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Setting up a branch Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender+ Self Organised Group

UNISON has a rule book commitment to support Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender+ (LGBT+) self-organisation; an essential part of that is enabling LGBT+ members to meet, to share their concerns and to take forward the issues that are important to them.

This factsheet sets out the purpose and the benefits of branch LGBT+ groups, and gives practical advice on how to establish, facilitate and sustain an effective branch LGBT+ group.

Why every branch needs an LGBT+ groups?

There are many reasons why LGBT+ members within a UNISON branch may wish to have their own forum for information and debate, and many benefits for branches in providing that space. Having a branch LGBT+ group helps:

1. Recruit new members

Publicising the LGBT+ group and the unions’ work on LGBT+ equality helps us recruit new members. The visible and active presence of LGBT+ members within the branch can make it more attractive to others who identify with them.

2. Increase involvement and participation

A LGBT+ group can be the first point of contact with UNISON for members and potential members. It provides LGBT+ members with an opportunity to get together and feel connected to their union. They will want to be involved, to be part of something relevant to them. 

3. Gain more activists

Self-organised groups give their members the skills, expertise and confidence to get involved in the wider union, encouraging participation and activism. Many LGBT+ members have started by getting involved in their LGBT+ group and gone on to become valued branch activists, helping relieve the pressure faced by branches. 
4. Build workplace organisation

Trade unionism is all about organising workers around a common experience. Self-organisation is members organising around their experience of prejudice and discrimination. It involves members identifying issues and finding solutions.  It builds members’ confidence about what they can do by organising together. It leaves members feeling good about the union and ready to recruit others.

5. Identify and challenge discrimination 

LGBT+ groups have a valuable role in helping the union identify and actively challenge discrimination in our workplaces. A branch group helps inform the branch about the concerns of LGBT+ members and what is really happening on the ground in workplaces.

6. Promote equality, dignity and respect

UNISON is committed to achieving equality in our workplaces and throughout our structures.  Self-organised groups work in partnership with other parts of the union to identify and promote the equality agenda. All branches have a responsibility to make sure their activities promote equality and tackle discrimination. A LGBT+ group helps the branch promote UNISON’s equality aims and values and raise awareness amongst the wider membership.

7. Build equality into negotiating and bargaining

Self-organised groups can identify workplace issues requiring policy development or wider union initiatives.  Branch groups help draw up the local negotiating agenda. A LGBT+ group can advise on local issues of concern to LGBT+ members and be consulted on specific issues. 

8. Become more representative 
LGBT+ members, like women members, Black members, and disabled members, have traditionally been less visible in trade unions and under-represented in democratic structures. A branch LGBT+ group helps address this. 

9. Work with community and other campaign groups

Working with community groups and attending community events promotes and strengthens UNISON campaigns. Organising at community events raises the branch profile and recruits members, particularly from isolated workplaces. A branch LGBT+ group helps build links with local communities. LGBT+ groups attend scores of LGBT+ pride and other community events each year, spreading our campaign messages and bringing new members into the union.

10. Become stronger
Self-organisation is vital to UNISON. It helps our recruiting, negotiating, campaigning and equality objectives.  Branch SOGs help defend jobs, terms and conditions and services.  They help branches have a strong and dynamic presence in the workplace. 
Setting up a branch LGBT+ group?

The role of the branch and who can help

The Code of Good Branch Practice

Branches are encouraged, within the code of good branch practice, to develop self-organisation as part of their regular review of organisation and activity. The code recognises the benefit of self-organisation in increasing member participation and strengthening organisation.

Branch rules

Branch rules should include reference to UNISON’s commitment to self-organisation, and should include financial support as outlined in the rule book, the code of good branch practice and the Getting Organised guide to self-organisation.
Engaging LGBT+ members

Talk to LGBT+ members, stewards and branch officers about setting up a group. They may be willing to take a lead and/or have suggestions for LGBT+ members who would be interested in being involved. 
If a branch has already recruited a Branch LGBT+ Officer, they are the obvious person to lead on this, with support from other branch officers and activists. If, not, the branch should consider creating and recruiting to this role. Please see our separate Factsheet on “Becoming a Branch LGBT+ Officer in UNISON” available at www.unison.org.uk/out. 

If the branch is approached by an LGBT+ member who is keen to be involved, offer them the support and expertise of the branch to get the group underway.
Branch support

The branch could use a range of branch communication channels to raise awareness of LGBT+ self-organisation though branch newsletters, social media, mailings and at branch committee and/or branch annual general meetings. Share this guide with branch officers and stewards, encouraging them to spread the word amongst the wider membership. The branch should discuss how the branch LGBT+ group will be funded.

The branch Equality Co-ordinator

Included in the role of the branch Equality Co-ordinator is the responsibility to:

· advise and support the development of branch SOGs on behalf of the branch committee

· advise the branch committee on the development and monitoring of the action plan to achieve proportionality and fair representation

· develop and promote training opportunities for all under represented members and activists within the branch.

They should have access to resources to support the establishment of a branch LGBT+ group, and can act as liaison between the branch and LGBT+ members whilst the group gets underway.

Support from the Regional Office

You can also get information and advice about setting up a branch LGBT+ group from your regional office – either from your Regional Organiser, the officer with responsibility for the regional LGBT+ Group or members of the Regional LGBT+ Group itself.
The practicalities – getting a group off the ground

Setting up a branch LGBT+ Group can be difficult even when you have a Branch LGBT+ Officer and a few members who are interested in taking part. Members can get disheartened when they call meetings and face low attendance – don’t give up. There are many ways to get things started and this doesn’t always have to be a meeting. The branch might consider:
Attending a local Pride and other LGBT+ events

We are increasingly seeing more and more local Pride events taking place, these provide a great opportunity to engage LGBT+ members and potential members. Taking part might be simply hosting a recruitment stall at the Pride event providing an opportunity to speak to LGBT+ members about starting a branch LGBT+ Group; or to seek volunteers to take part in the Pride March, emphasising that this is a fun way of showing Pride in our Public Services. Members often will come forward again providing an opportunity to gauge interest in setting up a branch LGBT+ Group or to recruit a branch LGBT+ Officer if you don’t have one.

Share information on Regional LGBT+ Meetings and National LGBT+ Network Days

Each of UNISON’s 12 regions has an LGBT+ Group that meets regularly. They have their own confidential mailing lists, regular meetings, organise training for activists, elect representatives to UNISON National LGBT+ Committee and play an active part in all the union’s work in the region. 

There are annual meetings for Black LGBT+ members; disabled LGBT+ members; bi; and trans members to network, identify issues and discuss proposals for National LGBT+ Conference. In UNISON we use umbrella terms for bi and trans people. Our bi network is for all members who feel attraction to more than one gender, Our trans network is for all types of self-identifying trans people, for people with trans backgrounds and members whose gender identity does not fit into the gender binary i.e. non-binary members
The branch should actively promote these meetings; these provide a way of LGBT+ members to be activists and members are always encouraged to take part in self-organisation at a branch level.
To find out when your Regional LGBT+ Group is next meeting contact your regional officer:

www.unison.org.uk/about/what-we-do/fairness-equality/LGBT+/group-structure-and-contacts/
Use Staff LGBT+ Networks as means of organising
Many organisations now have staff LGBT+ Networks, these bring together LGBT+ employees often on paid time to come together and share issues. While these maybe employer led, they can provide an opportunity to recruit LGBT+ members into UNISON and a route to creating a branch LGBT+ Self-Organised Group. They also provide a route to taking forward the UNISON LGBT+ bargaining agenda.

Call a branch LGBT+ Group Meeting

Make sure the meeting is held in a friendly, comfortable environment, ideally in an informal setting. Wherever possible provide refreshments appropriate to the timing, funded by the branch. Ensure that meeting is publicised widely, making sure all information is included, stress that the meeting is confidential to reassure members who may not be out in their workplace. Make a colourful flyer/poster and display on noticeboards, in newsletters, mailings and social media. 
Encourage active involvement in the meeting, ensuring that everyone who wants to speak has the chance to do so, with a particular focus on making new members welcome. It is helpful to appoint a chair and ask everyone to introduce themselves and their preferred pronoun. Remember to make the agenda flexible and informal and avoid jargon. It might be helpful to share information on forthcoming LGBT+ events that the group might organise around, information on Regional LGBT+ Groups and National Network Days and to raise awareness of latest news from the National LGBT+ Committee.  

Don’t give up!

Given the opportunity, time and encouragement, many LGBT+ members actively wish to be involved and attend LGBT+ events – at branch, regional and national level. There is no golden formula for success in setting up a branch group.

If the response is not as great as hoped initially, consider changing the format and try again. Some branches have paired up with other local branches to set up joint LGBT+ Groups widening the members who might attend. Keep going.
Self-organisation strengthens UNISON - a branch LGBT+ group will help the branch become stronger.
Find further information at: 
unison.org.uk/about/our-organisation/member-groups/LGBT+/resources 
Regional LGBT+ Self Organised Groups – Contact Information

	Eastern

Alex Porter

Higdon House, Kempson Way, 

Bury St Edmunds IP32 7AR

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: LGBTEastern@unison.co.uk

	East Midlands

Adrian Morgan

UNISON, Vivian Avenue,

Nottingham NG5 1AF

Email: A.morgan@unison.co.uk


	Greater London

Mel Russell

UNISON, Congress House, Great Russell Street,

London WC1 3LS

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 020 7535 2140 (text)

Email: m.russell@unison.co.uk

	Northern

Paul Riley

UNISON, 140-150 Pilgrim St,

Newcastle upon Tyne NE1 6TH

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: p.riley@unison.co.uk


	Northern Ireland

Fidelma Carolan

UNISON, Sir James Gallway House, 165 York Street, Belfast BT15 1AL

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: f.carolan@unison.co.uk

	North West

Suzanne Moores-Gould

UNISON, Arena Point, 1 Hunts Bank,

Manchester M3 1UN

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: s.moores-gould@unison.co.uk


	Scotland

Eileen Dinning

UNISON, 14 West Campbell St,

Glasgow G2 6RX

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: e.dinning@unison.co.uk

	South East

Laura Webster

UNISON, Ground Floor, Ranger House, Walnut Tree Close, Guildford GU1 4US

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: l.webster@unison.co.uk


	South West

Karen Williams

Exeter office, Emperor Way, Exeter Business Park, EX1 3QS

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: k.williams@unison.co.uk

	Cymru/Wales

Ryan Williams

UNISON House, Custom House Street,

Cardiff CF11 9SB

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: r.williams@unison.co.uk



	West Midlands

Abi McCrory

UNISON, 24 Livery Street

Birmingham B3 2PA

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: A.mccrory@unison.co.uk

	Yorkshire & Humberside
Joe Gibbins

UNISON, 3rd Floor, Commerce House, Wade Lane, Leeds LS2 8NJ

Tel: 0800 0 857 857 (voice) 0800 096 7968 (text)

Email: j.gibbins@unison.co.uk



