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Union mer [EE
are funny things

Newly-elected UCU general secretary Sally Hunt says
that mergers should be the starting point for a fresh
approach and we all need to face up to the challenges
for 21st century trade unions.

Union mergers are funny things. Often they come about
because one union is struggling nancially or one is
haemorrhaging members. The merger of the Association
of University Teachers (AUT) and the National Association
of Teachers in Further and Higher Education (NATFHE), to
form the University and College Union (UCU), happened
when both were nancially sound and membership levels
increasing.

We formed the largest post-16 education union in the
world because it was the right thing forustodo and
the communications teams said it would reduce acronym
explanations in the opening paragraph of press releases!

We merged because we know we will be bigger and
stronger together. Our members agree and know this too,
which was evident in the overwhelming mandate both
unions received when the decision to merge was put to
ballot. However, we are fully aware that whilst a merger will
give a union more members, it cannot guarantee any new
ones.

The merger may have only happened in June last year,

but | believe things should have moved even quicker. The
last thing the new union needed was a lengthy period of
uncertainty or the type of background in- ghting that can
divert attention away from actually getting on with the job.
We have now elected a general secretary and executive. |
was fortunate enough to be chosen as the rst UCU general
secretary and | am keen to get the ball moving as soon as
possible.

There are, of course, many challenges ahead of us but, with
the best of bits of the predecessor unions at our disposal, we
are equipped to meet them. One of the key challenges is to
refrain from insisting something worked better the way AUT
or NATFHE did things. Neither of those unions exists anymore

and everything the new union does will be UCUs way of
doing things.

This really should be the time to take a fresh look at our
approach to some of our traditional problems and also how
unions must operate in the 21st century.

| want a politically independent, industrially con dent UCU
that speaks with authority for its members. To do this we
have to stay in the mainstream, not move to the political
fringe. This is not a union that will be directed by or dictated
to from small committees. We cannot rely on just a handful
of voices to determine policy. We must engage much

more with the membership and ensure that UCU really is
campaigning on the issues our members feel strongest
about.

| was talking to a friend of a friend recently and the
conversation turned to what we did for a living and onto
trade unions. She revealed that she had recently joined her
union, but didnt feel it was for her. She had been to a branch
meeting and hardly understood a word. The whole event,
she said, was dominated by a couple of people who seemed
more intent on scoring points on immaterial issues than
taking things forward.

The most recent trade union membership statistics showed
the largest annual percentage drop in nearly a decade and,
as | keep saying, with twice as many people members of
slimming clubs than in trade unions, we cannot pretend that
we do not have work to do.

We must take our message out beyond the general meeting
or the committee and convince a new generation that we
are worth belonging to. There is a whole generation in work
whose knowledge of unions has been taken from Ims such
as Billy Elliot and Brassed O . It is not good enough to just
come up with reasons why people dont join unions we
need to be nding reasons why people will want to join
unions.
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Professional Development

Debate at Unions 21 events is increasingly noting that as
a movement we need to develop and share best practice
in the way we internally manage ourselves. Inorder

to deliver the best for our members we need to run

e ective organisations and manage our employees well.
This article explains how one union, ATL, has invested in

the development of professional sta .

ATL is a member-led democratic organisation that recognises
the importance of managing professional sta professionally.
It is the Human Resources sub-committee of the National
Executive that oversees the HR Strategy and the annual

plans which detail what is to be delivered during that period.
The Executive operates with respect for the di erence
between governance and management so having set the

HR strategy, policies and plans, leaves it to the managers
under the direction of the General Secretary to manage the
organisation.

The HR strategy and plans cover every aspect of HR
management including learning & development. As a union
that now has a dedicated Learning & Development team
working with and growing a network of well over 100 ULRs

it would be hypocritical if we didnt take the development

of our own employees seriously. To demonstrate its
commitment to the value of continuing professional
development for all employees, ATL signi cantly increased its
sta training budget from 2006.

ATL believes in the bene ts of diversity and this means their
team comes from a range of backgrounds of public, private
and not-for-pro t sectors and with very di erent mixtures

of experience in the education sector, trade union activism
and functional expertise (Casework, Policy Research, Finance,
Communications, Organising, IT etc). They also do di erent
jobs, some are active in classic trade union activities such as
casework, negotiations, organising and policy development,
but others are accountants, IT specialists, secretaries,
facilities managers, etc. ATL values them all and the di erent
perspectives they bring and, with such diversity, a wide
range of learning and development needs to be addressed.

ATL recognises that there are three main types of
development needs to be met:

Organisation-wide Issues

In the last year they provided training on the basics of why
Organising is so important for ATL as a growing union to
every one of their 140 employees. This year, they ve already
run diversity training for all line managers as part of the
leadership development programme and later this year will
be delivering diversity awareness training for all employees.

Functional expertise

ATL wants to be the best trade union it can be and to do this
encourage and support everybody to be the best at their
functional skills. For example, Nicki Landau, Head of Human
Resources at ATL has earned her Fellowship of the Chartered

Institute of Personnel & Development (FCIPD) and become a
certi ed master practitioner in neuro-linguistic programming
(NLP). Both these developments were supported by ATL.
Similarly, numerous colleagues at all levels are developing
functional expertise appropriate to their jobs. Many, though
not all of which, include quali cations or membership

of professional bodies. Among these they include ATLs
Organising team who are following the TUC Organising
Academy training programme.

General Skills

Since 2006 ATL has had a leadership development
programme for all line managers and potential line
managers. It has also included senior people on every intake
of the TUCs Leading Change programme. ATL wants
everybody to be IT literate and ensures the development of
general IT skills through an external provider while o ering
tailored IT training internally on major systems such as the
membership and casework systems. In the near future

they will be developing structured project management
competency for those sta who require it.

The main way in which ATL has identi ed and prioritised
training needs is encouraging good general management.
Regular 1-2-1 sessions between individual and line manager,
together with an annual appraisal system introduced in
2006, allow individuals to discuss their development needs
and enable managers to feed these to HR so that general
and individual development activities can be planned.

Certainly ATL want the best from employees in their current
roles but members genuinely want their employees to
prosper in their longer careers too. That is why learning

and development extends beyond skills and competencies
for current jobs. ATL is as keen to support those who wish

to transfer laterally within ATL and have been pleased to
promote various colleagues into higher level roles when
vacancies have arisen. However, as a small to medium sized
organisation of 140 employees ATL accepts that they will not
be able to o erinternal career advancement to everyone.
Thats partly why ATL display vacancies within other unions
and encourage ATL people to consider other unions as their
next employer whenever they feel ready to move so that the
talent developed by ATL will continue to add value to the
trade union movement.

Currently ATL are very interested in exploring the possibility

of secondments between unions, to help individuals develop
themselves. So Nicki Landau would be pleased to hear from
other unions that either have people who might bene tfrom a
secondment at ATL or who have a temporary vacancy that an
ATL person might |I. To contact Nicki e-mail nlandau@atl.org.uk
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Good Work for All?
Job Quality, Health and
Well-Being In British
Workplaces

Work is good for our health
and well-being. Thats the
clear nding from a major
research report recently
published by the DWP.
Unemployment increases
the risk of both physical and
mental illness. And work

rst isthe moste ective
policy to tackle poverty and
social exclusion.

While all this may be true, of
course, we also know that
work is only really good for

us if itis good work . An
employee in a badly designed
low status job is much more
likely to have a heart attack
than the supposedly highly
stressed senior manager on the
executive oor.

According to Michael Marmot,
the British epidemiologist, the
following workplace factors
can have a clear negative
impact on both health and life
expectancy:

1 Employment insecurity

1 Monotonous and boring
work

1 Alack of control over the
work that you do and little
choice about how the job
gets done.

1 Animbalance between the
e ort workers make and the
rewards that they receive

this is not just about
pay, but also captures the
idea that workers should
be treated with respect
by their employer and
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should be praised for good
performance

A lack of procedural justice
in the workplace in other
words, workers cannot be
certain that they will be
treated fairly if they get into
di culty.

Low trust relationships
between employees and
between the employees and

employer in the technical

jargon this is described as
low social capital

In other words workers in bad
jobs (who are often low paid of
course) are sick more often and
die younger than their more
highly paid and higher status
colleagues. Class distinctions
may have been eroded in

the last thirty years, but there
can be no doubt that social
position still conditions life
chances.

Recent research published

by the DTl raises some big
questions about whether we
have enough high quality jobs
in the UK. For example, 55%

of workers say that their jobs
involve monotonous tasks,
almost a third say that their work
o ers few opportunities for
learning, around 60% say that
they have little autonomy at
work. And the result is that the
UK has the sixth lowest score for
job quality in the EU 27.

Work organisation and job
design may not be traditional
trade union issues but, as we
can see, they are the source

of much discontent in today s
workplaces. Making the
promotion of good work a
priority in both organising
and bargaining strategies
could lead to a rapid growth
in membership and the ability
to make more of adi erence
to peoples working lives. With
trade unions in the lead British
workplaces could be healthier,
happier and more productive.

This is more than just wishful
thinking. For the rsttime the
government has recognised
that work is a public health
issue and that improving the
health of the nation demands
an improvement in the quality
of work. The DWP and the
Department of Health have
developed a joint strategy for
the Health, Work and Well-
Being of Working Age People,
which may be little known
but remains an important
statement of intent.

Of course, that still leaves the
guestion: how can employers
be engaged? Many will take
fright at the suggestion that
trade unions are beginning to
look at the texture and detail of
the employment relationship.
Indeed, we might anticipate
vigorous resistance to anything
that could be interpreted as

an erosion of management
prerogative. But even a
pessimistic commentator
would recognise that most
organisations are concerned
about sickness absence.

Often thisisre ected in the
standard employer bleating

»

about feckless and lazy public
servants (who have a higher
level of sickness than their
private sector colleagues) or an
apparent wish to implement
more coercive attendance
management policies. But
good employers have already
recognised that they will never
secure better attendance
unless they pay close attention
to the workplace factors that
generate high absence levels.
Hard experience is driving
employers to the conclusion
that improvements in work
organisation, job design, job
content and organisational
culture o er a better
prospectus for change than
workplace health promotion
activities like low-fat food in
sta restaurants, reduced gym
membership fees or an Indian
head massage at your desk.

A dispassionate reading of the
situation suggests that unions,
if they are creative, can reshape
the national conversation
about work. Setting outa
persuasive and progressive
vision of the future has been
missing from the trade union
story for some time and a
focus on job quality is likely to
prove attractive to government
too. So let s stop tilting at
windmills or demanding the
impossible and get on with the
real task at hand. Its a great
opportunity. Unions would be
foolish to let it pass by.

David Coats is Associate
Director at The Work
Foundation
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