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Introduction

There are fundamentally two reasons to organise at work: to change things 
related to your job, and to change everything else. Organising is about 
building workers’ capacity to take effective collective action and win change. 
It is the only realistic way for most of us to have any real influence over our 
work – a huge aspect of our lives. It’s not just that work (or the lack of it) 
occupies much of our time and energy. The rest of our lives are shaped by its 
pay, hours, conditions, locations and stresses.

As individuals, we are relatively powerless, so power is often seen in a 
negative light – as something bad people have over us. But there are other 
types of power. As Martin Luther King Jr. put it:

Power, properly understood, is the ability to achieve purpose. It is the 
strength required to bring about social, political or economic changes. In 
this sense power is not only desirable but necessary in order to implement 
the demands of love and justice.

(King, 2010 [1968], p. 37)

Collective action at work is a major source of potential power to tackle 
wider issues, such as poverty, inequality, discrimination, housing, public 
services, war and the climate crisis. Action at work over such issues seems 
implausible to most workers in Britain at the moment, but historically and 
globally collective action at work has been a big part of almost every signifi-
cant movement for social change. There is a yawning gap between workers’ 
needs and the feelings of powerlessness that currently dominate the lives of 
working people. Bridging that gap requires organising, and while organising 
in other settings is important too, everyone concerned with social or envi-
ronmental justice should see organising at work as a priority.

This book is aimed at workers who want to organise at work, and sec-
ondarily at individuals and organisations trying to help workers organise. 
There are many workers already organising who want to be more effective. 
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Many more recognise the need to organise at work and want to learn how 
to do it. This includes people inspired by Jeremy Corbyn’s time as leader of 
the Labour Party, many involved in social movements, and those just fed up 
with bad treatment at work. I won’t address the many important questions of 
strategy, such as where organisations should prioritise resources geographi-
cally or between industries and occupations. Whatever else we do, workers 
need to organise where we are. The book focuses on building organisation 
capable of winning change where you work. It won’t tell you how to rebuild 
the whole working-class movement, but it does argue for building links and 
solidarity beyond your job.

Certain ideas are a prerequisite for effective organising: commitment 
to advancing workers’ interests through their own collective activity, and 
a belief that workers generally make wise choices when confronted with 
important decisions and good information. This isn’t about having a rose-
tinted view of workers, but a belief in our potential – that the right situation 
can bring out the best in us. Though these ideas are paramount, the tech-
nique, skills and craft of organising are also essential. It’s when the going 
is tough and workers’ anger doesn’t just carry us past difficulties that such 
skills are most important.

Organising isn’t a matter of obediently following instructions – there is 
no ‘one best way’ to do it. Circumstances vary and there’s also an element 
of luck. However, there are definitely some bad ways to organise. I explain 
some principles, ideas and techniques that generally work, and help you 
avoid some of the pitfalls as you learn and develop your skills. I have set 
up a website associated with this book (workers-can-win.info) and will post 
updates there. I’d love to hear about your experiences as you organise and 
your suggestions for additions or improvements to what I’ve written. While 
the book touches on many of the issues workers face, no book could cover 
them all. Instead, I will signpost where to find information and resources, 
and encourage you to build a network of people you can turn to for advice 
and support.

I was driven to write this book out of frustration. I spent years organis-
ing at work, picking up ideas wherever I could. I found many good books, 
but none that combined the nuts and bolts of organising with its politi-
cal context or that were based on organising in Britain. While there is lots 
we can learn from organising in other countries (just as much of this book 
should be useful to those outside Britain), the legal, organisational, cultural, 
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ideological and political framework makes a difference. The history of 
colonial occupation means that industrial relations in Ireland (north and 
south) shares many features with Britain, but also contributes to differences, 
including legislation, policing, politics, organisations, religious segrega-
tion and discrimination. The differences between the nations of Britain 
(England, Scotland and Wales) are much smaller by comparison. For this 
reason, the book does not cover either part of Ireland. I have sometimes, 
however, referred to the United Kingdom (UK) – Britain and the north of 
Ireland – where relevant to legislation or statistics.

Even within Britain, people in different industries and unions use dif-
ferent jargon for the same things or the same word for different things. I 
try to explain jargon when we first meet it, but you may find the glossary 
useful, particularly if you are dipping into the book rather than reading it 
cover to cover. A few points are worth explaining here. I will use the term 
‘rep’ to signify a worker elected by their workmates to play a role in the 
union in relation to their own employer. You may also hear a rep referred 
to by names such as shop steward, branch officer, branch official, Mother or 
Father of the Chapel, lay rep, senior rep or convenor. The term ‘lay member’ 
is widely used to mean any member not employed by the union. There are 
also people who are employed by unions to deal with workers and employ-
ers. In this book, I refer to them as ‘paid officers’. The most common term 
used in the movement is ‘full-time officer’ (FTO), but this isn’t really appro-
priate given they may work part-time. You may also hear them referred to 
by terms such as officers, officials or organisers. Most unions appoint paid 
officers, but members elect them in a few. I’m not including in ‘paid officers’ 
the many others employed by unions who don’t bargain with employers, 
for example, in organising, administration, research and other functions 
within the union apparatus. You’ll need to learn the jargon for your bit of 
the movement, but when I say ‘rep’ I mean a worker and when I say ‘paid 
officer’ I mean someone employed by the union.

Many workers don’t have a conventional workplace – you may travel, 
work at many locations or at home. I’ve sometimes used the word ‘work-
place’ when it is legally relevant or as a shorthand when talking about a 
group of workers, whether or not they are physically together. Similarly, I’ve 
sometimes used the word ‘employer’ to denote the organisation you work for 
irrespective of whether you have employee status.
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In making the case for organising at work, Chapter 2 talks about why 
work generates conflict and gives workers potential power. It discusses 
what is needed to turn that potential power into the ability to win change, 
to overcome the current weakness of the workers’ movement. The final 
section addresses some of the real and perceived barriers to organising in 
the modern world of work.

The bulk of the book is structured to follow the journey of an activist from 
starting to organise in a new job in Chapter 3 to industrial and direct action 
in Chapter 9. Your own organising journey may mean you tackle issues in a 
different order or skip some altogether. The final chapters (Chapters 10–12) 
deal with challenges you may meet at any stage.

In Chapter 3, I cover some of the essentials if you are in a new job or 
starting to organise for the first time, including finding allies, staying 
safe, gathering information, choosing a union, getting trained, accessing 
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resources and building your network. Parts of this chapter will be of use to 
established activists too.

Chapter 4 discusses different models of how unions work, and how they 
often operate in ways that leave workers passive and disengaged rather 
than helping us build power. Union weakness and legislative changes have 
encouraged an emphasis on dealing with issues in an individual and legalis-
tic way. You need to think hard about how you deal with ‘casework’ such as 
grievance and disciplinary procedures so that it supports rather than under-
mines your organising. Throughout the book, I explain relevant aspects of 
the legal framework in Britain, but of course this can’t substitute for profes-
sional legal advice when appropriate. The chapter discusses workers’ rights 
around some issues that often generate casework and that are common in 
unorganised workplaces – non-payment of wages and dismissal. It covers 
the pitfalls of casework and ends with some common ‘non-work’ casework 
issues.

Effective organising is around issues. In Chapter 5, I discuss how to 
choose issues to organise around and how to communicate about them. This 
includes the first of four ‘techniques in detail’ sections, about one-to-one 
organising conversations.

Chapter 6 introduces many more organising concepts and techniques, 
including identifying and winning over the most influential workers, being 
systematic about including everyone and knowing how supportive they are, 
and using trees and networks for communication. It also covers meetings, 
socialising and democracy, before introducing collective action.

We are told by governments, employers and the media that we have 
certain ‘rights’, but these are limited, infringed all the time and under attack. 
This was well illustrated when P&O boss Peter Hebblethwaite told MPs1 that 
he knowingly broke the law by sacking 800 staff without consultation. He 
made clear that he would do it again because paying the compensation was 
cheaper than obeying the law. Laws and policies are useful, but reliance on 
them limits what we can aim for. In Chapter 7, I discuss how to organise 
using rights connected with contracts of employment, employer policies, 
health and safety, discrimination, redundancy, ‘TUPE’ transfers of workers 
between employers, whistleblowing, union recognition, facility time, and 
employee forums and works councils. While organising around ‘rights’ is 
no substitute for collective action, many activists will find themselves using 
rights before they are in a position to go on strike. This book is intended to 
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be read through, but you may want to skip parts of this chapter and come 
back to them when you need them. However, I’d strongly encourage you to 
read the sections on contracts of employment and discrimination, which 
include fundamentals every workplace organiser needs to know.

Workers can win change when we know who has the power to concede 
what we want and when we can credibly threaten to take collective action 
that would cost these decision-makers more than the concession. Chapter 
8 discusses the different types of potential power available to workers and 
those in authority, how to make a credible plan to win your campaign and 
how to plan particular actions.

Chapter 9 continues the focus on collective action by delving into indus-
trial and direct action in detail. It covers the industrial action process, types 
of action, and the practicalities of going on strike, building solidarity, using 
the media and settling a dispute.

Management won’t just sit idly by while you organise. Chapter 10 looks 
at management mischief. It starts by exploring the techniques management 
use to intensify work and keep control, as well as how to counter them. It 
then discusses how to respond to management attempts to derail, divide or 
attack union organisation.

Chapter 11 starts by looking at how to make use of the union structures 
and resources beyond your own work. Dealing with a union can be pretty 
perplexing. It’s not just that unions are complicated organisations with lots 
of jargon, or that some individuals aren’t always as helpful as you’d hope. A 
union is an institution in its own right, and parts of it pursue agendas that 
aren’t always the same as those of its members. I advocate a ‘rank-and-file’ 
approach and offer tips on how workers can assert themselves, pressure paid 
officers to do the right thing, or take action independently.

The final chapter, Chapter 12, covers identifying and addressing common 
pitfalls in campaigns, including those caused by participants. It discusses 
creating a supportive organisational culture that avoids activist burnout. 
The book ends by returning to the limitations of unions and discusses the 
need for both rank-and-file and socialist organisation in overcoming them.

At the end of each chapter, I have included some key bullet points of what it 
has covered, and usually some questions you could discuss if you are reading 
the book with a group, maybe one from your workplace. I look forward to 
hearing how your organising is going, and your own ideas and tips that 
could be shared with other workers via the website (workers-can-win.info). 
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Organising and developing our skills are, after all, collective endeavours. I 
will also use the website to post new material as the world of work evolves, 
so please check it and subscribe to updates.

Key points

•	 Collective	 action	 at	work	 is	 a	major	 source	 of	 potential	 power	 to	
address	issues	at	work	and	beyond.

•	 There’s	often	a	big	gap	between	our	needs	as	workers	and	our	sense	
of	our	own	power	to	address	them.

•	 Effective	organising	requires	a	commitment	 to	advancing	workers’	
interests	 through	 their	 own	 collective	 activity,	 and	 a	 belief	 that	
workers	 generally	 make	 wise	 choices	 when	 confronted	 with	
important	decisions	and	good	information.

•	 I	will	use	the	term	‘rep’	to	signify	a	worker	elected	by	their	workmates	
to	play	a	role	in	the	union	in	relation	to	their	own	employer.

•	 I	refer	to	people	employed	by	unions	to	deal	with	employers	as	‘paid	
officers’.

•	 Register	for	updates	to	the	book	via	(workers-can-win.info)	and	send	
in	your	own	experiences	and	ideas.
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Why organise at work?

As well as those of us who want to change our working lives, organising at 
work should be a central concern for everyone interested in social justice or 
responding to the accelerating climate catastrophe. This isn’t just because 
work is so central to most of our lives and so much injustice. Conflict is the 
inevitable consequence of how work is organised in a capitalist society. I’ll 
explain how conflicts around work can build immense power in the col-
lective hands of people with good reasons to use it to benefit the whole of 
humanity and our environment.

An argument about the potential of workers’ power seems incongruous at 
a time when most workers aren’t collectively organised, unions are shackled 
by repressive legislation, strikes are rare, and those that do occur are often 
defensive or only about the interests of small sections of the workforce. So 
why are struggles around work strategically important for supporters of 
social and environmental justice?

In this chapter, I will argue that there are structural reasons why conflict 
happens at work, that organising around it has particular potential which 
is currently unfulfilled, and that unions have an important role but also 
limitations. I will discuss the possibilities for systematic organising and 
spontaneous struggles.

work causes conflict and shapes resistance

No matter how repressive the government or how downtrodden the workers, 
conflict is ever present in the employment relationship, even if it is often 
hidden. When a boss hires a worker, they buy her ability to work, what Karl 
Marx (2015 [1867]) called the worker’s ‘labour power’, which is the source 
of profits. No employment contract can fully specify the quantity or quality 
of work she actually does. It might specify the time spent or certain metrics, 
but there’s always room for workers to vary their effort. This is why bosses 
need to manage workers.
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Bargaining (however informal) doesn’t stop when the pay and hours 
have been agreed. Day in and day out, managers try to maximise the work 
extracted from the workers already on their books. Management concoct 
endless schemes to supervise, monitor, measure and assess us; force us to 
compete with each other; bombard us with propaganda to persuade us to 
prioritise their interests above our own; incentivise and threaten us. Mean-
while, workers have to find ways to cope with all this and to push back when 
we can. Our responses can be individual or collective, open or sneaky.

This isn’t to say every manager is personally vindictive or unpleasant. The 
conflict that arises from managing our work isn’t about managers’ personali-
ties or beliefs, though of course some are more obnoxious than others – it is 
structural. Employers – whether companies, states or ‘not-for-profit’ outfits 
– are locked in competition with each other, and that competition forces 
management to try to get as much as possible from their workers for as little 
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as possible. Their position can force them to act against workers’ interests, 
so you can never trust them.

The level of conflict isn’t always the same. It’s obvious that managers in 
some industries and employers are more aggressive than others, and that 
employers go through periods of relative stability and times when they really 
turn the screw. But friction between management and workers is no accident 
or exception – it is structurally built into the wage-labour relationship.

collectivity

In order to produce products, services and profits, bosses bring workers into 
relationships with each other. In most cases, this is pretty obvious. In 2020, 
56 per cent of UK employees worked for an enterprise with 250 or more 
employees, and 84 per cent for one with ten or more (ONS, 2020): figures 
that haven’t fallen much in recent years. In many cases, our jobs require 
workers to cooperate between different employers. Outsourcing and sub-
contracting often split workers between multiple employers, and many 
employers share large workplaces, such as shopping centres or airports. 
But workers aren’t always under the same roof. Some workers have always 
worked at home, or in dispersed workplaces, and the Covid-19 pandemic 
saw a growth of home and remote working.

Even if remote or mobile, almost all workers have to communicate and 
cooperate in the course of their job – you are hard pressed to find a job advert 
that doesn’t want a ‘good team worker’. So, at the same time as employers try 
to divide, isolate and atomise us to control us better, they train us to coop-
erate and act collectively. We can’t often act as small cogs in their machine 
without engaging with other cogs. Workers use these relationships in the 
routine tug of war with management over how much effort we put in. Every 
time we moan to each other about the latest ridiculous management request, 
we are testing the water, checking what other workers’ norms for effort are. 
Few want to risk being far less productive than our colleagues, but neither 
do we want to be suckered into working twice as hard for the same money. 
These conversations, which take place in most jobs, whether unionised or 
not, are embryonic forms of collective organisation and collective regulation 
of the effort we put in to our work.

This collective character of workers’ organising has important implica-
tions. Firstly, it begins to address the power imbalance between boss and 
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worker. Secondly, it creates a bias towards democracy rather than individ-
ualism – a point I will return to. Workers often organise things amongst 
themselves, covering for each other to get the job done if someone’s circum-
stances get in the way.

The dominant ideology in our capitalist society claims that an individ-
ual worker signs her contract freely and on equal terms with her employer. 
This is utter nonsense, concealed by formal legal equality. The boss has all 
the economic power – they can afford to hire the worker; the law bans the 
worker from using the buildings, equipment and raw materials unless the 
boss wants her to, and she can’t afford to buy them herself. The contract 
allows one party to tell the other what to do, but not the other way round. 
Nearly all employers are themselves collectives – whether of sharehold-
ers, managers, trustees or as the state. That usually makes it easier for an 
employer to replace one worker than it is for one worker to replace their 
employer. It is only when workers organise collectively that we begin to 
lessen this power imbalance.

Organising at work is more resilient than in most other settings. Even 
when governments impose curfews, bans on meetings or protests, restric-
tions on the media or internet shutdowns, they still need many of us to work 
and can’t prevent us interacting on the job. Workers can build bonds of trust 
that enable us to take high-risk action together. We may think the anti-union 
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laws in Britain are repressive (and they are!) but they pale in comparison 
with the kidnapping, torture and murders that workers face in many coun-
tries.1 Workers keep organising even under such conditions.

Organising at work involves organising a group of people defined by a 
pre-existing structure, such as their workplace, employer, industry or occu-
pation. Much campaigning in other settings involves a self-selecting group 
already sympathetic to your cause, such as those who respond to a leaflet or 
Facebook event. As Jane McAlevey (2016) argues, structure-based organis-
ing has far more potential to build power than organising a self-selecting 
group. You are aiming to involve a majority of a target group, which is inher-
ently more powerful than a scattered minority. You will, of course, start with 
a minority who are willing to act and reach out to others. To grow, you are 
winning over and organising new people, not merely recycling existing sup-
porters. For this reason, structure-based organising is usually harder, but it 
has more potential. Your organisation is built around existing relationships 
between workers, making stronger bonds of solidarity.

Organising around work enables collective action that can disrupt work, 
giving it great potential power. As the lyrics of ‘Solidarity Forever’ put it, 
‘without our brain and muscle not a single wheel can turn’. Few notice when 
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a company CEO goes on holiday or for a game of golf, but employers can 
barely cope if a couple of workers go off sick, never mind if their whole 
workforce strikes.

This was powerfully illustrated by the Covid-19 pandemic. Senior 
managers could work from home, but when workers were furloughed, quar-
antined, off sick or at home looking after kids, large parts of the economy 
struggled. Strikes can cause a crisis for an employer and sometimes for a 
government. The ability to cause a crisis for those in power is essential for 
achieving change.

When talking about organising at work, it is important not to narrow our 
view. The working class is more than just those of us in paid work (whether 
working legally or in the underground economy) at any time. It includes 
people too young, old or sick to work, those too busy with unpaid work 
in the home or caring for others, and all those who would be working if 
employers didn’t judge it more profitable to prevent us doing so. We are 
strongest when we bring together the power of organisation at work and in 
the community.

Even those of us in paid work aren’t only concerned about work issues – 
we and our families, friends and communities are affected by all the issues in 
wider society. For example, rising housing costs can easily offset a pay rise; 
winning longer holidays hardly resolves racist violence. To improve our lot, 
working-class people need to win on issues inside and outside work. If we 
only organise around ‘work issues’, we will often neglect the issues that most 
motivate many workers – particularly migrant workers, women and other 
groups who suffer discrimination. Because people often work with a more 
diverse group than their family or friends, united struggles at work create 
opportunities to challenge and undercut prejudice and division. If we fail to 
tackle everyone’s issues, we fail to involve everyone and limit our power – 
a problem I explore further in Chapter 7. Another way to think about this 
is that struggles at work are almost always about quality of life. Even when 
we fight over the narrowest economic issues such as pay or hours, we are 
really fighting to have the time and money for us and our families to pay the 
bills, bring up the kids, rest, recuperate and enjoy life – the quality of what 
is sometimes called our ‘social reproduction’.2 It makes no sense to ignore 
other ways to fight for the same things.

Another common mistake (all too often encouraged by union officials) is 
to see organising at work as meaning union organising. Unions are impor-
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tant – they provide a structure for workers to sustain organisation over time 
and on a large scale. But organising at work means building workers’ power 
even in jobs that don’t yet have any union presence. It also means recognis-
ing that being a union member – or even getting your employer to bargain 
with workers through your union – isn’t enough. There are many work-
places where union members don’t stick together and don’t stand up to the 
boss. And there are some workplaces where workers act collectively without 
ever filling in a union membership form. This book argues that unions are 
an imperfect tool – they can help, but they are neither a substitute for organ-
ising nor the last word on it.

power

Working-class people desperately need more power. Previous generations 
assumed that their kids would be better off than them. Now, many young 
people are saddled with unaffordable housing costs and student debts, 
while work often feels more intense and less secure, public services have 
been deliberately underfunded and an adequate pension seems an unreal-
istic dream. We face an accelerating climate catastrophe and the growing 
risk that the trade wars and endless wars of recent decades will escalate into 
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direct conflict between major powers. Whenever something goes wrong – 
from a financial crash to a pandemic – the rich are bailed out, the majority 
are expected to foot the bill, and employers seize any opportunity to erode 
pay and conditions.

Though workers usually win at least something when we fight, this has 
not been enough to reverse the overall deterioration of work – let alone 
resolve wider social and environmental issues. The gap between the unions 
we need and those we have is huge. It’s no mean achievement that despite 
all the union-busting by employers and government, despite all the repres-
sive legislation, there were 6.56 million employees in unions in the UK in 
2020 (Bishop, 2021). But over 75 per cent of employees aren’t in unions – 
and the picture amongst workers who lack employee status (see Chapter 7) 
is probably even worse. Only 16 per cent of employees under 35 are union 
members. Unionisation has largely been forced back into strongholds in 
the public sector, privatised industries and certain parts of manufacturing, 
making little dent in growing parts of the private sector. There are over 17.5 
million private sector employees not in a union, as shown in Figure 2.1. In 
the private sector, 67 per cent of employees are in workplaces with no union 
presence at all, and 86 per cent are in workplaces where the employer doesn’t 
negotiate with a union.

Figure 2.1  UK employee union membership and non-membership by sector 
1995–2020 (millions)


