
Stage 1: Why Organise?

The Organising  to Win 
Branch Vision Project 



Working together and confidentiality

Language

Jargon

Time keeping

Use of social media

.ŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ ǎǘŀǊǘΧΧΦǎƻƳŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƪŜŜǇƛƴƎΗ



Aims and learning outcomes of today

V 9ƴǎǳǊŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ¦bL{hbΩǎ hǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ

V Honest audit and reflections on the current level of Branch power

V Introduce UNISON OtW strategy including outcomes to date and challenges

V Understand the aims and objectives of the OtW Branch Vision Project

V Outline the 4 progressive steps to become an OtW Branch

V Explore the barriers to organising success and how they can be overcome

V Introduce key organising techniques of Anger Hope Action and Leader and Activist ID

V Seek collective Branch commitment to the project aims and to Stage 2



Activity 1: What is Organising?
Activity 2: The Organising Audit / How 
Powerful is your Branch? 
Activity 3: Organising to Win Strategy
Activity 4: Branch Vision Project Intro
Activity 5: Overcoming Challenges
Activity 6: Key Organising Skills Intro
Activity 7: Commitment to stage 2?
Activity 8: Review of Day

Content



What is Organising?



What is organising?

UNISON services, benefits, and individual 
representation are vital functions of the union. But 
the biggest collective issues cannot be addressed 
individually.

Organising is a craft, applying skills within a 
methodology to shift the balance of power to 
UNISON members. 

Reaching beyond our existing base to build member 
confidence, participation, activism and leadership 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΧ

Χǘƻ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƛƴǎ



What is organising?

UNISON Base Organising  is the routine 
development and maintenance of a strong and 
functional union at workplace and branch level.

UNISON Strategic Organising  builds member 
participation and power within an escalating plan to 
win a specific material change.

Both are of equal value and importance in building 
and maintaining and strong and powerful UNISON.



Successful 

organising generates 

a positive cycle of 

Branch development 



Ask yourself

ÅWhat kind of union do we want to be?

ÅWhat kind of Branch?

ÅWhat do we want to do?

ÅWhat is the essential thing we need in order to make this a reality?



What is the essential tool UNISON Branches 
use to win on issues members care about ?  

POWER
Definition: The ability to get a decision maker to 

say yes, when they would rather say no



How Powerful is your 
Branch?
The Organising Audit



A powerful branch has: 

Å High membership density

Å High levels of participation and activism

Å Strong member engagement 

Å But what do these things actually look like and how do we measure them? 



A Powerful Branch has:

Member density ς a high proportion of workers in main employers are members of 
UNISON

²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ .ǊŀƴŎƘ ŘŜƴǎƛǘȅ ƛƴ Ƴŀƛƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜǊǎΧΦ

Employer No. of staff covered by 
UNISON bargaining

No. of UNISON members Density



A Powerful Branch has:

Participation and activism ς A large, confident and skilled network of workplace 
activists, representative of the workforce, in sufficient numbers across key workplaces 
to ensure effective representation and organisation 

What is the current Branch activist base?

Employer Total workplace activists 
(Stewards / H&S / ULR)

Members Activist to member ratio



A Powerful Branch has:

Member engagement ς a good proportion of members are engaged in UNISON activity 
in support of Branch democracy AND in pursuit of collective bargaining wins

What indictors do we have of member participation in those main employers? 

Participation 
opportunities

Numbers who 
participated

%age of members 



Looking at your Branch: 

In your groups, consider where your branch is up to in terms of :

Å Density

Å Participation

Å Engagement

Where are the gaps? 



A Powerful Branch has:

Effective Industrial Relations ς protecting activist 
facility time and delivering regular wins for members

Consider the following 3 levels of industrial relations 
and decide which fits the Branches largest recognised 
employers:



Level 1

¶ May have formal recognition ς but no regular meetings with Senior Management 

¶ Low membership density ς meaning employer could lawfully derecognise UNISON

¶ Access to staff is allowed in theory, but is often blocked or never happens

¶ Members get representation in serious formal cases, but informal issues / grievances 

not consistently pursued with Branch support

¶ Little or no release time for activists or reps, beyond strict union duties

¶ Pay & conditions static or worsening in real terms, year on year 

3 Levels of Industrial Relations



Level 2

¶ UNISON lead JCNC meetings, securing limited bargaining wins

¶ Significant release time goes into JCNC or individual representation

¶ Low to medium membership density, but inactive membership ς any wins are 

secured through bargaining alone, not collective action. Derecognition still a risk

¶ Bargaining relies on a close, amicable working relationship between the branch and 

the employer, via HR

¶ tŀȅ ϧ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǿƻǊǎŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎ ȅŜŀǊ ƻƴ ȅŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ŎŀǳƎƘǘ ǳǇ 

to pre -austerity levels - industrial relations are still not working for our members

3 Levels of Industrial Relations



Level 3
¶ Branch strategically organise & lodge disputes, securing significant bargaining wins and improving our 

respect and power with the employer

¶ Branch and employer are experienced in the inevitability of dispute and maintain professional and 

productive industrial relations throughs ups and downs

¶ High membership density, with nearly all departments having a dedicated ERA -trained Representative 

ς issues are resolved collectively

¶ High membership levels funds Branch employed staff who are able to capacity -build and organise, 

rather than just service the membership

¶ Pay & conditions are improving in real terms year on year ς industrial relations are working for our 

members

3 Levels of Industrial Relations



Time to stand up!

Å One end of the room represents Level 1, the other level 3, Level 2 is in the middle

Å Stand in the position you think best describes industrial relations in your Branch at 
present

Å Is this where the Branch wants to be? Is the current level of industrial relations 

delivering for members?

Å How did we get here?

3 Levels of Industrial Relations



Problem

Problem

Problem
Problem

Problem
Problem

Problem

Problem

Problem

Problem

Problem

BRANCH A

UNISON 
Activist

Branch Officers
Occupied with 
individual 
issues 

Members 
unrealistic 
expectations 

No time to 
organise

Case load 
increases

Members 
blame union!

Burnout

No Power

No Support

No Growth

Who has the power?

ά/ƻǊŜέ 9ƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ

1. Employer makes problems 
for workers

2. Each worker goes to 
branch individually

3. Case load grows & grows

4. Branch & Activists 
overwhelmed

5. No time to recruit Activists



Branch Officers Organise!

Plan to win 

Respond 
collectively 

Shift 
balance of 
power

Build a 
strong 
union

Create 
crisis for 
employer!

Power

Support

Growth

1. Employer makes 
problems for workers

2. Workers report problems 
to local activist

3. Branch helps Activists 
make action plan

4. Members confront the 
Employer collectively

BRANCH B ά/ƻǊŜέ 9ƳǇƭƻȅŜǊ

Who has the power?UNISON 
Activists

Problem

Problem

Problem
Problem

ProblemProblem



The Organising to Win 
Strategy

Å Background
Å Cornerstones
Å Progress
Å Challenges



Organising to Win is the latest 
evolution of UNISON commitment to 
organising

Developed over 18 months 2021 -2023 
through pilot campaigns and 
unionwide  engagement

NDC mandate in 2023,2024,2025

It followed a decade of 20% decline in 
membership and activism

With the aim of:
A new strategy to meet the changing 
demands on UNISON and provide a 
clear vision for a stronger union



Aligning organising 

and bargaining

ωFor maximum organising 

impact and member wins

¦ƴƛƻƴǿƛŘŜ άhƴŜ 

¦bL{hbέ tǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ

ωFocus resources and 

coordination

Consistent best 

practice organising

ωBased on evidence of what 

works for UNISON

Increasing member 

participation

ωTo build collective 

power and the activist 

base

Four Cornerstones



Positive outcomes. In 2 years NDC 2023 ς NDC 2025

Member growth
Å428,000 joiners 
Å70,000 net growth = 5%

Participation and activism
Å8,000 new stewards and H&S reps
ÅFirst growth I ERA stewards in a decade
ÅнΣллл ƴŜǿ ά!ŎǘƛǾŜ aŜƳōŜǊǎέ

Branches Winning
ÅPay Fair for Patient Care ς£163 back pay wins
ÅScotland Social Care ς Enable Strike
ÅLiv Housing ς and other local disputes



Big Challenges Remain
A strong union is built of strong Branches

We have developed a successful UNISON 
organising approach in Pay Fair for Patient 
Care, Target Multi Academy Trusts, Social 
Care

To scale up success, sustain growth, increase 
Branch capacity and deliver even bigger wins 

We must adapt a proven organising approach 
to the UNISON Branch



Branch Vision Project 
Introduction

Å The OTW Branch Vision
Å Employment Right Act ς getting ready!
Å Key Principles of the project
Å 4 stages



The Organising  to Win Branch Vision

High member density and participation with a strategic organising 

approach to deliver local collective wins

Wins create hope that life at work can be better -  building member 

confidence in UNISON ς helping grow the activist base

Case work demands reduce as the balance of power shifts and 

employers take a more measured approach to Employment Relations

And with more stewards undertaking representation ς Branch Officers 

can focus on strategic organising leadership



The Organising  to Win Branch Vision - ERA

A clear OtW Branch Vision in necessary so the 
Employments Right Act translates to a more 
powerful UNISON & bigger wins for members

V Workplace Organising Access

V New Recognition Procedures

V New Industrial Action Procedures



The 4 stages ς with modular training / guidance for each

1) Branch 

conviction

ω"Why Organise?" 

audit and workshop

ωAchieve collective 

commitment to an 

organising 

approach

2) Grow density

ωNew starter 

recruitment

ωPayroll (aka 

DOCAS) member 

retention

ωEffective Branch 

comms

3) Build a base of 

participation and 

activism

ω"Active Member" 

network

ωActivist trained and 

active plans

4) Organise to 

Win at local level

ωDefend against 

collective threats 

and detriment

ωAdvance collective 

member interests



Organising Challenges 
and how we overcome them



What are the obstacles?

¶ aŜƳōŜǊ άŀǇŀǘƘȅέ

¶ Too few Activists throughout the workforce

¶ Not enough facility time

¶ Colleague s do not know who UNISON Activists 
are

¶ Activists do not have conversations with 
workers (outside of casework) 

¶ Members  do not feel like part of their Branch / 
union, or crucial to getting organised

Increasing member density , engagement  and participation



Are members apathetic? 

ÅDictionary definition of apathy: A lack of interest 
or concern

ÅάtŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜέ ά¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘέ 

ÅTrue? Public service workers care deeply about 
their terms and conditions and the services they 
provide

Å²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ŀǎ άŀǇŀǘƘȅέ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ 
a lack of confidence in their union ς a lack of 
hope or belief that things can get better

ÅSuccessful organising asks colleagues what they 
care about ς then engages them in a credible plan 
to win!

Increasing member density,  engagement  and participation



What are the obstacles?

¶ aŜƳōŜǊ άŀǇŀǘƘȅέ

¶ Too few Activists throughout the workforce

¶ Not enough facility time

¶ Colleague s do not know who UNISON Activists 
are

¶ Activists do not have conversations with 
workers (outside of casework) 

¶ Members  do not feel like part of their Branch / 
union, or crucial to getting organised

Increasing member density , engagement  and participation



How can the Branch overcome the obstacles?

¶Conversations with colleagues

¶ Identifying Activists in all Departments / Areas

¶Case work / Reorganisation meetings

¶Posters / noticeboards

¶Emails

¶Social media 

Branch is already doing these!

Increasing member density,  engagement  and participation



How do conversations help increase 
member engagement and density?

¶ Build trust with colleagues - colleagues feel valued!

¶ Opportunity to find out what matters to that individual

¶ This will help recruit them, if they are not a member

¶ Can ask who is a potential UNISON Activist in their Dept.

¶ Can assess if colleague is a potential UNISON Activist

¶ Chance to persuade colleagues that all branch members 

are a part of building a stronger Branch

Increasing member engagement  and density



OBSTACLES

¶ Too few Activists
¶ Colleagues do not know Activists
¶ Activists do not have 

conversations with workers 
¶ Colleagues do not identify as 

being part of their UNISON 
Branch

THE ONLY EFFECTIVE WAY TO OVERCOME THE OBSTACLES THE 

BRANCH FACES IS HAVING CONVERSATIONS WITH COLLEAGUES

Increasing member density,  engagement  and participation



Key Organising Skills 

An introduction  to Organising conversations



Every organising conversation has an objective

 Achieving the objective requires

Building a relationship through 1 -1 discussion
so that, after the conversation,

They do something  (an action)

The proven technique to move a member or worker 
to action is ά!ƴƎŜǊ - Hope ς !Ŏǘƛƻƴέ

What are organising conversations?



One big decision, or lots of individual decisions?

ÅLƴ ŦƛƭƳǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ōƛƎ ƎǊƻǳǇ 

decision when the workers suddenly all 

down tools

Å²Ŝ ƪƴƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŀǎȅΦ {ǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ 

organising requires many one-to-one 

conversations, because people power 

is built from lots of individual decisions

ÅSo, we must ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ 

ability to make change ς as part of their 

UNISON collective



Anger / Hope / Action

The Organising approach is an honest approach

UNISON is the vehicle for  change ς but 
ambitious change can only be achieved through 
member engagement and participation

Our job as activists and organisers is to 
consistently convey this message 

In a way that builds hope and confidence to 
encourage engagement  and participation



Anger / Hope / Action



Anger / Hope / Action - Reflections

Do you recognise the earlier examples of 
unsuccessful organising conversations?

What are the key elements of a successful AHA 
conversation?

Who from the Branch could /should receive 
deeper training in AHA techniques?



3rd Partying
The union / branch is separate from the 
workers and the bosses

1st Partying
The union is the workers coming 
together to improve things

BRANCH / 
UNION

BRANCH / 
UNION

Consistent messaging is key

Members

Boss / 
Employer

Boss / 
Employer

BRANCH A BRANCH B



d

Emphasise individual agency
άYou and your colleagues Ŏŀƴ ǿƛƴ ǘƘƛǎέ vs.

άYou Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊέ                vs.

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ your ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴέ                       vs.

ά¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ you and your colleaguesέ vs.

άWe Ŏŀƴ ǿƛƴ ǘƘƛǎέ

άThe union Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊέ 

ά¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ our ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴέ  

ά¢ƘŜȅ ƴŜƎƭŜŎǘ usέ 

²ƘŜƴ ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜ ŘƻŜǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ όǎǇŜŀƪ ǘƻ ǳǎΤ Ƨƻƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛƻƴΤ 
Ŧƛƭƭ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǳǊǾŜȅύΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǎŀȅ άthank youέΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŘƻŜǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΚ

²Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǎŀȅ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ άǘƘŀƴƪ ȅƻǳέΚ

  Great work!  Nice one! Fantastic, keep it up!

Big group / 3rd partying

LESS OF THISMORE OF THIS

Consistent messaging is key



70/30 Rule

Organising conversations should 
follow the ñ70/30ruleò:

70% listening, 30% talking

The only way to achieve this is by 
asking open questions and actively 
listening and responding to what 
your colleague says



Preparing for conversations with colleagues

ÅBefore you start a conversation, take time to 

think about how your colleague might be feeling, 

professionally and personally

ÅWhat problems might they be dealing with at 

work?

ÅWhat problems might they be dealing with in their 

personal life?



Imagine starting conversation with 
ŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΧ

ÅDo they feel good about a stranger starting a 
conversation with them?

ÅWhat will they be trying to do in this situation?

ÅWhat do you want to get out of this conversation?

üEngagement ς participation and recruitment

Your Goal

/ƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ 
initial 

feeling



Anger / Hope / Action ς Practice

Å10 minutes to plan an ANGER / HOPE / 
ACTION conversation with the person in the 
scenario you have been given

Å10 minutes to have a practice, in pairs. One 
person in your pair start as UNISON Rep, the 
other the worker. 

ÅAfter 5 minutes (halfway), swap over and 
continue the conversation

Å In the last 5 Minutes, give feedback and 
discuss how you found it, before we come 
back as a big group.



Key Organising Skills 

An introduction to Leader Identification



How does the Branch normally recruit activists?

Å They volunteer

Å After being represented by the Branch

Å They demonstrate political beliefs that are 
aligned with trade unions

Å Meet at a stall / event and recruit them

Å Often go from zero involvement to ERA 
(casework) steward

Leader and Activist Identification and Recruitment



Consider the earlier slide / discussion

Have previous methods of activist 
recruitment resulted in an activist base that 
ƛǎΧ

Å Big enough to handle all casework 
(allowing Branch Officers to focus on 
their strategic leadership roles)?

Å Big enough to comfortably reach every 
member of the branch ( eg 1-1 
conversations for ballot turnout)?

Å Representative of the workforce?

Å Able to move members to action?



ÅTypically nominated by colleagues

When UK Trade Unions were largest 
(1970s) how did activists get recruited?

ÅPopular , trusted  and often admired

How are nominated activists seen 
by their colleagues?

Leader identification and nomination

Successful UNISON organising in recent years has 
taken the same approach. We welcome those who 
volunteer. But we also seek out those who have the 
support and confidence of colleagues ς to recruit 
them to activist roles




