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SHOP STEWARDS IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT: THE INFLUENCE OF
OCCUPATION, GENDER AND DEPARTMENT ON UNION ACTIVISM.

by Elizabeth Lawrence

ABSTRACT

This thesis is an examination of the influence of gender, department
and occupation on union activism among shop stewards in local
government, based on research in the Sheffield Local Government branch
of NALGO. This research was undertaken to identify factors encouraging
and discouraging union office—holding, including those related to shop
steward turnover.

The research, based on questionnaire and semi-structured interview
studies and literature searches, indicates that occupational position
and job content, including departmental culture, are the most
significant determinants of levels of union activism. This occurs
through autonomy at work and the development of skills and self-
confidence in higher occupational positions, which facilitate union
activism, and through the growth of awareness of social issues, which
provides a motivation for union involvement. This latter process
occurs especially in departments such as Family and Community Services
and Housing.

The influence of department is significant in relation to job content
and attitudes towards the union. The influence of gender often cannot
be separated from the iInfluence of occupation, given the extent to
which occupational segregation occurs along gender lines. Nonetheless
the findings suggest that gender roles more often influence union
activism indirectly via occupational position, where women's lower
occupational position presents obstacles to the holding of union office
because of practical difficulties in taking time off for union work,
than they do directly via socialization or domestic responsibilities.

Women's position in many unions, including NALGO, underwent substantial
changes in the 1980s, partly as a result of feminism. Nonetheless
obstacles to union office-holding remained for women, largely because
of occupational position, which led to under-representation of women as
shop stewards. This research concludes that women's under-
representation in union office-holding has its root causes in
occupational segregation.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCT ION

- 1.1 The Research Problem

This study is concerned with exploring the influence of three inter-
related variables on union activism. The form of union activism being
studied in this project is union office-holding at shop steward and
branch officer level, using Sheffield NALGO as a case study. The
variables being studied are occupation, gender and department. These
variables are inter-related in a number of ways. Gender roles
influence position in the occupational structure particularly in Local
‘Government, which forms the context of this study, where there is to a
considerable degree a credentialist employment structure in which
initial entry level and, to a lesser degree, promotion is determined by
the possession of formal qualifications. The influence, however, is
not purely one-way. Occupational experience can alter women's and
men's understanding and performance of their gender roles, as-can
union activism., The departmental factor inter-relates with both the
occupational and the gender dimensions, inasmuch as different
departments have different proportions of higher and lower graded
posts and of male and female staff. The predominantly male
departments studied had a higher proportion of higher graded posts.
Thus when examining women's and men's position in NALGO it is
important to look not only at the influence of gender roles, but also

the influence of occupational and departmental situation.



The research is based upon a study of shop stewards and union
officers in the Sheffield Local Government Branch of NALGO. The
fieldwork, carried out between 1987 and 1990 involved a questionnaire
study of ‘the shop steward population, interviews with branch officers
and shop stewards and a study of the branch records of shop stewards.
In the Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch the membership was
split approximately 50/50 between men and women, but about two-thirds
of the shop stewards were men. It thus offered an opportunity to
investigate the widely-occuring phenomenon of under-representation of

women in union office-holding.

This is an issue which was debated in many sections of the trade
union movement in the 1980s, following the adoption by many unions in
the 1970s of policies on women's rights and the establishment or re-
activation of women's rights or equal rights committees. There was an
increasing recognition by trade unionists of the necessity for
adequate representation of women in union office-holding if policies
on women's rights were to become effective. This encouraged several
unions, including NALGO, to conduct surveys of women's representation
and levels of office-holding and to seek to promote women's
participation. My own interest in the research area of gender and
unions developed both from teaching industrial sociology and women's
studies, from involvement in trades council women's sub-committees in
Newcastle and Sheffield, and from personal experience of office~holding

in NATFHE (National Association of Teachers in Further and Higher



Education), including three years as a member of NATFHE's national

wonmen's rights panel.

Any workable model of union participation has to examine both those
factors which motivate and enable people to participate and hold
office in unions and also obstacles and disincentives to participation.
It is, for instance, inaccurate to assume that if women were simply
freed of childcare or other domestic responsibilities that this would
necessarily lead to increased levels of union activism. While the
significance of such barriers should not be under-estimated, women's
union participation cannot be explained only in terms of obstacles to
participation arising from women's gender role, but also in terms of
factors such as occupational role and departmental culture. Moreover
it should not be assumed that the feminine gender role is always a
demotivating factor in terms of union activism. While certain forms
of union militancy may ostensibly conflict with traditional forms of
femininity, for some informants in the research project, such as the
nursery nurses who became shop stewards, it was precisely the
contradictions of the feminine gender role which were one of the
motivating forces for union activism., Conversely the masculine gender
role sometimes assisted male shop stewards to be promoted in the
workplace and hence removed from union office-holding. It is too
often ignored in industrial sociology literature that male workers
have gender roles, which may influence many aspects of work behaviour
including union activism. This study attempts to contribute to

remedying this imbalance.



Since this research project is concerned with three inter-related
factors the question obviously arises of their relative significance.
It is important to raise this question to avoid a reductionist
approach to gender roles and to avoid conflating occupational status
and gender role. While they influence each other they are not the
same. Union activism is a form of voluntary activity in the
explanation of which structural factors are important, but attention
also has to be paid to the extent to which occupational and gender
roles can be changed and negotiated. It is therefore important to

emphasise the inter-acting influence of these three factors.

1.2 The Structure of the Thesis

This introductory chapter outlines the research problem to be
investigated. Chapter 2 discusses the background to the research,
situating it firstly in relation to other academic studies, covering
union participation, gender and unions, gender and employment; white-
collar unionism and shop stewards' committees; secondly in the context
of the Sheffield employment market and labour movement and the
history of the Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch; and thirdly in
the context of recent developments in the trade union movement
concerning women's rights, NALGO's first national strike in 1989 and

union mergers.



Chapter 3 covers the design of the research projiect. the reasons for
the choice of the Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch as the

subiect for the study. and the process of negotiating access and

[

carrying out various stages of the research. which were a question-
naire survey. interviews and a study of branch records. It also

contains an assessment of the strengths and limitations of the data.

The main reporting of the research findings is contained in Chapters
4,5,6 and 7. It is interwoven with references to relevant literature
in order to situate it more clearly in its academic and theoretical
context. Chapter 4 discusses the material concerning occupational
position. starting with an account of the occupational structure in
Local Government and NALGO's involvement in its creation and re-
negotiation. The second part of chapter 4 discusses the relationship
between occupation and job grade and union office-holding. Chapters 5
and 6 focus on gender, addressing in chapter 5 issues of women's and
men's representation in union office-holding. and in chapter 6 the way
union policy issues concerning gender were addressed by the branch
and by male and female shop stewards and officers. Chapter 7
examines the influence of the departmental factor on union office-
holding. In a large branch. such as the Sheffield Local Government
Branch of NALGO, shop stewards' committees in different departments
possess their own distinct organisational and union cultures and
histories of union organisation, to some degree in some cases like
branches within a branch. This is an under-researched area in

sociological and industrial relations studies of shop steward



organisation. The first part of Chapter 7 discusses how departments
can be grouped for purposes of analysis in terms of gender balance,
occupational and grade structure, work content or history of union
organisation. Again these factors are inter-related. The second part
of Chapter 7 discusses the departmental structures and cultures and
the third part looks at the influence of department on union activism.
The conclusion draws together thé discussions at the end of chapters
4,5, 6 and 7 of the relative significance of each factor and discusses
the policy implications of the research for trade unions concerned
with promoting union participation and for academic researchers

concerned with studying union activism.



CHAPTER 2  BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH: THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

2.1 Introduction

The first part of this chapter will situate the research project in
relation to other relevant academic studies. It will therefore examine
studies and theoretical literature on union participation and office-
holding; on gender and trade unions; gender and employment; white-collar
unionism; and the operation of shop stewards committees. This
literature will be discussed particularly with reference to models and
explanations of union participation and sociological approaches to gender

roles and gender differences.

The second part of this chépter will cover the Sheffield context of the
research; it discusses the implications of changes in the Sheffield
labour market; the Sheffield labour movement; the positive action
research project carried out on Council employment in Sheffield in 1984;
the history of the Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch; a major
industrial dispute over the iIntroduction of new technology in 1984 which
the Sheffield NALGO branch was involved in; and the Branch and Council

responses to rate-capping and the introduction of the poll tax.

The third part of the chapter considers developments in the wider trade
union movement and in NALGO nationally, as they impact upon the issues

being studied in the research project. It discusses changes in trade



union policies on women's righ:ts; levels of women's participation and
representation in the trade union movement; NALGO's first national strike
of 1989; and the future of NALGO in the context of proposed union
nergers. This background material is essential to the interpretation of
research findings and the analysis of the theoretical issues discussed

in the introduction to the thesis.

2.2 Relaltion to Other Academic Studies

2.2.a Union Participation and Office-holding

In looking at union participation and office-holding I intend first to

-examine some of the more common explanations of union participation and
office-holding and indicate how they relate to the Sheffield NALGO Local
Government Branch. I shall then discuss some studies of the role of the

shop steward.

Studies of union participation often tend to focus on a number of
quantifiable indices of participation, such as attending meetings, voting
in union elections, filing grievances, reading union literature and
holding union office (Fono@ 1877, Anderson 1879, Fosh 1881). There is
no common definition of what is meant by union participation, which
creates difficulties in studying union participation, and indeed the
opportunities for participation available to members vary with the

structure of the particular union.



This study focuses on union o{ifice—liolding at the shop steward and local
branch officer level. While office-holding is only one aspect of
participation, it is a very important dimension, in terms both of the
degree of individual commitment involved and the operation of trade
unions as collective organisations. Moreover in large formal unions like
NALGO office-holding is the entry to many forms of participation. While
ordinary members can attend .constituency meetings, annual general
meetings, special general meetings and serve on various sub-committees,
to develop a 'career’' as an activist it is necessary to take on union
office. This is because much of the important decision-making takes
place at the regular monthly meetings of the branch executive, and the
various sub-committees of the executive, as well as the departmental

shop stewards' committees (Ursell, Nicholson and Blyton 1981).

Much literature on union participation (Dean 1954, Form and Danserau
1957, Tannenbaum and Kahn 1958, Spinrad 1960) emphasises the importance
of work involvement as a factor motivating union participation.
Commitment to work and the recognition of work as a central life
interest is seen as encouraging union activism, because unions are
organisations based on the workplace and so much of union activity is
focused around issues concerned with working life. This approach
appears especiélly relevant in the case of NALGO members, both in terms
of the history of the union and the role of NALGO in creating the
profession of local govermﬁent officer (Spoor 1967) and in terms of
NALGO campaigns in the 1980s and early 1990s, which focused on the

theme of defending services and opposing cuts in public expenditure.



For instance in the local elec"tions of 3 May 1990 NALGO called on the
electorate to vote against the poll tax on the grounds that it would
lead to a reduction in public services. The commitment to work factor
may fit particularly well too in the case of a trade union like NALGO
which was originally set up as a professional body for whose early
national officers trade unionism was, in the words of a frequently-cited
quotation, "nausea" (Spoor 1967). Thus the concept of commitment to
work and indeed of a professional orientation to work is important in
explaining the history of NALGO. These issues are explored further in

section 2.2.d of this chapter.

If we pose the question of how does the commitment to work factor
operate for workers at different levels of the occupational hierarchy,
e.g. the clerical workers compared to senior officers, we can see that at
some levels commitment to work and advancement in the job may mean an
end to union activism, given the conflicting demands on individuals' time
from both their job and their union work. There is also the complex
relationship between union activism and promotion prospects. For some
union office-holders union activism is felt to be a threat to career
prospects, while for others the increased visibility to management which
occurs as a result of union involvement can improve chances of
promotion. It cannot therefore be assumed unproblematically that

commitment to work is necessarily reflected in increased union activism.

There is also the question of how well this theory applies in the case

of white-collar workers. Some of the literature which explains union

10



participation in terms of work’. involvement is clearly theorising based on
the experience of an aristocracy of labour (Lipset, Trow and Coleman
1956). Several studies of union participation do explore variations
according to skill/job status, gender and white- or blue-collar siatus.
(Dubin 1973, Anderson 19789, Blyton, Nicholson and Ursell 1981, Davis
1981, Griffin 1981, Nicholson, Ursell and Blyton 1981), Variations in job
status are generally found to be more significanf than the blue-
collar/white-collar split or gender differences (Dean 1954), lending
support to the view that commitment to work is a major factor

motivating individuals towards union activism,

One of the explanatory difficulties with the commitment to work theories
of union participation is that different writers may be discussing
different forms or dimensions of work commitment. These can cover
areas such as job satisfaction, solidaristic or bureaucratic orientations
to work, adherence to the protestant work ethic or even a negative or
dissatisfied response to work. In the case of many public sector
workers and other workers in service industries there is often a
conflict between professional standards and bureaucratic authority
and/or limits in public expenditure. Rose (1985) in his discussion of
the work ethic suggests that adherence to it may be a form of
oécupational self-interest among white-collar public-sector trade
unionists. Such a conflict between commitment to the job and. the
limitations of the organisational structure can produce either

psychological withdrawal and non-participation or a radical and critical

11



form of participation. This type of response is perhaps best seen in

groups such as social workers (Joyce, Corrigan and Hayes 1988).

Another structural approach to union participation is to examine the
size of the workplace. Daniel and Millward (1983) argue that the size
of the organisation is the single biggest determinant of the nature of
the industrial relations at work and that the strongest and most formal
union organisation tends to arise in the largest workplaces. Clearly
such & union structure offers wider opportunities for participation.

This approach in so far as it offers an explanation of the motivation to
participate obviously refers back to broader sociological explanations of
the origins of various forms of class consciousness. It is clearly worth
considering in relation to the study of a branch like the Sheffield
NALGO Local Government branch, with around 7000 members in nineteen
departments, which has well established procedural agreements and a
highly-formalised structure of union organization and collective

bargaining.

So far the discussion has covered structural approaches to union
participation. There are also a number of influential social action
approaches. One such approach focuses upon a commitment to
collectivism. .Fosh (1975, 1981) argues that in her study of blue-collar
workers in Sheffield there was no evidence of any strong attachment or
commitment to work, and that the main distinguishing factor between
active and inactive union members was the presence or absence of a

commitment to collectivism. This commitment to collectivism was

12



expressed in a belief in the effectiveness of collective action as a
motive for union activism and a greater readiness to take industrial
action, than that held by non-active members. Politically this

commitment to collectivism took the form of reformist labourism.

Another social action approach is to explain union participation in terms
of a general tendency to participate in voluntary organisations (Miller
and Stockton 1857, Hagburg 1966). This approach became popular in the
USA in the McCarthyite period when industrial relations scholars were
concerned to portray union office-holders as respectable citizens and
pillars of the community rather than marxist subversives. While there
is some evidence that supports this view, it is rather less substantial

than the evidence for the commitment to work explanation.

While union participation and office-holding should in general be studied
as a form of voluntary activity it is important not to lose sight of the
fact that the majority of union office-holders start off as reluctant
office-holders, often 'volunteered' by others (Nicholson 1976). In my
view this raises a difficulty with explanations of union participation
and office-holding which focus on individual characteristics. Sometimes
the only factor differentiating a union office-holder from a non office-
holder may have been attendance at a particular meeting at which
elections took place or lesser resistance to pressures from workmates.
Moore's (1980) stiudy of the motivation to be a shop steward advances
eight possible hypotheses to explain a willingness to be a shop steward,

of which three, the 'responsible person', the ‘politically committed

13



individual' and the 'social worker’, may be of relevance to my study.
Moore finds some evidence in his research only for the 'responsible
person' hypothesis. This view is to some extent supported by Dean

(1954), when she writes:-

"it is the feeling of personal identification and responsibility that
promotes actual participation" (p 58)

The hypotheses of the 'politically committed individual' and the 'social
worker' will be explored in Chapter 7 (3b). The 'social worker'
hypothesis is particularly interesting in the case of shop stewards who

are by profession social workers.

Existing academic literature on shop stewards deals with a number of
areas concerning lay union office-holding, such as motivation to hold
union office, attitudes of shop stewards, the distinction between
activism and militancy, views of the role of shop steward and the role
strain and stresses experienced by shop stewards. Some writers have
drawn connections between the motivation to be a shop steward (Chinoy
1965, Sayles and Strauss 1967, Batstone, Boraston ‘and Frenkel 1979,
Moore 1880) and the view of the shop steward role. These approaches
usually make a distinction in terms of political motivation, for instance
leaders and democrats (Batstone, Boraston and Frenkel 1979) and social
leaders, active unionists or self-seekers (Sayles and Strauss 1967) and
accidental, ideological and ambitious local union leaders (Chinoy 1965).
This connection between motivation to be a shop steward and view of the

shop steward role is helpful, both in terms of explaining the subjective

14



factors in union office—holdiné and in recognising that not all shop
stewards carry out the same responsibilities or have the same view of
the proper role of the shop steward. The shop stewards I interviewed
indicated that some shop stewards took on a negotiating role, while
others focused more on a 'casework' approach, which consisted of giving
advice and information to constituents, often over the telephone. This
latter group were referred to by one informant as "telephone shop

stewards".

In developing a theory of union participation it is necessary to consider
both barriers to participation and reasons for participation. There is &
danger of an implicit assumption that union members ought to participate
which researchers may acquire either from the union activists with whom
they carry out their research or from their own personal beliefs and
union activism. Literature on union participation can approach the
explanation of union participation either by examining factors which
motivate and encourage participation or by examining barriers to
participation. It is noteworthy that the most influential explanations
of women's union participation (Wertheimer and Nelson 1975) have focused
on barriers to participation, while theories of men's union participation
or of union participation in general have focused on reasons for
participation. The significance of this will be explored in the next

section.

Union participation and office-holding is a form of voluntary activity

(Nicholson, Ursell and Blyton 1981) and so any adequate theory of union

15



participation has to include réasons for participation, rather than
assuming that workers will automatically become‘ active in trade unions.
Participation in voluntary organisations has generally attracted less
study than participation in work organisations. Some useful
observations on voluntary organisations by Handy (1988) can, however, be
applied to the study of trade unions. He notes the presence of the
'servant syndrome' which contributes to the burn-out of volunteers. He

writes:-

"The other feature of the servanti syndrome is the constant need to
respond. You are there to give and to serve, goes the feeling, and
there are so many who need what you have to offer. It is a bottomless
pit, down which many fall. The loneliness of caring is well documented,
as are the cases of 'burn-out’ and the depression that comes from a
never—ending task. It does no good to self or to others to be always
working at the end of one's energiles; but how can it be OK to say 'no'
when there are no boundaries to the task?" (Handy p 8).

Several of my informants talked of the shop steward "writing a blank
cheque”" in terms of their time and energy. The role of the shop steward
is a role which can become a never-ending task, especially as with
length of service as a steward, union representatives may become more
aware of the issues they can take up and also receive more requestis for

help from members. Thus competence in the performance of the shop

steward role is likely to increase the workload.

Several authors comment that given the personal costs of activism and
office-holding in terms of both the extra work and the stresses involved
it is union participation and office-holding which needs to be explained

rather than non-activism (Nicholson 1876, Moore 1980). This was indeed
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a view shared by some of the shop stewards I interviewed, who made
remarks about the thankless nature of the role and the lack of
appreciation by members of what the union had achieved for them or the

expenditure of work and time required to secure these gains.

One of the perils of union activism for activists {s that it can lead
towards moralism towards non-activists, often expressed in the form of
condemnations of apathy of the general membership, a trend which can
also influence academic writings on industrial relations. For union
activism to develop there is a need for both the absence of insuperable

barriers to participation, and also the presence of effective reasons for

participation. As Lipset et al. in Union Democracy (1956) point out much
research on union participation contains an implicit assumption that
members ought to participate. They write:-

"Instead of asking why men do not attend union meetings (a question
which follows on the assumption that they should) we might ask, 'Why do
they go when they do, and what kind of rewards are there for
attendance?" (p 262)

The particular relevance of this point in the case of women workers will

be discussed in the next section.

22.b Gender and Unions

Studies of gender and unions, especially of women and unions, for many
years consisted of far more historical studies (Goldmann 1974, Baxandall

1976, Cantor and Laurie 1977, Lewenhak 1977, Soldon, 1978, Breitenbach
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1981, Soldon 1985, Boston 198'}) than present day studies. Present day
academic studies and policy reports have dealt w;aith a number of themes:
women's particii::ation in unions (Beynon and Blackburn 1872, Wertheimer
and Nelson 1875, Fonow 1977, Harrison 1979, Purcell 1979, Heritage 1983,
Cook, Lorwin and Daniels 1984, Baden 1986, Till-Retz 1986, Cobble 1980);
under-representation of women in union leadership (Cook 1968, Dewey
1971, Bergquist 1974, Krebs 1975, Fryer, Fairclough and Manson 1978,
Hardman 1984, Rees 1990); women union leaders (Abicht 1976, Ledgerwood
1980, Izraeli 1984, Walton 1985, Roby and Uttal 1988, Heery and Kelly
1988a, 1988b, 1989, Ledwith, Colgan, Joyce and Hayes 1990); and the
responsiveness of union structures and policies to women's interests
(Lorwin 1979, Coote and Kellner 1980, Leman 1880, Ellis 1981, Cunnison
1983, Milkman 1985, Burton 1987, Ellis 1988, Feldberg 1989, Cockburn
1991, Faue 1991). In this section the major research literature in the
field so far will be discussed under the following headings:-

(i)  Approaches to the study of women's union participation

(11> Under-representation of women in union leadership

(iii) Women union leaders

(iv) Responsiveness of union structures and policies to women's

+interests.

2.2.b (i) Approaches to the study of women's union participation

Lipset, Trow and Coleman's question "Why do they go when they do, and

what kind of rewards are there for attendance?" (Lipset, Trow and
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Coleman 1956) is & par‘ticular‘l:y relevant question in the case of women
union members, both because in the past and still to some extent in the
present day trade unions have often not paid sufficient attention to the
demands and needs of women members (Lewenhak 1977, Soldon 1978, Boston
1987, Colling and Dickens 1989), and because of many women's double
work-load carrying out both paid work in employment and unpaid work in
the home, which makes it difficult for them to take on a third set of

tasks and responsibilities as a union office-holder.

The 1872 study by Beynon and Blackburn on men's and women's perceptions
of work (Beynon and Blackburn 1972) indicated two major factors
affecting women's union involvement. One was the significance of the
split between full-time and part-time working, with part-time workers
béing less involved in the union. The other major factor was the
prejudices of male shop stewards who considered women uninterested in
unions and often only to be working for pin money. In terms of
Wertheimer and Nelson's (1975) study these women experienced both work-

related and union-related barriers to participation.

Wertheimer and Nelson's 1975 study of women's participation in New York
City locals covering several industries is still the classic study of
women trade unionists, referred to by most subsequent researchers. At
the time its identification of three groups of barriers to participation,
work-related, union-related and cultural-societal-personal, provided a
useful framework for the study of the position of women in trade unions.

Much subsequent research has confirmed the importance of the various
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barriers to participation they: identify. For instance siudies concerning
the under-representation of women in unions often show that it is
particularly women in low-status, low-paid jobs who are under-
represented in union office-holding (see section ii), reinforcing the
significance of the work-related group of barriers to participation.
Research on women union office~holders (see section i{ii) has indicated
that a large number of them.are single and do not have young children,
and in this respect has confirmed the significance of the cultural-
societal-personal category. Discussion of how unions can become more
responsive to women's concerns and interestis (see section iv) shows that

the union-related category is still relevant.

Following the influential work of Wertheimer and Nelson (1975), other
sf;udies of women's union participation have started with the examination
of barriers to participation. The theoretical problem I find with this
approach is that the removal of obstacles or barriers to participation
does not of itself provide any positive reasons for participation. For
instance the creation of extra leisure time through the provision of
more social facilities for childcare would not necessarily mean that
more parents of young children would become union activists or indeed
engage in any other voluntary activity. This is indeed a point that
some of Wertheimer and Nelson's informants recognise when they note
disapprovingly that non-activists find time to go to the hairdresser but
not the union meeting (Wertheimer and Nelson 1975). There can be work-
related, unjon-related and societal-cultural-personal reasons for union

participation and office-holding. Given the progress women have made in
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unions since Wertheimer and Nelson wrote in 1975 it is now appropriate
for the study of women's union involvement to place more emphasis on
reasons for participation, while not discounting the significance of

barriers to participation for many women workers.

One study of a group of women workers who were highly committed to
work is Fonow's study of woﬁxen steel-workers (1977). These were women
who had entered non-traditional jobs under affirmative action
programme.s. She found that women who were active in the union tended
to compare their job status with that of men in the steel industry,
whereas non-active women tended to compare their present jobs with
their previous work. One factor Fonow identifies as a motivator for
union activism was economic independence, a factor which tends to span
the work-related and personal-societal-cultural dimensions of union
participation. She found that the most active women tended either to be

single or divorced or to be married to men with low incomes.

Harrison's 1979 study of ASTMS (Association of Scientific, Technical and
Managerial Staffs) members is, despite the title, Participation o'f Women
in Trade Union Activities; some research findings and comments, a
comparative study of women's and men's union participation. Her research
is based on a questionnaire study of 96 women and 92 men. She found
that 75% of women and 63% of men never attended branch meetings.
Differences in job grades were significant for both sexes, with workers
on higher grades more likely to participate. The timing of union

meetings affected the attendance of both men and women. The venue of
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the union meeting was a factor which affected women's but noti men's
attendance. What Harrison's study indicates is both similarities and

differences in men's and women's union participation.

Purcell (1979) notes that there is a widespread assumption among writers
on industrial relations and male trade unionists that women workers are
less militant than men. She refers to this as the 'passive woman worker
thesis’'. She argues that there is a need to distinguish betwen militancy
and activism, that militancy is an undefined concept and that militancy
is situational. The reason many women workers may appear less militant
is that they work in industries where workers are in a weaker bargaining
position and so have less opporiunity for the exercise of industrial
militancy. In this respect Purcell's argument focuses on work-related
factors. She notes also that most active female stewards were single or
did not have children and that many women workers may be put off by the

homosocial male club aspect of trade unionism.

The study of the unionisation of the London clearing banks by Heritage
(1977, 1983) shows the significance of occupational segregation-in
influencing the union participation of male and female bank workers.
Banking was an industry characterised by an internal labour market in
which women were brought in at lower levels, where most stayed without
any career prospects or access to training, while men were brought in at
a higher level and put on a career path. Thus when it came to
willingness to take industrial action for union recognition the men were

more reluctant than the women, because the men but not the women had
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career prospects to lose. Her:itage also notes the popularity with
female bank staff of the union's demand for Saturday closing of banks,
although the evidence for a major gender difference here is not
convincing, since there is little evidence that the masculine gender role,
apart from a few self-proclaimed workaholics, involves a strong desire
to work at weekends. There is probably more gender difference in the
uses to which weekend time is allocated (Green, Hebron and Woodward

13980,

An example of the interrelationship of union-related and cultural-
societal-personal barriers to participation is provided by Cook, Lorwin
and Daniels (1984). They note that in some Scandanavian countries women
encountered difficulties in taking on union office because of the
réquirement that office-holders were active both in the union and in a
working-class political party, and while women could possibly have
combined union or party activism with their domestic roles, it was

impossible for many women to combine all three.

Baden (1986) argues that many past studies of union participation tended
to ignore the issue of gender. This is not entirely accurate, although
it is the case that many of the classic studies of the 1950s and 1960s
made certain x;igid assumptions about gender roles, but this was before
the development of feminist writings which made a clear distinction
between sex and gender (Oakley 1975). Baden notes that an increase in
female membership and leadership in public sector unions occurred at the

time of the growth of the women's movement, and that many women in
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public sector unions were motivated to take up union office as a result

of feminist politics.

Till-Retz (1986) argues that in Europe the major progress in women's
involvement in unions occurred after the mid-seventies. Like Baden
(1986), her analysis suggests that feminism has had a considerable
impact on women's union participation and that unions have to some
degree responded by making room for women within union structures, for
example through the establishment of women's rights committees and
reserved places for women. It is noticeable that the more recent
studies, while acknowledging that much still has to be done for women to
be equal in unions, present a rather more ‘'optimistic' picture of women's
levels of union participation. This underlines the need for studies of
women's union participation to avoid starting off from an assumption
that women participate less than men, and to be careful to research

reasons for participation. as well as barriers to participation.

The study by Cobble (1990) of union organisation among waitresses in
the USA is one instance of a study which takes as its focus the
explanation of high levels of union activism among women. Waitresses
organised in HERE (Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees)
International Union were well organised and often took on union
leadership roles. This arose partly because of work-related factors in
that waitressing as a Jjob developed skills of negotiating, controlling
situations and answering back to customers, which made it easier for

women to participate in debate at union meetings. Waitresses also
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tended to belong to an occupa;;ional community in which they socialised
with other waitresses especially when working split shifts, often shared
accommodation with other waitresses and had a pride in the job. Some
similarities can be seen with the printworkers studied by Lipset, Trow
and Coleman (1954) who had a strong sense of occupaticnal identity and
sociallsed with other printworkers, especially in the early years in the
trade when they worked the night shift. The personal domestic situation
of many waitresses also meant they did not experience family-related
barriers to union participation. Many waiiresses were single, divorced,
separated or widowed and so were in non-traditional family situations,
which made union participation easier. Lastly the union structure
encouraged, indeed forced, women's union participation. Many waltresses
were organised in single-sex locals and so had no option but to take on
union office-holding, if they wanted a union to represent them. The
single-sex structure of the locals arose largely from occupational
segregation in the industry. The majority of female leaders at the
national level too tended to come from single-sex locals and the highest
level of women's participation in the union occurred in the 1920s when
the majority of women were in single-sex locals. The female locals
declined from the 1930s, but women's committees were created in the new
mixed locals to encourage women's participation, although their
effectiveness was limited. Cobble notes that a combination of work-
related, family-related and union-related circumstances created high and
enduring patterns of union activism among waitresses in an AFL
(American Federation of Labour) —-affiliated craft union, an area not

traditionally considered favourable to women's union representation.
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2.2.b (i) Women's under-representation in union office-holding

There is a substantial body of literature which documents women's under-
representation in trade union leadership (Cook 1968, Dewey 1971,
Bergquist 1974, Krebs 1875, Fryer, Fairclough and Manson 1978, Hardman
1884, Rees 1990), It should be kept in mind that participation and
representation are not the same. It is perfectly possible for women to
participate especially at the local level without achieving high union
office. For instance Hardman notes that in her study of a GMWU (General
and Municipal Workers Union) branch women were a majority of the
members and of the shop stewards, but the men held the most important
union offices. Moreover the men had introduced a rule into the branch
so that whenever there was a female convenor, she had to have a male
deputy, and vice versa. This form of reserved places for men had been
brought in to avoid a situation in which women held both the convenor

and deputy convenor posts (Hardman 1984).

The work of Fryer, Fairclough and Manson (1876) is one of the most
important studies of the processes whereby women come to be under-—
represented in union leaderships. In their study of NUPE (National Union
of Public Employees) they found women members, particularly in Local
Authority Educ%tion Depariments, were- disadvantaged in union office-
holding by being part-time workers. Being part-time they were not in
the workplace all day and so it was harder for them to represent
members. Moreover full-time jobs, such as school caretaker, which were

more likely to be be performed by men, provided access to an office,
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telephone and photocopier, thu‘ls supplying resources which made it easier
to be a union representative. This study showed the need for unions to
negotiate facilities agreements, which provide both part-time and full-
time workers with access to office space and equipment and paid time
off for union work. Fryer et al. recommend that unions seeking to
improve women's levels of office-holding need to pay more attention to
the operation of facility agreements. Their work is significant in terms
of highlighting the influence of occupational factors on women's union

participation,

Rees (1990) examines women's union participation and representation in
NALGO and USDAW (Union of Shop Distributive and Allied Workers). She
links these issues with the issue of union democracy. Her explanation
for women's under-representation in union office-holding in both unions
involves factors arising from women's work and family situation. In
terms of work-related factors women worked in lower status occupations,
had interrupted working lives and were more likely to work part-time.
This led to shorter periods of continuous union membership, which made
women less likely to take on union office. Also she found that-while
the typical male NALGO activist was married with young children the
typical female activist was more likely to be single and childfree than

NALGO women members in general.
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2.2b (ii) Women uniox_x leaders

Given all the literature dealing with the obstacles to women's union
-participation and the under-representation of women in union leadership,
what is known about women union leaders at local and national level?
The study of women who do rise to union leadership is important for
understanding women's union involvement in general. A small but
increasing body of literature on women lay officers and full-time
officials indicates two trends, namely that most are single and do not

have young children, and many are to some degree influenced by feminism.

The significance of personal situation is indicated in the research of
Abicht (1976) who in a comparative study of Belgium and the U.S.A. found
tﬁat women union office-holders were more likely to be single, self-
supporting and without children. Ledgerwood (1980) in her study of 255
CLUW (Coalition of Labor Union Women) members found that over half were
single. Walton (1985) in her study of shop stewards in the Kent County
branch of NALGO notes that more male than female stewards had young
children. She notes that her resulis corresponded too with the-national
survey of NALGO members by Rees and Reed (1981) which found that more
male stewards tended to be married and more female stewards to be
single. The study of women full-time officials by Heery and Kelly
(1988a and 1989) notes that 54% of their informants did not have
children. Ledwith, Colgan, Joyce and Hayes (1890) in their study of
women in SOGAT (Society of Graphical and Allied Trades) present a

slightly more complex view of the presence of children. They found many
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women union leaders did not have children or had grown up children, but
they found a small minority who were seeking to combine working, raising
small children and union office-holding. Such women were very dependent

on support of partiners, mothers and childminders.

Roby and Uttal (1988) provide the most detailed discussion of the
relationship for male and female stewards between home life and union
office-holding. They conducted 124 in-depth interviews with shop
stewards, 47% of whom were female. The male stewards were more likely
to be married with children. 18% of male stewards and 27% of female
stewards were single. They found that single female stewards were more
active in the union than single male stewards, while married male
stewards were more active than married female stewards. So marriage
aépeared to increase men's levels of union activism, but to decrease
women's. They found that while both men and women experienced problems
of combining family and union life, they had different problems and
reached different solutions. The female stewards in their survey who
were married and had children tended to reduce their union work outside
work time and prioritised family commitments, such as children's- birthday
parties. The male stewards who were married more often allowed union
work to spill over into non-work time and prioritised union commitments
over family ones. Clearly they relied on the fact that their wife would
be present at the children's birthday parties, although Roby and Uttal
point out that many of the wives of male stewards were themselves in
full-time paid employment. One male steward even chose to go picketing

rather than be present at the birth of his child. For many female
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stewards the solution to press;ures of union work was to cut back on
time spent in personal relationships, to get divorced from husbands who
were not prepared to accept their union involvement, and to negotiate

carefully the terms of any new relationships they entered.

The impact of feminist ideas on women union office-~holders is shown in
Heery and Kelly (1988b). They explored the negotiating priorities of
union full-time officials, and found that many women full-time officials,
especially the more recently appointed ones, as well as a significant
minority of male full-time officials, had been influenced by feminism and
did consider equal opportunities issues as important parts of the union’s
bargaining agen.da. They identified the promotion of women's interests
as an important part of their job. It was an aspect of the work to
wﬁich they felt a strong personal commitment and from which they

derived considerable job satisfaction.

Other studies of women in union leadership give some indication of how
women reach union office and how they participate in union committees.
Cunnison (1983) and Ledwith, Colgan, Joyce and Hayes (18380) indicate the
importance of sponsorship in the acquisition of union office. Both
studies note the tendency of some existing senior office-holders, usually
men, to encourage women to take on union positions, although Ledwith et
al. note that some women manage to get elected to positions in the union
without sponsorship. Izraeli's study of union committees in Israel
(Izraeli 1984) employs Kanter's concept of tilted groups (Kanter 1977) to

examine men's and women's attitudes on union committees which varied in
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gender balance. Kanter's anal;:sis of inequalities in employment focuses
particularly on ratios of minority and majority categories, starting with
the token situation, in which only a few women or members of ethnic
minorities are hired and so they experience the stresses of being on
trial on behalf of their section of humanity. Then, as the proportion of
the minority within the group reaches 15%, Kanter defines it as a skewed
group. Once the minority has reached 35% she defines it as a tilted
group. While similar processes of stereotyping occur within skewed and

tilted groups, they are stronger in skewed groups.

Izraeli's study is concerned with tilted groups (the 35%/65% ratio), some
tilted in favour of men and others tilted in favour of women. She finds
that women felt more influential when women were in a majority on a
cbmmittee, but men felt more influential when they were in a minority on
a committee. She argues therefore that the election of women to union
office does not necessarily guarantee that they will occupy leading
positions on committees. In this respect her conclusions are similar to
those of Hardman (1984). This study suggests that even women who have
been elected onto union committees still encounter barriers to -
participation, which fall into the personal-societal-cultural category of

"Wertheimer and Nelson (1975).
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2.2.b (iv) Responsiveness of union structures and policies to women's

interests

Wertheimer and Nelson's discussion of union-related barriers to women's
participation indicates the significance of the structure and culture of
unions as collective organisations in terms of women's union involvement.
This raises the question of how far unions have changed as the number
of women members and office-holders has increased. This is partly a
matter of policies and bargaining priorities, partly a matter of ways of
organising. As Lorwin (1878) notes these developments require changes
on the part of men as well as women. He quotes one of his male

informants as saying:-

"The only correct answer to the question, 'What shall we do about
women?' is 'We must do something about men'.

The 1880 pamphlet by Coote and Kellner attacked trade unions for failing
to respond to the needs of women members in terms of both bargaining
priorities and the operation of union structures. The study by Leman
(1980) of developments in the women's rights work of three unio;ms ACTT
(Association of Cinemagraphic Technical Trades), NALGO (National and
Local Government Officers Association) and NATFHE (National Association
of Teachers In Further and Higher Education) shows that considerable
progress was made in some unions during the 1970s. She notes that
until the 1970s the trade union agenda on women's rights was largely
confined to equality in terms of pay, pensions and other job-related

benefits. Leman's account shows how the range of issues unions
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considered as part of their wémen's rights policy expanded in response
to the debates about abortion rights and around the Working Women's
Charter, which took place in the 1970s. <(These developments are
discussed in sections 2.4.a and 2.4.b of this chapter). Ellis (1981) also
indicates that several unions did make major changes in the 1970s,
conducting much action research into the position of women in the union
and in employment and developing new structures to address women's
issues. Ellis (1981) explains women's under-representation in unions
largely in terms of the same factors which make for women's under-
achievement in employment, i.e. occupational segregation and domestic
responsibilities. Consequently her later work (1988) addresses the
limited success trade unions have had in tackling occupational
segregation, while recognising the extent of change within the trade

union movement.

Gender differences may exist not only in bargaining priorities, but also
in styles of collective bargaining and union organising. Cunnison (1983)
discusses the failure of union branch structures to address the problems
faced by female school meals staff, when the women went to the-meeting
and tried to raise matters of concern to them. Because the women did
not know how to operate union procedures they were unable to get their
issues onto the agenda and left the meeting feeling frustrated and
angry. This example raises the question of the balance between on the
one hand educating women to participate more effectively in unions as
they are presently structured and on the other changing the stiructures
of unions to make them more accessible to women members. Milkman

\
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(1985) compares the examples of CLUW (Coalition of Labor Union Women)
and the National Organisation of Working Women: 9 to 5 as alternative

ways of organising women workers.

CLUW was established in 1974 at a founding convention in Chicago
attended by 3000 women from 58 different labour unions. Its membership
is restricted to existing union members. The first convention adopted
four goals: organising unorganised women; working in unions to win
support for affirmative action; involving more union women in political
campaigns such as support for the Equal Rights Amendment; encouraging
women's participation within unions. Milkman argues that despite these
goals CLUW has increasingly come to focus on helping women who are
already in the unions to move upwards in the union structures. CLUW in
1985 had 15,000 members with 60 local chapters. It provides training
and empowerment to help women get on in the existing union structures.
Its keenest members are full-time union employees, who find it provides
a valuable network. Milkman suggests that CLUW's practice is quite
individualistic and so the organisation may be difficult for rank and

file women members and unorganised women to identify with.

Milkman argues that a very different form of women's union organising is
represented by the National Organisation of Working Women: 9 to 5, which
draws far more from feminist than from traditional trade union ways of
organising. 9 to 5 was originally established in Boston in 1973 as an
organisation for women office workers outside the labour union movement.

It started out with consciousness-raising and organising around specific
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issues affecting office workers such as sexual harassment at work and
unsafe office technology. Effeclively it became a pre-union
organisation, which brought into collective action groups of office
workers who did not see unions as relevant to them and were not

necessarily prepared to join a union immediately.

Another similar organisation to 9 to 5 was Union Wage (Union Women's
Alliance to Gain Equality). This was a newspaper for wor‘kiﬁg women
established in 1971 in San Francisco. It existed until 1982 and
provided an organising focus for rank-and-file women unionists. It
viewed CLUW as too closely tied to the official labour movement and
believed that CLUW's practice of only recruiting women who were already
union members excluded the 90% of US women wage-earners who were not
unionised, including many Third World women who worked in low-paid and

non-unionised jobs (Downing 1884).

Burton (1887) gives a similar account to Milkman of the Baltimore
Working Women Group which later affiliated to 9 to 5. In 1975 9 to &
received a charter from the Service Employees International Union and
began organising SEIU Local 925. Thus there are now two organisations.
one an independent campaigning organisation of women office workers, the
National Organisation of Working Women: 9 to 5. and one which is a
within the organised labour movement, SEIU District 925. SEIU District
925 places much of its focus on organising all unorganised women

clerical workers in the U.S.A. It enioys a considerable degree of
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autonomy within SEIU. Milkman quotes the SEIU President as saying that

District 925 was to be run:-

"for women and by women who understand their problems.”

(Milkman 1985).

Thus SEIU District 925 is starting ‘its union organising from one
feminist perspective that women are different from men, have different
priorities and needs in labour organisations and different ways of
organising, whereas CLUW is working from another feminist perspective
that men and women essentially have common interests as workers and
that in the words of the CLUW slogan "A Woman's Place is in her Union".
Milkman (1985) argues that both CLUW and 9 to 5 are examples of the

impact of feminism on the union movement. She writes:-

"In contrast to CLUW's focus on 'empowerment', S to 5 rejects the
traditional 'macho' image of unionism, insisting that women workers,
unaccustomed to viewing themselves as powerful, will be successfully
unionised only if a different, more woman-oriented culture of unionism
is developed. (P 316).

The question of unjon culture comes up in a number of studies. Heery
and Kelly (1989) found that three quarters of their sample of women
union full-time officers agreed that 'a woman union officer has to be
tough to be successful at her job.'" Some equated toughness with
dedication and never going off sick unless very ill. For others

toughness meant the development of a hard macho style especially in

negotiations.
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The fact that women full-time: officers found it necessary to adopt these
'masculine’ standards of behaviour did not mean they approved of then,
wished to conform to them or considered them appropriate when working
with women members. They were simply viewed as necessary survival

mechanisms.

Feldberg (1989), Cockburn (¢1891) and Faue (1991)'ar‘gue that the failure
of unions to incorporate 'women's culture' has been a major factor in the
labour movement's lack of success in organising women workers. The
argument that unions need to focus more on women's workplace culture is
an argument that unions need to pay more attention to gender
differences when organising women workers. For Feldberg this argument
represenis something of a departure from the 1979 article by Feldberg
and Glenn, where they argue that industrial sociology has too often used
a gender model rather than a job model for explaining women's behaviour

at work (Feldberg and Glenn 1979).

Much of the discussion Aof how far unions have adapted to become more
relevant and more welcoming to women members in the 1870s rests upon
some rather tenuous assumptions about what women members want from
unions and how women view their work and their union situation. This
involves sever;al issues: how far are women and men similar or different
in their priorities for collective bargaining and their preferred styles
of union organising; how far do women have common interests and to what
degree do women have different interests according to job status, class,

race, ethnicity and similar divisions; how do trade unions as
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organisations both recognise and respond to membership heterogeneity and
maintain a basis of united action. The relationship between diversity
and unity is a political problem which has also been recently addressed

in the women's movement (Hamilton and Barrett 1986, Ramazanoglu 1989).

38



2.2.c Gender and Employment

2.2.c (i) Theoretical approaches

The impact of feminist theories on industrial sociology has led to a
number of re-examinations of traditional approaches to the study of
women and employment. Feldberg and Glenn (1979) argue that in the past
industrial sociology has tended to use a job model to explain men's work
behaviour .and a gender model to explain women's work behaviour. Thus in
the case of male workers the significance of gender role factiors is
discounted or minimised, while in the case of female workers the
significance of occupational factors for attitudes to work, work
experience and behaviour is ignored, since women's central life interest
ié assumed to be the family rather than paid work. They advocate "an
integrated model which takes into account the interaction between job
and gender factors" (p 527) for the study of both female and male
workers. The advantage of such a model is that is offers the
possibility of taking seriously women's experiences as paid workers and
also of recognising that men's work behaviour can be influenced -by
family and other outside-work factors. It also allows recognition of the
extent to which some occupations have developed to incorporate elements
of gender roles into the performance of work. The practical difficulty
in applying this integrated model may be one of constantly keeping in

mind both gender role and occupational factors.
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Brown (1876) suggests that mar:)y studies in industrial sociology have
either employed a gender-blind approach, which allowed conclusions from
studies of male workers to be applied unquestioningly to female workers
and vice versa, or else tended to treat women employees as a special .
problem. The difficulty with the first approach is that it takes no
account of possible gender differences, i.e. it applies what Feldberg and
Glenn refer to as the 'job model' for both sexes, while the problem with
the second is that it looks at women's work experience solely in terms

of what Feldberg and Glenn call the 'gender model'.

Traditionally much of the sociology of women's work looked at how women
combined work alnd family roles, e.g. Myrdal and Klein (1870, first
published in 1956). For 1950s feminists such as Myrdal and Klein there
wés a perceived political need to defend mothers’ right to engage in
paid employment, to argue women's social obligation to contribute their
skills to industry and society in a time of economic expansion, and to
present the case that women's work outside the home would not have
harmful consequences for the welfare of children or the family. Two
decades later much of the work on dual-career families (Young and
Willmott 1973, Rapoport and Rapoport 1976) works along similar lines,
while accepting that women will typically return to work earlier after
the birth of cﬁildren. The problems of this approach in terms of social
policy is that it leaves the woman and to a lesser degree other members
of her family to do all the adjusting to the demands of paid work.
Moreover it is an approach which tends not to treat employment as a

central life interest for women and assumes that all women will marry
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and have children and will not be primary breadwinners. Thus there is a
tendency to equate the category 'woman' with 'married women with
children' and thus ascribe a lesser commitment to employment to all

women.

Before discussing the impact of feminism on academic studies of women's
employment it is useful to consider how the women's movement has
approached the question of women's paid work. Beechey (1987) suggests
that a study of women's movement literature indicates that in the
earlier years of the women's movement far more attention was paid to
issues of employment and equal pay. Indeed there is a long socialist
and feminist tr.adition, going back at least as far as Engels, Bebel and
Kollontai, which sees paid work as a means of emancipation for women.
In more recent years Beechey argues that it appears that the feminist
movement has been more concerned with issues such as violence against
women, sexuality, culture and ideology. Nonetheless real changes have
occurred in women's position in employment and in the trade unions and
the women’'s movement, if defined in a broad sense to include liberal
feminists, has continued to work on issues such as equal opportunities

and positive action programmes (Beechey 1987).

The work of Kanter (1977) is an example of a feminist approach to the
study of women's and men's work experience which largely uses a job
model to explain women's under-representation at higher levels of the
occupational structure. Kanter's argument is that 'under-achievement' in

employment does not arise from the personal characteristics of women
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and minority groups, but rathéf from their position in the structure of
the organisation. She writes:-

"My examinations of how forms of work organization, and the conceptions
of roles and distributions of people within them, shape behavioural
outcomes leaves very few verifiable 'sex differences' in behaviour that
are not better explained by roles and situations - and thus able to
account for men's behaviour too" (p xii.

Kanter works within a liberal feminist paradigm which some feminists
would claim under-rates the importance of gender. It is, however,
important for feminists to recognise that the significance of gender
differences is sometimes over-emphasised to the detriment of an
understanding of the characteristics and concerns women and men share
as workers. IA the treatment of the degree of significance of gender
differences there may be a degree of convergence between liberal
féminism and socialist feminism. Liberal feminists seek to improve
women's employment situation through various initiatives such as
education, training, mentor schemes, the use of role models and
affirmative action programmes. Socialist feminists seek to improve the
position of women in employment through work in thé trade unions and
support for affirmative action. There may be differences in the models
of affirmative action used, liberal or radical (Jewson and Mason 1986,
and in the degree of emphasis on individual versus collective solutions,
but the two groups are agreed, in terms of strategy, on the importance
of paid work to women's liberation and, in analysis, that women and men
have many shared characteristics as employees, despite differences in

gender roles.
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More recent studies, such as the work of Walby (1986) on patriarchy,
have tended to approach thé study of gender and employment by relating
it to wider theoretical debates about the causes of women's oppression.
This has involved the discussion of a variety of definitions of
patriarchy and a range of theories about the relationship between
capitalism, job segregation by sex and the oppression of women. Walby
(1986) in a useful classification suggests that writings on gender
inequality can be grouped in five categories:

(a) those that lreat gender inequality as insignificant or non-existent,
(b) those thail see gender inequality as derijvative from capitalism,

(c) those that see gender inequalily as a result of patriarchy alone.
(d) those that see capitalist patriarchy as a unified system. and

(e) those that see capitalism and patriarchy as two separate but inter-

related systems.

Walby's own preference is for the fifth position, on the grounds that to
treat capitalism and patriarchy as one system ignores the conflicts that
have existed and do continue to exist between the two systems. Walby
is undoubtedly raising a valid issue in identifying tensions between
capitalism and patriarchal attitudes in the area of women's employment.
For instance she suggests that the introduction of restrictive
legislation on women's employment was opposed by many manufacturers,
while supported by middle-class reformers and some trade unions. It
could on the other hand be argued that the capitalist state was acting
in the interests of the capitalist class as a whole in restricting

women's labour in an attempt to ensure the reproduction of the working
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class, although this did not nécessarily have to be done by supporting

the working class family.

Recently the dominant socialist-feminist orthodoxy that socialist-
feminists are conducting a struggle agaiﬁst both capitalism and
patriarchy, has been challenged by Lindsey German (1989). German argues
that there is only one mod}a of production in society, namely capitalism,
not two, capitalism and pa‘i:,riarchy, and that only a minority of men, i.e.
those of the capitalist class, benefit from the oppression of women.
Unlike many socialist-feminists who argue that capitalism cannot be the
cause of women's oppression because the oppression of women predates
capitalism, Gerx;xan restates the classical marxist analysis which locates
the origins of women's oppression in the beginning of class society, of
which capitalism is only one stage. It is noteworthy that Walby's study

(1986) does not deal with this distinction between class society and

capitalism.

2.2.c (ii) Occupational segregation

During the 1970s and 1980s researchers became increasingly interested in
occupational segregation. The passing of the Sex Discrimination Act
(1975) meant that theoretically nearly all jobs should be open to both
sexes and expectations were raised of much greater equality in
employment. The Equal Pay Act (1970) raised women's average hourly

earnings from 63.1% of men's in 1970, to 75.5% in 1977, but by 1879 the
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figure had fallen back to 73% ;and in 1987, ten years later, it was 73.6%
(Ellis 1988). This limited effectiveness focused the attention of
researchers and policy-makers on the continuing existence of
occupational segregation by sex. The extent of occupational segregation
by sex has been documented by Hakim (1978, 15979, 1981). Her work shows
its continuity during the Twentieth Century and the limited impact of
the Sex Discrimination Act (1975). Two more recent studies (Cockburn
1987, Roberts, Richardson and Dench 1988) show that there has been
little reduction in occupational segregation among young workers, the
group who might be expected to be most influenced by changes in the

educational system and changing social attitudes.

Martin and Roberts (1984) discuss the significance of occupaticnal
ségregation for equal pay claims and for attitudes to work, particularly
the belief in the other sex's ability or willingness to do one's work.
Their study of the place of employment in women's lives shows that many
women, especially part-time workers, and even more men work in work
situations in which members of the other sex do not do the same job.
They suggest this has major implications for attitudes to gender roles
in the workplace, since many workers experience gender segregatlion as an
aspect of their daily working lives and so find it difficult to envisage

the other sex carrying out the work they perform.

Reference has already been made to the limited effectiveness of the
legislation to change women's situation at work. Dex and Shaw (1986) in

a comparative study of British and American women at work argue that

45



equal opportunities policies dé affect women's employment situation, but
that child-care policies are more important. Since 1954 some tax
concessions have been available for working parents in the USA and so
nmore working parents there use paid child-care services, while more
working parents in Britain depend upon relatives to care for their
children. The employment of paid child-care services tends to accompany
full-time working, while the pattern of reliance on relatives for
childcare is more often associated with part-time working. They also
note the impact of the employment structure, particularly the greater
number of part-time jobs in Britain. In the USA there is less part-time
work available, because the different structure of the natibnal insurance
system gives e&ployers far less economic incentive than in Britain to
employ part-time workers. This means that fewer American than British
wémen experience the particular disadvantages often associated with
part-time work. Martin and Roberts (1984) and Robinson (1988) indicate
that higher levels of sex segregation accompany part-time than full-tiime
work. Dex and Shaw also note that the US legislation was more effective
because it was introduced at a time of economic expansion and it it
easier for women to enter non-traditional jobs in such circumstances
than in a recession (Dex and Shaw 1986). It is also the case that the
affirmative action laws in the USA were much stronger, permitting the
use of quotas in hiring, although Dex and Shaw appear to pay little

attention to this factor.

Dex and Shaw's comment on the greater importance of child-care provision

echoes earlier observations about the limitations of the British
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legislation. In 1975 Luise anci Dipak Nandy argued that the Equal Pay
Act (1970) and Sex Discrimination Act (1975) needed to be supplemented
by more provision for childcare and more social support for the family,
on the grounds that women could not become equa.l in employment if still
expected to perform a disproportionate share of domestic work (Nandy

and Nandy 1975).

Another aspect of occupational segregation which has concerned
researchers and policy-makers has been the likely impact of changes in
technology on women's employment. In the 1970s there were various
predictions of rapid job losses consequent on the introduction of new
technology, whi;:h have not been substantiated by subsequent
developments. Subsequently researchers have addressed more the question
of who gets the new jobs and who controls the technology (Game and
Pringle 1984, Cockburn 1985, Hacker 1989, Smith and Turner 1990, Webster
1991, Cassell 1991). While this is still an ongoing debate some
tentative conclusions can be drawn. These would suggest that technology
adapts to existing gender divisions within the workplace (Webster 1981)
and different technologies become associated either with men or with
women (Cockburn 1985)>. Hacker's study of affirmative action at AT&T
(American Telephone and Telegraph Company) argues that women and
minorities were allowed under affirmative action schemes into jobs which
the employer later intended to automate out of existence, and the
introduction of these groups was a managerial strategy to undermine

resistance to redundancy.
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2.2.c (1ii) Relation between pa’id work and domestic role

The literature on occupational segregation shows a variety of
explanations of the relationship between paid work and women's domestic
role and family situation. This is a central theoretical issue for
understanding the causes of women's oppression. It is also relevant to
the importance of positive action in employment as a strategy for
women's liberation. Barrett (1980) tends to locate the basis of women's
oppression within the family and to explain much occupational
segregation as an extension of women's domestic role. Similarly Ellis
(1988) explains occupational segregation in terms of women’s role in the
family. GShe wr.ites:—

"The sexual division of labour in the home conditions the role
expectations of women and young girls and severely limits the working
roles of wives and mothers." (Ellis 1988 p 135)

In Glenn and Feldberg's terminology this is an example of the gender
model applied to women's work situation. Hartmann and Walby on the
other hand opt for an explanation which is closer to the job model
(Glenn and Feldberg 1979). Both Hartmann and Walby explain women's
family situation in terms of their work position. According to
Hartmann:-

"Job segregation by sex, I will argue, is the primary mechanism in
capitalist society that maintains the superiority of men over women,
because it enforces lower wages for women in the labour market. Low

wages keep women dependent on men because they encourage women to
marry" (Hartmann 1879a p 208).
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Here Hartmann is implying that} greater equality at work and more
economic resources would give women more choice' about whether to take
on particular roles in the family and greater scope to renegotiate these
roles. The limited amount of evidence concerning women workers in North
America who have entered non-traditional jobs under affirmative action
provisions would suggest that greater economic independence does indeed

change women's position within the family (Walshok 1981, Larkin 1983).

Similarly Walby writes:-

"Against the traditional view, that the position of women in the labour
market is determined by their position in the family, I will argue for
the importance -of labour market structures in confining women to a
subordinate position in the household" (Walby 1986 p 1-2).

Walby's argument is that the development of the sexual division of
labour has to be understood in a historical context of women's exclusion

or segregation in employment and that it is the lack of opportunities in

the labour market which lead women to accept the domestic role.

The question of the degree of trade union culpability for the
development of occupational segregation by sex is one important-aspect
of this debate. Both Hartmann and Walby cite instances of male trade
unions excluding women from occupations. On the other hand Cockburn
(1988) and Roberts, Richardson and Dench (1888) both note that
occupational segregation was as strong in non-unionised as unionised
areas of employment and that male workers' discriminatory preferences

were only effective when they co-incided with the preferences of the
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employer, which suggests that not all the responsibility can be laid at

the door of the trade unions.

Ellis (1988) summarises the changes in trade union attitudes to the
question of a woman's place. She notes that the TUC by 1985 finally
abandoned any support for the principle of a family wage and recognised
that union policies had to be geared more to families and households
with a more egalitarian structure in which both partners performed paid
work outside the home and shared responsibilities for childcare and
domestic work. O'Donnell and Hall (1988) document similar changes
occuring in the Australian Congress of Trade Unions in 1977. These
changes came al.)out as a result of prolonged feminist campaigning within
the unions and it can reasonably be presumed reflected changes in the

attitudes of active trade union members.

The extent to which the attitudes of women workers to the question of
women's role have changed is less easy to identify. Attitudes to work
and to women's role may vary with occupational status., Purcell (1982)
in her study of fatalist attitudes among women manual workers links
these attitudes to work experience and membership of the working class,
as well as female biology and the social experience of being a woman.
Agassi (1982) takes the argument further along the line of occupational
influence on attitudes to work. She writes:-

"In general, the clearest and most significant finding about the
differences between the sexes concerning work attitudes is that none is
sex specific in the sense that no difference holds regardless of
occupational differences. Thus, although women are on the average less
interested in advancement than men, female office employees are slightly

more Interested in advancement than male industrial workers" xiv-xv).
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Agassi (1982) argues that betf;er quality Jjobs are likely to develop more
egalitarian attitudes among women, and that office workers have less
traditional attitudes to gender roles than industrial workers. Martin
and Roberts (1984) in their study of the place of employment in women's
lives are cautious in their conclusions about the impact of feminism on
women's consciousness and the extent to which women's views of gender
roles are changing. They argue that women'’s orientations to work are
influenced by the notion of a choice of whether to take paid work, and
by different socialisation from that experienced by men. In most of the
couples in their survey they found the husband was the primary
breadwinner, earning more and working longer hours, and the wife the
primary homemai&er. doing far more than half of the housework and
childcare. On the other hand they note that women now tend to stop
work after the birth of the first child rather than on marriage and that
women are returning to work earlier after having children, with some
women returning to work between the birﬂ) of children. Most women did
have some degree of attachment to work, with childless women over the
age of thirty most likely to have a high intrinsic attachment to work.
Thus the changes in women's working patterns which they identify point
in the direction of greater involvement of women in paid work. The
nature of the work, as Agassi argues, is of course significant for the
extent to whiéh the experience of paild work fosters egalitarian

attitudes in the home,.

The issue of changing gender roles in work and in the home cannot only

be examined by looking at how far women's behaviour and attitudes have
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changed. The concept of the ';1ew man' has been advanced in the media to
describe a new type of man genuinely committed to sex equality and
sharing of gender roles. The extent to which men's behaviour in
relation to housework has really changed is discussed by a number of
authors. Some such as Luxton (1986) and Wheelock (1990) present
cautiously optimistic views of changing gender roles. Luxton in her
studies of Flin Flon, a mining town in Northern Manitoba, found that
men's participation in housework had increased between her first study
in 1976/7. and her second study in 1981. Among the half of her sample
of working couples where the woman supported more role-sharing the
amount of time men spent on domestic labour had increased by 8.3 hours
per week betwet.en 1976 to 1981, while the amount of time the women
spent had decreased by 4.3 hours per week over the same period. The
study by Wheelock (1990) of the impact of male unemployment on the
domestic division of labour among thirty Wearside couples found a change
in nearly 50% of the households towards a more flexible division of

labour within the home, following the man's loss of employment.

These works contrast with Hunt's study of Silverdale (Hunt 1980) where
there was little paild employment for women and gender roles were still
highly segregated, a situation which Hunt identified as divisive and
hostile to working class unity. Morris (1990) in a survey of research
on the household tends to suggest that increased female labour force
participation and increased male unemployment have not produced any
substantial changes in the domestic division of labour or the

distribution of power within the family and the household. This is an
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area where the sociological debate is far from concluded, possibly
because of terminological and methodological difficulties in researching

this topic.

A different perspective on the question of working class unity is
provided in Ian Watt's study of women tobacco workers in Glasgow (Watt
1980). Watt suggests that women in employment can develop radical
attitudes at work, involving a strong degree of support for trade unions
and the Labour Party, as a result of their work experience, but that this
radicalism can be of a discrete character and does not necessarily spill
over into the home or alter traditional attitudes to the domestic
division of lab.our. Whether radicalism developed in the workplace is of
a discrete character or has implications for attitudes and behavour
outside work may depend to some extent upon the policies of the trade
union. It is an important question in terms of the debate about how far

work experiences can change perceptions of gender roles.

Simpson and Murrell (1981) ask the question of whether women's social
consciousness reflects a gender or a class identity. This formulation
implies that a class identity is not 'gendered’, whether in the narrow
sense of a form of class identity based on the traditional experience of
male blue-collar workers or in a wider political sense of a form of
class consciousness which incorporates awareness of gender issues as
part of a radical perspective. This study is unfortunately limited by
undefined and imprecise concepts of class and class consciousness. To

take one example, they identify women professionals and managers who
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define themselves as working czlass as suffering from false
consciousness, a position which ignores the complex debates about the
class position of white-collar workers and the variety of possible
definitions of social class. They conclude that women's disadvantaged
position in secondary labour markets is a barrier to class consciousness,
i.e. that most women's identity is based on gender role rather than
occupational role. Their work is perhaps an illustration of what Purcell

defines as the 'passive woman worker thesis' (Purcell 1979, 1982).

Ferree (1987) discusses the problem for working women and for the
women's movement of the myth of superwoman, the woman who manages
successfully to combine paid work, housework, marriage and childcare, and
to perform all these tasks to a high standard. As Ferree puts it:-

"By defining the successful woman as one who is happily carrying this
multiple burden, and in addition suggesting that it was women who
sought this change, the superwoman ideal delegitimates discontent” (p
162).

She observes that the realities of trying to live up to this ideal can
turn women against feminism, if feminism is identified with women iaking
on demanding full-time paid employment in addition to all their other
non-paid work commitments. She illustrates this possibility with an
amusing quotation from the actress, Lily Tomlin:-

*'If I had known that having it all was this much work, I would have
settled for a lot less™. (p 163)

Moreover the superwoman stereotype divides women against each other, so

that women who view themselves as being in paid employment from choice,
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women who view themselves as:being in paid employment from economic
necessity and women who define themselves as having chosen a homemaker
role become aware of the factors that divide them rather than their
common interests as women in changing the relationship between paid and
unpaid work in society. Ferree's analysis here is useful in highlighting
the way gender divisions exist not only between women and men, but also
within each sex. Cockburn (1983) makes a similar point about gender and
skill divisions among male printworkers, where unskilled male workers
were seen. by skilled compositors as having less status both as workers

and as men.

This example shows the problems of equal opportunities and affirmative
action strategies which do not envisage changes in the structure of work
and society in recognition of family and other domestic responsibilities.

As Epstein puts it:-

"There have of course always existed strains between work and home.

But there has always been the implicit assumption that if some
adaptation were needed it is the family that must adjust to the demands
of the workplace - indeed this has been the case so far.

But things are changing and families are no longer prepared to adapt at
all costs to the requirements of the work situation.” (Epstein, Crehan,
Gerzer and Sass 1986).
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2.2.d White Collar Unionism

The classic sociological debates about the nature of white-collar
unionism focused on the question of whether white-collar unions were
essentially similar to blue-collar unions or were organisations of an
essentially different character, more similar to staff organisations and
professional associations (Lockwood 1958, Blackburn and Prandy 1965,
Blackburn 1967, Prandy, Stewart and Blackburn 1874). Blackburn and
Prandy di\;'ided the process of unlonisation into completeness, i.e.
recruiting as large a proportion of possible of the potential membership,
and unionateness, becoming like a union in terms of seven criteria, which
included pursuing collective bargaining and being willing to take
industrial action. These criteria were essentially directed at
identifying the distinctions between a staff association and a trade
union. Several white-collar unions, e.g. NALGO, did develop from staff
associations. Their argun-ment was that unions would first pursue
completeness and then become more unionate and that white-collar and
blue-collar unions were not fundamentally dissimilar in character, a view
which the subsequent evolution of white-collar unionism has laréely

supported.

This debate was to some degree a debate not only about the character of
white-collar unionism, but also about the class consciousness of white-
collar workers and whether white-collar workers had a class identity or
a status identity. One of the difficulties of this debate is the variety

of definitions of class consciousness used, ranging from class identity
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to a revolutionary Marxist pefépective. Lockwood (1958) argues that
recognition of common interests with other workers in the same
occupational group is a form of collectivism, but should not necessarily
be equated to class consciousness. Bain, Coates and Ellis (1973) argue
that Blackburn and Prandy's measures of unionateness do not necessarily
measure class consciousness. They interpret NALGO's affiliation to the
TUC in 1964 as an affiliation undertaken for largely instrumental rather
than ideological reasons which did not necessarily involve any .
identification with the working class, although this was how Blackburn
and Prandy interpreted affiliation to the TUC in their measures of
unionateness. Volker (1966) gives a similar interpretation of NALGO's
affiliation to .the TUC. It should be noted that Prandy, Stewart and
Blackburn (1983) in their later works take a more cautious approach to
tﬁe identification of unionisation with the growth of class

consciousrness.

Studies of white-collar employees and their unions have also related to
wider theories of social class (Hyman and Price 1983, Crompton and Jones
1984 and Crompton 1986). In some cases it has been argued that white-
collar workers form a new working class, carrying on radical traditions
formerly espoused by blue-collar unions. Others assert that they form
part of the service class, whose radicalism, such as it is, arises from
their specific occupational role. With the notable exception of the work
of Crompton, studies of white-collar workers have paid little attention
to the position of women in white-collar employment. Indeed Prandy,

Blackburn and Stewart (1982, 1983) exclude women from their studies on

57



the grounds that the feminine'gender role would complicate the research
findings. Thus they provide a fairly recent illustration of Glenn and
Feldberg's (1979) argument about how industrial sociology is limited by

applying the job model to men and the gender model to women.

Crompton and Jones (1984) take issue with the rejection of the
proletarianisation thesis, the argument that white-collar workers are
increasingly becoming part of the working class, by Prandy, Blackburn and
Stewart._ Prandy et al. had rejected the proletarianisation thesis on the
grounds that male mobility out of clerical work is possible. Crompton
and Jones reject this argument, partly on the grounds that they do not
accept that wor;xen have no independent class position based on their own
occupation, and partly because they argue that class position is a
.métter of social structure rather than social mobility. In their study
of the work and union position of male and female clerical workers they
find considerable gender and organisational differences. Cronmpton and
Jones studied three organisations, a local authority (Cohall), an
insurance company (Lifeco) and a clearing bank (Southbank). Each of
these organisations had different employment structures, with different
implications for career structures and prospects of being promoted out
of clerical work. The bank operated an internal labour market, with
requirements for geographical mobility, and here women fared worsti in
career terms, with many women having been discouraged from taking the
Institute of Banking examinations. Female union density in the bank was
the lowest of the three workplaces at 37% and Crompton and Jones

explain this in terms of a discriminatory employment structure which
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discouraged women's commitmen‘; to work. Male union density was around
70% in all three workplaces. The insurance company (Lifeco) operated an
internal labour market, but without geographical mobility requirements.
There was a strong male organisational culture at Lifeco, focused on
sports. Women's union density in this environment was 57%. At Cohall
(the local authority) where there was a strong ideology of equal
opportunity, external recruitment of staff, and employment of some women
in senior positions, women's union density was 73%. Thus Crompton and
Jones relate patterns of women's union membership to occupational
position, but they do not necessarily equate proletarian status with
higher levels of union organisation. They conclude that the vast
majority of fen;ale clerical workers as well as a number of male clerical
workers constitute a white-collar proletariat, although this argument
seems to be based partly on lack of promotion prospects as well as

present employment situation.

One of the main examples used in much of this literature about the
nature of white-collar unionism is NALGO. For instance Lockwood (1858)
in his study of clerks makes considerable use of Spoor's account of the
first sixty years of NALGO (Spoor 1967). NALGO was established in 1905
with 5000 members, from a merger of the Liverpool Municipal Officers’
Guild, the London Municipal Officers' Association and other municipal
officers' associations. One of its early leaders, Herbert Blain, who had
established the Liverpool Municipal Officers' Guild in 1896 and was the
first Chairman of NALGO, later became Principal Agent of the Conservative

Party 1924-27 (Maybin 1980). According to Spoor (1967) in the early
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years much of NALGO's work wa;.a concerned with organising social
activities for the members, such as rifle clubs, sports clubs, and
holiday and motoring clubs, as well as establishing a building society
and a savings and insurance society. He notes that the Sheffield Guild

originally developed from a rifle club.

Early leaders of NALGO tended to be conservative professionals who
insisted that NALGO was not a trade union. Levi Hill, NALGO's first
full-time .General Secretary, stated in 1911 that:-

"anything savouring of trade unionism is nausea to the local government
officer and his Association” (Maybin 1980).

According to Spoor NALGO started to become a trade union at the 1918
conference when a motion was carried calling for the establishment of a
national salary scale. This conference also carried a motion calling on
officers not to apply for posts in local authorities which treated their
employees badly. The boycott of posts has been a long-lasting NALGO
tactic, with lists of posts to be boycotted regularly listed in NALGO
publications. In 1920 the NALGO conference voted in favour of becoming
a union. Spoor suggests this was partly because NALGO was losi;xg
members among radicalised ex-soldiers who were joining rival
organisations and partly because many Labour-controlled local councils
were prepared to employ only trade unionists. The establishment of the
Whitley Council system in 1920 did not, as NALGO had hoped, lead to the
creation of national salary scales for local government. It was not
until 1944 that NALGO achieved national salary scales. Meanwhile NALGO

had done much to create the profession of local government officer.
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Several studies of the growth:of white-collar unionism note the links
between unionisation and bureaucratisation. On the one hand growing
bureaucracy and rationalisation can be a factor motivating white-collar
workers to join unions (Lumley 1873), but equally on the other hand the
union can be a promoter of rationalisation and bureaucratisation, by
pushing for standardised entry criteria, grading structures and national
salary scales. Lockwood (1958) and Spoor (1967) argue that NALGO played
a major in the bureaucratisation of local government. The establishment
of a bureaucratic structure then favours the further development of
union organisation, including national structures for collective
bargaining. NALGO thus provides a clear illustration of some of the

major theories concerning the growth of white—collar uniocnism.

The subsequent evolution of NALGO can also be studied as an ex‘ample of
the increasing radicalisation of white-collar unions. In 1964 NALGO
affiliated to the TUC. While the affiliation was supported by the
union's leadership for largely instrumental reasons, it is reasonable to
suppose that a proportion of the activists who lobbied for affiliation
Aid so from ideological reasons. During the 1960s and 1970s sections of
NALGO's membership experienced a degree of radicalisation in relation to
the content of their work. The formation of CASECON, an organisation of
radical social workers critical of existing social work practice, is one
example of this process (Maybin 1980, Joyce, Corrigan and Hayes 1988).
The first actual strikes of NALGO members also took place among social
workers in 1978, although NALGO members in the electricity industry had

voted for strike action as early as 1965 (Spoor 1967), In 1978-79
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there was a 42 week long stril:ie of social workers. The dispute was
over the right of NALGO to negotiate social work grades locally. This
strike paved the way for the development of far more workplace union
organisation and the growth of the shop steward system in NALGO. NALGO
conference in 1976 supported the development of a shop steward systen,
a move which had been campaigned for by the Nalgo Action Group, a left-
wing caucus within the union. The 1978-79 strike was followed in 1983
by a major dispute involving residential social workers (Joyce, Corrigan
and Hayes.1988). Since then NALGO branches have been involved in &

number of local strikes (Weinstein 1986).

One of the notéworthy features of this radicalisation process is the
imitation of blue-collar industrial forms of union organisation and the
link between the gréwth of the shop steward system and the demand for
more local bargaining. In the late 1980s and 1990s the push for plant
bargaining has come more frequently from the employers'’ side, with
national bargaining being criticised for inflexibility and lack of
sensitivity to local labour market conditions. In other periods, however,
it has been the trade union side which has supported workplace -

. bargaining, as in the case of shop stewards at British Leyland in the
1970s or social workers in local government in the 1978/79 stirike.
Neither position, support for national or for local bargaining, is
necessarily in itself more radical. For the union side the advantages of
national bargaining lie in the unifying character of national salary
rates and national agreements on conditions of service and the

protection afforded thereby to the least well organised members, while
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the advantages of local bargaiﬁing are a higher level of involvement of
members in workplace trade union activity, greater union democracy and
the possibility of obtaining more favourable settlements for well-
organised groups of workers. In 1989 NALGO took national strike action
for the first time in opposition to proposals from the employer to move
away from national bargaining, because national rates of pay and
conditions of service were seen by many trade unionists in the context
of the late 1980s as gains of the labour movement which should be
defended. . Another aspect of radicalisation which affected NALGO, along
with many other unions, in the 1970s was the growth in official union
support for a number of lefi-wing causes, e.g. affiliation to the Chile
Solidarity Camp.aign, the Anti-Apartheid Movement, the Anti-Nazi League
and the National Abortion Campaign (Maybin 1980). The growing female
membership of NALGO was reflected in the report in 1975 of an equal
rights working party and the adoption of a range of policies on women's
rights. The issue of campaigning against cutbacks in public expenditure
was also a major focus of public sector union activity over this period.
Weinstein (1986) discusses the later conflicts that arose between NALGO
and Labour Councils over the issues of public expenditure cuts.- In the
1970s and early 1880s NALGO members and Labour councils could often act
Jointly in campaigns against government cuts in public expenditure, even
to the point of local government workers taking symbolic one-day strike
actions in support of their employers against central government
policies. Many NALGO members strongly identified with the cause of
local government, since NALGO had done much historically to create the

profession of local government officer. Many NALGO activists had a
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political preference for workir;g in the public sector rather than for a
private employer and to some degree believed in the practice of
municipal socialism and the theory that the local state could have a
degree of independence from the central state machinery to pursue
socialist policies in opposition to those of a Conservative government.
The collapse of the campaign against rate-capping in the mid 1880s and
the increasing recognition by Labour councils that they could not
nmaintain all services and 'no-redundancy' policies meant the end of the
road for illusions in municipal socialism. Increasingly groups of local
authority trade unionists, including NALGO members found themselves
taking industrial action against Labour local authorities, and as
Weinstein (1986) notes they then found themselves being accused of
being variously anti-socialist, anti-working class, racist and led by the
Sdcialist Workers Party. Left Labour councillors did not

see industrial action by their employees, particularly NALGO members, as
a legitimate form of labour movement activiiy. Weinstein (1986)

concludes that:—

"the traditional positions of these trade unionists, although -
characterised as defensive, negative and obstructive by some Labour
councillors, have actually stood the test of time rather better than the
more ambitious hopes of their socialist employers" (Weinstein 1986 p
41).

2.2.e Shop Stewards Committees

The growth of shop stewards systems has been referred to in the

previous section as part of the process of development of NALGO as a
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trade union. Shop stewards' ci:mmittees are important in the structure
of workplace trade unionism, although there is a relative scarcity of
academic writing on industrial relations dealing with their operation.
Hyman (1979) notes the spread of a blue-collar craft model of union
representation, the shop steward system, to industrial and white-collar
unions. Greater moves towards plant bargaining, which some employers
are encouraging, may mean an increased role for shop stewards’

committees in the future.

Studies of the operation of shop steward organisations tend to start
with the Donovan Report of 1968 and its proposals to incorporate the
informal syster;1 of workplace bargaining, carried out by shop stewards,
into the formal system of industrial relations, carrie.d out at national
lével between employers and full-time officials. Thus the policy
recommendations of the Donovan Commission were to 'reform' the system of
industrial relations along pluralist and voluntarist lines by reinforcing
the framework of collective bargaining. These policy recommendations
were not carried out by subsequent governments, which instead attempted
to introduce legislative changes to reduce the power of trade unions.
Some writers (Hyman 1979) have argued that to some degree shop
stewards have become incorporated in the official structures of
collective bar‘éaining. Others (Brown 1878, Baistone 1984) are more
critical of the corporatism thesis. Batstone, Boraston and Frenkel
(1979) argue that joint shop stewards' committees play an important role

in maintaining shared trade union values and acting as opinion formers
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among the membership rather than being transmitters of management

ideas, as the corporatism thesis would suggest.

The role that shop stewards committees can play in developing union
consciousness and giving a lead on matters of policy and industrial
action is important. They have a role in training new shop stewards and
in providing frameworks for union activism. In the case of multi-union
workplaces, such as those researched by Batstone, Boraston and Frenkel
(1979), joint shop stewards' committees provide a structure for the
formulation of joint union policies and allow shop stewards to develop
an understanding of the views of representatives of other unions. In
the public sect.or, particularly among white-collar employees, shop
stewards' committiees are more likely to be based on one union. In this
case, particularly in the case of a large branch, a departmental shop
stewards' commitiee may form a smaller unit which is easier to relate
to. The deparimental shop stewards' committee also gives opportunities
to take on positions such as chair, secretary. and minutes secretary. It
can thus provide a training ground for later taking on office in the
branch. The role of departmental shop stewards committees should also
be considered in relation to theories linking job content and union
involvement, since a departmentally based committee is well placed to
address issues of relevance to workers in particular occupations and
work situations, and may also to some degree operate within the same

organisational culture as the department it represents.
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The study of the operation of‘.departmental shop stewards' committees is
important for both the sociology of industrial relations and the
sociology of organizations. It is an under—researched area in terms of
explaining union participation and organisation. Given the extent to
which many shop stewards are reluctant union office-holders, the degree
to which support is available from a well organised shop stewards'
committee may be an important factor in willingness to take on the shop
steward role. The co-ordination role of shop stewards' committees
depends upon a number of factors concerning provision of union
facilities and sometimes geographical location. Terry (1982) notes that
for many local government shop stewards one of the main organisational
problems arose~from the physical dispersion of the workforce on many
work sites, so that shop stewards had to spend a éonsiderable amount of
time keeping in touch with constituents by telephone or by driving
around. He also notes the different levels of involvement of full-time
officials. In the case of the blue-collar unions in local government
full-time officials were much more involved than they were in the case
of the white-collar unions, such as NALGO, where the lay officers

preferred to do more of the negotiating.

The relation between the development of a shop steward system and
increased levels of workplace or departmental level bargaining is
identified in two studies of the development of the shop steward system
in various NALGO branches (Linn 1877, Ayland 1980). The branches in
which the shop steward system was most successful were ones in which

activists were able to make the transition from being departmental
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representatives, who did not héve a negotiating role, to shop stewards,
who did undertake negotiating. Both authors also note the influence of
the proximity of a strong manual union culture in encouraging the
development of a shop steward system, a factor also present in the case
of the Sheffield NALGO branch, whose history is discussed in the next

section of this chapter.
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2.3 The Context of Sheffield

2.3 a Changes in the Sheffield Labour Market

During the 1970s and 1980s employment in Sheffield was affected by
the decline of manufacturing industry. The dominance of steel and
engineering was reduced, with the closure of many small engineering
factories and the loss of jobs in steel, especially following the
steel strike of 1980. Jébs developed in the tertiary sector, in
retail and leisure industries, although many of these were part-
time jobs. The opening of the Meadowhall shopping complex on the
outskirts of.Sheffield in September 1990 was a notable example of
this type of growth in employment. At first public sector
employment in local government seemed relatively immune to job
losses. GSheffield City Council became increasingly important as
the largest employer in the city. The City Council had a 'no
redundancy’' policy and a commitment to maintain levels of
employment. During the latter part of the 1980s these commitments
became increasingly difficult for the Council to sustain, with
legal requirements to put Council services out to tender and
reductions in local authority expenditure through rate capping. By
1990 the difficulties in collecting the poll tax and government
limits on Council expenditure had produced a serious budget crisis.
In October 1990 63,000 people in Sheffield had not paid their poll
tax bills, which fell due the previous April. The Council

estimated that by 1991 it could face a £35 million shortfall in the
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budget and would have to implement major cuts in jobs and services

(Sheffield City Council News October 18990).

These changes in the patterns of employment produced changes in the
structure of the working class of Sheffield. An increasing
proportion of workers were employed in white-collar and tertiary
sector jobs. The social consequences of increased levels of
unemployment‘became increasingly a matter of concern for local
government, affecting the work of various Council departments. The
formation by the Council of a Depariment of Employment, later
renamed the Department of Employment and Economic Development, to
address issu;s of employment and job creation in the city is an
indication of these changes. The Council, and especially the
Department of Employment and Economic Development, attempted to
develop a number of partnerships with the private sector to create
employment and economic regeneration. It decided to hold the World
Student Games in Sheffield in 1991 and invested in & number of
sports facilities. These projects encountered a substantial degree
of criticism within both the Labour Party and the trade unions in
Sheffield, partly over the issue of accountability of public money
in partnership arrangements with the private sector, and partly
over the desirability of expanding employment in leisure and retail
sectors rather than in manufacturing. Traditionally Sheffield as a
city, and its labour movement, had been built around the steel and
engineering industries. Employment in these industries, while

often arduous and hazardous, had been to & considerable degree
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skilled, permanent and higﬁly unionised. Many of the newly-created
jobs in the retail and leisure industries were part-time and
temporary, often required little or no training, and were

frequently non-unionised.

2.3 b Changes in the Sheffield Labour Movement

The changes in the structure of employment in Sheffield had
implications for the composition of the labour movement. In some
areas of employment the jobs which developed were part-time and
temporary jgbs, the types of jobs unions have traditionally found
difficult to organise. Membership of engineering and steel unions
declined with the loss of jobs in these industries. Public sector
and white-collar unions were seen by many union officials in these
sectors as relatively immune from these changes. These changes
could be identified in the delegate composition of the Sheffield
Trades Council. The NALGO Sheffield Local Government Branch has

become the largest single delegation to the Trades Council.

Along with the changing composition of ithe Labour movement went the
decline of the traditional left, based on the Labour Group in
Council, the Communist Party ( which had long dominated the AEU
District Committee) the Labour Party and the Co-operative Movement.
This traditional left had long practised a form of socialist

paternalism, with the Labour Council carrying out socialist
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policies on behalf of the beople of Sheffield, rather than
mobilising the population in support of those policies. The
collapse of the campaign against rate-capping in the mid 1980s
meant that the Council was forced to recognise that it could no
longer carry out socialist policies in opposition to the central
government and that it would, however reluctantly, have to impose
cuts in jobs and services. Sheffield City Council increasingly
looked to alliances with the private sector to provide employment
and economic regeneration in the city. This orientation was the
subject of much criticism within the Sheffield labour movement.
This process, together with the end of the so-called 'Socialist
Republic of éouth Yorkshire' and its cheap fares policy, which
occurred with the abolition of the county council, led to a
situation in which increasingly open conflicts developed between
the Council and its workforce. Weinstein (1986) discusses this
process in relation to several Labour councils including Sheffield,
although to define it in the Sheffield case as a collapse of a 'new
left' would not be entirely accurate. This is because the Labour
Council when led by David Blunkett from 1980 until 1987 was still
based to a considerable extent on the 'old left' of the Labour

Party and trades unions.



2.3.c The Positive Action heseerch Project

In 1984 a Positive Action Report was produced on Council employment
in Sheffield. The Council established a one-year positive action
research project following proposals from a Labour Party Policy
Working Party on Employment. In Sheffield the District Labour
Party (DLP) had set up various policy workihg parties to involve
party members in writing the DLP manifesto for the local elections.
Formally the Labour Group on the Council considered itself
accountable to the District Labour Party and often DLP meetings
were held the evening before the Labour Group met to decide how
councillors.were to vote on particular issues. Socialist-feminists
in the Labour Party, who were also active in the Working Women's
‘Charter Sub-committee of the Sheffield Trades Council, pushed the
idea of a positive action project through the Policy Working Party
in order to take forward the issue of positive action in Council

employment.

The Positive Action Report indicated that the Local Authority in
1984 had a workforce of approximately 32,000 employees of whom
7,500 were white-collar workers in APT&C (Administrative,
Professional, Technical and Clerical) grades, and so eligible for
NALGO membership. There was a closed shop agreement which required
all Council employees to join a trade union. The vast majority of
white-collar staff were in NALGO, although a few opted to join APEX

or MATSA, an action characterised by the NALGO shop stewards

73



interviewed for this resea;ch as a way of being in a union without
being in a union, 1i.e. they believed these individuals if they
could chose would not be union members at all. The presence at the
time of the research of a union membership agreement meant that all

Council employees had to belong to a trade union.

The 1984 Positive Action,Report (Stone 1984) found that the vasti
majority of the 4,500 women clerical workers were on scales 1-4,
the four lowest grades for APT&C staff. This was the situation of
3,500 women, who comprised 80% of the female APT&C workforce.
There was a real gap between the theory of the Council as an equal
opportunity ;mployer and the reality of Council employment
practices. The situation of women manual workers was even worse
than that of white-collar workers, with cleaners particularly
commenting that they felt stereotyped and stuck in low-paid, low-
status cleaning jobs. Black women fared especially badly in
Council employment. There were very few black women working for
the Council and most of these were in unskilled manual jobs.
Stone's research demonstrates the gulf between the Sheffield City
Council' s policy commitments to equal opportunities, with a
comprehensive policy and code of practice on equal opportunities,
adopted in 1981, and the reality of its employment structure. This
background is relevant to theories of union participation which

explain it in terms of attachment to work and job seniority.
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Since the Positive Action heport was produced in 1984 a number of
studies have been produced which have indicated the limitations of
equal opportunities employment policies (Jewson and Mason 1986,
Webb and Liff 1988, O'Donnell and Hall 1988, Cockburn 13983, Nelson
1990 and Aitkenhead and Liff 1981), all of which recognise that the
adoption of a formal bureaucratic equal opportunity appointment and
promotion procedure does not necessarily prdduce any major changes
in patterns of occupational segregation. Indeed O'Donnell and Hall
argue that wage policies aimed at narrowing pay differentials may
do far more to improve the situation of the majority of women

workers.

2.3.d The History of the Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch

The Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch is a long-established
NALGO branch, whose development has been influenced by the
proximity of strong blue-collar union organisation. Linn (1977)
notices a similar influence in a study of NALGO branches in Glasgow
and Coventry. One of the key indicators of the blue-collar
influence was the adoption of a shop steward system. As the

Sheffield branch service conditions officer put it:-

"The shop steward system was actually introduced in the early
seventies as a response by the branch at that time, to try and
bring the union closer to the membership. Up until then only
certain branch officers had the authority to negotiate with the
Council on a wide variety of issues ... members in those days had
to go on a committee and argue at that committee that their
grievance should be taken up by the union before it was actually
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pursued by the relevant branch officer, and people found that
unacceptable and they found the union too remote from the
membership, so they felt that what NALGO should adopt, and they
pioneered it in Sheffield, was a shop steward system which was by
and large drawn from shop steward systems which existed in manual
worker areas.” (my underlining).

This statement shows that the adoption of a shop steward system was
both the result of the influence of blue-collar unionism and a
response to a perceived need to make the union less remote from the
membership, i.e. to develop a form of union organisation based more
directly on membership activity. The main difference between the
role of shop stewards and the role of the departmental
representatives in the previous system was that shop stewards were
intended to have a negotiating responsibility, so that negotiations
and industrial action would be devolved from branch to departmental
level. This change had been achieved with varying degrees of
success in the different departmental shop stewards' committees.
The NALGO shop stewards' committee in Family and Community Services
was generally mentioned in interview, by both its supporters and
its critics, to be the best organised shop stewards' committee.

One of its long-standing shop stewards described its working as
follows: -

"1 think the shop stewards system within F&CS works how the shop
steward system is meant to work and therefore a lot of the
responsibility is devolved to the shop stewards' committee. ...When
the shop steward system was originally introduced ...the idea was
that the branch officers devolve responsibility for negotiations to
shop stewards and shop stewards committees. In F&CS we deal with
all our negotiations ourself, and the branch is rarely brought in,
occaslonally for advice when we are taking things into the higher
levels of procedures and occasionally if there are issues around

shop stewards and mainly when the potential for industrial action
is taking place."
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The Sheffield NALGO branch:was the first one to introduce a shop
steward system, in 1974 (Nicholson, Ursell and Blyton 1881). 1In
1977 the NALGO Annual Conference approved the establishment
nationally of a shop steward system, but the implementation process
was left largely to the branches (Ayland 1980). In this sense
Ayland contrasts it with the introduction of a shop steward system
in NUPE (National Union of Public Employees) where the
responsibility for introducing the system was given to the full-

time officials.

The Nalgo Action Group, a left-wing pressure group within NALGO,
had eaflier.campaigned for the introduction of the shop steward
system. While its introduction in the Sheffiéld branch should not
be put down to this influence, the branch was generally on the left
within NALGO. It was a fairly radical branch and debates tended to
be within the left, rather than between right and left. The branch
executive officer explained the political differences in the branch
as arising largely from different situations.v Some depariments
were facing issues of enforced tendering and privatisation and so
had to engage in competitive tendering, while other departments

were still waging more traditional anti-cuts campaigns. He summed

it up as:-

"It's differences on the left I would say ... I mean given
Sheffield branch you'd be hard-pressed to describe it as any other
than a left-wing branch ... So on the issues in many other unions

you'd have a battle with the right-wing, all that's took for
granted in this branch, no one would oppose it."
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One noticeable evidence of;the radicalism of the Sheffield NALGO
Local Government Branch was the presence of an international
relations sub-committee. This sub-committee was responsible for
organising twinning arrangments with tirade union branches in other
countries and collecting for various international solidarity
campaigns. In 1989 the branch also started organising an
international week , with speakers, exhibitions and a social

evening, which became a successful annual event,

The political issues facing the branch in the late 1980s and early
1990s were concerned with the contradictions and crisis of
municipal so;ialism. Increasing tensions and conflicts developed
between the Council and its workforce especially in the Departments
of Housing and F&CS. Weinstein's national analysis of these
conflicts applies clearly to the case of Sheffield. Trade
unionists were increasingly forced to confront political issues,
such as rate-capping, the poll tax and the quality of services
provided. This process was particularly acute‘in high-stress areas
such as Housing and Family and Cémmunity Services, which had to
deal with various aspects of the emerging social crisis. Political
conflicts and dilemmas were also evidenced over vérious aspects of
Council employment policy, such as the move towards single status
(the provision of common procedures and terms of employment for all
Council employees) which could be interpreted as an attack on
white-collar trade unionism. At times the Council and its

workforce were on the same side politically, for instance in the
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case of symbolic strikes against rate-cappping, but at other times

they were clearly in conflict.

2.3.e The New Technology Dispute

In 1984 there was a major dispute over the introduction of new
technology. This dispuﬁe involved extended stirike action over a
period of 13 weeks, when the Authority attempted unilaterally to
impose a new procedure for the introduction of new technology.
Strike action was taken by a number of key workers, including staff
in the Data %reparation section in the Treasury and staff in
Housing and F&CS. The action culminated in a new agreement
entitled "Responding to Change" which introduced a number of

procedures which NALGO subsequently found advantageous.
Informants described the outcome of the dispute as follows:-

"Basically we negotiated some of it in fine detail, although in
essence they imposed it, and now they're regretting it, I think,
because we use it and they don't like it very much.”

"It imposes conditions on management that they don't like more than
ones on us which we don't like."

As this statement shows the dispute was not only about new
technology, but about procedures regarding organisational change.

There was an important gender dimension to the dispute, given the

involvement of women workers in the use of new technology. The
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agreement prod?ced substan%ial changes in the working situation of
women workers in Data Preparation and ended the situation where any
worker spent her whole day in-putting data. Work had to be
redesigned to provide workers with a variety of work assignments.
The issue of working with new technology initially affected women
workers most, but one of the female shop stewards from the Data
Preparation Section of the Treasury Department indicated how these
aspects of work were now affecting all workers, who were now coming

to see the relevance of the dispute.

"There were staff in Treasury who didn't believe we should be out
on strike, and there was a bit of bad feeling when we did go back
to work, especially because we had this agreement for balanced
work, and then Data Prep staff were going out into sections within
Treasury and we were also getting like a half hour tea break every
two hours, things like this, and it didn't go down well with a lot
of Treasury staff, but I think now that they are having to use the
new technology they are learning to appreciate what we had to put
up with years ago."”

The agreement reached at the end of the dispute also brought other
substantial benefits for women workers. For instance it included
the right for all workers who were pregnant or thought they might
be pregnant to withdraw from work with VDUs, which was a major gain
for women workers in terms of health and safety. For some women

shop stewards too the dispute involved a high level of involvement

in union organising and a rapid education in union work.
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2.3.f Rate—capping and the'Poll Tax

Spoor's work (1967) on the role of NALGO in creating the profession
of local government officer shows the ideological commitment of
NALGO to local government. Support for the principle of local
government logically means support for mechanisms of raising public
expenditure to finance local government, such as the right of the
council to set rates without interference from central government.
The issue of local government finance is both an economic and a
political issue for NALGO members. Thus the Sheffield NALGO branch
supported the Council in campaigns against rate-capping to the
extent of t;king strike action when called upon by David Blunkett
as Leader of the Council. A degree of demoralisation and cynicism
followed the collapse of the campaign against rate-capping as
Labour Councils moved towards setting balanced budgets which
implied cuts and job losses. NALGO members felt that the Council's
redeployment processes worked out better for manual workers, who
were sometimes redeployed into white-collar jobs. There were fears
expressed in interviews of cuts in administrative jobs which were

- seen as non-essential compared to defending ‘front-line' services.
The practical outcome of this policy, however, was that some
providers of 'front-line' services, such as social workers ended up
doing more of the administrafive work and less direct work with

clients.
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The poll tax presented a mhch sharper threat to local government
services and employment. It also produced more substantial
political/departmental divisions within NALGO. These focused
around attitudes towards non-payment and non-collection of the tax.
NALGO members in the Treasury Depariment decided toc implement the
poll tax because they were faced with loss of jobs in the rates
section, since work assessing and collecting rates would cease.

One of the leading shop stewards in the Treasury Department

explained thelir position as follows:-

"Our shop stewards' committee is very unpopular in the branch
because we have been representing our members and what you have to
remember is that we had a Rating Section that now doesn't exist any
more and the members in there were obviously, if we hadn't
introduced the poll tax, would have been without a job, and
certainly there were three branch meetings called specifically to
debate poll tax motions at which we had perhaps 250 of our 500
members attending in their own time, and only by that method did
the branch agree to implement the poll tax.”

In the Housing Departﬁent NALGO members were opposed to undertaking
work in connection with the poll tax because they did not want to
encounter the public hatred likely to arise from asking people
questions about how many people were living in their house and what
their relationship to each other was. Those involved in Housing
Benefits and related areas also felt that to do this work would
radically change their relationship with their clients, since much
information received from clients had traditionally been treated as
confidential. Thus representing the interests of their members and

being accountable to their constituency led shop stewards in

.Housing on the one hand, and in the Treasury on the other, to adopt
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diametrically opposed poinks of view in relation to the poll tax.
Such conflicts can be understood in terms of the siée of the branch
and the nature of the work in these very different departments, as
well as political differences between the shop stewards in Housing
and in Treasury. The account given by one of the leading shop
stewards in Housing focuses on the trade union rather than the
directly political reasons for their members' hostility towards the

poll tax. She stated:-

"Well in terms of the poll tax work the Housing Department probably
gets hit by it more than any other department. ... The Council has
decided that the Housing Department are to collect it and to
administer the rebates. I think the general feeling is summed up
by the kinds of resolutions that get passed by the departmental
staff, which are along the lines of they don't like the poll tax,
they are opposed to it, but haven't enough confidence to fight it
on direct political lines like that, also that's underpinned by the
-fact that the union nationally at its last two conferences has said
that it won't do that, but where anger starts flaring up like this
half day strike that we had a couple of weeks ago, where our
service conditions and [ jobl descriptions, the way that we work
started to be affected by the poll tax and because what was
intended was to increase our workload phenomenally, not to put
enough staff in, to expect us to grass on the claimants again were
something that people working in the section are angry about
because our job has always been one of treating people in
confidentiality, and these were the driving reasons of the strike."”
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2.4 Developments in the Trade Union Movement

2.4.a Trade Union Policies on Women's Rights

During the 1970s and early 1980s many trade unions developed policies
and issued pamphlets ob equal rights for women (e.g. General and
Municipal Workers Union 1976, Society of Civil and Public Servants
1982). Many unions too have supported working parties and research
into the position of women in the industry and the union (Fryer,
Fairclough and Manson 1978, NALGO Equal Rights Working Party 1975,
NALGO Equal Riéhts Survey 1980, Rees and Reed 1981, Ledwith, Colgan,
Joyce and Hayes 1990). In this section the development of trade
uﬁion policies on women's rights is explored under four sub-headings:
(i) equal pay, (ii) the Working Women's Charter Campaign, (iii)
abortion rights and (iv) positive action. These changes arose in
part from the increasing number of women in trade unions, from
feminist campaigning within the union, increases in the number of
women holding union office and the impact of European Economic
Community laws and the discussion around the proposed Social Charter

(NALGO and the European Network of Women not dated).

2.4.a (i) Equal Pay

It is widely accepted in the trade union movement that its record in

fighting for equal pay for women has not been commendable, with
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little action following the %doption of a resolution in 1888 at the
TUC calling for equal pay. The attachment of many trade unions to
the concept of the family wage (Barrett and McIntosh 1980) undermined
their ability to fight effectively for equal pay, and it is
noteworthy that the unions which achieved equal pay earliest for
their members (unions representing teachers and civil servants) were
ones which had traditionally organised single women workers, because
of the existence of a marriage bar in teaching and the civil service

between the two World Wars (Lewenhak 1977, Beale 1982, Boston 1987).

The 1968 strike of Ford's Machinists at Dagenham was a dispute over
pay grading, thch became an equal pay dispute and led to the passing
of the 1970 Equal Pay Act (Friedman and Meredeen 1980). When the
E§ua1 Pay Act came into force at the end of 1975 many tribunal cases
were taken on equal pay and a few significant strikes occurred, such
as at Trico-Folberth. The Ford's machinists eventually achieved
their desired regrading in 1986, sixteen years after the original
dispute, following the passing of the Equal Pay Amendment Act at the

end of 1984, an independent enquiry and a further strike.

The actions by many trade unions in supporting members taking equal
value cases (e.g. the GMB (General, Municipal and Boilermakers Union)
and Julie Hayward versus Cammell Laird) showed the continuing
significance of the equal pay issue for women workers. Similarly in
the U.S5.A. the issue of pay equity has been the most important

wonmen's issue in the public sector unions (Bell 1985, Baden 1986).
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In Britain the complexity of;the equal value regulations means that

an equal value case can take several years to resolve, and so taking
up equal pay via collective bargaining can still be a more effective
and attractive option for women workers (Labour Research Department

1989, NUPE not dated).

What is significant in trade unions' record over the issues of equal
pay and low pay has been their willingness to rely on the law and to
permit legal intervention in women's wages (trade boards and wages
councils) and hours of work. As Boston (1987) notes, the tradition
of voluntarism and the belief of unions in free collective bargaining
has never appl}ed to women workers. Nonetheless the equal pay
victories at Ford's and at Trico-Folberth were achieved by women

workers through taking industrial action.

2.4.a ¢(ii) The Working Women's Charter Campaign

Leman (1980) notes in her study of the development of the women's
rights work of ACTT, NALGO and NATFHE that unions tended to be
concerned with equal pay for a very long period before they developed
a wider agenda on women's rights. One development in the 1970s which
contributed to a qualitative widening of trades unions' agenda on
women's rights was the Working Women's Charter Campaign. The Working
Women's Charter was a ten-point programme on women's rights at work

and in society, which was adopted by a sub-committee of the London
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Trades Council in 1974, It Qas never formally adopted by the whole
Trades Council because it was re-organised before it took a position
on the Charter. What was innovatory about the Working Women's
Charter was the linking of demands relating to the workplace and to
wonmen's position in society generally, thus widening the traditional
trade union agenda on women's rights and to some degree incorporating

a feminist analysis of women's inequality at work.

The Working Women's Charter was adopted as policy by many trades
councils and trade unions, often following conferences discussing its
demands (Lawrence 1977, Boston 1987). NALGO adopted it as policy at
its 1975 Conférence (Leman 1980). The 1975 TUC Conference did not
adopt the Charter, because of objections at that time to the
principle of a minimum national wage, although a later version of the
Charter was issued by the TUC. There was also some obiection to the
Charter because it referred to abortion rights, although the same
Conference had also adopted policy opposing the James White Anti-
Abortion Bill (Hunt and Adams 1980, Cockburn 1984). The principle of
a national minimum wage was supported by TUC congresses in the late
1980s, particularly advocated by unions such as NUPE which represent
many low-paid women workers. The change in policy on the national
minimum wage question arose not simply as a result of greater trade
union sensitivity to women's demands, however, but also as a result

of the weakened bargaining position of many unions.
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2.4.a (iii) Abortion Rights

The debates over abortion rights in the unions in the late 1970s
established the principle that abortion was a trade union issue.
Many unions at branch, regional and national level adopted policies
opposing anti-abortion legislation and supporting the defence of the
1967 Abortion Act and the principle of women' s right to choose.
NALGO passed a resolution to this effect at its 1978 Annual
Conference (NALGO Campaigning for a woman's right to choose, not
dated>. In 1979 the TUC called a demonstration against the Corrie
Anti-abortion Bill. This was the first time in the world that a
major {rade uAion federation had called a demonstration on abortion
rights (Beale 1982). More recently in 1989 in the USA there were
démonstrations against any moves in the Supreme Court to reverse Roe
versus Wade, the legal case which in practice allowed abortion on
request in the first trimester, with labour unionists participating
in the demonstrations carrying placards saying "Pro-union, Pro-

choice".

Seven trade unions in Britain including NALGO are affiliated to the
National Abortion Campaign, a pro-choice organisation set up in 1975
to oppose the James White Abortion (Amendment) Bill which aimed to
restrict the operation of the 1967 Abortion Act. Trade union support
was also strong in the 1987/8 campaign against the Alton Bill, with
many unions issuing leaflets and posters for lobbies and

demonstrations and financing coaches, enabling members to attend
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demonstrations. Support for:women's abortion rights was an important
development in union policies on women's rights, since it involved
explicit recognition that women could not be equal in the workplace
without fertility control. It was a culmination of the development
of an understanding that the trade union agenda had to incorporate
demands relating to women's position in society as well as in the
workplace, for real equality for women to be achieved. This was to
some deéree the result of the debates which had taken place in the
unions around the Working Women's Charter and feminist ideas

generally.

2.4.a (iv) Positive Action

Increasing union interest in the concept of positive action arose
both from an appreciation that legislation (the 1870 Equal Pay Act,
the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, the 1984 Equal Pay Amendment Act and
the 1986 Sex Discrimination Amendment Act) had done little to raise
the level of women's pay or to gain entry for women into beiter—paid
and better-quality jobs, and from studying the U.S experience of
affirmative action (Labour Research Department 1988). Affirmative
action in the U.S.A. permits preferential hiring of women and ethnic
minorities and the use of quotas in employment. The TUC in 1880 held
a conference on Positive Action and adopted policy positions in
support of it (TUC 1986). Many individual unons too adopted policies

in support of positive action (Banking Insurance and Finance Union
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Equality for Women Proposalé for Positive Action, not dated, NALGO
Equal Opportunities: NALGO's guide to positive action in local

government, not dated).

At the end of the 1970s and in the 1980s there was an increasing
focus on equal opportunities as a negotiating issue. After a decade
of feminist campaigning within the unions to persuade fellow union
members of the justice and importance of various policies on women's
rights, there developed an increasing recognition that progressive
policies on equal rights needed to be turned into collective
agreements. This in turn led to the understanding of the need for
more women la§ officers and full-time officials and for a higher
level of involvement of female members in the negotiating work of the
union. Beale (1982) notes the virtual absence of women from national
negotiations. Women's proportionate representation in the union
movement came to be seen not simply as an issue of fairness and
representativeness, but also as important in terms of bargaining
effectiveness. This meant too that women need to be in union posts
concerned with collective bargaining as well as policy-making,
educational and welfare work where women had tended to be
concentrated. The significance of an increasing number of women
full-time officials being employed by trade unions has been explored
by Heery and Kelly (1988b) who'conclude that many women full-time
officials, as well as a significant minority of male full-time
officials, do attach a higher level of priority to women's issues in

collective bargaining.
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2.4.b Women's Representation’in the Trade Union Movement

2.4.b (i) Increase_in numbers of women trade unionists

Women in 1990 were 34% of the membership of TUC affiliated unions and
48% of the employed workforce (Labour Research Department 1991).
Underlying the changes in policies on women's rights has been the
growth in female membership of trades unions. Cockburn (1987) states
that the number of women trade union members grew from 1.7 million in
1968 to 3.5 million in 1978. This development affected some unions
dramatically. Hunt and Adams (1980) indicate that a number of unions
between 1968 ;nd 1978 experienced a rapid growth in female
membership, most noticeably ASTMS, where female membership increased
by 721%. For NALGO during this period female membership increased by

141%.

At the level of trades union federations these changes were noticed
and the need to develop policies appreciated. For iInstance in 1978
the Executive Board of the ICFTU (International Confederation of Free
Trade Unions) adopted a programme "Equality for Women in Trade
Unions: A Programme of Action for the Integration of Women into Trade
Union Organisations”. In 1985 this programme was updated by the
ICFTU's Women's Committee. It emphasises the responsibilities of
unions to encourage women's participation, for example by convenient
timing of union meetings, and to take steps to ensure that women are
given adequate access to union training and are properly represented

on union executives.
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In 1979 the British TUC adopied a "Charter for Equality for Women
within Trade Unions". A 1984 TUC pamphlet incorporating this charter
addressed the same issues in some detail. It included guidelines on
seeing that women are adequately represented on union executives,
that advisory commitfees on women’'s issues are established, that
meetings are held at times convenient for parents or that childcare
is provided at meetings, and that the content of union journals and
publications must be presented in a non-sexist way. The TUC Charter
was updated in 1990 to include targets and if necessary quotas for
proportionate representation of women on union decision-making bodies
(Labour Research Department 1991). Within the European Economic
Community therg has been increased interest on the part of the
European TUC and various trade union federations to increase women's
répresentation, but there has also been some opposition to special
measures such as reserved places and women are still under-

represented (Labour Research Department 1990b).

2.4.b <1i) Actions to overcome barriers to participation

For many unions these constituted one of the main starting points for
improving women's participation in the union. The barriers
identified were often childcare/domestic responsibilities and sexism
within the unions. In many cases these battles were won, to provide
creches at union meetings or to pay babysitting expenses where more

appropriate. Where possible unions attempted to hold meetings in
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working hours, but a union génerally has to be in a strong bargaining
position to persuade an employer to allow paid time off work for
union meetings. As Beale (1982) notes, holding the union meeting in
the lunch hour does not necessarily assist women's participation, if

they usually use the lunch hour to do shopping.

Sometimes too the venue of a union meeting has been identified as a
barrier to women's parti;ipation. Many women do not feel comfortable
attending meetings in public houses or in certain parts of town which
are unsafe to walk in or travel to by public transport especially
after dark. There has been some growing awareness on the part of
unions that s;ch practices need changing, but they still occur. The
type of venue adjourned to after the meeting may also be significant.
Iﬁ 1974 (before the passing of the Sex Discrimination Act) as a
representative from Newcastle Working Women's Charter Group I went to
speak to a meeting of the Newcastle Branch of the Inland Revenue
Staff Federation. It was an evening meeting held in union offices in
the centre of Newcastle. Two women members were present at an
overwhelmingly male meeting. The male members of the branch were
genuinely keen to encourage more women to be active in the union.
Unfortunately, however, it was the practice of the male members of
that branch a%ter the meeting to adjourn to a men-only public house.
What was interesting was that they made no connection between this

practice and the lack of women at the branch meetings.
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Various measures were taken 10 overcome overt sexism in the conduct
of union business, for instance many unions rewrote their rule books,
deleting reference to the member as 'he' and instead using non-sexist
and inclusive language. NALGO did this in 1982. NALGO also issued a
leaflet "Waich Your Language", giving practical guidance on how to
avoid sexist language at work and in the conduct of union meetings.
This leaflet acknowledges that in the past NALGO publications were
guilty of various sexist practices, for instance the NALGO magazine
'Public Service' used to have a "Prettiest New Recruit" competition,
a practice which was discontinued in 1975 (NALGO Watch Your

Language: Non-sexist language; a guide for NALGO members, not dated).

2.4.b (i1i) Developing women's rights structures within the unions

During the 1970s and 1980s in many unions women's rights committees
at national, regional and local levels were established or
reactivated. This arose partly as a result of feminist pressures
within the unions, partly as a result of the increasing female
membership of unions and partly perhaps from some unions' desire to
recruit more women members. Within NALGO in March 1977 the NEC
(National Executive Committee) set up a National Discrimination
Committee, which later became renamed the National Equal
Opportunities Committee. It had fifteen members, three from the NEC
and one from each of the twelve districts. By 1979 district equal

opportunities committees had been set up in twelve districts. The
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National Equal Opportunities:Committee met four times a year and
campaigned on childcare, equality of opportunity and monitoring
progress on the implementation of the 1875 Equal Rights Working Party
Report (Leman 1980). In 1888 NALGO re-organised its equal
opportunities work to establish four national committees, one for
women members, one for members with disabilities, one for lesbian and
gay members, and one for black and ethnic minbrity members  (NALGO

News 25 November 1988).

In Britain space was made for women within the official structures,
with many unions creating new advisory structures to consider policy
issues of spegific interest to women members (Hunt and Adams 1980).
In the USA the absence of such provision led to the formation of CLUW
(Coalition of Labor Union Women) outside the official union
structure, as discussed in Section 2.2.b of this chapter. There was
also the development of pre-union organisations, such as the National
Organisation of Working Women: 9 to 5, as mentioned earlier, one of
whose groups later became Local 925 affiliated to Service Employees

International Union (Burton 1987).

2.4.b (iv) Encouraging women's participation and representation

Along with the establishment of policy structures to deal with
women's rights issues went an increased concern to promote union

office-holding by women. Unions recognised that their arguments to
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employers for equal opportunities were not very credible if the
unions were as male-dominated as the employment structures they were
criticising. Some unions also undertook equal opportunities

monitoring of women's levels of office-holding within the union.

In 1891 the Labour Research Departiment published a survey of women's
representation in 37 unions, covering 93% of the membership of TUC
affiliated unions (Labour Research Department 1991). It found that
while women were 34% of trade union members, they were only 20% of
national executive committee members, 23% of conference delegates,
21% of TUC delegations and 20% of national full-time officials. In
the case of NALGO women were 53.1% of union members, 42% of the
nafional executive, 41.7% of ithe TUC delegation and 31.6% of national
full-time officials. All these figures for representation indicated
an increase from the 1985 statistics (Labour Research Department

1991,

Many unions accordingly established reserved places for women on
executive bodies and delegations, using a positive action quota
system to make sure that women's representation was increased.
Currently there are twelve reserved places for women on the TUC
General Council, NUPE (National Union of Public Employees) has five
reserved places for women on its national executive, GMB (General
Municipal and Bollermakers Union) ten reserved places and MSF
(Manufacturing Science and Finance Union) four. The TGWU has eleven

reserved places on its TUC and Labour Party delegations. NALGO does

86



not have reserved places on its national executive, but 42% of its
national executive is composed of women members. The 1875 Equal
Opportunities Working Party of NALGO opposed reserved places in

principle (Leman 1980).

There are arguments for and against reserved places. GSome trade
unionists, both male and female, argue that reserved places are
undemocratic, in that all members should have an equal chance of
election and voters should not be required to vote for a minimum
number of women candidates; they can also be seen as patronising
because women can and ought to get elected on their own merits.

Other trade unionists, male and female, argue that reserved places
should be supported, at least on a temporary basis, as a necessary
méasure to overcome prejudice and to ensure adequate representation
of women within unions. My own personal experience as a past
National Council member of NATFHE from the Yorkshire and Humberside
Region is that technically I was elected to a reserved woman's place,
but in fact I and the other holder of the other reserved woman's
place both polled first and second place in the regional election for
two years running, and so would have been elected anyway.

Nonetheless I still feel there is a case for reserved places because
it cannot be guaranteed in all areas of the trade union movement that
a reasonable proportion of women will be elected. Without this
representation it is less likely that women's concerns will be taken

up by elected bodies or dealt with effectively.
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Besides the use of reserved ﬁlaces unions have employed & number of
strategies to increase women's participation, such as women-only
training courses, publicity, and prioritisation of bargaining issues
of particular interest to women. While women are still under-
represented in union office-holders, especially at the more senior
levels, in many unions enough women are in a position of influence to
make sure that women's demands are less neglected than they have been

in the past.

During the 1970s and 1980s NALGO was one of the unions most affected
by these changes in the position of women in the union movement. The
increase in woﬁen members' involvement in the union meant that women
played a prominent part in the 1989 NALGO National Strike and
aﬁpreciated the significance of defending national pay bargaining for

low-paid workers.

2.4.c The 1989 NALGO National Strike

In 1989 for the first time in its history NALGO took national strike
action. This was seen by many activists as a qualitative step
forward, a 'coming of age' as a trade union. The issue of the
dispute was one which unified the NALGO membership, the defence of
national conditions of service and national pay bargaining. The
dispute took place in a context of rising industrial militancy in

which there was also industrial action by rail workers and a
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relatively successful, albei% unpublicised, fight for the 35 hour
week in the engineering industry. The tactics adopted by NALGO in
the strike were largely successful. These consisted of an escalating
programme of national stoppages of one day, two day and three days
strikes and then selective strike action, with key workers withdrawn

from work.

A general question was asked near the end of the interviews about the
effects the national strike action of Summer 1989 had had on the
branch. Most interviewees stressed the positive aspects of the
action, increases in union membership, new activists coming forward,
the recruitmeni of new shop stewards and a relatively favourable
outcome. For instance, one of the leading shop stewards in Housing

commented: -

"We've had five new stewards come in as a result of the Summer
stirike".

In a number of cases shop stewards commented that they were surprised
at the resolution shown by members who had not traditionally been
active in the union. One of the union officers from the Education
Department observed that the issue of keeping national negotiations
on salaries and service conditions was seen as particularly important

by the low-paid women workers in her department. ©She said:-

"In the past when we've had disputes in this Authority that have
affected the Education Department it's been quite difficult to
persuade people to take any sort of action in support of other
members., It wasn't difficult to persuade them this year that they
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should come out on strike. What really brought them out on stirike
was not the money but it was the strings attached, that was what
brought them out, Their national negotiations, they still wanted to
retain those and it proved to be quite easy to bring them out and to
keep them out. ... I think because they are badly paid and they
can't see themselves getting any further forward, however hard you
try, then other things become very important, and national
negotiations I think they saw as a very important issue to them,
because they do know that NALGO was trying however badly we do it to
iry and eradicate low pay, to try and move them up. And I think they
thought any nationally agreed rates of pay are much more important
than anything you can negotiate locally."

This quotation shows both the way in which traditionally non-active
union members can become involved in a dispute, and also the way in
which the issues of low pay and preserving national bargaining can be
perceived as relevant by low-paid women workers. Indeed another shop

steward commented that the theme of defence of national bargaining

was vital in achieving the majority for strike action. She said:-

"People recognised that the strike was primarily not about pay, it
was about national conditions of service. ... My view is that is if
they balloted just on pay then people would have accepted the offer
that was given on the first stage, but people voted against, people
rejected the offer because of the strings that were attached to it."

In the case of the Land and Planning Department too, one of the shop
stewards commented on the effectiveness of the action. This
department was predominantly male in composition and had far more

higher graded posts than Education, but had perhaps comparable levels

of union organisation. He stated:-

It was a milestone, people who had never even considered that they
would ever be involved in a strike found themselves either out on
strike or not in the office or even after the one day action which
everyone was involved with, they went on to the key workers who were
out on strike. They'd come to work and find their colleagues in the
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next office had all disappeared and work was piling up and there were
people coming round who had said 'Well look I voted no in the ballot,
but it's great this, the whole place is dead.' The idea quite
appealed to them, so it certainly faced people with the reality of
what we're having to do in a way that was never the case before."

In this department key workers who processed planning applications

were withdrawn, causing "absolute chaos".

There were, however, also observations concerning the loss to the
union of some members who did not want to take induétrial action, the
relapse iﬁto inactivity of many members when the dispute was ended,
and the limited nature of the victory. 5o while the overall
assessments of the dispute were positive, they were far from
unreflective or uncritical. Among the more critical observations,

which tended to come from male interviewees, were the following:-

During the dispute we had a massive response from every type of
member we've got, I mean really wonderful. The atmosphere was
brilliant. We could ask people to do anything. People took on jobs
and didn't think twice about it, really extremely good, brilliant
atmosphere. That no doubt contributed to the success of the outcome
of the pay negotiations, but I suppose activists like me after it
expected this to throw up new people and we'd be flooded with people
to get on with things, and it's been the reverse. Although .we've got
some people who took on stewards' Jjobs and one or two new branch
officers, 1t's been really flat. It's as though people have said to
themselves 'Well we did a good job there, put a lot of effort in, but
now I'm going away for a rest.'"

This observation shows the difficulties trade unions face in
sustaining high levels of membership activism outside the context of
a major dispute, and the episodic nature of union involvement for

many members. The following statement is even more cautious in

assessing the gains of the dispute, arguing that it was largely a
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defensive struggle and that repulsing an employer offensive is not in

itself a victory for the trade union movement.

"It wasn't a massive victory, a pay increase level with inflation and
putting off the dismantling of national conditions; but that's not a
great step forward, but as a defensive position it was a major
achievement."

The interview material suggesis that the dispute had a marked short-

term effect on the branch, while the long-term effect, although

positive in developing union activism, was more limited.

2.4.d The Future of NALGO and Proposed Mergers

At the time of the interviews in 1889-90 there was considerable
discussion among NALGO activists of the possible merger between NALGO
and NUPE and COHSE. Union mergers have been a major feature of the
recent history of the tfade union movement., The tendency to merger
arises partly from changing patterns of employment, partly from a
desire for economies of scale and partly from a desire for unity as a
way of enhancing the bargaining position of trade unions. The
problems of unions in the 1880s and 90s have been well documented
(McIlroy 1988), covering areas such as loss of members, employer
opposition and a difficult climate for collective bargaining; These
problems did not affect unions organising in the public services to
the same degree as unions in the private sector or in industries such

as steel and coal-mining, largely because they lost fewer members.
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Nonetheless public service unions faced problems arising from changes
in the financing of public services, compulsory tendering,

privatisation and governmenti opposition to national pay bargaining.

Much of the literature on trade union mergers (Buchanan 1985, Undy,
Ellis, McCarthy and Halmos 1985, Waddington 1888) suggests that trade
union mergers occur and work well if satisfactory career arrangements
can be worked out for the full-time officials of the unions involved.
Nonetheless union mergers also require affirmative votes of the
memberships involved. Questions in interviews about the proposed
merger elicited a range of responses. Some supported merger as a
general step towards ﬁrade union unity, one informant even adopting
an Industrial Workers of the World-type position, saying that "the
fewer unions the better". Some saw the removal of union divisions
between blue-collar and white-collar workers as desirable and
progressive, while some felt their members had little in common with
members of COHSE and NUPE and that an enlarged union would have many
internal conflicts of interest. Others were concerned about union
democracy in a merged union, emphasising their concern that -lay
officers should keep control over negotiations and not have full-time
officials coming in and doing the negotiating for them. They felt
this was an important tradition of NALGO not possessed by COHSE and

NUPE which should be maintained. As one informant put it:-

"What bothers me is the potential merger with NUPE and COHSE which
are predominantly full-time officer dominated unions and that's
something I feel very strongly against.”
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In assessing these mixed resbonses to the prospect of union merger it
should be remarked that they did not fall into any particular
left/right cleavage or relate noticeably to any particular divisions
of department, occupation or gender. Indeed the implications for
women's representation in the new union were not mentioned by
interviewees, although it later appeared that the new merged union is
likely to have a majority of women on the National Executive, with

women likely to hold 44 out of the 67 seats (Coote 1992).

2.5 Conclusion

This chapter has situated the research in relation to relevant
academic studies, in the context of developments in employment and
the union movement in Sheffield, and in relation to developments in
the trade union movement. Some of the important issues that have

been highlighted in this chapter are:-
(a) how to study women's union participation and representation

(b) how far have unions changed on equal rights issues in terms of

both policies and structures

(c) how far are unions operating in a changing context on equal

rights in employment and society
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(d) what are the sources of éontinuing union activism, and how do
they relate to occupational divisions in terms of grade and

department and to gender divisions.

The focus of the thesis on union activism in relation to gender,
occupation and department is based upon a recognition of the over-
lapping nature of these variables. While they will be discussed to
some degree separately in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7, their interaction
will be indicated where possible. Chapter 3 will discuss the
research methods used in the study and issues of feminist methodology
before proceeding to the main discussion of the research findings

which is contained in Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7.
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CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH METHODS

3.1 Introduction

This chapter reports the design of the research study; the reasons for
the choice of research area; the process of negotilating access for
research; and the questionnaire, interview and records stages of the
research. .(A short summary of the research process is contained in
Appendix 1.) It then concludes with an assessment of the strengths and
limitations of the methods employed. Questions about the use of feminist
research methods are addressed in section 3.2 and at other relevant
points in the chapter. These include a reappraisal of the relationship
bet‘ween the researcher and the object of research, and the implications
of the adoption of different perspectives and priorities for
investigation, reflecting the general impact of feminism on the social

sciences.

3.2 Design of the Research

3.2.8 Introduction to Design of the Research

The research consisted mainly of a mixture of questionnaire and interview
methods, which were selected to provide both breadth and depth of

coverage. The questionnaire surveyed the total population of shop

106



stewards in the Sheffield NALGO: Local Government Branch, and the branch
records of annual lists of shop stewards from 1983 to 1989. The semi-
structured interviews took place with a sample of shop stewards and
branch officers selected from those who had completed the initial
questionnaire survey and from other branch office-holders. Interviewees
were selected to provide a balance in terms of gender and to cover
various levels of union office-holding and different departments, in order
to provide information on a range of experiences and personal

circumstances.

3.2.b Designing the Questionnaire Survey

Thé questionnaire (see Appendix II) was designed in five sections: section
A, the longest section, asked about involvement in NALGO, covering areas
such as length of service as a shop steward, number of constituents,
involvement in Branch Executive and departmental shop stewards'
committee, experience of industrial action, feelings about being a shop
steward and views of NALGO as a union and what its negotiating priorities
should be; section B enquired about employment record, views of Sheffield
City Council as an employer and attitudes to work; section C covered
questions about life outside work, including influence of relatives and
friends who were union activists on union involvement, membership and
office-holding in voluntary organisations and political parties; section D
addressed views and opinions about areas such as the importance of local

government, voting behaviour and attitudes towards gender roles; section
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E sought biographical information, including age, sex, marital status,
responsibility for children and other dependent relatives, and educational

and work experience.

Attitudinal questions on views of work and gender roles used Likert
scales. The questionnaire used both forced-choice answers and spaces for
write-in comments to provide a more precise summary of the informant's
views. It was designed to proceed gradually to the more sensitive
personal areas, since quéstions about voting behaviour or aspects of
personal life at the start might discourage informants from completing
the questionnaire. It was hoped that by the end of the questionnaire the

relevance of such information would be clear to the informants.

This stage of the research provided much valuable information about
patterns of union office-holding, the operation of union facility
agreements and rates of shop steward turnover, which could be analysed
along with data from the branch annual lists of shop stewards. It also
collected responses to attitudinal questions on views of trade unions and
of employment and gender roles, which gave a picture of the views and

attitudes of local union office-holders.

3.2.c Feminist Research Methods

Some feminist writers on research methods (Stanley and Wise 1983) have

argued that surveys are both inherently positivist and maybe hence anti-
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feminist. The view that positi\;ist research methods are inherently anti-
feninist, which I do not share, is one that is effectively challenged by
Martin and Roberts (1984) and by Hacker (1989). Martin and Roberts
write:-

"We rejected the view held by some feminist researchers, that survey
techniques are inherently anti-women and should not be used to examine
issues related to women. Firstly the argument that survey researchers’
categories reflect dominant assumptiions and modes of thought and so fail
to reflect the social reality of the world of the researched, and the
meaning that their actions could have for the actors could apply to any
non—-dominant group and is not specific to women. Taken to its logical
conclusion it would mean that virtually no social inquiry occurred.
Secondly in order to make generalizable statements about all women,
essential if we are to discuss the position of women as such, we needed
to have a statistically valid representative sample of our research
population; survey methodology is the only research tool for dealing with
large numbers of research subjects.” <(pp 6-7).

The argument of Martin and Roberts justifies the use of survey
techniques for studying large populations, often thereby providing a
framework for smaller scale qualitative studies. They are correct in
arguing that the imposition of dominant categories of thought on research
subjects 1s a danger when studying any non-dominant group in society.
Questionnaires and interviews, however, can be designed in a way which

avoids imposing the researcher’'s categories on people's experiences

throughout, for instance by provision of space for write-in comments.

Marsh (1982) discusses the argument that survey methods are inevitably
positivist and points out that survey techniques can also be used, for
instance in community studies, to enable a group to become conscious of
itself and its possibilities for collective action. Hacker's use of survey

techniques is an example of this process. In the context of the present
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research the use of a survey téchnique as the first stage of data-
gathering seems to me defensible, if exaggerated claims are not made
either about the suitability of survey techniques to offer causal

explanation or about the representativeness of the sample.

Harding (1987) in discussing the question of whether there is a feminist
method argues that feminist researchers use the same methods of enquiry
as other researchers, namely interviews and questionnaires, observation
and study of records, but produce feminist research because they have
become sensitised to observing different phenomena. This is the
perspective on feminist research methods adopted in this thesis. These
arguments suggest that there is nothing inherently feminist or non-
feminist about the selection of particular research methods. The feminist
pefspective appears rather in the problems selected for investigation and
the formulation of research questions. If feminist researchers
acknowledge that their feminism affects the choice of research area, they
then have to address the issues of engagement and objectivity of their

research.

Recent writings on feminist research methodology (Smith 1988, Cock and
Fonow 1980, Hacker, edited by Smith and Turner 1990) have argued the case
for an engaged sociology, a sociology for women, which sees it purpose as
being not only to understand women's situation but to contribute towards
changing it. Some of these arguments could also be applied to the study
of trade unions in general. Smith argues that a sociology for women

involves keeping women as subjects not objects of research, so that the
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researcher keeps in mind the women's perspective, while recognising that
as a sociologist she is an outsider and part of an academic culture,
which is separated from everyday existence. Smith refers to a 'faull
line' in women sociologists' existence as women and their existence as

sociologists.

Cook and Fonow (1890) advocate five principles of feminist methodology.

These are:-

- an acknowledgement of the pervasive influence of gender:

- a focus on consciousness-raising:

- a rejection of the subiect-obiect separation. in that feminists should
not obiectify other women:

- an examination of the ethical concerns of the research:

- an emphasis on empowerment and transformation.

They argue lhat research which simply documents women's oppression is

not feminist research. because it does not take account of women's

fighting back against oppression and does not point the way to any

solutions. They are not necessarily recommending here that all feminist

research should be action research or should produce specific policy

proposals, but are concerned with the development of an analysis which

indicates possibilities of change in women's position. It could be added

that a one-sided focus on oppression which ignores resistance also

produces a one-side and inadequate sociological account. Their arguments

bring together. in a useful summary. approaches to research which

feminist scholars have been developing since the rise of second-wave

feminism.



This thesis on gender and union:s fits within a framework of feminist
research which seeks both to understand women's position '1n unlons,
including their under-representation in union office-holding, to recognise
the strengths of women's union activism and the advances unions have
made in tackling issues of gender inequality and to indicate ways of
improving women's level of representation within unions and unions'

responsiveness to the concerns of working women.

The adoption of an 'engaged’' stance by feminist researchers raises
obvious issues of the academic standing of their work. Some feminist
writers (Oakley 1881, Harding 1987, Nielson 1990) have addressed this
issue, arguing that a feminist perspective can inform research without
invalidating its claims to scientific status. The definition of science
may need re-examination, which may indeed produce better research.
Oakley (1981) demonstrates in her discussion of interviewing women about
motherhood that a totally neutral style of interviewing would have been
useless in getting meaningful answers to her questions. By abandoning
the siyle of interviewing recommended in some textbooks and sharing
experienceé with interviewees Oakley was able to conduct important
research about the transition to motherhood. My own experience of
interviewing union activists for this research was that a totally
objective stiyle was not appropriate as a research technique (see section

3.6).

Harding (1987) argues that feminist research by abandoning a phoney

objectivism and placing the researcher in the same framework as the
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subject matter actually manageé to produce a more critical and precise
analysis. GShe also rejects a defence of feminist‘research on relativist
grounds, the view that feminism is just another perspective, because this
allows androcentric views to remain unchallenged. Nielson (1980)
discusses the status of feminist research in the context of theories of
science and argues that feminist research produced a paradigm shift
within sociology. She examines the arguments of Standpoint epistemology,
the claim that oppressed groups can produce @ more complete view of the
world because they know both the official view of reality and the view
from their subordinate position. Nielson recognises the case for this
argument up to a point, while observing correctly that the danger of
standpoint epistemology is that it can lead to the assumption that the
greater the degree of oppression, the higher the level of knowledge and
this is not necessarily the case. The contributions of Harding and
Nielson to the debate about the scientific status of feminist research
are important in reformulating the problem of scientific status and
objectivity by locating the researcher partially within the field of
investigation rather than completely outside it. The research in this
thesis on NALGO shop stewards was accomplished by utilising knowledge
acquired both from the study of soclological perspectives and from

personal experience as a union activist.
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3.2.d_Designing the Interview Survey

The qualitative part of the research was based upon semi-structured
interviews conducted with shop stewards, ex—-shop stewards and branch
officers. The interviews were recorded on audiotape. The interview
schedule (see Appendix III) was designed to cover questions about the
department, about the relation between the interviewee's job and union
work, and about gender roles. Reasons for continuing as a shop steward
or union officer or ceasing to hold union office were also explored.
Areas which were identified from the questionnaire stage as particularly
important to follow up were the working of the departmental shop

stewards' commitiees and the operation of union facilities agreements.

Intérviews usually started with a question about how the departmental
shop stewards' committee worked in the interviewee's department, since
this was generally perceived as a straightforward and non-threatening
question. They concluded with giving the interviewee the opportunity to
add anything important about the role of the shop steward which the
interviewer had omitted to ask. This produced some interesting
observations, sometimes to the effect that being a shop steward was a
thankless task. Most shop stewards seemed to welcome the chance to talk
at some length about their union work, reflecting perhaps the fact that
union representatives generally feel their work is not properly
appreciated. I was known to some of the interviewees as a union activist
myself and this may have eased my access to informants. Therefore I did

not adopt a totally impartial style of interviewing, but let general
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sympathy for trade unionism be'apparent, while avoiding any Jjudgemental

inferences about appropriate union policies or levels of union activism.

The inclusion of a number of ex-shop stewards at this stage of the
project was important in following up reasons for ceasing to hold union
office. The interviews with the branch officers were valuable in
providing an overall view of the branch and contributed particularly to
the analysis of departmenta} variations in the operation of the shop
steward system. They also allowed for the study of a more intensive

level of union activism than that associated with being a shop steward.

This is the level of union activism referred to by Batstone et al. <1979)
as the 'quasi-elite' and it is the level which leads on to regional and
national union office-holding. This level is important in terms of trade
union policies of attempting to develop more women as union leaders.

Most branch officers had previously been shop stewards and some shop
stewards were ex-branch officers, and so in interviews both these groups
were able to supply information and views based not only on their current

union office, but also their past office or offices.

3.2.e_Analysis of the Branch Records of Shop Stewards

Analysis of the branch annual lists of shop stewards provided information
about patterns of union office-holding by department and gender. A few

probiems were encountered in interpreting this information from year to
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year since some departments were re-organised and the name changed.

Some shop stewards also moved from one department to another as a result
either of departmental re-organisation or career change. Another
difficulty was to allow for the possibility of some female shop stewards
changing their name in relation to changes in marital status. Finally
data on length of office-holding from these lists has to be treated with
some caution since elections for shop stewards to fill vacant
constituencies can take place throughout the year in addition to the
annual elections. This material has been used in the thesis particularly
for analysis of rates of shop steward turnover and will be discussed in

Chapters 4 (section 3f), 5 (section 4e) and 7 (section 4e).

3.3 Choice of Research Area

The Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch was chosen for the research
project because it offeredAthe opportunity to study a sizeable population
of about 200 union office~holders of both sexes at a range of levels in
the occupational hierarchy and in a variety of different departments. It
thus offered an ideal opportunity for investigating the influence of
occupation, gender and department on union office-holding. As the
material discussed in Chapter 2 regarding the history and environment of
the branch shows, it also provided substantial material for sociological
analysis, situated as it was in a Labour-controlled city, where the
influence of unions based in heavy industry, such as engineering and

steel, had played an important role in the history of the local labour
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movement. The branch had also ‘been recently involved in major local and
national disputes as well as facing many industrial and political problems
relating to local government finance and the issues of rate-capping and

the poll tax.

There were two existing research studies which provided important co-
ordinates for the research. The study by Nicholson, Ursell and Blyton
(1981> of the Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch provided much
valuable material about the recent history of the branch, including the
introduction of the shop steward system, and explored at length the
relation between grade and union office-holding. It identified the under-
representation of women in low-grade jobs in union office—holding, but
did not explore fully the dimensions of gender inequality. The study by
Stone (1984) of women's position in Council employment not only
documented the existing gender inequalities, but revealed their
departmental distribution, with more higher grade posts being located in
the predominantly male depértments. These two studies will be referred

to in subsequent chapters.

3.4 Negotiating Access

As with many research projects in industrial sociology the negotiation of
access was lengthy and difficult. Negotiations started in the Summer of
1985 with a conversation with the Branch Secretary following a monthly

delegate meeting of Sheffield Trades Council and subsequent
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correspondence to put the research request on an official footing.
Negotiations encountered various problems, including the changeover of
NALGO personnel (both the branch organiser and the elected officers),
which led to the need to re-explain the research project and build up
support for it again. NALGO officers and the Branch Executive generally
had concerns over confidentiality, publication of research findings and
the general purposes of the reseach., No doubt some of these reservatiions
arise from general trade union suspicions of academic research and
concerns about adverse publicity. These reservations may have also
reflected the difficulties of carrying out industrial relations research
in the political climate of the mid to late-eighties in which trade unions
felt on the defensive, faced with a hostile Conservative government,
attacks on public sector irade unionism and on the principle of national
pay bargaining, laws restricting the activities of trade unions and lack

of sympathy of the employers (a Labour Council) to white collar workers.

These issues raise the quéstion of the status of the researcher as
neutral academic or partisan trade unionist. I was known to at least
some members of the NALGO branch as a trade union and Labour Party
activist in the city. One of the leading NALGO shop stewards in Family &
Community Services, who was Branch Secretary at the time I started to
negotiate access for the research project, was a member of the same
Labour Party branch as myself. Also, at the time of setting up the
research project I was a delegate to Sheffield Trades Council and so knew
several of the leading NALGO officers via the Trades Council (eg the

NALGO Executive Officer who was Vice-chair of the Trades Council). I
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think some personal credibility-as a trade unionist, and so somebody
likely to write up a sympathetic account of the branch, was important in
gaining access and getting some key informants to talk openly. The
Education Officer at one stage informed me that a request from some
academics at Manchester University to conduct research on the branch had
been turned down. So while the branch was fairly used to being
researched, given the previous work of Nicholson, Ursell and Blyton (1381),

gaining access was by no means a formality.

3.5 The Questionnaire Stage

The time scale of research arrangements was slow. It took around two
years from obtaining formal agreement to the research project to the
point of the distribution of the questionnaire survey to shop stewards in
July 1987. This arose because the text of the questionnaire had to be
approved by the Branch Exe.cutive. The delays arose partly as a result of
the monthly cycle of NALGO committee meetings, so that any queries
meant matters were put back to the next meeting in a month's time. For
instance the Economic and General Purposes Sub-committee referred some
queries about the questionnaire back to the Branch Executive in April
1987, the next (May) meeting of the Executive became inquorate before the
item was reached and the June meeting of the Executive was inquorate, as
a result of a Special General Meeting the previous evening. Usually

items not reached were referred to the Economic and General Purposes

Sub-committee for action, but this was constitutionally impossible with an
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item which the Sub-committee had itself referred back to the Executive.
The Branch Executive finally approved the questionnaire at its meeting of
2nd July 1987. Also NALGO officers were pre-occupied in Spring 1987 with
the City Council's budget crisis, so extra sensitivity was needed in this

period about making demands on people's time.

The design of the questionnaire encountered the usual difficulties in
relation to lengih versus comprehensiveness and forced choice versus open
answers. The questionnaire covered some sensitive areas, e.g. political
party membership and voting behaviour, which some informants chose not to
answer. There was concern on the part of the branch about questions
concerning the operation of union facility agreements and the amount of
time spent on union work. Some fears were expressed that this
information, if broadcast insensitively, might be used by the Council
against the union, claiming that NALGO shop stewards were spending tco
much time on union work at public expense. Confidentiality guarantees
were given regarding non—identifiability of individual shop stewards and
an agreement was reached that no research findings would be published

without the consent of the NALGO branch.

A pilot 'stage of the questionnaire was conducted among ex-shop stewards
in the branch, whose names were supplied by the Education Officer. The
results were generally satisfactory. Six questionnaires, out of seven
sent out, were returned, i.e. an acceptable response rate. The questions
appeared to be understood and to elicit meaningful answers. The main

problem identified was that the questionnaire did not fit into the pre-
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paid reply envelope, so the final version of the questionnaire was thus

slightly photo-reduced and given a less rigid cover.

Distribution of the questionnaire occurred in July 1987 via the branch's
regular shop stewards mailing, with a covering letter and pre-paid reply
envelope. 200 coples of the questionnaire were sent out, but there were
difficulties in ascertaining the exact number of shop stewards in the
branch. I was told that 200 was the figure usually employed for shop
stewards' mailings, bul this figure probably approximated to the number
of shop steward constituencies in the branch, rather than the number of
incumbent shop stewards. 41 questionnaires were received within the
initial one month period after the questionnaires were sent out and 64
completed questionnaires were received in total, giving an estimated
response rate of 32%, although since some stewards' constituencies are

usually vacant the real percentage may be higher.

Computer analysis of the dgta was conducted using SPSSX (Statistical
Package for Social Sciences) in 1987. Crosstabulations were carried out
by sex, grade and department. This analysis suggested that sex and
department were more significant variables than grade, although it is
important to bear in mind the interrelationship of the three. This
computer analysis was significant in helping to formulate questions for
use in the semi-structured interview schedule, particularly in high-

lighting the significance of union facility time.
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Table 1: Departmental Distribution of Respondents to Questionnaire

F&CS 11 (17.2%)
(Family and Community Services)

Housing | 7 (10.9%)
Polytechnic 4 ( 6.3%)
Library 2 ( 3.1%)
Education 17 ‘ (26.6%)
Employment 1 ¢ 1.6%)
Treasury ' 6 ( S.4%)
Police 1 ¢ 1.86%)
Environmental Health 2 ¢ 3.1%
FPoly Students Union 1 ¢ 1.5%)
Land & Planning 3 ¢ 4.7%)
Design & Building 4 (¢ 6.3%)
Works 1 ¢ 1.6%)
South Yorks Probation 1 ¢ 1.6%
Cleansing 1 ¢ 1.6%
Recreation 1 C 1.6%
Missing 1 (¢ 1.6%)
Total 64 (100%> (N = 64)

This departmental distribution can be further classified by examining the
gender balance of the staff in the departments. In the following

discussion I am using the classification used by Stone (1984), based on
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the relative numbers of male and female staff in departments, but not at
their seniority. Some departments had a majority of male staff and are

defined as 'male-dominated’, some had roughly equal proportions of male

and female staff and can be defined as 'balanced' and some had a majority
of female staff and can be defined as 'female-dominated'. It is important
to emphasise that these classifications only refer to the numbers of men
and women working in the department and not to the relative seniority of

the male and female staff.

Table 2; Analysis of Shop Stewards Answering the Questinnaire by Gender

Proportions in Departments

‘Male-dominated' departments
(Works, Planning, Environmental Health, Recreation, Cleansing, Design)

12 18.8%

'Female-dominated' departments
(F&CS, Education, Libraries, Polytechnic)

34 53.1%

'‘Balanced departments'’
(Housing, Treasury, Employment)

14 21.8%
Three external departments
(Polytechnic Students' Union, South Yorkshire Probation, Police)

3 4.7%
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Thus a slight majority of the sample worked in predominantly female
departments, with 18.8% working in predominantly male de@artments and
21.8% working in gender balanced departments. These figures only apply
to relative numbers of men and women in departments not to séniority of
posts, although a greater proportion of senior posts existed in
departments where there were more men, i.e. the structure of

opportunities was not the same for the iwo sexes (Stone 1984).

Table 3: Grade of Post of Informants answering the Questionnaire

Nursery Nurse 1 2 ¢ 3.1%
Scale 1 3 C4.7%)
Scale 2 S (14.1%>
Scale 3 5 ( 7.8%)
Scale 4 5 ¢ 7.8%)
Scale 5 9 (14.1%)
Scale 6 16 (15.6%>
Senior Officer 8 (12.5%)
Principal Officer 3 C4.7%
Social Worker 3 8 (12.5%)
Social Worker 6 1 ¢ 1.6%
Missing 1 ¢ 1.6%
Total 64 (100%>

N = 64)
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Table 4: Distribution of Questionnaire Responses by Sex

Male 42 (65 .6%)
Female 22 (34.4%>
Total 64 (100%) . (N = 64

3.6_The Interview Stage

Interviews were recorded on audiotape in Autumn 1989 and Spring 1990.
Interviews lasted in length between half an hour and two hours and were
conducted either in the workplace or in the NALGO branch office. The
interviewees were selected to cover a range of shop stewards by
occupation, gender, department and length of union office-holding. Also a
few ex-shop stewards wererinterviewed, which allowed the opportunity to
explore reasons for shop steward turnover. At least one ex-shop steward
had maintained a high level of union activity, on the branch publicity
committee, while ceasing to hold a shop steward post, demonstrating the
néed for care in relating union activism and union office-holding. The
interviews, which were transcribe dby mid-April 1990, revealed

considerable departmental differences.
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Table 5: Details of Interviewees

Past Sex Department Grade
Education Officer Female F&CS SW3
Branch Organiser Male NALGO employee

Equal Opportunities Female Land and Planning PO1
Officer :

(ex Shop Stewards Organiser)

Shop Steward Male Polytechnic Scale 6
Ex-shop Steward Female Polytechnic "~ Scale 3
Shop Steward Male F&CS SW3

(ex Branch Secretary)

Chief Shop Steward Male Polytechnic S01/2
(ex Shop Stewards Organiser)

Ex~-shop Steward Male F&CS SW3
Ex-shop Steward Female F&CS SW3
Ex-shop Steward Female F&CS SW3
Service Conditions Male - Education Scale 6
Officer

Executive Officer Male Employment 50172
Chief Shop Steward Male F&CS Scale 6
Welfare Officer Female Education Scale 4
(ex Chief Shop Steward)

International Male Central Policy 501/2
Relations and Anti-Racism Unit

Officer '

Publicity Officer Female Education NNi/2
Ex-shop Steward Female Education NN1/2
Branch Organiser Female NALGO employee

Shop Steward Female Housing Scale 4
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Table 5: Details of Interviewees

Post Sex Department Grade
Ex-shop Steward Female Treasury Scale 2
Ex-shop Steward Male Employment Scale ©
Shop Steward Male Treasury FO1

(ex Branch President)

Shop Steward Female Personnel Scale 6
(ex Branch President and ex Equal Opportunities Officer)

Shop Steward Male Land and Planning 502
Table 6: Distribution of Interviewees by Sex

Female 12 (50%)

Male 12 60%

Total 24 {100%> N = 24
Table 7: Distribution of Interviewees by Union Office

Branch Officer 7

Shop Steward 8

Ex-shop Steward 7

NALGO Organiser 2

Total 24 (N = 24)
Table 8: Distribution of Interviewees by Department

Central Policy Unit 1

Education 4

Employment 2

F&CS 6

Housing 1

Land and Planning 2

Personnel 1

Polytechnic 3

Treasury 2

NALGO Staff 2

Total 24 (N = 245

127



Table 9: Distribution of Interviewees by Grade

NN1/2 (Nursery Nurse 1/2) 2
Scale 2 2
Scale 3 1
Scale 4 2
Scale 6 _ 5
301/2 (Senior Officer 1/2) 4
PO1 (Principal Officer 1) 2
RSW2/3 (Residential Social Worker 2/3) 1
SW3 (Social Worker 3> 3
Total : 22
(plus two NALGO organisers) (N = 24>

3.7 Strengths and Limitations of the Data

The research findings reported in the next four chapters are based on a
field study of Sheffield NALGO Local Government Branch, which was a large
NALGO branch in & northern industrial city. The branch was sufficiently
large and heterogeneous in membership to allow for some comparisons of
union activists by gender, department and occupational level, but it was a
study of the union in one city. As with all field studies it can be
argued that a study of a larger population might generate results of
greater statistical reliability. What this research does achieve, however,
is a detailed exploration of the inter-relationship of gender, occupation
and department and their influence on union activism. Within NALGO the
Sheffield Local Government Branch can be viewed as one of the better-
organised 'pace—setter' branches. It is not claimed that all the
characteristics of this branch, such as the presence of an International
Relations Sub-Committee, would be found in all NALGO branches.
Nonetheless it may be important as a branch which indicates the future

direction NALGO is likely to take as a union, as can be seen from the way
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the shop steward system was pioneered in this branch in 1974 and

subsequently adopted nationally by NALGO.

The use of the questionnaire survey was valuable in identifying the issue
of union facility time as an important one to follow up in interviews
when exploring occupational and gender differences in union office-
holding. Besides following up issues from the questionnaire, the
Interviews provided the opportunity to explore departmental variations in
levels and forms of union ofganisation, which was a topic which it had
not been really possible to explore in the questionnaire. They also
allowed enquiry ébout developments subsequent to the questionnaire
survey, such as the 1989 national strike and the impending merger with
COHSE (Confederation of Health Service Employees) and NUPE (National Union
of Public Employees). Some of the more subtle gender differences in
union office-holding and the personal feelings of union representatives
about their union work were also topics more appropriately investigated

by interview than by questionnaire.

The study of the annual lists of shop stewards produced some fairly

crude statistical data about patterns of union office-holding and rates
of shop steward turnover. This indicated an absence of significant
gender difference in length of service as a shop steward, but some
interesting departmental variations in turnover rates. It also showed
that a majority of stewards served for a fairly short period, around two
years, and that it was only a minority of stewards who served for several

years.
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The area of gender and unions, ‘with the exception of a number of notable
historical studies {(Lewenhak 1877, Soldon 1978, Boston 1987) is still
under-researched. This study contributes to filling this gap in the
academic literature and it attempts to explore the impact of gender roles
on men's as well as women's union activism. It also takes & step forward
in the study of women's union involvement from the work of Wertheimer
and Nelson (1975) by trying to avoid researching the topic from a
starting point which focuses one-sidedly on barriers to women's union
participation or from an assumption that it is women's lower rates of
union participation which are the problem for explanation. This fits in
with the approach to feminist methodology discussed earlier (Cook and
Fonow 1990) in section 3.2, which argues that a one-sided emphasis on
oppression and under—-achievement continually portrays women as victims
and falls to recognise struggles against discrimination or produce any

useful strategies for improving women's situation.

3.8 Conclusion

The main arguments concerning the research problem, regarding the inter-
relationship of gender, occupational and departmental influences on union
activism, have been stated in the introduction to the thesis. This
argument was elaborated in the firsi part of Chapter 2, Background to the
Research, by a discussion of the relevani academic studies and theories.
Having attempted to situate the research project in theoretical terms, the

remainder of Chapter 2 examined the double contexts of Sheffield and
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developments within the irade union movement. This background material

was important for understanding the context of the study and the various

issues discussed particularly in the interview material. In Chapter 3,

Research Methods, I have reported on the process of doing the research

and discussed it in relation to relevant literature on research methods.

The main research findings are reported in the next four chapters.
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CHAPTER 4  SHOP STEWARD ACTIVISM AND OCCUPATION

4.1 Introduction

One approach to the investigation of work-related barriers to and
motivators for union activism is to look at occupational divisions
associated with grade. Much of the literature on uﬁion
participation, as discussed in Chapter 2, explores reasons for union
participation in terms of work-related factors, so this approach is
situated in a mainstream intellectual tradition in industrial
sociology. This chapter first examines the occupational structure in
local government in order to examine the context for the research
findings discussed in the second part of this chapter. Material in
this section is ofganised under the following headings: -

a) patterns of occupational segregation;

b) departmental variations in occupational structure and job grades;
c) the grading system in local government;

d) the history of equal pay in local government;

e) regrading disputes;

f) the issues of low pay and grading.

The second part of this chapter examines various aspects of the
relationship between occupation and union activism drawing on data
from the questionnaire and interview surveys. This material is

organised under the following headings:-
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a) occupation and distribution of shop stewards;

b) occupation and attitudes to being a shop steward;

c¢) occupation and bargaining priorities;

d) occupation and experiences of industrial action;

e) occupation and operation of union facility agreements;
f) occupation and shop steward turnover;

g) occupation and women's representation within NALGO.

Two main conclusions stand out from both the questionnaire and
interview research: the obstacles to union office-holding associated
with inflexibility of work for lower-grade, chiefly female, staff
(and it 1s noticeable that inflexibility appeared more of a problem
than the sheer volume of work) and the motivators for union activism
in terms of the work content of some departments, especially Family
and Community Services and Housing, which seemed to encourage staff
to develop their broader political and social awareness. This latter
factor will be discussea in more detail in Chapter 7 which examines

the departmental variable.

4.2 The Occupational Structure in Local Government

4.2.a Patterns of Occupational Segregation

The general issue of occupational segregation by sex has been
discussed in Chapter 2.2.c. The literature referred to in Chapter

2.2.c indicates the extent of occupational segregation by sex, its
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persistence over time and the process of sex-typing of jobs, as new
areas of'employment develop. Local government is a field of
employment which encompasses a wide variety of occupations. Many
jobs on the white-collar side are traditional female occupations,
e.é. secretarial and typing jobs, while others are traditional areas
of male employment, e.g. surveying and accountancy. The 1984
Positive Action Report (Stone 1984) demonstrates in its statistical
profiles the consequences of this occupational segregation for men's
and women‘s earnings. This found that men were more evenly
distributed across the salary ranges, with their lowest
representation on scale 1-2, the lowest pay scale, whereas women
tended to be concentrated on the lowest salary scales, with 56% of
female employees on scales 1-2. At the other end of the salary
scales at Principal Officer level and above were found 3% of female
white-collar employees and 25% of male white-collar employees. The

report notes:-

"The proportion of men in each range increases steadily as the
earnings level increases, and the proportion of women in each range
decreases steadily as the earnings level increases."

(Stone 1984 Statistical Profiles page 3)
One of the case studies in the Positive Action Report examines the
situation of women in the data preparation section of the Treasury
Department, an exclusively female area of employment. An analysis of
the staffing process revealed that only women were recruited to the
data preparation jobs, which had few opportunities for career

progression. Of a core workforce in the City Treasury, who were

recruited as office juniors, some, chiefly men, went on to gain
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higher qualifications and promotion, while others, mainly women,
tended to stay in clerical jobs at grade 5 or below, which required
no or lower level qualifications. The majoritiy of professional
accountants and computer specialists were men, reflecting the
national labour force in such occupations. This analysis highlights
the importance of formal qualifications in the processes of
recruitment and promotion. Women lost out in-job terms both because
they were recruited with lower qualifications, reflecting
inequalities in the formal educational system, and because they were
not given sufficient career counselling to take appropriate
qualifications when in employment. While some women did have access
to day-release they tended to take qualifications which reinforced
their performance in their existing jobs rather than ones which would
have allowed them to switch to jobs with more career opportunities.
The processes of inequality in occupation identified here are partly
similar to those discussed by Crompton and Jones (1984) in "Cohall",
where local authority employment patterns tended to reproduce
inequalities arising from education and training prior to entering
employment. This can, of course, make inequalities appear 'fair' and
thus harder to challenge. Thus at the level of organisational
culture there is a 'fit’' between the bureaucratic grading system and

the use of formal qualifications for appointment and promotion.
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