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1
Looking to the Past to  

Understand the Present

Both the working class and the labour movement … have been passing 
through a period of crisis, or, if you prefer to be mealy-mouthed about it, 
of adaptation to a new situation.

(Hobsbawm 1978, p. 279)

These are the words of labour historian Eric Hobsbawm in an influential 
(and controversial) article called ‘The forward march of labour halted?’, 
drawing from a speech he gave in 1978 in which he discussed the changing 
structure of British capitalism in the post-Second World War period and 
the detrimental effect it was having upon workers. The same words could 
have been written today, except current labour movement analysts would 
more likely talk in terms of global capitalism and the widespread neoliberal 
hegemony that has curtailed the power of the working class.

Similar words, however, could also have been written in the late eight-
eenth century, when the Industrial Revolution transformed both the form 
and place of work, leaving craft workers facing unemployment. The growth 
of a new manual industrial working class at that time was spectacular. It 
concentrated workers into factories, mines and mills, such that by the early 
1900s over three-quarters of the British labour market was comprised of 
industrial manual workers. A consequence of this changing format and 
structure of employment was that it facilitated the organisation of these 
workers into combines or trade unions, due to their concentration in larger 
workplaces and industrial sectors. Alongside this developed a common 
understanding of shared interests. There was a strong internal cohesion to 
this new working class, an understanding of common everyday experiences, 
and shared geographical networks that could be utilised to change their 
working lives for the better. Together, this 75 per cent majority of workers 
had lots of ideological common ground: they were manual workers with 
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similar pay and conditions, living in the same communities alongside craft 
workers and agricultural labourers, they had strong regional similarities 
with regional accents and support for town football teams – all reinforc-
ing a sense of class identity. And there were the ‘others’ – the bosses, factory 
owners and the landed gentry who had a different ideological perspective on 
how society should be run. People were acutely aware of their class position 
and on which ‘side’ they were located. They also recognised the extent to 
which it mattered to their material conditions.

As Hobsbawm said: ‘a century ago the working class was deeply strati-
fied, though this did not prevent it from seeing itself as a class’ (1978, p. 281; 
emphasis added). There was, he said, a ‘common style of proletarian life’ 
where people were drawn together through a growing class conscious-
ness that had arisen through articulated political demands (e.g. education, 
health, social security, local government) alongside economic demands for 
a greater share of the profits from capitalism. Industrial structures were such 
that workers understood the nature of power and how they could, when 
combined in unions, re-balance that power in favour of their class and their 
own material interests. This is why membership of unions grew rapidly in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and workers were able 
to fight for, and win, better pay and working conditions. One of the key 
disputes that demonstrated workers’ power and gave rise to the growth in 
union membership was that of the 100,000 dockers who went on strike in 
1889 for an increase in pay to 6 pence an hour, which they won. Even if 
people did not expressly articulate an understanding of power analysis, they 
knew it was possible to effect change by acting in concert with others.

The advance of the working class, or in Hobsbawm’s phrase, the forward 
march of labour, had begun to slow in the late 1940s/early 1950s. The collec-
tive sense of ‘us’ began to break down or dissipate for a wide range of social, 
political and economic reasons. Understanding that unionism was for all 
workers whatever their background or industry (as had been the case in the 
1880s period of ‘new unionism’) had begun to change in the post-war period 
as the focus on sectional interests became the more dominant practice in 
some unions. This led to stratification among workers between those who 
were earning a ‘good’ industrial wage and who had structural power as a 
result of their ability to extract concessions from employers by withdrawal 
of labour (sometimes, if contentiously, referred to as the ‘labour aristoc-
racy’) and those who had much less, or even no, collective bargaining power. 
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While these potential power differentials among workers and employ-
ers had always existed due to the nature of the work undertaken, there was 
a widening gap in the post-war period between these two sections of the 
labour force where different groups of workers were ideologically pitted 
against each other at the expense of class solidarity (Taylor 2018). Added to 
this was the simultaneous growth of the ‘service sector’ or white-collar and 
professional occupations. The sense of who was included in, or belonged 
to, ‘the working class’ was thus beginning to change. A classic example of 
this is bank workers, once considered a very middle-class profession, but 
one which has been effectively proletarianised. Importantly, and despite 
wage/earnings differentials between workers being much narrower in the 
post-war period than they are today, people began to feel differently about 
class identification. There was an increasing identification with a growing 
‘middle class’, which, in some sense, was more a cultural affinity (Wets 
2019), as these ‘new’ workers didn’t have any ownership or control over the 
means of production. They were still, in Marx’s term, members of the pro-
letariat – they owned little more than their ability to sell their labour, but it 
increasingly mattered that they did not feel working-class, that they felt sep-
aration from the class.

The conclusion of Hobsbawm’s (1978) analysis of the declining power of 
the union movement and the crisis this created for workers was that, despite 
the impact of the changing structures of employment being unfavoura-
ble to the ability of workers to extract benefits from employers, the labour 
movement needed to look carefully at its own actions and lack of forward-
thinking strategy:

if the labour and socialist movement is to recover its soul, its dynamism, 
and its historical initiative … [we need] to recognise the novel situations 
in which we find ourselves, to analyse it realistically and concretely, to 
analyse the reasons, historical and otherwise, for the failures as well as 
the successes of the labour movement, and to formulate not only what we 
would want to do, but what can be done.

(p. 286)

The aim of this book – some 40 years after Hobsbawm’s article was written 
– is to do just that, and it will begin by doing so in the context of a review of 
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the approaches to organising and revitalisation in the UK union movement 
over the last 20–30 years.

We will start by highlighting some of the key debates around union 
renewal and the ‘turn to organising’ that took place following the instigation 
by the Trades Union Congress (TUC) of an Organising Academy in 1998 
(detail about this will follow later in the book). The aim in establishing a 
training programme for a new wave of organisers was to kick-start a renewal 
initiative across unions so that there would be cross-union discussion about 
strategy and tactics. How this worked in practice has been discussed else-
where in a review from authors who had followed the Organising Academy’s 
effectiveness over 15 years (Simms et al. 2013), but this book will take a 
much broader perspective with a focus on the missing element of power. 
This initial context will help to set the scene to show how narrow the debate 
around union organising has been, focusing primarily, as it has, on recruit-
ment, tactics and individual campaigns rather than a strategic review of 
where power lies and how it can be (re-)created. Viewed from this perspec-
tive, the trade union and labour movements’ approach to organising and 
union renewal has never seriously considered the potential for transforma-
tional change through an understanding of, and commitment to building, 
different concepts of power. There are therefore a number of key questions 
the book hopes to answer: what strategically, if anything, are unions trying 
to achieve alongside membership growth, why has organising in the UK 
not succeeded in revitalising unions, and does unionism in the twenty-first 
century require a fundamental rethink about the structure and strategy of 
trade union organising?

This introductory chapter will lay the groundwork to consider these ques-
tions, and will also ask what should unions be organising for? Is there an 
alternative vision which at its heart is building the capacity of workers to 
increase their collective control over the conditions and rewards for their 
labour? But also, is there a renewed role for trade unions to reconnect with 
the communities in which their members live? Jane McAlevey (2003) talks 
about the importance of ‘whole worker organising’ as a means to build deep 
solidarity and as a way to embed unionism in the social and cultural arenas 
of society. It will be argued that the lack of any serious consideration of these 
last two questions is what has led unions to adopt policies and practices that 
have, over the last 30 years, largely proven incapable of delivering a strong 
and growing union movement. The book will draw upon almost 20 years 
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of my research into union organising strategies, but also my own experi-
ences as a union activist. Being part of the labour movement, and at the 
same time viewing it though an academic lens, has provided an opportunity 
to combine theory and practice, and to understand how difficult it can be 
to effect change in large organisations. Undertaking research with a number 
of unions, and the many conversations and interviews with trade unionists, 
has allowed for a privileged insight into a wide range of views on organis-
ing strategy and tactics at different levels within the organisations, and I am 
grateful to all who have provided their time so generously.

brief overview: key debates about union organising

There have been thousands of academic research papers and books from 
both scholars and practitioners on the questions of union decline, union 
organising and efforts to revitalise the union movement (for a series of 
recent writings that provide an overview of this literature, see Ellem et al. 
2019; Heery 2015; Ibsen and Tapia 2017; Kelly 2015; Murray 2017; Simms 
et al. 2013). Many of these focus on individual case studies as unions seek 
to implement new tactics to recruit new groups of workers. Others are more 
concerned with institutional organisational change designed to facilitate 
innovation in strategic approaches. All tend to have a similar objective: to 
find out what has worked, what has not and what needs to be done, and 
these will be considered in more detail in a moment.

The collective data on this topic is vast, yet the union movement is still 
struggling to adopt an adequate response to the decline in union member-
ship and power. But time is running out. In 2020, trade union membership 
(6.35 million) in the UK stands at 23.4 per cent of all employees, and collec-
tive bargaining, a proxy indicator for union power, is just 26 per cent overall, 
yet only 14.7 per cent in the private sector where the majority (83.5%) of 
workers are to be found (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial 
Strategy 2019). Today, however, with union density so low and bargaining 
power so weak, unions find it increasing difficult to achieve significant gains 
on behalf of their members, and in truth, much collective bargaining often 
takes place in name only. Compare this to 1979, when trade union mem-
bership stood at 13.2 million, or 58.3 per cent of all employees, and when 
the proportion of workers who were covered by collective bargaining agree-
ments was 70 per cent. In just a decade, union membership dropped by 
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25 per cent (Machin 2000), in part due to the Conservative government’s 
anti-union stance, but also due to more conservative social attitudes and the 
changing nature of the labour market (Laybourn and Shepherd 2017).

In the post-war period, up until 1979, workers were acutely conscious of 
the power of unions. Trade union leaders were widely recognisable figures 
who appeared regularly on the daily news, and were often seen meeting with 
government ministers. As one commentator explains:

such were the numbers in the union movement come the 1960s and 1970s 
that not only were trade union general secretaries household names, but 
prime ministers, Labour and Conservative, feared and respected them 
in equal measure. This was the era of ‘beer and sandwiches’ where gov-
ernments, unions and employers sat down together to discuss economic 
matters.

(Gall 2018)

High-profile industrial disputes were then a common occurrence, but 
these were unlike the more ‘symbolic’ disputes witnessed today: they were 
highly visible and often very effective in achieving union demands. To put 
the changing scale of industrial action into context, the highest annual total 
for working days lost to strike action was 162.2 million in 1926. This was 
exceptional, as it was the year of the general strike, but since then:

there have only been three years when the annual total of working days 
lost has exceeded 20 million:

• 23.9 million in 1972, due mainly to a strike by coal miners
• 29.5 million in 1979, due mainly to the so-called ‘winter of discon-

tent’ (a number of strikes in the public sector in the winter of 1978 to 
1979)

• 27.1 million in 1984, due mainly to a strike by coal miners.
(Office for National Statistics 2019)

Since 2000, the highest annual total of working days lost was 1.4 million 
in 2011, due mainly to two large public-sector strikes. The latest figures 
from the Office from National Statistics (2018) are 273,000 working days 
lost involving 39,000 workers. And of these, 66 per cent of all working days 
lost to strike action were largely accounted for by university lecturers and 
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professional staff (including myself) striking over detrimental changes to 
their pensions – a dispute that is still ongoing at the time of writing this 
book, but one that, as yet, and despite 22 days of discontinuous strike action 
in 2018–19, did not extract sufficient significant concessions from the 
employers, and nor did the follow-up 14 days of strikes in 2020, perhaps 
demonstrating very clearly that associational power is not always sufficient 
to win industrial disputes.

when unions were able to wield power:  
look back in awe

So what have been the recent responses from unions in terms of attempts to 
rebuild and to regain the power that has diminished over the last 40 years, 
and what have academic studies had to say about the different approaches? 
Before answering these questions, it’s necessary to look back to the time 
when UK unions were fully aware of their structural power. Much of the 
effective industrial actions and civil disobedience in the 1960s and 1970s 
was in opposition to government-imposed incomes policies and attempts 
to regulate union activities, especially the power of strikes and secondary 
picketing. In 1969, the then Labour government produced a White Paper 
(In Place of Strife; Castle 1969) setting out a proposal for legislation to 
replace voluntary collective bargaining with forceful state intervention and 
a formal system of industrial relations. Government minister Barbara Castle 
proposed the creation of the Commission on Industrial Relations, giving it 
legal powers to facilitate improved industrial relations and regulate collec-
tive bargaining. This included ballots before undertaking strike action and 
a 28-day cooling-off period before action could be taken. Further, it gave 
the government powers to enforce settlements in inter-union disputes and 
unofficial disputes, and to enforce penalties for non-compliance. Needless 
to say, the unions were vigorously opposed to any form of intervention in 
their activity. In the end, that particular legislation was never enacted, as the 
Labour government lost the general election in 1970.

These failures by Labour and the trade unions to resolve their differ-
ences produced a public mood that became hostile to what was seen (or 
constructed) as abuse of union power – an issue that succeeding Con-
servative governments from the 1970s onwards exploited. In addition, the 
media helped to embed this increasingly dominant discourse such that large 
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sections of the working class, and trade union members themselves, adopted 
this viewpoint. The new incoming Conservative government pledged to 
challenge union power by introducing the National Industrial Relations Act 
in 1971, which aimed to regulate strike action through the National Indus-
trial Relations Court (NIRC). The opposition to this in the trade union 
movement was immense. Many unions refused to co-operate with the leg-
islation, and the TUC called a day of action over the issue, with one union, 
the Amalgamated Engineering Union, calling 1.5 million of its members out 
on a one-day strike.

There were also the national miners’ strikes of 1972 and 1974 that were 
significant turning points in attitudes to trade unions and the extent to 
which they were able to wield power in the future. In 1972, the mineworkers 
challenged the government’s pay restraint and demanded a significant wage 
increase as they argued their pay had fallen behind that of other workers. 
The employer, the National Coal Board (NCB), offered an increase of 8 per 
cent, but this was rejected and a national strike began in January 1972. Using 
militant tactics by sending pickets from site to site across the country, the 
miners were able to block the movement of coal to the power stations. A 
consequence was that the country was faced with electricity power cuts – 
an issue that focused the minds of the NCB and the government. A crucial 
point in this dispute was the miners’ blockading of the Saltley coke plant in 
Birmingham. The miners were determined to shut down any fuel depots 
still supplying industry and the national power grid. They correctly identi-
fied this as where their power was strongest. Cutting off fuel supplies would 
incapacitate the country and force the employer to settle. The local police 
chief reportedly said any blockade would happen ‘over my dead body’. But 
faced with 30,000 trade union pickets (from a range of unions who were 
there to support the miners), the police were overwhelmed and the gates to 
the plant were locked. At that point, the dispute was won – this was work-
ing-class power in defiance of the state. By the end of February, the employer 
capitulated and the miners won and had demonstrated their power: they 
squeezed over £116 million from their employers and the average miner’s 
earnings rose between 17 and 24 per cent.

But it was the imprisonment of five dockers – ‘the Pentonville 5’ – who 
refused a court order to appear before the NIRC in relation to unlawful pick-
eting that led to even more civil disobedience and unrest and the eventual 
defeat of the Industrial Relations Act in 1974. This event occurred just 
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months after the Saltley gate dispute just mentioned. Beside an ongoing 
picket of the prison where the five dockers were held, their arrest provoked 
a wave of strike action in the docks and elsewhere, and the Trades Union 
Congress general council called a one-day general strike on 31 July 1972. 
A consequence was that the solicitor general intervened and the dockers 
were quickly released. As a show of union power, this was highly signifi-
cant, but for the government it now appeared that unions were above the 
law, and this reinforced the view that action needed to be taken to restrain 
the unions. But the 1970s continued to be a period of union militancy, and 
this strained the union movement’s relations with the Conservative govern-
ment to breaking point.

In 1974 there was another national miners’ strike, but this time it brought 
down the Conservative government. The miners walked out in January that 
year demanding a 35 per cent pay increase (high inflation and government-
imposed wage restraint had seen the pay of workers falling). In December 
1973 the government had imposed a three-day working week to conserve 
energy as a result of the miners’ ongoing overtime ban, which had resulted 
in low coal stocks. The country was in crisis such that two days after the 
strike started, the prime minister, Edward Heath, called a snap election with 
the slogan ‘Who governs Britain?’ It was a call for the electorate to decide 
where power should lie – with the unions, or with the government and the 
state. Heath believed that the public would side with the Conservatives on 
the issues of strikes and union power. However, he lost the election, and the 
Labour Party was back in government. The unions were awarded a 35 per 
cent pay increase by the new government, and the strike was called off.

Yet the relationship between the Labour Party and the unions became 
increasingly acrimonious. The unions initially agreed to work with the gov-
ernment on its economic policy and accepted a voluntary incomes policy 
in return for increasing public control over the private sector and improve-
ments in social welfare, but this consensus soon broke down as a result of 
rapidly rising inflation and unemployment. The Labour government tried 
to control the economy by imposing wage restraint – a limit on the amount 
employers were able to increase the pay of workers – but also implemented 
cuts to public expenditure. The unions felt the government had reneged on 
its commitment to the ‘Social Contract’, and when inflation overtook wage 
increases, the unions reasserted their right to free collective bargaining and 
demanded increases in pay for their members. The result was the onset of 
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the so-called ‘Winter of Discontent’ in 1979 which saw mass strikes and 
demonstrations with 1.25 million public-sector workers taking industrial 
action. This structural power resulted in significant pay increases – up to 25 
per cent for some workers.

the breaking of union power

Despite these events, such demonstrations of power were not to last much 
beyond the decade. After the 1979 general election, Margaret Thatcher’s 
promise to reduce the influence of the trade unions began to be imple-
mented, and union membership started to fall. It did so almost continually 
for the following 40 years, to the extent that today there are only half the 
numbers there were at the start of the 1980s (with 2.5 million members lost 
in the first five years of the Thatcher government). Along with a raft of anti-
trade union legislation between 1980 and 1993, which included banning 
secondary action, restricting picketing and the calling of industrial action, 
and restricting use of the ‘check-off ’ (deduction of union subscriptions by 
employers), the Conservative government introduced legislation in 1990 
and 1992 to abolish the ‘closed shop’ (an agreement requiring all employ-
ees in a workplace to join a union as a condition of their employment). A 
consequence was that workers now had a choice whether or not to join a 
union rather than it being a condition of their employment. This meant that 
workers who didn’t join could now ‘free-ride’ and secure the same benefits 
from collective bargaining as union members. The perception that unions 
were dinosaurs, looking to hold on to the past, and were only concerned 
with sectional interests in contrast to being concerned about all workers 
– a critique that held some substance – had gained considerable traction 
(Laybourn and Shepherd 2017). Now, unions needed to appeal to workers 
who were influenced by these narratives and to try to win them over.

One of the first responses from the UK’s trade union federation, the TUC, 
to the changed political and economic climate of the 1980s was to adopt a 
new industrial relations approach that recommended dispensing with the 
type of militancy that had become common in the 1960s and 1970s – flying 
pickets and mass demonstrations – and looking toward a more collab-
orative approach with employers and government (Fairbrother and Yates 
2003). The notion of partnership was espoused and packaged as the new 
‘new unionism’ (Heery 1996).1 The feeling was that industrial militancy 
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was having a detrimental impact on the way unions were perceived, and 
was contributing to an ongoing decline in union membership. It was at the 
beginning of the Conservative government’s anti-trade union onslaught that 
the TUC adopted what it referred to as ‘new realism’ in 1983 – a pragmatic 
approach to new forms of engagement with employers, or as one writer com-
mented, a ‘capitulation to employer strategies’ (Stirling 2005, p. 46) – and 
later looked toward labour–management partnership deals via the estab-
lishment of the Partnership Institute in 2001. The thinking was that given 
the ascendency of capital and its ability to rebalance the rate of exploitation 
in the favour of employers, and the resulting weakening of labour power 
(perceived to be as a result of globalisation and the opening up of financial 
markets), unions needed to move beyond adversarial industrial relations. In 
a number of cases, and in order to survive, unions had become ‘increasingly 
dependent on their ability to engage in cooperative industrial relations with 
employers’ (Kelly and Badigannavar 2011, p. 6). The partnership approach 
thus rejected adversarialism and mobilisation in exchange for dialogue and 
co-operation. The extent to which this was to provide a way forward for 
trade unions was a topic of extensive debate and research.

The two authors just mentioned asked whether or not labour–manage-
ment partnership really would help unions to revive their membership 
strength, and they compared this approach with the contrasting ‘organis-
ing model’ approach, which was simultaneously adopted by the TUC when 
it established the Organising Academy in 1998. The organising approach 
stems from a belief that rank-and-file workers need to be actively engaged 
in building the union from the bottom up, often using radical tactics to 
encourage people into membership and force the employer to recognise the 
union (Heery et al. 2000a; 2000c). Running these two very ideologically dif-
ferent and contrasting strategies side-by-side perhaps suggests there wasn’t 
consensus among the TUC affiliated unions about which was the best way 
forward in terms of union revitalisation (Heery 2002). These conflicting 
approaches to union strategy were also reflected and debated in the many 
academic writings on this topic (Danford et al. 2002; Heery 2002; Kelly 
1999; McIlroy 2008; Terry 2003).

The pro-partnership strategy stems from a belief that hostile employers 
make union organising more difficult, thus a more conciliatory and collab-
orative approach to the employment relationship could lead to less hostility, 
and perhaps membership growth. This resonates with research that shows 



Arise

12

that employer hostility is a significant factor determining the confidence 
of workers to unionise (Dundon 2002; Murphy 2016). A body of literature 
argues that given the weakness of unions, there is little option other than to 
follow the partnership model, and case study examples are provided to show 
how this can work in practice (Geary and Trif 2011; Johnstone and Wilkin-
son 2016). However, partnership will only work in situations where there 
is already a degree of receptiveness, as truly hostile employers are unlikely 
to engage voluntarily unless they are forced to by powerful unions. Even 
militant or radical unions would probably accept that collective bargaining 
‘wins’ often involve at least some element of mutual gains or integrative bar-
gaining strategies – through a form of labour–management cooperation, if 
not ‘partnership’ itself. There is a view that an organising approach needs to 
precede partnership to be effective, and as such:

organizing to build membership strength is a precondition for a mean-
ingful partnership, either formally, in the recognition agreement itself, 
or informally through ‘integrative’ bargaining post-recognition. Accord-
ing to this view, it is only when the union bargains from a position of 
strength rather than weakness that the ‘mutual gains’ of labour–manage-
ment cooperation are likely to materialize.

(Kelly and Badigannavar 2011, p. 10)

These authors found that ‘union representatives in partnership workplaces 
were more likely to report management indifference to the union and an 
unwillingness to engage in meaningful negotiations’ (Kelly and Badiganna-
var 2011, p. 21), perhaps showing the ineffectiveness of unions when the 
balance of power is not in their favour. Another more biting critique has 
stated: ‘the partnership route offers no guarantees for UK trade unions and 
may well constitute a dangerous approach’ (Terry 2003, p. 504), by which 
it’s meant that unions risk losing independence and autonomy and perhaps 
become weaker still (Jenkins 2007).

While the partnership approach was perhaps an acknowledgement of 
the lack of union strength, and a pragmatic attempt to stop further decline, 
it failed to think through the fundamental issue in the employment rela-
tionship in the adoption of this method – that of power and its imbalance 
between the parties. There are examples of progressive employers embrac-
ing trade union voice and a pluralist approach, but in the main, capitalism 
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is about extracting the greatest profit at the expense of workers, and to do 
that, employers are generally reluctant to willingly concede the power they 
hold. Understanding this point perhaps helps explain the limitation of part-
nership as a way of revitalising the labour movement. Indeed, it might 
actually further its decline as unions come to be seen as instruments of 
management. Other approaches include organising as a way of reigniting 
grassroots activism in unions – finding the issues around which workers 
have the greatest concerns, then providing them with the tools and tactics 
to engage with their fellow workers to collectivise and to take action. The 
writing on this topic, from both academics and practitioners, is vast, from 
journal articles to books to instruction manuals, and there is lots of common 
ground as well as much disagreement on tactics, or even what constitutes 
‘organising’. Given this, there isn’t the space here to do justice to the nuances 
in the many debates on the topic – readers who are interested in the detail 
have plenty of scope to read more widely on this topic (Ibsen and Tapia 
2017; Murray 2017; Simms et al. 2013). But it is useful nevertheless to high-
light some of the key issues.

Firstly, there was a view that unions would not spontaneously grow. 
Unionisation campaigns in new workplaces needed kick-starting, and this 
needed to be done by organisers being sent in by unions to ‘educate, agitate 
and organise’. The Employment Relations Act of 1999 introduced by the new 
Labour government brought in a statutory right to union recognition for 
collective bargaining where a majority of workers in a proposed bargain-
ing unit are in favour (Brown et al. 2001). It was felt that this would be a 
springboard to further union organising campaigns resulting in increased 
membership for the movement. New industries were going to be organ-
ised not on the basis of workplace militancy, but on the basis that unions 
– whether operating a partnership model or not – would have a legal right to 
recognition and the membership dues that came along with it from servicing 
members by dealing with grievances and disciplinary actions etc. Five years 
after the Act was introduced there were almost 3,000 new recognition deals 
(and 128 de-recognition cases) with employers, and although this resulted 
in around 846,000 new union members (Gall 2006, p. 15), 42,000 were lost 
through de-recognition, and the growth in numbers tailed off drastically 
after this period, so it was never the magic bullet for renewal some may have 
imagined (Gall 2007). Similarly, it was argued that the Union Learning Fund 
– a scheme introduced by the government in 1998 to encourage workplace 
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learning – could contribute to revitalisation by enhancing relationship-
building with members, potential members, employers and government 
(Findlay and Warhurst 2011). Yet despite claims by unions that the union 
learning has increased union membership (Stuart et al. 2010), there has 
been little empirical evidence to demonstrate these claims apart from in a 
few small-scale examples (Heyes 2009).

a shift toward an organising approach

Organising, however, was a major initiative introduced to facilitate union 
renewal, and was central to TUC strategy in 1997:

New Unionism aims to put the drive for membership growth at the top 
of unions’ agenda and create a new organising culture. … A shift in the 
power imbalance between employers and workers through the creation of 
new rights will help too. But ultimately there will need to be a significant 
and sustained investment of resources – finance and people – if unions 
are to make a lasting impression.

(Healey and O’Grady 1997, p. 176)

It involved the establishment of an organising training programme and 
expressly required a more diverse range (than was then the case) of new 
union officials to be recruited and trained in practices associated with the, 
perhaps ill-defined ‘organising model’ of trade unionism. The belief was that 
organisers needed to look (and behave) more like the workers they were 
hoping to recruit. The TUC led on this initiative by establishing the Organ-
ising Academy in 1998. Academic and practitioner interest in this strategy 
was intense (for an overview of this literature, see Kelly and Frege 2004; 
Simms et al. 2013). Decades of research followed, analysing every aspect of 
policy, practice and resulting gains (and losses) from the approach. Individ-
ual unions were scrutinised and case studies were picked apart to evaluate 
which aspects of organising tactics were working and which weren’t.

In short, much of the debate has been quite narrowly defined around 
tactics and impact, not just upon ‘wins’ (however these are defined – whether 
this is in terms of union recognition or, more importantly, in terms of actual 
material gains for employees), but also the extent to which organising has 
created change within the unions themselves (Heery et al. 2000b; Simms and 




