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Introduction

In the UK, unlike in many northern European states, social partnership in education and training has been underdeveloped. This reflects both the nation’s relatively unregulated labour market over the last couple of decades and the historical adversarial nature of industrial relations. With the election of a Labour government in 1997, there has however been increasing recognition of unions as stakeholders in learning and skills policy. Partnership with unions over learning and skills is an important strand of the Government’s lifelong learning strategy, although any reintroduction of formal social partnership institutions like those which underpinned the neo-corporatist model in the 1970s is very problematic. Indeed, in its recent White Paper on its skills strategy, the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) commits itself to a system ‘that puts employers’ needs centre stage in the designing and delivery of training for adults’ (DfES 2005). This is reflected in the employer dominance on the boards of institutions established by New Labour, such as local Learning and Skills Councils (LSCs) and Sector Skills Councils (SSCs). 

Nevertheless, government positive support for enhancing union capacity over learning and skills provides a much more favourable terrain for social partnership since the 1970s (Clough 2004). In 2005, almost £20 million of public expenditure was allocated for enhancing union capacity in learning and skills. The Government views enhancing union capacity over learning and skills as one of its policy instruments in tackling market failure and improving ‘employability’, particularly at the lower end of the labour market. This is demonstrated by the following quote from DfES (2005):

We welcome the major advances those trade unions have made in recent years to develop the range and profile of their role in training. Building future employability through skills is an essential way in which unions can support the long-term interests of their members as well as providing the success and productivity of the economy. Supporting skills and training should be at the heart of the role of the modern trade union and we look to all unions to raise the profile of skills and training within their work (DfES 2005).

The Government’s skills strategy involves intervention where there is market failure. Indeed, this endemic market failure has resulted in a very polarised system. There is a relatively high proportion of mainly young people who have benefited from higher education at the upper end of the labour market and a high proportion of workers at the lower end having no or low level qualifications. Compared to the US, France and Germany, the UK has the lowest proportion of its workforce qualified to level 2 and above. Although the proportion has increased from 65% to 72% between 1997 and 2004. There are still 7.5 million employees without such qualification, many of which have insufficient numeracy and literacy skills.

Employers are unwilling to release such staff for training as their perception is that they will not gain the full returns of training below craft level. Individual workers are faced with financial barriers or are poorly informed about the value of such training. Yet the resulting deficiency in skills contributes to productivity loss and social exclusion. 

A major government initiative aimed to meet such market failures has been the Employer Training Pilots which provide financial incentives to employers to provide their workforce with paid time off to free training to a first level 2 qualification. Unions have been seen as intermediaries supporting employees through the process. This chapter proceeds with a explanation of the government initiatives to increase union calacity in helping to deliver learning opportunities for their members. They included establishing the Union Learning Fund (ULF) and giving union learning representatives (ULRs) statutory recognition. The chapter also explains their roles and assesses their effectiveness. 

The Emergence of Union-Led Learning

The origins of recent developments stem from the TUC Bargaining for Skills projects with the former Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs). The Conservative Government established the TECs in the 1980s which were the central feature of its market-driven, employer-led training system (Clough 2004).

These predominantly regionally-based projects were established to raise union awareness of workforce development and foster TEC recognition of the role unions could play in increasing the demand for learning. The role of the project workers was to provide support to unions at workplace level to increase employee awareness and involvement in a range of ‘products’ that TECs were contracted by the Government to deliver. These included Modern Apprenticeships, National Vocational Qualifications and the Investors in People corporate training standard. Some projects also tried to deliver the wider union learning agenda through the introduction of courses related to employee personal development and the establishment of workplace learning centres. The Bargaining for Skills process included putting on briefings and preparing materials for union representatives. These activities helped them to help their members identify their needs, access the training and support them throughout the process.

Another development that had been taking place were the Return to Learn courses put on by the major public sector union, UNISON, for their members in low skill, low pay jobs. Over the years, union members who had gone through the programme became ‘learning advisers’, mentoring new learners on the courses.

In 1997, the TUC General Council established a Learning and Services Task Group ‘to develop practical proposals for implementation which are designed to provide a high profile role for the TUC and trade unions as providers and/or facilitators of vocational and other learning opportunities for members and potential members’. Its report was to be seminal, since it was published in the first year of the Labour Government. 

An important development arising from the Task Group was the establishment of TUC Learning Services, which employed development and project workers in 2005, mainly in the regions. With the demise of the TECs, it assumed overall responsibility for enhancing and extending the former Bargaining for Skills projects to all regions, which are now funded primarily by local LSCs. There was also a strong national dimension to the work of TUC Learning Services, which was targeted on certain activities such as Skills for Life and online learning. TUC Learning Services as well as TUC education programmes have been pivotal in supporting the work of ULRs. This activity has now been given a more coherent framework within a new TUC organisation, Unionlearn (see below) 

The Union Learning Fund

The establishment of a ULF was a catalyst in developing union capacity over learning and skills, which was very much influenced by the Fryer Report. The National Advisory Group for Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning chaired by Professor Bob Fryer was established by the Secretary of State for Education and Employment to advise him on the preparation of a white paper. Its report, Learning for the Twenty-First Century (Fryer 1997) was wide in scope. It put great emphasis on an inclusive approach to lifelong learning, giving priority to those without basic level qualifications and stressed the need for extensive partnerships to promote and deliver this lifelong learning culture. Such partnerships would need to include trade unions. The Fryer Report was probably the first major policy document that recognised the role of unions in learning over the last two decades.

Following on from this, a Green Paper, The Learning Age (Department for Education and Employment 1998), stressed the need to encourage demand for learning from the bottom up and reaffirmed confidence in unions to stimulate such demand by establishing the Union Learning Fund (ULF) in 1998. 

The fund was set up to aid the Government’s objective of creating ‘a learning society’. Unions were seen a key to this, playing a pivotal role in promoting and organising learning opportunities for their members and engaging ‘non-traditional’ learners. It aims to strengthen the role and importance of learning within the workplace and, in doing so, to drive up the demand for skills (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Union Learning Fund: Objectives

The Fund has a key role to play in helping the Government’s Learning and Skills Council meet its targets for raising basic skills levels and increasing the number of adults achieving Level 2 and 3 qualifications. It also contributes to widening adult participation in learning and drives up employer engagement in workforce development. 

Unions bid for project funding

The allocation process was controlled by the DfES (now the LSC), with the TUC also involved. Two million pounds was allocated in its first year (1998/99) and there was a one year time limit on the union-led projects, with a ceiling of £50,000. The Fund has developed in investment and scope over the years. There has also been some ring fencing for funding specific areas such as £2 million for Skills for Life projects. The Fund has exponentially risen to £15.5million in its seventh year (2005/06). As the investment has risen seven fold, the projects have become bigger and cover a longer time span. The expansion of ULF has been predicated on the positive evaluation of the projects.

‘The purpose of the Fund remains valid: trade unions have shown that they can make a contribution to engaging and supporting individuals in lifelong learning. In ULF Year 4, there has been an increase in volumes overall and by project, and there continues to be a wide range of activities including improving access and relevance of learning offered. The crude indicators of unit cost used have shown increased efficiency. In that sense, it is likely that value for money is also improving. Unions are, in general, exceeding performance targets set in projects and have become much more able to access additional resources to maintain and enhance core ULF activities’ (Armistead, Hopwood, Rodger & Shaw 2002). 

The Fund has supported over 500 projects with an investment of about £55m. The projects have involved almost all unions (60) working in 3,000 workplaces, covering a diverse range of sectors. The most recent outcomes are set out in table 2.

	New ULRs receiving initial training
	3,572

	ULRs receiving follow-on training
	2,898

	New learning agreements with employers
	1,672

	New/enhanced learning centres
	239

	Individuals accessing learning
	105,608


 Source: LSC data (unpublished).

Table 2. Union Learning Fund: Selected Outcomes. April 2005-March 2006

The Rise of the Union Learning Representative 

A major outcome of ULF projects has thus been the training and support of ULRs. The aim of the TUC Task Group Report had been to formalise and extend union representatives with a learning role. The report proposed a national network of ULRs, with clear roles and supported by accredited training (TUC 1998). In the same year, the Department for Education and Employment funded a project between the National Institute for Careers Education and Counselling (NICEC) and the TUC. Its report reiterated the unique position of unions in relation to their trust and credibility with their members. 

Unions are particularly well positioned to see the inter-relationships between lifelong learning and guidance requirements because of their closeness to members and employees, and their more intimate and holistic knowledge of individual needs and circumstances (NICEC/TUC 1998). 

The project identified a number of wide ranging pro-active roles for ULRs including:

· Identifying the learning needs of employees, including literacy and numeracy requirements and feeding back these to management;

· Acting as advocates of lifelong learning and guidance and negotiating with management for appropriate provision;

· Working in partnership with management to develop lifelong learning and guidance provision and help in assuring and improving its quality;

· Providing employees with individual support, including help in overcoming initial reluctance to learn and subsequent learning problems caused by lack of confidence;

· Providing assurance that guidance is confidential; and

· Helping all parties, including management and employees, to appreciate the transferable relationship between vocational learning and more broadly-based learning for personal development. 

ULR Functions and Impact 

The 2004 Workplace Employment Relations Survey (WERS) found that one in seven senior union representatives (14%) were designated ULRs (Alpin, Bewley, Bryson, Dix, Forth, Kersley & Oxenbridge 2005). Their functions have varied considerably, depending on their training, employer support and role within their union. At the minimalist level, a ULR might just signpost a union member to a course provider. Some ULRs however have driven a learning culture in the workplace, brokering a wide range of courses as well as directly managing learning centres. The aim of ULR statutory recognition has been to bring more learning representatives up to a certain standard by setting out their functions and entitlement to training. They are set out in the Employment Relations Act 2002 (see Table 3):

	· Analysing learning or training needs.

· Providing information and advice about learning or training matters.

· Arranging learning or training.

· Promoting the value of learning or training.

· Consulting the employer about carrying on any such activities. 

· Preparation to carry out any of the above activities.


Table 3. Statutory Functions of Union Learning Representatives

ULR impact has been mainly in helping union members to continue their learning. There has however been a significant increase in engagement with management and in improving the learning culture at the workplace. There is evidence of some ULR impact on the delivery of the Government’s Skills Strategy. There has been union involvement in the Employer Training Pilots (ETP), although this has been limited due to the fact that mainly small and medium sized workplaces were targeted, which have a relatively low union density. About 16% of the trainees are union members. Supported by TUC Learning Service project workers, ULRs have provided advice to individuals and sometimes helped to broker provision. A TUC evaluation of the first year of the pilots found a distinct ‘union effect’ (TUC 2004b). As many as 40% of ETP learners that had some contact with a ULR or union were taking up a basic skills courses compared to 15% overall. This resisted the trend of employers using ETP to train their workforce to NVQ level 2 standard, even though many of the employees lacked sufficient literacy and numeracy skills, and as such struggled with the requirements of the National Vocational Qualifications (NVQ) assessment.

There is a greater ULR effect on e-learning, probably because it is more employee focussed. Under the Labour Government’s University of Industry (branded as ‘learndirect’), a network of over 2,000 learning centres has been established. By 2003 they have enrolled over a million learners in online courses, mainly in the area of information and communications technology (ICT), basic skills and business skills. The Learndirect Network is managed by a number of ‘hubs’. The Trade Union Hub manages about 100 learning centres which offer Learndirect courses. Many of these have been established through Union Learning Fund projects and are run by ULRs. A TUC evaluation found that ULRs were ‘in the main very pro-active and innovative in engaging the workforce with their centres and supporting the learners’ (TUC 2004c). The challenge however is to ensure sustainability through enhancing employer buy in, once the ULF project funding ends.
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ULRs helped about 67,000 employees into learning in 2004-2005. The impact in developing a workplace learning culture is understandably limited due to the fact that there were only about 13,000 ULRs in 2005, compared to 220,000 union representatives as a whole. It is projected however that there will be over 22,000 ULRs trained by 2010, supporting about 250,000 individuals on to courses in that year. 

The ULR Profile 

The most comprehensive profile of ULRs is based on the survey carried out by the Working Lives Research Institute at the London Metropolitan University (Moore & Wood 2004). Although their profile is not dissimilar to that of union representatives as a whole, there are signs that this could change. Like union representatives in general, they are mainly white (95%), middle-aged (91% over 35) men (77%). 

Over three quarters (78%) of ULR respondents to the survey held another position in the union or had done so in the past. These ‘existing activists’ were mainly shop stewards or safety representatives. Nearly a quarter appeared not to have held such a position. Their profile is significantly different to that of existing activists. They were more likely to be women (39% compared to 19% of existing activists) and were younger (18 % under 35 compared to 6%). They were also more likely to have a black /ethnic minority background (7% compared to 4%).

The motivations of these ‘new activists’ were also very different. They were far less likely to have joined a union because of a belief in trade unionism than existing activists (38% compared to 75.5%) and to help get better pay and conditions (52% compared to 74%). Almost two thirds of the respondents became ULRs because of an interest in education or a belief that it was important. Perhaps, this correlates with the fact that on average they had much higher qualifications than the workforce as a whole. Almost half (47%) of the respondents to the Working Lives Research Institute survey had a degree or equivalent (Moore & Wood 2004).

Training ULRs

The major support for ULRs has been through trade union education programmes. These programmes have been very much enhanced through the restoration of government funding support, which had been withdrawn by the previous Conservative administration. 

For about a century, TUC Education has provided courses for union representatives. Individual unions also provide customised courses, mainly based on TUC standards. Over recent years, TUC courses have diversified and all are now accredited through the National Open College Network (NOCN) and are part of the national qualification framework. Each unit has a learning outcome matched by assessment criteria. They are designed around a unit/ credit model mainly at Levels 2 and 3 with 10 hours contact time per unit. In 2004, TUC Education trained over 42,500 union representatives, over 4,000 being ULRs. Delivery is through dedicated TUC centres located within about 75 publicly funded further education colleges and the Workers’ Education Association. Interestingly, such training has reached mid 1970s levels when union density was at its highest, with over 12 million union members compared to 6.8m in 2004. 

The TUC devised a number of course modules for union representatives to support the work of the Bargaining for Skills projects (see above). These included modules on awareness of the Investors in People standard and NVQs. In addition, some ULRs took up NVQ assessor qualifications in order to help them support union learners going through the NVQ assessment process. These modules were offered in those regions where there was considerable Bargaining for Skills activity.

From the late 1990s, the training became more systematic and rolled out to all regions. It led to the development of a discrete union role, that of the ULR. With the statutory recognition of ULRs came the right of ULRs to paid time off to train but also the obligation to train (see below). The initial 5-day programme takes the form of a core unit ‘Getting Organised’ which is aimed at ensuring that their role is linked to the union agenda. They then choose one of two additional units, ‘Working with Members’ or ‘Working with Employers’. The delivery is mainly classroom based, although there has been a pilot to test on-line delivery. All ULRs who complete the course are awarded a nationally recognised NOCN qualification at either Level 2 or 3. The York Consulting survey found a high level of ULR satisfaction with the course: 47% very satisfied and 43% fairly satisfied. 

Those who achieve a level 3 are also awarded a TUC qualification: the Advanced Award for Trade Union Learning Representatives. ULRs can also then progress and take up additional units, dependent on their interests and requirements. For example, a ULR with many members who have insufficient literacy and numeracy skills might wish to take the ‘Basic skills and the Union Role’ unit. Another who may support members in a workplace learning centre may wish to take the unit on ‘Managing Learning Centres’. ULR programmes also offer progression routes into both mainstream union representative/officer training as well as professional education and training courses. The TUC also has established a national network for ULRs who are supported through toolkits and other resources, as well as national and regional briefings and online support. 

Towards Statutory Recognition

Underpinning union negotiation and representative activity at the workplace in the UK is statutory recognition of union representatives. Since the former Labour Government’s Employment Protection Act 1975, trade union officials have had a statutory right to reasonable time from employment to carry out their union duties and to undertake trade union training. These rights exist in respect to those matters in which the union is recognised by the employer for the purposes of collective bargaining. The Employment Relations Act 1999 established provision for statutory trade union recognition. If an employer does not agree an application from a union for recognition then the union can apply to a Central Arbitration Committee, which has the power to impose an agreement in prescribed circumstances. Bargaining units with less than 21 employees however are not covered by statutory recognition.

Facility time is also provided for health and safety representatives. Since the Health and Safety Act 1974, employers have a legal duty to ensure the health, safety and welfare of their employees. The Regulations and Codes of Practice provide a legal framework for employers and trade unions to reach agreement on arrangements for safety representatives and safety committees to operate in their workplace. Unlike union representatives in general, their functions are essentially about co-operating, as opposed to negotiating with employers. They include working with employers in promoting and developing measures to ensure the health and safety at work of employees and in checking the effectiveness of such measures. The employer is required to permit a safety representative to take time off with pay during working hours to carry out the statutory functions and to undergo training in aspects of those functions.

When a critical mass of union learning representatives had been trained, it became apparent that there were problems for ULRs accessing training and especially carrying out their functions. According to a TUC commissioned survey, 79% of ULR respondents stated that they had faced some form of difficulty in carrying out their role. These included lack of time for learning representative activity and lack of management support (York Consulting 2000). The TUC thus argued the need for ULRs to be put on a similar statutory footing as union representatives as a whole. 

Although there was support from the Secretary of State for Education and Skills for such legislation there was a concern amongst other government departments that this might be over regulation. After all, it was Tony Blair himself who had stated ‘even after the changes we propose, Britain will have the most lightly regulated labour market of any leading economy in the world’ (Department for Trade and Industry (DTI) 1998). Although the major employer organisation, the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), recognised that ULRs could add value to workplace learning, it stated ‘a union should not be given the right to appoint a learning representative without the employer’s agreement’ (CBI 2001). Employer prerogative as opposed to statutory right should therefore determine whether ULRs would be able to be granted paid time off for training and functions. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) which represents human resource managers however was much more sanguine, recognising that ULRs ‘ can be important allies in promoting the value of learning and training’(CIPD 2004). 

The TUC and its unions were successful in achieving their objective. Under the Employment Relations Act 2002, ULRs carrying out functions in recognised workplaces (see table 2 above) have the right to ‘reasonable’ paid time off to train and carry out their functions on the similar lines as union representatives in general. The condition to be granted paid time off for ULR work is that they are sufficiently trained to carry out their duties, through accessing relevant training. A union member also has a right to take time off in working time to contact his/her ULR, although the employer is not obliged to pay them during this contact time. Interestingly, although the ULRs statutory rights are in relation to supporting union members, a substantial proportion of them provide assistance to non- trade unionists at the workplace. This identifies the potential of union learning for union renewal in the workplace (Moore and Wood 2004). There are examples of unions that have been successful in recruiting and retaining members through the learning activities of their ULRs (TUC 2004d).

Advice on how union and employers can best manage this process is set out in a code practice of the Government’s Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS 2003). The code also stated that there could be ‘positive advantages for unions and employers in establishing agreements on time off for ULRs and individuals, which reflect their own situations’. Over two thirds (67%) of respondents to the ULR survey reported that the union had approached the employer for a learning agreement but less than a half (48%) of these approaches had resulted an agreement between the union and employer (Moore and Wood 2004). The TUC and its unions have argued that agreements on learning would be strengthened through the establishment of a joint union/management learning committee. This position has been supported by the CIPD (2004). The wide- ranging agreement between the union movement and the Labour Party before the 2005 General Election (the Warwick Agreement) included a commitment ‘to review any barriers which prevent trade union learning representatives from carrying out their duties effectively, including the potential benefits of learning committees’.

The full impact of statutory recognition on facility time for ULRs has not yet been realised. There is some evidence that learning representatives are still experiencing difficulties in getting sufficient time off to undertake their functions (Moore & Wood 2004). Less than half of ULRs get time off from their employer for carrying out their activities, with over three quarters doing some or all of them in their own time. WERS 2004 indicated that there were no differences between designated ULRs and other senior union representatives in the amount of spent on representative duties, or the likelihood of receiving paid time off from their employer (Alpin et al. 2005). Time off for union duties and activities is thus a problem for union representatives as a whole. That is why the Government is to review facility time for union representatives as a whole, as part of the Warwick Agreement. 

Role of the ULR within the Union

There is anecdotal evidence is that in some workplaces shop stewards assume the additional functions of the ULRs; in others, the roles are quite distinct. In some workplaces, the shop steward might assume the role of the lead ULR and co-ordinate the other ULRs. In a few workplaces, managers have even done ULR courses alongside the union representatives in order that they can work in partnership in meeting the needs of the workforce.

Unions appear to be taking a pragmatic approach to the development of the ULR role. Most unions do not have any formal policies in place that are designed to integrate ULRs into union structures. Some formally recognise their role in their rule book or constitution but some union rules are flexible enough to embrace a new category representative without the need for any revision (Moore & Wood 2004). There is a union view that some ULRs are not being fully integrated and they are not yet seen as a high priority.

They (ULRs) are seen nice to have rather than necessary. ….everybody recognises that you’ve got to have shop stewards. Most people recognise having health and safety reps is a good idea…and then one step beyond that is the Union Learning Reps…the first step is to get the Union Learning Rep as central to things as the health and safety reps. Union Officer (Moore & Wood 2004).

The Working Lives research suggests that union learning is not yet seen as integral to the union organising agenda. In particular, the links with bargaining appear tenuous, with learning rarely part of the union bargaining agenda. It also indicated that in the workplace, union learning might be ‘developing separately from wider employer-union structures and processes’. This may be because of the nature of the functions of ULR. Like shop stewards and safety representatives, their relationship with individual members could be viewed as a ‘representative’ role. An example would be providing front-line advice and guidance which could equate with providing advice on disciplinary or grievance procedures. Over collective issues however, ULRs do not have a ‘distributive bargaining’ role such as shop stewards negotiating over pay and conditions. Their relationship with employers is more likely to take the form of an ‘integrative bargaining’ model (Walton & McKersie 1965). Such bargaining replaces conflictual relations with management with co-operative approaches (see below). This could account for the different profile of the new activist.

Collective Bargaining over Training

There is empirical evidence that both employers and employees both gain from increased investment in training. In the period 1983-1996, an increase of one percentage point in the proportion of employees trained in the private sector was associated with about a 0.6% increase in productivity and a 0.3% increase in wages (Dearden, Reed & Van Reenen 2005).

There is also evidence that the amount of training employees receive is at its highest when it is negotiated by their representatives, as opposed to it being the result of consultation and information.

	Amount of training 
No involvement
information
consultation
negotiation

none 
14%
7%
16%
0%

<2days
29%
21
23
26

2-5days
34
38
40
35

5+days
24
33
22
39


100
100
100
100


Source: Workplace Employee Relations Survey, 1998

Table 4. Quantity of Training and Employee Rep. Involvement

In spite of the demonstrable mutual advantages of collective bargaining over training, coverage has not been significant. According to WERS 2004, the scope of collective bargaining over training was relatively insignificant compared with that of pay and conditions (Alpin et al. 2005). There was also far less consultation over training compared with health and safety where there is a statutory right for union and other employee representatives to monitor workplaces (see Figure 2). In 36% of workplaces with union recognition, employers had no involvement with such representatives on any matters concerning training (compared to about 16% on pay or conditions of employment). 
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Fig. 2. Coverage of Union Involvement in Selective Issues

In 9% of recognised workplaces the involvement was in the form of negotiation 31% involved consultation and 24% information (Alpin et al. 2005).

Under the union recognition legislation introduced by the new Labour Government, training and pensions was not included as a core negotiating issue. Research commissioned by the DTI found that within the voluntary agreements between 1998 and 2002 training was explicitly included in fewer than one in ten cases (7%) but was neither ruled in or out in most of the agreements (Moore, McKay & Bewley 2004). Training was however the most likely of the non-core issues to have been discussed following recognition, with most of the discussions taking the form of consultation as opposed to negotiation.

There is evidence of considerable potential for bargaining potential. Where training had not been discussed since recognition, but was reported as being included in the scope of the agreement, employer representatives were asked whether, if raised, it would have been the subject of negotiation, consultation or representation. The majority of them (69%) felt that training would be regarded as an issue for negotiation. The DTI research concluded that the fact that this potential was not being fully exploited may reflect the fact the union’s intention to consolidate the bargaining relationship in the early stages of recognition by focussing upon developing a consensual approach based on consultation rather than pressing for full negotiation.

In the Warwick Agreement between New Labour and the trade unions, the Government stated that it would revisit looking at the possible inclusion of skills in the statutory bargaining procedure. The TUC has pressed for its inclusion on productivity and equity grounds (TUC 2005). Although only a handful of cases go through the statutory process, including training as a core issue would act as a powerful incentive for unions and employers to include it in voluntary agreements. Employers however have continued to oppose it on the ground that inclusion of training would ‘destabilise workplace employee relations’, (CBI 2005). The CBI sees collective bargaining over training as a challenge to managerial prerogative. They believe that it will focus on ‘input factors’ such as employer expenditure and days off for training rather than on outputs and impact on training on the employer and employee. That is why the CBI only supports consultation over training and ‘ within the context of individual performance reviews between an employee and his or her manager’.

The Government has decided that training should not be included as a statutory bargaining issue, on the grounds that it is atypical of voluntary agreements (DTI 2006). It is however initiating, with social partners, an examination of the evidence and case for extending the statutory procedure in respect of pensions which are an increasing common feature of voluntary bargaining. In 52% of recognised workplaces where bargaining took place, the manager reported that it covered pensions (WERS 2004)

Discussion and Conclusion

As noted above, collective bargaining over training could fit around an ‘integrative process model’. This could involve employers and unions in three steps: identifying the problem, searching for solutions and selecting a course of action. The process takes the form of sharing information, joint problem solving; underpinned by mutual trust.

The interface between union and employer over training can lie across a wide spectrum of integrative bargaining. At one end, it can involve partnership approaches to increase skill demand through improving product specification and changing work organisation within a ‘high performance organisation’ paradigm. This has traditionally been a policy area bound by management prerogative, where any union involvement has been in the form of consultation as opposed to negotiation. At the other of the spectrum are partnership approaches aimed at increasing and helping to meet individual demand for learning. This includes identifying learning needs, providing front-line advice and guidance and brokering provision. ULR functions sit around this end of the spectrum.

The CBI views ULRs as playing a valuable role in encouraging employees to learn, particularly those with basic skills needs. They are seen not as union representatives however but as adjuncts to HR managers. It sees learning representatives as ‘ working in partnership with the employer’s training team, supporting employee training and development and playing no role in bargaining over training’ (CBI 2005). The Government however views ULRs as not just providing support to low skilled workers but also helping to deliver Sector Skills Council agreements at the workplace. 

Under New Labour, there has been increasing recognition of the role of unions within the new learning and skills terrain. This recognition has not however taken the form of providing unions with a strong voice on the new institutions, which are employer led. Nor has it resulted in unions being given any powerful levers to influence skills formation and distribution at workplace level through collective bargaining, coverage of which has been much diminished over the years. Instead, New Labour has recognised the role of unions by substantially increasing their capacity to help their member’s access learning opportunities.

A key component of this capacity building has been the development of ULRs. The Government has primarily seen ULRs as engaging ‘hard-to-reach’ unskilled workers into learning, particularly those with basic skills needs. There is however a need for unions to begin to develop strategies on how to influence a much wider spectrum of training, including increasing employer demand for skills through high performance, added value, business strategies. This requires statutory underpinning to increase collective bargaining over training, which has so far not been accepted by the Government. It also requires unions to identify the roles of shop stewards and ULRs in training and to ensure that the ULR role is firmly embedded in the union’s organisational structure. The aim of the new TUC organisation, unionlearn, is to support unions in this process of change (TUC 2006). Established in 2006, the Government has allocated £4.5 m. to develop it. With an annual turnover of £12m in 2007/2008 and a staff of about 126, it will be able to help unions and their ULRs have much more impact on learning and skills. 
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Increase the capacity of trade unions to promote learning and be learning organisations 


Promote, encourage and support the development and capacity of Union Learning Representatives


Help unions to engage employers in staff development and more widely in the lifelong·learning agenda, by promoting the benefits of a more motivated and skilled workforce 


Facilitate partnership working to take forward key elements of the Government’s Skills Strategy 


Increase learning opportunities for the whole workforce, and especially for groups of employees that may be disadvantaged in accessing learning opportunities


Form active partnerships with learning providers to ensure that learning opportunities are customized, relevant and appropriate


Provide additional information, advice, guidance and support for learners Encourage employers to adopt high quality accredited training such as Apprenticeships and National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs); and Ensure that projects are sustainable in the long term and that unions work with partners and make links with other Government initiatives.
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