be clear about why we are doing this. It is not to privilege 

national activity and coordination; indeed we argue later that a balance 

between worker activism and leadership support for organizing is essen

tial for effective and sustainable organizing. Rather, the aim is to begin 

with a picture of initiatives that have been important in securing resources 

for organizing activity, before focusing on the work that actually makes a 

difference at the workplace. Unlike some authors (most explicitly perhaps 

Bramble 1995), we think that there is an important role for coordinating 

organizing activity at the national scale. We will argue that, whereas these 

national initiatives have done very little actual workplace organizing, they 

have developed and promoted a context within which organizing cam

paigns can take place more effectively. We also agree with Martinez Lucio 

and Stuart (2009) that these national initiatives have provided important 

"narratives" for union renewal that help underpin and coordinate work

place organizing. Equally, we should be clear that we are not saying that 

there is one "best" way of doing this. What we see when we look across the 

British union movement is a breadth of organizing strategy and a diversity 

of practice that we could barely have imagined a decade ago. Many of the 

issues we describe and analyze here are highly contested and still subject to 

lively debate within the union movement. Individuals and unions disagree 

on the appropriate way to manage organizing activity; indeed, they often 

disagree on what organizing is and what they should be seeking to achieve 

through their organizing activity. A core theme of our analysis is that since 

the mid-1990s, there have been changes and developments in organizing 

ideas and practices, and we reflect on these, the motivations for them, and 

the consequences for the union movement and membership growth. 
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In chapter 4, we introduce the work of organizers—who they are and 

what they do. As specialist actors in the process of organizing, their train

ing and experiences of work tell us a great deal about how organizing is 

managed and focused in British unions. They are at the sharp end of the 

difficulties and tensions inherent in trying to manage a cultural shift in 

unions toward organizing activity. They have competing and contested 

views about how these tensions can and should be addressed, and they 

are, in general, a highly reflective group of practitioners. We are there

fore interested not only in the work that they do, but in what that tells us 

about how British unions are approaching organizing. We are interested 

in their challenges, stresses, and dilemmas, as well as the victories and fail

ures because these tell us a great deal about how tensions are managed. 

In this chapter, we are particularly keen to give voice to these workers 

because their experiences of organizing are so central to the developments 

and initiatives on which we are reflecting. 

In chapter 5 we look at organizing campaigns. Given that all union or

ganizing activity must at some point engage with workplace concerns and 

must engage workers at that level, it is essential that we look at the pro

cesses involved in this endeavor. In this chapter, we engage the notion of 

workplace activism, and we argue that although it is essential that workers 

are actively involved with their union at the workplace and other levels, 

there is an important role for the kind of strategic coordination mentioned 

previously. We argue that workplace organizing alone is not sufficient to 

promote union renewal in Britain, although it is a necessary part of that pro

cess. In this chapter, we also engage with the responses of employers to orga

nizing campaigns. Employer behavior is very often left out of descriptions 

and analyses of organizing activity, and this, we argue, is a mistake. We can 

often only understand the behavior of unions, workers, and organizers in 

the context of the behavior of employers. We therefore want to explain why 

employers are often resistant but not unrelentingly hostile to unionization 

in the United Kingdom, and why some employers are in fact supportive. 

Our central argument here is that the outcomes of union organizing cam

paigns, and therefore of the impact of organizing activity more widely, can 

only be understood within a much broader evaluation of the purpose, strat

egies, and context in which they take place. The competing views about the 

purposes of organizing activity can often lead to organizing strategies that 

have multiple, contested, and sometimes contradictory objectives. 
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In the final chapter, we step back from looking at specific issues and 

campaigns to evaluate the consequences of organizing activity across the 

union movement. Although the story that we tell is complex, contentious, 

and occasionally ambiguous, we can, nonetheless, generalize about broad 

trends and directions. It is absolutely clear to us that there is more organiz

ing activity taking place within British unions now than there was when 

the academy was launched in 1998. Lessons have been learned (often the 

hard way—by losing cases, by failing to mobilize workers, and by having to 

back out of resourcing campaigns), and those lessons inform present prac

tice. It is also clear that, despite problems gaining reliable financial data, 

unions are investing more in this kind of work. There is a cadre of people 

within the British union movement who regard organizing as central to 

the work they do. They are vocal and reflective, and many of them are be

coming increasingly influential. In this sense, "critical mass" has developed 

that is changing—albeit slowly—what many unions do and how they do it. 

The story, however, is far from universally optimistic. Union member

ship has stagnated even in the broadly favorable political and economic 

conditions of the past decade until the financial crisis of 2008. Employment 

grew strongly across the British economy but unions largely failed to recruit 

and organize in these new areas. As a result, density levels have declined 

at an aggregate level, but as we shall see, this masks distinctive sectoral and 

industry patterns that are not as gloomy as the overall picture suggests. 

The period of economic and fiscal challenge, since the financial crisis of 

2008, presents even more serious difficulties. It is unclear whether unions 

will be able to take advantage of their sectoral and industrial position to 

negotiate wage increases in the coming period. It seems unlikely that gov

ernments in the near future will actively support the right to statutory 

union representation or to the statutory imposition of collective bargain

ing. Overall then, our evaluation comments not only on what unions have 

achieved under New Labour but also on the position that leaves them in 

to weather future storms. In summary, our view is that unions have done 

much to change themselves in the past decade and that they are probably 

better placed than they were, but very serious challenges remain. 
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F R O M MANAGING D E C L I N E TO 

ORGANIZING FOR THE F U T U R E 

The steady decline in British trade union membership from 13.3 mil

lion in 1979 to 7.2 million in 1996 led the Trades Union Congress to launch 

the New Unionism initiative, not only to provoke a debate on how to re

vive the future of trade unionism but also to provide guidance and sup

port to unions on developing new renewal strategies. As highlighted in 

the introduction, New Unionism was far broader than just a focus on 

organizing. It was a broad-based effort at using a range of strategies to 

promote revitalization. So, for example, the development of the Organis

ing Academy sat alongside an almost simultaneous development of a Part

nership Institute that promoted cooperative relations with employers in 

the hope of winning mutual gains. The apparent contradictions between 

these initiatives led to significant debate, particularly within the academic 

community (Carter and Fairbrother 1998, Heery 2002, Badigannavar and 

Kelly 2011), although some practitioners were more relaxed about the im

plications. John Monks, then general secretary of the T U C , argued that the 

position should be to organize "bad" employers and develop partnership 


