
www.ssoar.info

Does the future of unions depend on the integration
of diversity?
Hansen, Lise Lotte

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Zur Verfügung gestellt in Kooperation mit / provided in cooperation with:
Rainer Hampp Verlag

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Hansen, L. L. (2004). Does the future of unions depend on the integration of diversity? Industrielle Beziehungen :
Zeitschrift für Arbeit, Organisation und Management, 11(1/2), 129-142. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-
ssoar-344631

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer Deposit-Lizenz (Keine
Weiterverbreitung - keine Bearbeitung) zur Verfügung gestellt.
Gewährt wird ein nicht exklusives, nicht übertragbares,
persönliches und beschränktes Recht auf Nutzung dieses
Dokuments. Dieses Dokument ist ausschließlich für
den persönlichen, nicht-kommerziellen Gebrauch bestimmt.
Auf sämtlichen Kopien dieses Dokuments müssen alle
Urheberrechtshinweise und sonstigen Hinweise auf gesetzlichen
Schutz beibehalten werden. Sie dürfen dieses Dokument
nicht in irgendeiner Weise abändern, noch dürfen Sie
dieses Dokument für öffentliche oder kommerzielle Zwecke
vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, aufführen, vertreiben oder
anderweitig nutzen.
Mit der Verwendung dieses Dokuments erkennen Sie die
Nutzungsbedingungen an.

Terms of use:
This document is made available under Deposit Licence (No
Redistribution - no modifications). We grant a non-exclusive, non-
transferable, individual and limited right to using this document.
This document is solely intended for your personal, non-
commercial use. All of the copies of this documents must retain
all copyright information and other information regarding legal
protection. You are not allowed to alter this document in any
way, to copy it for public or commercial purposes, to exhibit the
document in public, to perform, distribute or otherwise use the
document in public.
By using this particular document, you accept the above-stated
conditions of use.

http://www.ssoar.info
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-344631
https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-344631


Industrielle Beziehungen, 11. Jg., Heft 1+2, 2004   129 

Lise Lotte Hansen* 

Does the Future of Unions Depend on the Integration of  
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The article relates gender equality problems with a wider agenda of challenges to the 
labour movement. The main argument is that unions have to reflect the diversity of 
their membership base in order to maintain their legitimacy among members and their 
strength in the labour market. The article concludes that transformative changes in 
union policy and practices could benefit both the labour movement and gender equal-
ity. The empirical focus is on gender equality policies in the LO (Denmark) and in 
UNISON (UK). 

 

Hängt die Zukunft der Gewerkschaften von der Integration der  
Verschiedenheit ab? 
Der Beitrag verknüpft Gleichstellungsprobleme mit der weiteren Agenda der Heraus-
forderungen für die Arbeiterbewegung. Das Hauptargument lautet, dass die Gewerk-
schaften die Differenziertheit ihrer Mitgliederschaft reflektieren müssen, um ihre Legi-
timität gegenüber den Mitgliedern wie ihre Stärke auf dem Arbeitsmarkt zu behaup-
ten. Die Schlussfolgerung lautet, dass ein solcher Wandel in Politik und Praxis der 
Gewerkschaften sowohl der Arbeiterbewegung wie der Gleichstellung der Geschlech-
ter zugute käme. Empirischer Fokus des Aufsatzes ist die Gender-Politik in der LO 
(Dänemark) und der UNISON (Großbritannien). 
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Does the Future of Unions Depend on the Integration of Diversity? By putting the 
question this way I want to change the usual way of understanding and doing com-
munity and solidarity in unions: instead of regarding diversity and community as op-
posites I want to discuss if, and how, the integration of diversity can strengthen un-
ions in the future.1 The main argument is that although the pressure for place and 
voice from women is one part of the challenge to unions, gender equality policies 
could also be looked on as ways to strengthen the labour movement if it is carried out 
‘the right way’.2 Integration can be accomplished very differently, either as a strategy 
of normalisation in which women learn how to participate in union policy making the 
right way or as a strategy of transformation which changes union structures and cul-
ture in order to establish new ways of making union policy. However, in the first case 
integration strategies do not break up the opposition between diversity and commu-
nity; instead they serve to dissolve diversity into homogeneity. While in the latter, di-
versity and community both will change into something new. But why do unions have 
to renew themselves? And why in a transformative way?  

In this article I will discuss two different although closely related answers to these 
questions: (1) that gender equality policies until now have had limited success, and (2) 
that membership problems force unions to rethink how union policy is done. More-
over, I will discuss how both problems could be solved by the same strategy. The em-
pirical focus is on gender equality policies in the Danish Confederation of Trade Un-
ions (the LO) and on the British union UNISON.3  

Challenges to the labour movement in Denmark and in Great Britain 
The challenges the labour movements4 in Denmark and Britain face are both similar 
and different at once. The most obvious difference is that the scope and art of the 
challenges in the British labour market and in the labour movement are much more 
comprehensive. These challenges have changed the premises for unionism considera-
bly. Denmark is still in the period of unionism (Lind 2000), while in Britain the ques-

                                                           
1  In the article (and my thesis) I focus on women and gender equality policies, but most of 

the problems, arguments and conclusions could also apply to questions of diversity as 
such.  

2  Colgan/Ledwith 2002a have a similar argumentation; their focus is however on how gen-
der and diversity transform union democracy. 

3  The article builds on my Ph.D.-thesis: Gender Equality Policy Problems – and possible 
solutions. Gender, power and change in the LO and UNISON. The thesis is due to be 
finished winter 2004. 

4  In this article the labour movement is equivalent to LO (Denmark) and TUC (the UK). In 
Denmark unions organise as a principal rule on the basis of education. LO is the confed-
eration of unions for skilled and unskilled workers. There are two more confederation: 
the FTF (middle-educations e.g. nurses, Dansk Sygeplejeråd, and nursery and kindergar-
ten teachers, BUPL) and the AC (long university education e.g. university teachers, pri-
marily Magisterforeningen, and lawyers and administration, primarily DJØF). The British 
union, UNISON, is a public sector union. It organizes in principle all emplyoyees from 
cleaners to leaders. But public sector employees can also be members of other unions like 
for instance nurses who can choose between UNISON and the Royal College of Nursing.  
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tion is whether unions are recovering from the neo-liberal assault of the past two dec-
ades (Waddington 2000).  

Being a union member is still common for Danish employees, and approximately 
half of LO’s members are women.5 Despite widespread membership, the Danish la-
bour movement is under pressure from Denmark’s right-wing government and from a 
falling membership. At the same time the LO and some of the affiliated unions are in 
a process of reorganisation. The reorganisation is meant to meet those problems as 
well as answer the demands for organisational change following the decentralisation of 
bargaining procedures. Two of the largest unions (KAD and SID) are negotiating to 
merge. Within the LO, the FIU (the LO’s internal training system) has been divided 
into two and has become more demand-oriented. The emphasis is on meeting the 
needs of an even more individualised membership (Udviklingsplan for FIU-systemet, 
undated). The Danish labour movement is thus in a stage of political unrest. This un-
rest might cause instability in established power relations and hierarchies within the 
LO. Unrest could also be followed by openings for the integration of the ‘diverse’ and 
hereby for even more and more comprehensive transformations of the Danish labour 
movement (see also Ledwith/Colgan 2002). 

Instability and a lack of power and influence have been the everyday experience 
of the British unions for the last twenty years. Membership has declined by 40%. The 
extent of the collective agreements has fallen from covering 75% to 40% of the work-
force and some of the Conservative anti-union laws are still in force (Cully et al 1999; 
Millward et al 2000 Labour Research Jan. 2000). Despite this bleak picture, things are 
changing for the better in Britain. In 1999 and 2000 new laws were introduced that se-
cured labour minimum rights. The laws provided the unions with a legal foundation 
for getting acknowledged as a negotiating partner at work places. In addition to legal 
changes, the attitude towards unions has become more positive among both workers 
and employers. In the employers case this is partly due to the rising popularity of the 
social partnership strategy. Many unions have renewed both their organisational struc-
tures, policy goals and strategies, too (Cully et al 1999; Millward et al 2000; Labour Re-
search 2000; Waddington 2000).Union membership had stabilised, and even started to 
slowly rise again in 2000. The rise is mainly due to the increase in female part-time 
working members (Labour Research July 2000; Today’s Trade Unionist 2001). Despite 
this development in the British labour market, the pressures upon unions are still 
much more comprehensive than in Denmark.  

Women in the labour movement 
The situation of women in the labour movement in Denmark and the UK are in part, 
different. Most female workers in Denmark are members of a union whereas large 
parts of the British female workforce are working in workplaces that are not union-
ised. Despite this difference, female union members in Denmark are like in the UK 
underrepresented in leadership positions. The aim of the labour movement in both 

                                                           
5  83% of all employees are union members. LO consists of 48% women and 52 % men, 

but with huge differences among the affiliated unions where some are male dominated 
others female dominated. 
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Denmark and the UK is to integrate women. While in the UK this also means getting 
more female members, in Denmark the integration is mainly a question of getting 
more women into leadership positions.  

In the LO, the equality in female and male membership is not reflected in a cor-
responding equality in representation. Neither in the unions affiliated to the LO nor in 
the LO is the representation equal. At the level of shop stewards, the share of women 
and men are almost equal, women 42% and men 58% (Jensen et al 1998). In the more 
important and centralised positions there are far less women. In LO’s executive com-
mittee the share of women is 19% (CASA 1999; Jensen et al 1998; LO 2000).6  

Figure 1 

Women’s representation in LO’s central committees. 
Percent 

 
Women 

 
Men 

 

Equal opportunities and family policy 58 42 100 

Environment and health and safety 39 61 100 

Youth policy 35 65 100 

Refugees and immigrants 33 67 100 

Social policy 30 70 100 

Work- and employment law  25 75 100 

Labour market and education/training 24 76 100 

Economical policy and collective agreements 21 79 100 

Business and development policy 20 80 100 

Europe policy 19 81 100 

FIU (internal training system) 17 83 100 

Organisation policy  14 86 100 

Membership distribution 48 52 100 

Reproduced from CASA 1999: 22 

 
In most British unions women are underrepresented. Out of 27 unions affiliated to 
the TUC only 2 carry out decision making in proportion to the membership. And only 
6 carry out decision making that is nearly in proportion to the membership’s gender.7 
The numbers are a little better when it comes to parity between officers and members. 
Twelve unions are proportional or nearly proportional . The amount of female mem-
bers who take part in TUC congress has continuously risen from 16% in 1987 to 35% 
in 1999. In the TUC Executive Committee the percentage of women has improved 
from 15 % (1988) to 33% (1999), but the progress has been very slow since 1993 
when it was 31% (SERTUC 2000). The last edition of the SERTUC Women’s Rights 
Committee report on the state of women in British unions discusses the central ques-
tion of whether women are moving forward or backward. The conclusion of the study 
is both ways. 

                                                           
6  A new report by CASA shows that there has been almost no progress in women’s repre-

sentation since 1999 (Ugebrevet A4 13/10 2003). 
7  Decision making structure is here equal to conferences and executives. 
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‘The answer is, as ever, more difficult. ‘Moving forward’: too unreal; ‘going backward’: far 
too negative. ‘Standing still’: too boring and depressing. The problem is that there is lots 
of impressive work going on, at the same time as lots of retrenchment and power storing. 
So we celebrate the progress that has been made by sections of the movement, and look 
forward to more’ (SERTUC 2000:3). 8 

Most British unions have some kind of gender equality policy, some making use of 
rather radical strategies. Those use methods such as reserved seats for women and 
self-organisation e.g. UNISON. In Denmark women’s self-organisation is very rare. 
Self-organisation is generally regarded as being in opposition to equality and there is a 
strong resistance to other radical strategies like reserved seats for women (also Bor-
chorst/Dahlerup 2003).9  

At the LO congress in 2000 it was acknowledged that a change in the approach to 
gender equality was needed if the amount of women in leadership positions should 
ever rise. It was decided to introduce two new strategies: gender mainstreaming and 
the Starlet Programme. The Starlet Programme is a network (horizontal and vertical), 
a leadership training course, and a strategy to empower younger women in the LO. It 
is a women-only course and it provides childcare facilities.10  

Membership problems 
The labour market in Britain has changed in the direction of more service production, 
more small enterprises, and more part-time work. This has resulted in a fall in male 
union membership while women’s membership has almost stayed the same (Mann et 
al 1997). In Britain the question of integration of women is closely related to the 
membership problem as service and part-time employees are mainly female. This gives 
quite different opportunities for integration as it is important for the British unions to 
be more attractive to women. In Denmark the integration strategy could be more dif-
ficult ‘to sell’ as getting more female leaders in Danish unions means a challenge to es-
tablished power positions. Making unions more attractive to women could however 
also be the basis for conflicts in the UK depending on which strategy for integration 
that will be chosen. The more radical strategies the more resistance (Ledwith/Colgan 
2002). 

Although union membership problems in Denmark are not as severe as in the 
UK, membership is also declining in Denmark. This is especially so amongst the 
younger people in the LO covered sectors.11 Membership problems concern a lack of 

                                                           
8  The 2000 edition includes also other minority groups. 
9  An exception is the Danish women-only union KAD. 
10  I will in the following focus on the Starlet Programme. The mainstreaming strategy has 

only been partly successful; it has not yet been implemented in the LO committees, and 
the re-organisation of FIU has meant a break down in a rather radical approach to main-
streaming. 

11  Fewer younger members in the LO is not only due to a lack of interest in unions, but is 
also a result of more young people being more educated which means that they enter the 
labour market later and that many become members of one of the unions affiliated to ei-
ther the FTF or the AC. But this does not explain the whole problem. Nielsen 2002 refers 



134  Lise Lotte Hansen: Does the Future of Unions Depend on the Integration of Diversity? 

interest in taking up leadership positions and a limited interest in taking part in union 
activities and training (Lind 2000; LO 2001; Nielsen 2002). Nielsen concludes that 
younger people do not, as did earlier generations, take union membership for granted. 
Younger people are more unstable members and are more likely to question the way 
the unions works compared to its elder members (Nielsen 2000, 2002). Aditionally, 
solidarity is not something that the young people attach great importance to (Bild et al 
1993; Nielsen 2000). A study into young unskilled female workers largely confirms 
these conclusions (Andersen 2002).  

Women’s under-representation and fewer younger people in the Danish 
labour movement 
There are many explanations for the unequal representation of men and women in the 
LO. These include long working hours and weeks and difficulties in combining family 
responsibilities with a leadership position. There are problems with moving from 
home to take up a position in the capital. Women have to deal with stereotypical ways 
of thinking and gender myths (CASA 1999). Other studies focus on that fact that the 
organisational structure and culture reflects traditional male norms (Jensen 1994). The 
studies show that the priority of bargaining demands is about the overrepresentation 
of middle-aged men in the policy committees (Aunbirk 1994). They depict the work-
ing hours and culture is a token of a ’Tarzan culture’ (Billing/Eriksen 1995). The stud-
ies report that gender ’gets in the way’ both in formal and in informal bargaining situa-
tions and that some members have very traditional gender conceptions and are resis-
tant to gender equality policies (CELI/KAD 2003). My research indicates two differ-
ent, albeit related, problems in the LO and the affiliated unions. Firstly, union policy 
praxis, and gender discourse are related in ways that make it very difficult for women 
to do union policy in the right way. Secondly, there is broad resistance to gender 
equality and many different strategies for maintaining power. This includes ridiculing 
women who want to discuss and improve gender equality, slowness or lack of imple-
mentation of policy decisions. The gender equality officers are often overloaded with 
work on other policy areas and frequently the rules of the game are changed when 
women are elected to committees. 

Nielsen’s research into young people’s democratic participation in unions shows a 
decisive motivating factor for participation. Members were motivated by a feeling of 
belonging to a community and to being welcomed; gaining new social relations. The 
young people also regarded membership as becoming active in policy making and hav-
ing influence upon the form and content of the community. This was in contrast to 
the labour movement’s membership understanding.  To become active in the union, 
you have to be elected to a position otherwise, you are part of the latent, passive, po-

                                                                                                                                                    
to a lot of different surveys which come up with rather different numbers. One shows 
that young unskilled workers are less likely to be member of a union than the older ones, 
young 71%, all 91%. Another survey shows a fall in the percent of membership among 
young people from 78 % - 66 %, and a third one a fall among young unskilled workers on 
27%. Numbers from the LO in 1993 and 1998 show a minor fall in the share of younger 
people, but that these still make up almost one fourth of the total membership (Nielsen 
2002:19-20).  
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litically alert. One could be mobilised for activity (strikes, demonstrations) when nec-
essary, but was otherwise silent. Nielsen concludes that there is an opposition between 
the young people’s cultural model and the labour movement. He also points to prob-
lems within the way democracy works such that it hinders young people’s participa-
tion (Nielsen 2002). in order to become more attractive to young people the FIU has 
introduced new types of courses directed to both younger members and young poten-
tial members e.g. Mindscope and Grænsejægerne (Boundary-Hunters). These activities 
have been quite successful in attracting the young people and in taking up new prob-
lems and discussions. Despite this, the activities and the experiences done with these 
are neither integrated in the FIU system nor in mainstream union work (Nielsen 
2000).   

Nielsen’s results fit quite well with the way the three youngest women in my 
study, think, and act. They are all union members and in different ways involved in 
union policy but at the same time they are critical of the way the labour movement 
works. One of the women points at problems with the hierarchical structure, mainly 
the problem that members have to be elected to a position if they want to be active. 
Once elected, they have to dedicate most of their time to union work. These problems 
are in direct opposition both to the needs and wishes of young people and to the fam-
ily obligations of women. Such a woman works directly to change the way union pol-
icy is carried out, for instance she opens meetings to all interested and let members 
join in on the subjects they are specifically interested in. The women also have two 
other things in common. Firstly, they have all been active in LO’s or their respective 
unions youth-work in which the labour movement has opened up for new ways of do-
ing union policThese experiences they have brought with them into mainstream union 
policy. Secondly, they partake in union policy with a natural ease. They take their par-
ticipation for granted and are self-confident and strong. If these women meet prob-
lems they do not give up or blame themselves.  

Both the research into gender in the labour movement and into young peoples’ 
democratic participation point to problems. They indicate problems with the way un-
ion policy is carried out, with the representative democracy, and with the organisa-
tional structure and culture. It could thus be interesting to discuss how new ways of 
doing union policy, solidarity, and democracy could contribute to solving at least part 
of the membership problem and the gender equality problem. 

Transformative strategies for change 
Several researchers discuss problems concerning the way unions work. There is an 
emphasis on the need for change in how to understand and perform community and 
solidarity (e.g. Briskin 1999; Hyman 2001, 2002; Valkenburg/Zoll 1995; Zoll 1999). 
Traditional worker solidarity and the understanding and practising of common inter-
ests are criticised for excluding diversity and for reflecting the existing distribution of 
power within the working class (i.e. mostly the interests of white men in manual pro-
duction)(Forrest 1993; Hyman 2001, 2002; Jones 2002). Instead union solidarity and 
community of today have to reflect the diversity in interests and identities if unions 
shall survive. Even though such a (organic) solidarity is not easy to create, it is impor-
tant to construct an agenda that will unite instead of divide (Hyman 2002), and which 
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will create networks and a feeling of belonging to the community (also Kelly 1998). 
This could be done through unity in diversity as for instance coalition building 
(Briskin 1999).  

New forms of solidarity and community can not be constructed from the union 
top, as an administrative decision, or even by majority vote – they have to come 
from the bottom (Hyman 2002). Solidarity is also a reflexive project in which the 
differences and similarities of the members’ daily practises are regarded as a process 
of constantly ongoing dialogue among members and between members and the un-
ion. People do not only look for solidarity in the content of shared views, but also in 
the way these views are established (Valkenburg/Zoll 1995:132). Consequently, 
more participatory forms of democracy will be necessary. Solidarity and community 
could be constructed either in relation to special themes and problems or as a part 
of the individual’s identity construction project. The construction of self-identity 
and the construction of new forms of community and solidarity would be a mutual 
process. This joint process would not only result in new forms of community and 
solidarity, as its result would also become an example of itself. So unions should no 
longer do something for the members, but do something together with the members 
(Valkenburg/Zoll 1995).  

Community and solidarity are context-dependent conceptions which are 
constantly created through daily union policy practices. Thus the construction of a di-
verse solidarity and community becomesa project of union transformation. 

A transformative gender equality strategy introduces a new problem definition 
and a different agenda for change. A transformative strategy wants to change the very 
inequality creating processes which are localised in the gender discourse and embed-
ded in union policy praxis. The objective is not to ‘give pride’ to women or to enforce 
womanhood, but to deconstruct the binary opposition between male and female in 
order to create new ways of doing gender and union policy. In order to obtain this, 
gender equality policy has to be seen as a constantly on-going destabilisation process 
directed alternately towards identification of problems and dilemmas and the devel-
opment of tools to create change. This process is combined with an element of mu-
tual learning between the marginalised meanings and practices (mostly carried out by 
women) and the normal ones (mostly carried out by men). This allows one to see and 
use the resources and experiences of both practices instead of normalising women or 
overruling important elements in the way union policy is carried out.12  

The transformative strategy opens up the possibility for a close relation between 
the gender equality policy and a membership policy. The strategy builds on the estab-
lishment of new ways of doing union policy, new organisational structures and de-
mocracy. A transformative approach set the scene for a re-thinking of community and 
solidarity through mutual learning processes.  

                                                           
12  The transformative approach has its origin in Fraser 1997. For an elaboration on trans-

formative gender equality strategies please see Hansen 2003. 
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The New LO and the Starlet Programme –  
Liberal strategies with a touch of radicallity 
In the LO the approach to the challenge from a diversified membership is very much 
regarded as a problem of individualisation. It is individualisation that is in opposition 
to the solidarity and community of the labour movement. The effort is put towards 
meeting the needs of the individual members better and on making the organisation 
more streamlined (business like). The organisational development strategy is closest to 
the service union model, and the structure of democracy is unchanged (representative 
democracy). Solidarity and community are seen as a superstructure holding together 
the diversified members.  

The Starlet Programme relates to a liberal strategy for change as it is directed 
towards changing the individual woman. The programme neither gives the starlets 
access to a leadership position nor does it question the organisational structure or 
union policy. The programme still has elements of a more radical strategy. The ver-
tical network could be looked on as ‘hidden’ affirmative action, because it is sup-
posed to create close links between the individual starlet and one of the leaders in 
her union or in the LO. This vertical network is established in order to ensure that 
the starlet will be ‘seen’ and used in the future. The horizontal network goes beyond 
the liberal strategy’s women-only course and carries elements of the radical strat-
egy’s self-organisation, although this is in the limited form of the Deficit-model 
(Briskin in Briskin/McDermott 1993). The Starlet Programme is mainly supporting 
the women’s career in union policy, but also gives the individual woman knowledge 
and tools to become an organisational change agent. The Starlet Programme relates 
very well to the service union model and a representative democracy, although it 
carries elements of new strategies for influence. The Starlets are not regarded as be-
ing without resources, but these are not used to establish a transformative agenda 
for change.  
Radical strategies for change in UNISON 
UNISON is not only a new union (established in 1993). It is also a new type of union 
based on active membership and gender equality, both written into the rulebook. Arti-
cle B 2.2 and 2.3 state: 

‘2.2 To promote and establish a member-led union and to carry out and fulfil decisions 
made by members in a spirit of unity and accountability. 
2.3 To promote fair representation in all the Union’s structures for women, members of 
all grades, black members, members with disabilities and lesbians and gay men’ (UNI-
SON rules, 2000).  

Self-organisation, fair representation and proportionality are the tools that should 
carry out the objectives of the rulebook. There are self-organised groups for women, 
black members, disabled members, and for gays and lesbians on all levels of the or-
ganisation. The self-organised groups are secured resources and rights to put forward 
proposals and motions. The self-organised groups can decide form and content of 
their work as long as it is within the established policies and rules (get yourself organ-
ised). Proportionality is the representation of women and men in fair proportion to 
the relevant numbers of female and male members in the electorate (get yourself or-
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ganised:2). In order to obtain proportionality a complicated election system has been 
established. Fair representation is the broad balance of representation of members in 
the electorate, taking into account factors as the balance between part-time workers 
and full-time workers, manual and non-manual workers, different occupations, skills 
qualifications, responsibilities, race, sexuality and disability (get yourself organised:2). 
Fair representation is like proportionality ‘a numbers game’, but it also something 
more. It is contains more ‘soft and qualitative’ methods and practises like the possibil-
ity to share the post as branch officer and ideas to facilitate the participation of ordi-
nary members in meetings and policy making (playing fair). Self-organisation, fair rep-
resentation and proportionality are affirmative ways of doing gender equality policy, 
but self-organisation and fair representation hold elements of a transformative strat-
egy, too, as they promote new ways of doing union policy.  

In the making of UNISON, it was acknowledged that new ways were necessary 
to create a union that was inclusive to all members. To reach this goal, it was neces-
sary to create new forms of democracy and community. The challenge to the tradi-
tional union was thus regarded as coming not from individualisation, but from hith-
erto marginalised groups. It is these groups that are seen as in opposition to traditional 
union solidarity and community. Moreover, the new merged union should try to over-
come/reduce this challenge by creating a diversified solidarity and community. The 
scene was set for radical change; not only for the purpose of creating equality, but also 
to be able to attract new members and strengthen the influence of the union. The in-
terest in the gender equality policy and the interest in union renewal were very much 
the same.13 

The UNISON strategy bears elements of both the organising model and the ser-
vice union model. Resistance to change have still not completely disappeared in UNI-
SON. In order to keep UNISON on ‘the right track’ gender equality agents repeatedly 
use the organising strategy and the priority to this given by the TUC (Roundtable 
Meeting, Ruskin College 1/3 2002). Another problem is that the gender equality goals 
have not been reached although women’s representation has been rising. Some of the-
se problems could be regarded as being included in the same question: has the change 
in UNISON been radical enough? Anne McBride identifies a conflict between the 
democratic form in UNISON and the intentions of the gender equality policy. The ef-
fectiveness of the radical strategy of self-organisation is limited when implemented in 
a liberal democratic organisation (McBride 2001).  

Does the future of unions depend on a transformative strategy for 
change? 
The LO and the UNISON follow very different paths when it comes to labour 
movement renewal and gender equality. LO prefers a mostly liberal strategy for 
change and holds on to the service union concept and representative democracy. 
UNISON draws on a much more radical strategy for change and includes elements 
from organising union principles and from participatory democracy. The LO does not 

                                                           
13  Or became the same because of strategic acting from gender equality agents in all three 

unions during the negotiations and merger processes (see also Colgan/Ledwith 2002b). 
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establish new ways of doing union policy or a new gender agenda while the UNISON 
works its way towards both.  

One major reason for this difference is the difference in contexts. As already 
stated in the beginning, the pressure on the British labour movement is much 
stronger than on the Danish. The Danish labour movement does not feel an urgent 
need for transformative change, rather quite the opposite as it has maintained a 
strong institutional basis through the Danish IR-model. Re-organising to more par-
ticipatory ways of doing union policy could challenge the organisation of the Danish 
industrial relations. Another difference is that the Danish democracy model builds 
on an ideal of social equality, but also on a (hidden) premise of homogeneity. The 
British liberal democracy model has meant a relatively high acceptance of principles 
of diversity (Christensen/Siim 2001). The general resistance to radical tools for gen-
der equality in Denmark and on the opposite the experience with self-organisation 
and affirmative action in the UK make up parts of the explanation, too. It should 
however also be noted that the change in gender equality strategies at the LO 2000 
Congress has made it possible to press for more radical changes at the LO Congress 
in 2003. 

If the pressure on the Danish unions is limited, then why insist on the transfor-
mative track? Firstly, because changing neither organisational structures nor democ-
ratic practises will reproduce gender inequality creating processes as they are embed-
ded in the very way union policy is done. Secondly, it is a question of whether the la-
bour movement will be able to attract and hold on younger people, as well as to bene-
fit from their and women’s resources if union policy practises are not changed. Just as 
important is the creation of new forms of solidarity and community, if unions should 
be able to hold together a diversified membership.  

On one hand, the UNISON strategy has been able to increase female representa-
tion, to create more membership activity, to put new issues at the policy agenda, to get 
diversity groups into mainstream union activity, and to establish a feeling of belonging 
to the union (see also Colgan/Ledwith 2000a+b). On the other, the strategy also re-
veals a lot of problems that can be very informative for the development of transfor-
mative political change (and for the study of this).  

Three problems are particularly interesting. The organisational culture has in 
many regions and committees stayed the same as before UNISON was constructed, 
which in some places has meant an indirect resistance to change and in other became 
restrictive towards developing new practices. Following directly from this is the prob-
lem of power, as not all leaders agree on (parts of) the strategy and others feel their 
position in the hierarchy threatened. Finally, UNISON balances between service and 
organising union principles and between representative and participatory democracy 
which give some strategic instability and clashes between the different models and 
principles, but might also reflect an adaptation to the context: How radical a strategy is 
it possible to carry out? How will it be possible to fit in at the labour market and in re-
lations to other unions? Which are the immediate and the longer term needs of the 
membership? 
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The UNISON strategy points at a way to transform union policy and practise, 
but it also raises a lot of questions for further research, among these the very impor-
tant one of how resistance can be overcome and a solidarity which rests on diversity 
can be created in reality. One way could be to implement the theoretically laid out 
strategy of constantly on-going mutual learning processes which however has to be 
further developed before it can become a strategy in praxis. 

Abbreviations 
AC: Confederation of Professional Associations 
FTF: Salaried Employees’ and Civil Servants’ Confederation  
KAD: Women’s Workers Union in Denmark 
SID: General Worker’s Union in Denmark 
SERTUC: Southern & Eastern Region TUC 
TUC: Trade Union Congress  
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