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UNIONS IN THE NEW MILLENNIUM











Trade unions can enter the 21st century with more confidence than they have had for 20 years, according to Dr John Kelly, of the London School of Economics*.








What is the state of the British trade union movement as we enter the new millennium? 





On the one hand there has been a 20-year decline in union membership which has cut the total number of trade unionists by just over 40% since 1979, from 13.2 million to 7.8 million. 





At the same time the percentage of the workforce covered by collective agreements fell from around 75% to approximately 40%. Even where collective bargaining does occur, the range of issues subject to negotiation is generally much smaller then two decades ago as employers have re-asserted their power. 





And despite the1997 election of the Labour government, most of the Conservative anti-union laws are set to remain in place and the policy of privatisation is to be continued, most immediately in air traffic control and the London Underground.





On the other hand there are several grounds for believing that the prospects for a recovery of union membership and influence are better now than for many years. 





Unemployment has been falling steadily for six years and the October 1999 figure of 1.76 million was the lowest since 1980. The union recognition provisions in the Employment Relations Act will provide some help to union organising drives, although the sheer complexity of the law could prove to be a problem. Finally the long decline in union membership came to a halt during 1998 as 46% of the TUC’s affiliates recorded a rise in membership, the highest percentage in growth since 1979.





And the are recent signs that the union movement has the capacity to adapt to a changing environment.





It had predicted by some that the steady rise in the proportion of women, white-collar and part-time workers in the labour force and the continued expansion of the service sector would create serious difficulties for a union movement that has been traditionally rooted in full-time, male manual workers in industry.





But recent (1998) figures from the Labour Force Survey have shown a remarkable transformation in the composition of the trade union movement. There is now no difference at all in the unionisation rates of men and women, while the gap between part timers and full timers is rapidly shrinking.





Other data on employee attitudes to work, management and trade unions also give indications of a positive prospect of membership recovery. 





Employees are most likely to join unions when three conditions are met: they have a sense of grievance or injustice about their treatment at the workplace; they believe that management is either to blame for their problem or is unwilling to deal fairly with it; and, they believe that a union would be able to take effective action, which in turn implies that the employer would be willing to negotiate with the union.











Sense of grievance





There are strong grounds for thinking that more employees than ever before have serious complaints, amounting to a sense of grievance, about their treatment at the workplace. 





The number of work-related complaints reported to Citizen’s Advice Bureaux almost doubled between 1983 and 1993 and, despite a recent fall in numbers, the volume of complaints is still 50% higher than the level of 1983. What is particularly interesting from the standpoint of union recovery is that an estimated three-quarters of these complaints emanate from non-union employees, many of whom are women workers in the private service sector. 





A similar picture of rising employee discontent emerges from the statistics on cases referred to arbitration service ACAS for potential industrial tribunals. Despite a contraction in the unfair dismissal rights of individual employees throughout the 1980s (the single most common issue taken to tribunal) the number of cases has spiralled upwards and is today higher than ever before (see table 2).











Management to blame





If we turn to employee attitudes towards management, the picture through the 1980s and 1990s is that employee attitudes have either remained stable or become more critical. There is no evidence from annual surveys that employees today have more positive attitudes towards management than 20 years ago, despite all the rhetoric in recent years about human resource management. 





For instance in the British Social Attitudes survey of 1983, 30% of employees agreed that their workplace was “very well managed” but the figure for 1996 had slipped to 24%. In 1983 an overwhelming 84% of employees thought that relations between management and employees at their workplace were “very good” or “quite good” but by 1996 this too had slipped back a little to 79%. 





In the same survey series, the percentage of the population thinking management “will always try to get the better of employees if it gets the chance” (a classic measure of low trust) has risen from around 52% in 1985 to 62% in 1996.











Union effectiveness 





In the light of these attitudes it would seem that the prospects for union recovery are potentially very good. But there remain two outstanding problems: worker beliefs about union effectiveness and the attitudes of employers. 





It is clear from the 1998 Workplace Employee Relations Survey that the majority of non-union members still believe unions are weak. Asked whether ‘”unions make a difference to what it is like at work” only a minority of non-union members (28%) agreed with the statement. However, it is worth remembering that this “minority” amounts to approximately 4.5 million workers.





And it is still true that, despite losing membership and power in recent years, trade unions do make a significant difference at the workplace. Compared with their non-union counterparts, trade union members enjoy better pay and fringe benefits, receive more information and off-the-job training, are more likely to be consulted about workplace changes and are less likely to work long hours or to be dismissed. These continuing achievements of trade unions, coupled with the grievances of employees and the persistence of mistrust in the employer, provide the foundations for a recovery of union membership and influence. 





But union effectiveness depends to a large extent on willingness of employers to engage with them. And a large and growing percentage of employers prefer to operate without unions. Twenty years ago almost half of Britain’s new workplaces (less than 10 years old) were unionised, while today the figure is just 18%. 





Asked whether they think unions are helpful in improving workplace performance, 28% of managers agreed they are, but a bigger percentage (38%) disagreed. And asked whether they would prefer to consult directly with employees or with trade unions, the overwhelming majority of managers – 72% - opted for direct consultation.











Ways forward for unions





Employer attitudes like these pose a major problem for trade unions and have led in recent years to three broad strategies for recovering membership and influence. 





The first is to shift the focus of union activity away from collective bargaining towards individual servicing. In the 1980s the servicing model was framed in terms of individual financial packages but expectations of their potential to recruit new members quickly fell away as research demonstrated that only a tiny handful of workers joined unions to obtain such benefits. 





Recent research by Brown and colleagues has argued for a variant of this approach in which unions devote increasing resources to the enforcement of individual legal rights.2 When the security firm contracted by Eurostar sacked two women in November last year for wearing trousers rather than skirts, their union, the GMB, immediately announced it would take the company to an industrial tribunal rather than try to organise collective action. (The threat worked because the company reinstated the employees before the case reached the tribunal). 





While unions have always supplied services of this kind and should continue to do so (think of the millions of pounds recovered each year in compensation for accidents, see page 5), it would be dangerous to counter-pose this work to collective bargaining. Statute law normally provides employees with compensation for violations of their rights, but rarely addresses the issues of tackling violations at source or of providing the redress many employees would like (such as reinstatement rather than compensation following unfair dismissal). They require a powerful union presence at the workplace.





This is possibly what some unions have in mind when they adopt the social partnership approach promoted by the TUC. This involves strong trade unions co-operating with the employer to promote the competitive success of the firm and the well-being of union members. By demonstrating that it can “add value” to the firm the union hopes to overcome the inclination of employers to avoid trade unions altogether. 





Arrangements of this kind have secured recognition for some unions. But there remains a question mark over the underlying strength of any union that is so dependent on the employer and so supportive of the employer’s objectives. For example, several “partnership” companies have derecognised unions (Welsh Water, HP Bulmer) and others have either threatened to do so (Allied Domecq,).





In several partnership companies workplace unionism has been weakened as managers have insisted on spending less time with shop stewards (ASDA, Blue Circle, Welsh Water, United Distillers). By enlisting the support of some senior stewards and officials for employer-dominated programmes of restructuring, these firms have been able to secure above average increases in profits and dividends and unusually rapid reductions in their labour forces. Welsh Water, for instance, cut its workforce by 41% between 1993 and 1998 - twice the industry average.3 





The organising model, like the partnership approach, is also based on an assumption that employers are hostile to unions. However, instead of relying on the offer of incentives to the employer to unionise, there is far more emphasis on winning support among the workforce for a powerful union presence. Recent academic research found that 81 organising campaigns (varying in scale and duration) had produced almost 6,000 union members, an average of 78 per campaign (see page 5).4





 What is less clear is how unions and employers move from the hostility often generated during organising campaigns to more stable bargaining relationships. Equally unclear is what role (if any) can be played by the idea of social partnership at any stage in the organising process.





So many of the conditions are now in place for a significant recovery in union membership and influence. There is a large pool of grievances around which unions could organise, provided they can convince employees they have the power and determination to “make a difference”. Falling levels of unemployment should help reduce the capacity of employers to intimidate their own workforces and the fact that there is union recognition machinery, for all its complexity, should help too. 





If unions can commit significant resources to organising, and recent evidence suggest they can, then unions can enter the new millennium with more confidence than at any time in the past 20 years. 
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Table 1 Numbers of work-related complaints reported to CABs 1983-1997 





1983		469,000





1987		625,735





1990		709,570





1993		882,257





1997		610,000





Source: Kelly, J (1998) Rethinking Industrial Relations, Routledge, Table 4.3











Table 2 Industrial Tribunal cases handled by ACAS 1983-1997


1983		42,943


1987		40,817


1990		52,071


1993		75,181


1997	          106,912	





Source: ACAS Annual Reports
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