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Abstract

This thesis presents a detailed study of bargaining over learning at the workplace. The thesis
contends that by understanding the nature of actor exchange and the bargaining resources
at play in workplace bargaining that the inherent tensions around workplace partnership can
be better understood. Specifically, the research examines negotiations around workplace
learning agreements developed by UK trade unions in four workplaces. It presents
longitudinal evidence about bargaining processes and the bargaining resources that trade

unions bring to influence workplace outcomes.

Key findings are that unions are able to make strategic choices about the bargaining
behaviours that they adopt. Bargaining strategies are in part mediated by workplace, union
and external contexts, yet these do not pre-determine bargaining outcomes. The study
identifies how unions take advantage of opportunities and the key barriers and constraints

faced in advancing bargaining objectives.

The central thesis of this study is that unions can secure sustainable learning outcomes
through a mix of integrative and distributive bargaining, underpinned by strategies to
challenge relationship patterns with employers. The power to extract gains for labour is
derived from union capacity to articulate learning with wider union and employer strategies.
Successful bargaining over learning focuses not only on extracting employer resources and
in codifying ‘rights and obligations’, but also in challenging relationship patterns to counter-
act employer ambivalence. The core contribution to knowledge is in understanding the
nature of the social processes underpinning negotiations around the learning theme. The

implications for union renewal and the role of ULRs are considered.



Contents

ACKNOWIEAZEMENTS. ....uiiiiiiiiei ittt e e e e e e e s et e e e ssabee e s esabeeeessabeeeeennnees iii
FAY o ] = ot SRR iv
GO NS s s e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aaaeaaaaaans v
List Of TAbleS @Nd FIGUIES....uuiiiiiiiieeeeciiee ettt e e s e s s sbae e e ssbaeeesnnnreee s viii
FAN o] 02NV - 4T TSP ix
Chapter 1 INTrOdUCTION ..oouiieiiie ettt st st ettt e te et as 1
Chapter 2 Literature review part 1: union [€arNing.......ccceccuveviviiieeeiiieee e 5
2.1 Ta] d oo [FT o1 4T o NSRRIt 5
2.2 O YT g T F=F- T oY -SSPt 5
2.3 Public policy and the regulatory environment ........cccccouveeeeciieeeccieee e 7
2.4 Trade unions and collective bargaining .......cccccevcveiieciiieeecee e 13
2.5 The ‘new bargaining agenda’ of the 19905..........ccceeieiiieeeeiiee e e 15
2.6 Union partnership for mutual gains.........cooocviiiiiciiiiiecee e 19
2.7 Union learning partnerships in the UK..........c.ccooviiiieeciiie e 23
2.8 (07073 ol 1T o T o 1SS 26
Chapter 3 Literature review part 2: bargaining ......ccocceveieeiveiiiie e 27
3.1 T oY [U1 4 T ] o SO 27
3.2 Bargaining ThEOIY ....coo i e e e et ae e e e nreeaean 27
33 A behavioural theory of labour negotiations.........cccccueveeeciiieecciiee e 30
331 Distributive bBargaining........ccuveiieciiiiicciee e s 31
3.3.2 INtegrative DargainiNg ......ccoccuiii i e 32
333 Attitudinal SErUCTUNING . ..eei i e e are e e e 34
334 Intra-organisational bargaining........ccecvuveiieiiiiei i 36
3.35 Y I CTo I o Y5 ==Y o112 V- USRS 37
34 BargaiNiNg POWE ...cciiiiiiiiiiieeec ettt e e e s s sere e e e e e e s e snnenee 39
3.4.1 Bargaining actors, motivations and solidarities.........cccceeevvvieeeeiieiicciiiieee e 40
3.4.2 UNION iNfrastrUCTUIES ....cooviiiiieiee ettt sbe e 43
3.4.3 Strategic Capabilities .....ccccuiei e e 46
35 ENVIronmMeNntal factors......ceiviiiiiiiiieeee ettt 48
3.5.1 Business strategy and HRIM ......oooi i e e e 48
3.5.2 Management OriENtAtION.........uuiiiiiiiiiiii e 51
3.5.3 Economic and labour market conditions ..........cccoeceeirieerceeeren e 52
3.6 (0073 ol 1o o FS RS 53
Chapter 4  MethOdOIOZY .....cccuiiciiiiiiie et et e e e st e e eeeesreeesbeeenes 54
4.1 T} o To [U] o1 AT ] o N TP PRTPRTON 54
4.2 T CY: [ ol a W (U =Ty o T o LR 54
4.3 Ontology and epiStEMOIOZY .......coeiiciiiiiiiiiie e 55
4.4 V134 a Voo Fo] o} LY AR 58
4.4.1 Case StUAY @PPrOaCh.....ccc ettt et e e e e araeas 59
4.4.2 Criteria for effeCtive CaSES ...uiiiii it 60
4.5 Conduct Of the reSEArCN.......uiiiiiiiee e s 62
451 CaSE SEIBCLION .eieueiieeiti ettt ettt et st e st e st e e s bt e e sabe e sbaeesabee s 62
4.6 CONAUCE AN ACCESS....eiiiieiriiiieiieeriee ettt ettt e et e ste e sbte e sbeesbaeesabeesbaeesarees 65
4.7 INEEIVIEWS. .ttt e e e s s e e e e e e s e 66

4.8 [ o g TTor= I T U= 73



Vi

Chapter 5 UNION CONTEXES ..ottt ettt ettt st sttt e sbe e sbeesane e 75
51 Ta]d oo [ 8T o1 o] o PR 75
5.2 Union organisation in PCS and TGWU ......ccccviiiiiiiiiiiniiiiee e ervee e ssvree e ssneeee e 75
5.3 TGWU-UNITE OVEIVIEW ..eeeiiiiiiieiiiiieeeeiiteeessitteeessitee e e sstaeeesssteeessssaeeessssseessnnsseeesns 78
5.4 Regional UNITE-ed CONSOMTIUM .....eviiiiiiiiiicciiee ettt e e 79
Chapter 6 ProcessingHouse: from organising learning to organising learners .................. 81
6.1 T a oY [V 4T ] o PSP 81
6.2 Union learning at ProcessingHOUSE .........cooccviiiiiiiiieecciieee et e e saee e 81
6.2.1 Context and union [earning actiVity ........cccceeeiciiie e e 81
6.2.2 Bargaining actors and Motivations ..........cccccuieeiiiiieie e 84
6.3 Bargaining bENAVIOUIS ......cccuviiiiiie e e eaee e 86
6.3.1 Distributive bargaining........cccuveiieciiiiieiiee et 87
6.3.2 INtegrative DargaiNiNg .......coccviei i e e e e aaeeeean 91
6.3.3 YN0 e [TaF: | I A0 (ot (UL T o =R RN: 95
6.3.4 Intra-organisational bargaining.........cccccveiieiiiei i 98
6.4 Discussion and CONCIUSION .....uviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie et ree e e e e 105
Chapter 7 TaxOfficeHouse union learning and bargaining for reform..........cccccoeeennen. 110
7.1 Ta]d oo [5x4 o] o PRSP 110
7.2 Union learning at TaxOffiCEHOUSE .....cocuuviiiiiiiiiecee e 110
7.2.1 Context and union [€arnNing activity .......occvveeeiiciiii e 110
7.2.2 Bargaining actors and Motivations ..........ccoevcuiieiiiiiee e 111
7.2.3 Developing a local (or regional) bargaining strategy ........ccceeeveevieeriieeeiveescneenns 114
7.3 Bargaining beNAVIOUIS ......coccuuiiiiiiiic e 116
7.3.1 Distributive bargaining.......ccccuveiiiiiiiiiciiie e 116
7.3.2 Integrative Dargaining ......ccoccviii i 122
7.3.3 F AN A0 Te [TaF | I A0 (ot (U [T o = 125
7.3.4 Intra-organisational bargaining.........cccccueeeeiiii e 129
7.4 Discussion and CONCIUSION ..ooviiireieeiiiieiee ettt e eree st ee e ste e s te e e saee e sveeenes 135
Chapter 8 IceFactory: integrating learning into collective bargaining .......c.cccccccevveennnnn. 139
8.1 e} oo [V o1 1T} o N TSP PUPP 139
8.2 (610] 01 (<) (TP PP PPPT PP 139
8.2.1 UNION [@AIMING ..ttt et e ettt e e et e e e e e atee e e et ae e e e abaeeeeenbeeeeennrenas 140
8.2.2 Bargaining actors, key constituents and orientation towards learning............... 141
8.2.3 EMPlOYEE PEISPECLIVES ...eeeeeeeiieeeieee ettt e et e e e e e eabe e e e e eareeas 144
8.3 Bargaining bENAVIOUIS .......cccuuiiiiceee et 147
8.3.1 Distributive bargaining.......ccccuueeeiiiiiiicciee e 147
8.3.2 Integrative Dargaining ......cccccuieei i e 151
8.3.3 Attitudinal SErUCTUNING . .eii it e e e aaae e 154
8.3.4 Intra-organisational bargaining........cccoccveeeiiiiiee e 157
8.4 Discussion and CONCIUSION ..cc.ueiiriieiriiiiiie sttt e e 159
Chapter @ RegionalWarehouse: the highs and lows of integrating union learning into

COMPANY TraiNING SYSTEIMS .eeeiiiiiiiii ittt e e st e e e e s s ssbbreeeeeeessssnbraeaeeesssnnes 164
9.1 INEFOAUCTION Lottt ettt sbe e e sabe e s be e sbae e sabaeenes 164
9.2 CONTEXE e e e s e e e s s e e s 164
9.2.1 UNION [@AIMING..cciitiiieieiiie ettt e e et e e e sree e e e b ae e e enbaee e snbeeesennsenas 166
9.3 Bargaining actors, key constituents and orientation towards learning............... 168
9.4 Bargaining behaviours ... 170
9.4.1 Distributive bargaining........c.uueeeei i 171
9.4.2 Integrative DargainiNg ... 176
9.4.3 Attitudinal SErUCTUNING . ....evviieeee e e 179

9.4.4 Intra-organisational bargaining..........cccvveeiii e 181



vii

9.5 Discussion and CONCIUSION .....uviiiiiiiiiiiiiiie et eree e e s e s 183
Chapter 10 Summary and CONCIUSION .......uiiriieiiiieiiee et 187
10.1 T e} d oo [ 8T 4 o] o PRSP 187
10.2 Bargaining bENAVIOUIS ......cocciiiiiiiiiec et 188
10.2.1  Bargaining StrategieS. .ccciu ettt e e e e s e e e e e e e 190
10.3 ENVIrONmMENtal factors......cuviiiiiiiieciee ettt 192
10.3.1  UNION CONTEXES ..ueeiiiiiiieee ettt e s e e e e s ee e e e e e e 192
10.3.2  EMPlOYEI CONTEXLS .uveiiiiiiieeeiiiieeeiiiee ettt e et e e st e e s s tte e e e e abae e s e nrae e e enraeeeennneeas 193
104 Bargaining iNSTITUTIONS ....uuvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiti e 194
10.5 Union learning resources and capabilities........cccccovveeeiiiieiecciiee e, 196
10.5.1  POWET FESOUICES ...eeviiieeiiiiiiiitteeee e e ettt e e e s e s aireete e e e s s sssnnrereeeeesesasannnenaeeeeessanan 196
10.5.2  Strategic capabilities ....ccueeeeciiieecce s 201
10.6 Study limitations and future directions for research..........ccccocvvieieciieeecciieneens 203
10.7 (@7o] o [ol (VLo o= =T o F= T &SP 204
RETFEIENCES ..ottt sttt e s e s bt e e s te e sbeeesabeesnbeesnaeeesbeeenns 205
Annex One: INterview SChEAUIE.......occuiii i 218
Annex Two: Research PartiCipants.........uiivcuieeiiciiee it e e s e e s saee e 221

Annex Three: CoOdiNG SErUCTUIE ......oii ittt s e e s sare e e s areeeeas 224



viii

List of Tables and Figures

Table 1 Sources of case study evidence: strengths and weaknesses ........ccccccevevveeiiciiennnnns 62
Table 2 Research participants by tyYPe ... i 68
Table 3 Case StUIES OVEIVIEW ....cccc.uiiiiieiiiieriee ettt ettt e siee e st s b e s b e s sneeesaneeesanes 75
Table 4 ProcessingGHOUSE CASE OVEIVIEW........ccivcuiiieiiciiieeiiciiieeseciieeesssieeeesssseeeesssveeeesssnseeessnes 82
Table 5 TaxOfficEHOUSE CASE OVEIVIEW........ciiriiiiiiieiieeeiie ettt et et e s snee e sree e 111
Table 6 ICEFACLOrY CASE OVEIVIEW ...ccccuvieiieiieieeciiieeeeciire e e ecvee e e e stae e e e stae e e s saaaeeessaaaeeeseanaaeeens 140
Table 7 RegionalWarehouse Case OVEIVIEW .........cceccuieeeeciiieeeiiieeeeciteeeesieeeeseaveeeeeneeee e 165
Table 8 Summary of bargaining resources and capabilities by case.......cccccoceeveciiveecciennn. 197
Figure 1 Bargaining behaviours at ProcessingHOUSE .........ccccuiveeeiiieeecciiee e 108
Figure 2 Bargaining behaviours at TaxOfficeHOUSE .........coeviiiiiiiiiieiec e, 137
Figure 3 Bargaining behaviours at ICEFaCtOry......cccvviiiiiieiiiiiee e 162
Figure 4 Bargaining behaviours at RegionalWarehouse..........ccceecveeeeiciieeecciec e, 184

Figure 5 Comparison of bargaining behaviours by Case .......ccccccevciiieiiciiee e, 189



Abbreviations
AEEU Amalgamated Engineering and Electrical Union
BERR (Department for) Business, Enterprise and
BLC Branch learning coordinator
BMAE Black and Minority Ethnic
BULO Bargaining Unit Learning Organiser
CCsu Council of Civil Service Unions
CLAIT Computer Literacy and Information Technology
CLF Collective Learning Fund
CPD Continuing Professional Development
CwWu Communication Workers Union
DfEE Department for Education and Employment
DfES Department for Education and Skills
ECDL European Computer Driving License
EDAP (Ford) Employee Development and Programme
EIS Educational Institute of Scotland
ESF European Social Fund
ESOL English for Speakers of other Languages
FDA First Division Association
FE Further Education
FTO union full time officer
GEC Group Executive Committee (PCS)
GMB General, Municipal and Boilermakers union
GPMU Graphical, Paper and Media Union
HMRC Her Majesty's Revenue and Customs
HRM Human Resource Management
HRD Human Resource Development
IT/ICT Information Technology / Information and Communications Technology
ITB Industrial Training Board
Jcc Joint Consultative Committee
LAWD Learning at Work Day
LSC Learning and Skills Council
MSC Manpower Services Commission
MSF Manufacturing, Science and Finance union
NAGCELL National Advisory Group on Continuing Education and Lifelong Learning
NIACE National Institute of Adult and Continuing Education
NPM New Public Management
NVQ National Vocational Qualification
PCS Public and Commercial Services union
PDE Professional Development Exercise
RLC Regional learning coordinator
SfL Skills for Life
TEC Training and Enterprise Council
TGWU Transport and General Workers Union
TSSA Transport Salaried Staff Association
TUC Trades Union Congress
ULF Union Learning Fund
ULR Union Learning Representative
UNITE UNITE the union
USDAW Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers
VET Vocational Education and Training

WERS Workplace Employment Relations survey






Chapter 1 Introduction

This thesis presents a detailed study of bargaining over learning in the workplace in the UK.
Specifically, it examines negotiations around workplace learning agreements in four workplaces. This
study contributes to knowledge through understanding the social processes underpinning
negotiations around the learning theme. The study focuses on bargaining behaviours and the

resources unions bring to negotiations and considers the implications for debates on union renewal.

Union-led, workplace learning has seen considerable growth in the past 18 years, contrary to many
other aspects of British trade union activity. It is a theme which Brendan Barber, the last General
Secretary of the TUC, labelled ‘the most significant development in trade unionism for a generation’
(TUC 2006a:97). Some observers locate union learning within the ‘renewal’ debate and ascribe great
hopes to a learning agenda as a potential route to the revitalisation of UK trade unions through
generating new activism through a new union role, the union learning rep (ULR) (Forrester, 2004;
Heyes & Rainbird, 2011; Warhurst, Thompson, & Findlay, 2007) and in building related workplace
institutions (Findlay & Warhurst, 2011; Rainbird & Stuart, 2011). Much of the research on union
learning locates it within the notion of partnership, framed as co-operative relations focused on
mutual gains (Munro & Rainbird, 2004; Stuart, Martinez Lucio, & Robinson, 2011). Union partnership
with employers can be seen as a logical strategy in the face of a decline in collective bargaining and
the limited regulatory support that frames the employment relationship in the UK (Simms &
Charlwood, 2010). Despite the academic critique of union partnership strategies in general (Taylor &
Ramsay, 1998; Wray, 2005) and union learning partnerships in particular (Daniels & Mcllroy, 2009),
others suggest that, when union learning is embedded in workplace institutions and negotiation
structures, it can derive gains for employers, workers and unions (Stuart, Cutter, Cook, & Winterton,
2013). In contrast, union learning is seen as further evidence of the weakness of trade unions in the

UK and their incorporation into state functions (Keep et al 2010).



Yet, while there has been growth in the number of ULRs, union learning centres and learning
agreements (Stuart, 2011) research exploring the social processes that underpin for learning is
underdeveloped. It is this gap in understanding that this study seeks to address through a close
examination of and how and why learning agreements are developed and implemented at the

workplace level.

The central thesis proposed is that unions can secure sustainable outcomes for labour through a mix
of integrative and distributive bargaining, underpinned by strategies that challenge existing
relationship patterns. The power to extract gains for labour is contingent on union capacity to
articulate learning within the wider union and with employer strategies. The research takes a novel
approach to exploring union learning by focusing on the nature of exchange between unions and
management on the learning agenda through the lens of bargaining behaviours. This helps to identify
the bargaining resources that union reps are able (or not) to employ when trying to manage the

inherent tensions within workplace partnerships on learning.

The thesis is presented in the following chapters. Chapter 2 reviews literature on union learning and
situates it within the evolution of a broader historical context of UK trade unionism, firstly, the
evolution of the UK vocational education and training (VET) system and, secondly, the experience of
UK unions in bargaining over skills in the 1990s. The chapter identifies how the theme of lifelong
learning has presented unions with an opportunity to re-engage in the VET policy arena after a
considerable period of exclusion. This chapter also reviews debates about the role of trade unions
within the political context of New Labour’s support for unions through ‘soft regulation’ (Stuart,
Martinez Lucio, et al., 2011) and debates that suggest union learning partnership offers unions a route
to new forms of negotiation (Stuart & Martinez Lucio 2005). The literature points to the importance

of understanding the real dynamics of partnership and social and political processes in the workplace.

Chapter 3 reviews the literature on bargaining and provides the key framing concepts of the analysis

of negotiations on union learning, notably using Walton and McKersie’s (1965) behavioural theory of



labour negotiations. Chapter 3 further develops the concepts of bargaining power to explore the social
processes underpinning bargaining outcomes. The chapter concludes by considering the
environmental factors that shape bargaining processes. Following on from the literature review,
Chapter 4 outlines the main aims of the thesis and the key concerns and research questions of the
study. It reviews some of the key methodological challenges in researching bargaining and related
processes and how these are addressed. Chapter 4 outlines the ontology employed and research
methodology selected. The research included four case studies in two UK trade unions: the Public and
Commercial Services Union (PCS) and UNITE the union. Case studies were selected because of the
presence of a signed learning agreement between the union and management codifying the scope,
roles, responsibilities and workplace structures supporting union learning. Chapter 5 provides an
overview of these two case unions and the national internal learning infrastructures that have

developed to support workplace learning and ULRs.

Chapters 6 to 9 present the empirical data from the study. Chapter 6 presents data on union learning
and the first of the two PCS cases located in HMRC. It illustrates how union learning reps become
active, and central to the recruitment of a new group of workers. It shows how ULRs were able to
frame learning as a right for these a-typical employees. Chapter 7, also based in an HMRC workplace
organised by PCS, illustrates how ULRs attempt to regulate employer HR and lean policy through
learning and strategies to affect change in employer perceptions of the union. This case also
demonstrates the value of internal union learning infrastructures in mediating issues and concerns
between ULRs, the wider union and management. Chapter 8 contains the first of the UNITE cases,
based in a food manufacturing plant. This case illustrates how, in the context of supportive local
management, ULRs reps develop distributive bargaining strategies to sustain union learning and build
the legitimacy of union’s role around this theme. The last of the empirical chapters, Chapter 9, outlines
the final UNITE case which illustrates how the absence of some of the union capacities noted in the
other three cases union learning becomes vulnerable. That is under threat of either closing down or

becoming integrated (incorporated) into employer HR or training systems in such a way that



distinguishing features that identify it as union and worker-led is lost. The wider context in terms of
economic conditions, HR policy and union contexts is discussed in each case. Chapter 10 concludes
with a summary of the empirical findings and conclusions regarding union strategies for bargaining
over learning. Notably, the resources that unions bring to the theme of learning and which enable
unions to make strategic choices in those negotiations. The study shows how bargaining behaviours
are dynamic and shaped the social processes between workplace reps, management and the wider

union.



Chapter 2 Literature review part 1: union learning

2.1 Introduction

The literature review is divided into two chapters. The following chapter reviews literature on
bargaining. This chapter introduces union learning and the literature examining the workplace
institutions that have developed around the union learning theme. This chapter situates union
learning within the evolution of a broader historical context and the evolution of the UK VET system
and debates about the role of trade unions within this. This chapter also considers union strategies
bargaining for skills and the contrasting theories of union learning, particularly in relation to wider
debates about union renewal. The final section of this chapter explores debates on learning
partnership and identifies the need for a better understanding of the social process underpinning

bargaining for learning at the workplace level.

2.2 Union learning

Many trade unions have their origins in worker education, but by the late twentieth century most
trade union education focused on building capacity. With some notable exceptions, union education
focused on developing union rep and officer skills. The emergence of a new workplace role in the UK,
union learning reps (ULRs), presented an interesting development that has drawn attention from
government and unions. The development has had significant prominence in UK trade unions and
several countries have developed similar experiments including New Zealand, Denmark and Norway
(Alexandrou, 2009; Lee & Cassell, 2009; Teige & Stuart, 2012). For the New Labour government union
learning represented a ‘new and modern role’ (Rainbird 2005:48) for unions within the historical
context and the evolution of the UK’s VET system (see for example, Wilson 2009a; Rainbird and Stuart

2011; Stuart 2004).



In the UK, union learning has been supported by government in three significant ways, initially by the
New Labour government (1997-2010). Firstly, through the Union Learning Fund (ULF) established in
1997. Secondly, through the provision of statutory rights for ULRs in 2003. Thirdly, by the creation of
unionlearn in 2006 — a dedicated function within the TUC to administer and support the strategic
development of the ULF. Statutory rights given to ULRs were modest, allowing for reasonable time off
for duties and for employees to consult with their ULR (ACAS, 2003b) but, nevertheless, represented
a new area of opportunity for rep organisation in the context of a wider decline in trade union rights
and power. The ULF was originally conceived as pump priming monies to initiate small-scale pilot
learning activity. However, the focus of ULF funding shifted in the mid-2000s towards larger scale
national union learning projects (Unionlearn 2006; Unionlearn 2007). The ULF has had 16 consecutive
years of funding, and received over £150m from government. It has supported over 500 projects
involving at least 57 trade unions. Employees have accessed an average number of 210,000 learning
opportunities per year in the period 2010-2013 (Stuart et al., 2013; Unionlearn, 2012, 2013). Learning
opportunities cover a broad spectrum including: Information technology; vocational learning and
NVQs; literacy and numeracy learning; higher education, notably Open University programmes; non-
vocational and informal learning such as modern foreign languages and hobbies; and, information and
guidance sessions explaining the range of learning opportunities available. Despite some pre-election
comments to the contrary, the Coalition government elected in 2010, following consultations with
business and unions, continued to fund the ULF at almost the same level of annual funding as that

available under the New Labour administration (1997-2010).

The literature on union learning makes reference to three main developments in the UK VET system
and related regulatory frameworks that have influenced the union learning agenda (Stuart & Cooney,
2012). Firstly, the new provision of rights for facilities time for ULRs in 2003 presented another
opportunity for unions to enter into dialogue with employers about how the right to ‘reasonable’ time
off could be made operational (ACAS 2010). Secondly, the right to request time to train for workers to

engage with ULRs around learning was included within the Employment Relations Act 1996 (HMSO



2009). For those that had campaigned for more significant statutory rights to paid educational leave,
the Act presented a further opportunity for unions to engage with employers about how this right
could be enacted (unionlearn 2011). Thirdly, increased regulation in certain sectors, such as care and
passenger transport for minimum occupational standards of competence (see for example, Gospel
and Lewis 2010; Rainbird et al. 2011), have provided a basis for further claims on the need for greater
investment in workplace education and skills, and formed the basis for activity between unions,
unionlearn and sector based VET bodies (Unionlearn 2009). Despite this relatively increased role for
UK trade unions in the UK skills policy infrastructure, bargaining on the theme of training and skills

remains low.

2.3 Public policy and the regulatory environment

Union learning, boosted significantly by the creation of the ULF and the provision of statutory rights
for ULRs in 2003, emerged from within a wider VET policy discourse that placed an emphasis on
lifelong learning (see for example European Commission, 2000) and increased participation in
learning. This helped to extend the concept of learning at work beyond that of vocational training
focused on current skills needs (Ant 2000; Rainbird et al. 2004). While retaining the ‘employer-led’
rhetoric of the previous administration’s VET system, New Labour’s skills policy also made reference
to lifelong learning and state objectives were formed around increasing adult participation in learning.
These objectives shaped much of the Labour Government’s policy initiatives launched at the end of
the 1990s, including the creation of the ULF (DfEE 1999a; Fryer 1997; DfEE 1998). A range of VET policy
instruments and initiatives were developed during this period. Unions have engaged in a number of
these initiatives, notably, programmes focused on addressing adult literacy and numeracy needs and
the engagement of workers defined as the so-called ‘hard to reach’ through initiatives such as the
Leitch Pledge on basic skills (Leitch 2006). In the late 2000s, government strategy shifted to place
increased emphasis on the attainment of vocational qualifications at higher levels (Level 3 or higher)

and on expanding apprenticeships (BIS 2010; DIUS 2007). There was a consequential reduction in



support for non-vocational adult learning including funding for English for Speakers of Other

Languages (ESOL), a theme that unions campaigned vigorously against.

At the workplace, the core activities of ULRs are centred on engaging with employees to offer
information about learning and encouraging participation. A central emphasis is placed on ULRs
undertaking surveys with workers in their workplace to ask members about the education and training
that they would like to undertake. Although much of the focus is placed on working with employees,
union learning can involve member-facing, employer-facing, union-facing and policy-facing roles
(Rainbird & Stuart, 2011). Learning activity might be provided by the union, the employer, adult or
higher education providers, or on-line. In many cases, union learning involved establishing a learning
center in, or near, the workplace. A key distinction of union learning is that it is conceptually different
from training (Forrester, 2005; Rainbird, 2000) and rooted in broader concepts of lifelong learning,
with ULRs focused on identifying the learning interests of employees, sourcing relevant opportunities
and providing information and guidance about accessing those opportunities. A central feature of
union learning is the focus on equality of opportunity, targeting activity at those least likely to access
learning due to barriers such as cost or confidence to learn, literacy and numeracy needs, or those
with limited access to training. ULF projects have variously targeted migrant workers (Perrett &
Martinez Lucio, 2008), older workers, those working non-standard hours and those with few formal

gualifications (Stuart et al. 2013).

A number of studies describe the profile of those taking up the ULR role (Bacon & Hoque, 2009;
Saundry, Hollinrake, & Antcliff, 2011; Wallis, Stuart, & Greenwood, 2005) noting the involvement of
women, younger members and people from minority ethnic groups suggesting that ULRs more closely
reflect the profile of trade union membership than other types of union rep (Hollinrake et al. 2008).
Many of the initial ULRs trained were existing reps, especially those that trained in the phase before

ULRs had statutory rights to time for duties. Many of those who become ULRs have been ‘returners



to learning’ themselves and new activists taking up the ULR role offer the unions potential to develop

new relationships with both members and non-members (TUC 2005).

Studies also identify key constraints that ULRs face in carrying out their duties. These include a lack
of employer support (Thompson, Warhurst, & Findlay, 2007), limited time for duties (Cassell & Lee,
2009; Wood & Moore, 2005) or access to resources for their role (Wallis et al., 2005). Those ULRs that
are existing reps face ambiguity about the fit of their new role with other union duties (Wallis et al.
2005). Expectations of the role by some ULRs new to activism has been characterised as an
‘identity...encased narrowly within learning’ (Donnelly & Kiely, 2007) and disconnected from wider
union agendas and organising. In some cases, early union recruitment drives to engage ULRs
deliberately promoted the non-conflictual aspect of the ULR role and some of those new to activism
have limited awareness of the union and its functions (Hollinrake et al., 2008). Those with previous
rep experience tend to see their role more closely aligned with the wider union (Moore & Ross, 2008)

but face being overworked (Thompson et al., 2007).

Learning committees and learning agreements are tools used by unions to engage employers in
dialogue around the learning theme and build workplace institutions for learning (Saundry et al. 2011).
Stuart et al.’s (Stuart, Clough, & Rees, 2011) analysis of the Collective Learning Fund initiative found
that when unions worked with other stakeholders to develop co-funding models, workplace learning
activity has the potential to be sustained. Statutory rights for ULRs provided the right to reasonable
paid time off for duties but the amount of time is not prescribed, opening up the scope for negotiation.
Learning agreements began to emerge as a mechanism to codify terms of reference, objectives and
joint-structures to regulate union learning activity (Sutherland and Rainbird 2000). The TUC and some
national unions developed model agreements (Wallis 2008; Cassell and Lee 2009) intended as
framework documents that workplace actors could develop further. Negotiations around a learning
agreement provide a mechanism through which local support structures for learning and ULRs could

be established such as facilities time, time off for learners and to specify the type of learning
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supported. The signing of a learning agreement is often a stated objective of ULF projects, although
this outcome is not always achieved and union officers report a range of barriers faced in reaching an

agreement (Stuart et al. 2010).

ULF monitoring systems began to collect data on new agreements and, by 2014, 1,968 new learning
agreements were reported as signed. A study of the content of learning agreements identified some
key features: just over half made reference to paid time off for learners to take part in courses, often
with an arrangement of 50:50 with an hour of the learner’s time matched with an hour of paid time;
seven in ten made provision for ULR facility but actual amounts were rarely stated; over half set out
management, ULR and union roles; three quarters established a learning committee; almost six in ten
made reference to ULRs helping employees access work and non-work related learning; in some cases
the agreements set out specific details for the development of a workplace learning center (Stuart,

2011).

Cassell and Lee (2009) identified four different possible types of learning agreement. The first were
short term, effectively ‘task and finish’ agreements, around a short time-bound project. The second
included agreements around longer term union-employer collaborations notably for developing a
learning center. Thirdly, unions reported broader based ‘framework’ agreements that articulated
shared interests around learning. These agreements were more likely to include expectations of
workplace actors, establish dedicated mechanisms to facilitate union learning, and outline ULR and
learner entitlements. A fourth type of learning ‘partnership’ agreement, potentially encapsulating
aspects of the first three of these, included reference to external stakeholders such as learning

providers or regional TUC/unionlearn, extending partnership activity beyond the organisation.

In the context of a voluntaristic system, the existence of a written agreement does not guarantee that
these formal commitments to learning will be achieved. However, there is a literature that suggests
the presence of a learning agreement is associated with building workplace institutions that can help

contribute to mutual gains (Bennett, 2014; Hollinrake et al., 2008; Hoque & Bacon, 2011; Stuart et al.,
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2013; Stuart, 2011; Wallis, 2008). Further, learning agreements, when developed alongside workplace
institutions such as joint learning committees, these may help contribute to wider workplace impacts
and benefits for workers (Hollindrake et al. 2008; Munro and Rainbird 2004; Saundry et al. 2010; Stuart

et al. 2010; Stuart and Wallis 2007b).

There are contrasting commentaries on how these workplace institutions serve to derive gains for
labour. It is suggested, one the one hand, that the public funding and evolving VET policy framework
have generated an ‘opportunity structure’ for UK trade unions; a structure through which UK unions
have developed a presence at the workplace around learning and within the VET policy architecture
thereby opening up levers of influence in the UK VET system in the workplace and beyond (Rainbird
and Stuart 2011). At the workplace level, union engagement in employer learning and development
systems has the potential to ‘humanise’ human resource development (HRD) and employer training
programmes and deliver ‘socially responsible’ outcomes through active employer engagement
(Wilson 2009b; Wallis 2008). Hollinrake et al. (op cit) also report the value of learning agreements in
generating procedural outcomes for unions and Alexandrou (2009) notes the value of an agreement
in legitimising the ULR role. Learning agreements provide a tool to engage employers in workplace
dialogue which may increase levels of trust and enhance inter-union working (Wallis and Stuart 2007).
Stroud and Fairbrother (2008) suggest, in a study in the steel sector, that to effectively serve their
members, that gains for workers are contingent on an ‘active stance’ by unions around bargaining for
learning. They suggest that, in a more dynamic labour market, unions can bargain for access to wider
learning opportunities that include skills for ‘employability’ to help members chart uncertainties in the
labour market. Wallis and Stuart (Wallis & Stuart, 2007) also suggest that the nature of the underlying

partnership is fundamentally important to the achievement of these outcomes.

In contrast to the more optimistic assessments of union learning, critics suggest that the prospect of
union revitalisation through union learning are ‘implausible’ (Mcllroy, 2008: 1), due to the lack of

political and legal support that can regulate bargaining on the theme of learning. In the absence of
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formal regulation of union learning, other than limited rights for time to carry out their duties, union
activity is heavily constrained and vulnerable to cuts in public funding (Keep et al. 2010). While much
of the criticism of union strategies for learning is directed towards the TUC and unionlearn
administration of the ULF (Ewing, 2005), critics suggest ULRs’ focus on learning for employability helps
to sustain a neo-liberal ideology and notions of individualism that ‘lubricates productivity’ (Daniels &
Mcllroy, 2009:304). Mcllroy (op cit) also doubts the capacity of workplace unions to advance worker
interests as ULRs are ‘not learning shop stewards’ (Daniels & Mcllroy, 2009: 297). By working in
partnership with management on the learning theme Daniels and Mcllroy concede that workers may
derive a few ‘fringe benefits’ (op cit: 301) but union learning risks being a subaltern to management
training that may ultimately damage workplace organisation through diverting scare resource to union
learning efforts (Daniels & Mcllroy, 2009). Citing Warhurst et al (2007) Daniels and Mcllroy (op cit)
argue that, at the workplace, ULRs do not operate strategically to engage with employers on training
around a productivist strategy (discussed further under ‘bargaining for skills’ below). In terms of
political economy, union learning can be seen as representing a poor settlement from the New Labour
government in 1997 (Mcllroy, 2008). Further, that neo-liberal VET policy based on improving the skills
supply and not industrial demand is questioned as an appropriate response to the needs of the UK
economy (Crouch, Finegold, & Sako, 1999). Although unions are presented as a ‘trusted intermediary’
in the contemporary VET system, they are seen as having limited influence as a social partner (Keep
et al. 2010: 407). Others consider union learning activity, especially the activity of the TUC and its
learning division unionlearn, a threat to unions through their incorporation into a state administration

function; acting as a distraction from ‘real’ union concerns (Mcllroy 2008; Ewing 2005).

In order to develop a study which seeks to develop further insights and understanding of the
contrasting debates surrounding union learning, it is necessary to understand further the context
within which union learning has developed. The previous sections in this chapter have referred to the
political structures that have facilitated and constrained union activity within the VET system. The

remainder of this Chapter situates this within a wider historical context of the changes taking place in
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collective bargaining in the UK, the decline of collective bargaining institutions in since the 1970s, the
new bargaining agenda of the 1980s and the rise of union management-partnerships at the turn of

the Century.

2.4 Trade unions and collective bargaining

In the UK, collective bargaining was the dominant form of regulation of the employment relationship
in the post-war era but the latter part of the twentieth century saw a steep decline in collective
bargaining activity in the UK. In 1984 collective bargaining covered 71 per cent of workers and 23 per
cent in 2011 (van Wanrooy et al., 2011) and the percentage of unionised workplaces fell from 33 per
cent in 2004 to 25 per cent in 2011. The fall was particularly marked in the private sector, declining to
17 per cent from 29 per cent over the same period (op cit). Collective bargaining is increasingly
concentrated in public sector workplaces, favouring groups of relatively well protected workers.
Conversely, employees in smaller firms are characterised as being ‘left with no more than their

statutory rights as protection’ (Brown and Nash 2008: 102).

The decentralisation of the locus of pay settlements from national or sector based agreements to the
enterprise or workplace level and the narrowing of the scope of themes on the bargaining agenda
were strong and continuing trends in Britain from the end of the 1970s onwards (Charlwood, 2007).
The increase in enterprise or workplace level bargaining is, in many cases, the result of the articulation
of issues at different levels within multi-level bargaining structures. Traxler (1995), for example, notes
the articulation of ‘higher-level’ agreements that set the parameters for local negotiations. Others
note recent trends in, for example, the ‘increasing diversity of issues on the bargaining agenda... and
particularly innovative practices in respect of the application of collective agreements to non-standard
workers’ (Hayter, Fashoyin, & Kochan, 2011: 225). However, the overall picture of declining union

influence is rarely disputed.
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Causes for the decline in collective bargaining are primarily linked to deindustrialisation and the
decline in employment amongst groups of traditional membership. Total union membership in the UK
fell from a peak of over 13 million in 1979 to 6.5 million in 2013 (BIS, 2014) — half of the peak of over
13 million in 1979. Membership levels in the private sector fell from 3.4 million in 1995 to 2.6 million
in 2013 or 14.4 per cent. 3.8 million Public sector employees were union members, with density
decreasing from to 55.4 per cent in 2013. Wider environmental influences on collective bargaining
trends are noted including the influence of societal change from a post-war era based on collectivism
towards a more individualistic society (Phelps-Brown, 1990) and changes in political and legislative
environments (Smith & Morton, 2006). Brown et al. (2009) attribute increased competitiveness,
especially in global markets, to limiting the possibility of rent sharing and an associated decline of
collective bargaining, notably in multi-employer bargaining. However, commentators refer to the
changes taking place within organisations as also contributing to the decline of collective bargaining.
With the rise in human resource management (HRM) practices during the 1980s workplace

employment practices focused on individual rather than collective means.

The WIRS and WERS surveys of managers and union reps have enabled comparison of not only the
incidence of union-management negotiation on core and non-core bargaining themes but also
participants’ views of this activity. Cully et al. (1999) noted for example that when managers and union
representatives were asked similar questions in the 1980 and 1998 studies about the nature of this
interaction both groups gave broadly similar responses to questions about whether union-
management interaction was perceived as negotiation, consultation or information sharing (op cit).
Data from the WERS survey in 2004 suggest a divergence in the perceptions of management and union
reps about bargaining interactions (Kersley et al.,, 2006). Although increases in consultation are
reported by both management and unions, unions were more likely to make reference to negotiation
and employers to consultation or information sharing processes. Brown and Nash (2008) speculate
that the union rep response possibly reflects ‘the fading of memories of what constituted negotiation

in a past era when collective bargaining was more robust’ (2008:100). Moore et al.’s (2005) research
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on bargaining following the signing of new recognition agreements and Oxenbridge and Brown’s
exploration of the sustainability of co-operative relations note a ‘re-labelling’ of the employer-union
interaction as consultation (Oxenbridge & Brown, 2004). The shift towards consultation may not only
reflect employer intent and the reality of weakening of union influence, but also a change in trade
union strategy in recognition of a weaker bargaining position. For example, Moore et al. (2005)
suggested that following new recognition the union might work to consolidate its bargaining position

by taking a more consultative approach.

2.5 The ‘new bargaining agenda’ of the 1990s

During the 1960s and 1970s trade unions in Britain were located within a weak tripartite industrial
relations system which included a role in Industrial Training Boards and joint regulation of the
apprenticeship system (Sheldrake & Vickerstaff, 1987). With the dismantling of that system during the
1980s, trade union negotiation on the theme of skills was primarily in relation to changes in work
organisation and reward linked to skill levels; although, in the main, pay remained linked to length of
service. During the 1990s, the relative importance of skills as policy a tool to enhance competitiveness
rose in prominence in the UK and in many other economies (Porter, 1998). The identification of the
UK’s tendency for a ‘low skills equilibrium’ (Finegold & Soskice, 1988) prompted state responses
seeking to increase the stock of UK skills resulting in the VET policy noted above.

The increased emphasis on skills was viewed as an opportunity for trade unions to develop a more
proactive dialogue with employers around training and skill formation (Matthews, 1994; Rainbird &
Vincent, 1996). In the face of a reduction in membership and bargaining power, negotiating on training
was proffered as a route to developing a ‘new’ bargaining agenda (Storey & Sisson, 1993) with the
inclusion of bargaining themes that could complement wage negotiations. It was suggested that
unions and employers could develop a consensual dialogue on training leading to a ‘positive-sum’
outcome based on shared ‘occupational interests’ (Peter Leisink, Van Leemput, & Vilrokx, 1996). The

TUC suggested that the means to achieve this was through negotiating training agreements and
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developing workplace structures such as training committees (TUC, 1992). Bargaining for skills offered
a route to developing relations around a productivist agenda and linked negotiation on skills into
business processes (Stuart & Wallis, 2007b; Stuart, 1996).

In the UK, a number of unions developed specific policy and resources for negotiators on training
(GMB & T&GWU, 1997; MSF, 1991) and included campaigning for training entitlements and paid time
off for learning (GMB, 1997; Mace & Yarnit, 1987). Other unions developed their own training and
learning services for members including the AEEU’s provision of technical training for members. The
FORD-EDAP employee development programme (Mortimer, 1990) and UNISON’s Return to Learn
courses (Munro, Rainbird, & Holly, 1997) focused on the provision of ‘softer’ education and skills
programmes (Grugulis, 2007) but were significant developments in the provision of learning for
members. The TUC’s Bargaining for Skills projects engaged trade unions and employers in the delivery
of VET programmes including NVQs and the Investors in People programme (Dundon & Eva, 1998).
Despite this increased focus on education and skills, the extent of trade union collective bargaining on
training remained low. A content analysis of IDS collective agreements in 1994 showed that training
was a theme in 40 of 944 agreements (Claydon & Green, 1994). The incidence of negotiation on
training in union recognised workplaces increased between 1998 and 2004 from one in thirty
workplaces to almost one in ten workplaces, with consultation on training taking place in one in three
workplaces in 2004 (Stuart & Robinson, 2007). Yet, these proportions are low compared to the
incidence of bargaining on other aspects of the employment relationship in the UK, or in comparison
with European collective bargaining systems where unions have greater statutory entitlements
around bargaining and established roles within VET systems (Stuart & Wallis, 2007b; Winterton, 2007).
Reasons for the low incidence of collective bargaining on training are linked to a number of factors:
the broader decline in union influence; UK trade union’s exclusion as social partners from the VET
system (Keep, Lloyd, & Payne, 2010); employer constraints and management prerogative (Claydon &
Green, 1994); and a lack of union organisation and capacity to regulate training, coupled with a

disinterest in pursuing a ‘softer’ item on the bargaining menu. For example, even in the print sector
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where a national training agreement did exist, union regulation of training was limited (Stuart, 1996).
Building workplace rep capacity was central to Dundon and Eva’s assessment of successes observed
in the TUC’s Bargaining for Skills initiative noting that that ‘well-informed shop stewards can add value
to the system of training within an enterprise when adopting a proactive orientation toward VET

strategy and its implementation, in both a direct (formal) and indirect (informal) way’ (1998:4).

Phillimore’s (1997) review of similar bargaining reforms in Australia noted that bargaining on training
lagged behind national and sectoral policy agreements, partly as a result of union organisation but
also because reps were uncertain over strategies about how to negotiate on training; whether this
should be within an integrative or distributive bargaining frame. The experience of the GPMU in the
print sector in the UK, seeking to maintain a national agreement on training and recruitment,
suggested these agreements did not easily come within the scope of a ‘mutual gains’ framework
(Stuart, 2001) with empirical studies suggesting that training was not an issue where unanimity of
interests exist in the workplace (Stuart 1996). Sutherland and Rainbird (2000) argue that placing
training within a distributive approach might encourage employers to see training as a cost rather
than an entitlement. Furthermore, they observe that progress in developing negotiating on training in
the UK was notably made by unions with craft traditions and experience of the joint regulation of
apprenticeships and that other unions representing unskilled workers expressed concerns over a
distributive bargaining strategy that linked pay to competence (Rainbird, Sutherland, Edwards, Holly,

& Munro, 2004).

Streeck (Streeck, 1992) proposed that independent trade unions should pursue a strategy of
conflictual co-operation to help address the market failure in skills training. He posited that changing
production regimes towards a post-fordist paradigm of flexible specialisation meant that the
workplace was increasingly becoming the location of skills formation. As such, unions could advance
bargaining for skills around a supply-side, productivist strategy. This strategy requires a range of

complementary union interventions: a focus on the standardisation of the curriculum; bargaining for
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employment continuity and higher wages (to cut off a low-skilled route); the negotiation of training
plans; ‘on the ground’ enforcement of labour standards in training, all preferably supported by public
policy (op cit p 266-269). In the UK context, the development of such an agenda seems unlikely given
the limited traditions of UK trade unions around social partnerships on training, weak capacity to

negotiate on training and little prospect to improve regulatory underpinnings.

Despite the difficulties encountered in bargaining on the training theme, research in the UK has
identified how informal and formal workplace institutions shape skill formation (Heyes 1993; Rainbird
et al. 2003). Dialogue on training takes place through a number of individual and collective
mechanisms (BERR, 2008) and Rainbird et al.’s (2003) study of these mechanisms identified six modes
of collective voice on training: joint decision making; joint project work; a ‘Bargaining for Skills’ model
focused on access to VET programmes; a broadening of access to learning; separate partnerships on
employee development; and, the use of existing collective bargaining channels (Rainbird et al op cit
80). This variety of approaches suggested that unions are both able and constrained in different ways

to advance negotiations on the training theme.

Heyes (2000) notes how dialogue over skills acquisition must be seen within the political context of
workplace change and how skills will be used in practice. This suggests that, to assess outcomes in
terms of balance of interests, further data are needed on ‘the objectives that workplace actors seek
as a result of training...and the social dynamics of partnership approaches to training’ (Heyes
2000:162). Rainbird et al. (2004) note that co-operation on training often took place separately from
other industrial relations structures. While recognising that conflict might occur, union reps were able
to maintain a dialogue on skills that was based on a co-operative approach to problem solving. Where
reps were proactive and brought solutions (expertise and other resources) to the dialogue,
partnerships on training were likely to succeed. Rainbird et al. (2004) also suggest that dialogue needs
to extend beyond a focus on work-related skills if unions are to advance the interests of members and

avoid (the perception of) incorporation into business training systems. The experience of UK unions
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around advancing the ‘new bargaining agenda in the 1980s and early 1990s’ was largely judged to
have had only limited success (Heyes & Stuart, 1998). It is this experience that formed the context
within the workplace dialogue on lifelong learning within a partnership model developed in the late

1990s.

2.6 Union partnership for mutual gains

Contemporary collective bargaining does not resemble that which existed in the post-war period,
viewed by some as the ‘high water mark’ for British trade unions. A new emphasis on co-operation
can be understood in terms of the decrease in unions’ ‘coercive’ power which reduces bargaining
power based on ‘the credible threat of industrial action’ (Brown & Nash, 2008: 93). Faced with this
reality, unions look to develop strategies that enhance power relations through other routes (Huzzard,
Gregory, & Scott, 2004) and partnership can be viewed as an attempt to enhance legitimacy in

workplace relations (Simms & Charlwood, 2010).

If collective bargaining within a voluntarist framework was the main form of expression of trade union
collective interests in the mid-twentieth century in the UK, union-management partnership was a
prevalent alternative strategy at the turn of the millennium, encouraged by both government and
national bodies such as the TUC (2001) and ACAS (ACAS, 2001, 2003a). Whereas Northern European
models of partnership include social or corporatist partnership structures at the national, sectoral and
enterprise levels, the relative lack of regulatory and institutional frameworks in the UK means that
partnership in the British context also refers to activity at the enterprise level (Terry, 2010). Although
the exact nature of union-management partnership is subject to debate (Stuart & Martinez Lucio
2005; Johnstone et al. 2009; Samuel & Bacon 2010) the term when applied to ‘genuine’ (Wray, 2005),
as opposed to ‘superficial’, partnership (Tailby, Richardson, Stewart, Danford, & Upchurch, 2004),
suggests an approach to employment relations based on co-operation, positive relations and shared
responsibility for outcomes. The suggested logic of this approach is that by doing so, all parties in the

employment relationship derive gains. For example, on the premise that effective HRM practice leads
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to better productivity and business performance, the mutual gains thesis suggests that the gains
generated from union partnership and enhanced productivity can be shared between stakeholders
(Kochan & Osterman, 1994). To achieve this, Kochan and Osterman (ibid)suggests that the approach
to union-management relations requires systems built on trust, joint-working and with a focus on
problem solving, co-operative rather than adversarial industrial relations and an integrative approach

to bargaining (discussed further below).

Research in Britain into the partnership phenomenon has focused on a number of levels of analysis:
the balance of mutual gains; the conditions that promote ‘genuine’ partnership’; and, the ideology
underlying partnerships. Firstly, writers have considered the gains for the parties in the employment
relationship and whether the balance of gains can be observed. Most assessments judge partnerships
to favour employer interests or being ‘employer-dominant’ (Guest & Peccei, 2001; Samuel & Bacon,
2010). Partnerships where the ‘balance of advantage’ moves towards labour or ‘labour-parity’ is
considered feasible but rare (Bélanger & Edwards, 2007). Those that describe partnership outcomes
more favourably set this approach in the context of the dramatic decline in union influence where
partnership gains offer an increased ‘institutional centrality’ or at least the location of trade unions
‘within a more favourable terrain’ (Ackers & Payne, 1998: 539). In contrast, union co-operation with
management around goals such as business performance and functional flexibility has been judged by
others as compromising worker interests (Geary & Trif, 2011; Wills, 2004), and union independence
(J. McBride & Stirling, 2002), ultimately weakening trade union organisation (Kelly, 2004) or
threatening the relationship between union elites and rank and file members (Beale, 2005; Upchurch,
Danford, Tailby, & Richardson, 2008). Further, employer motivations for partnership, such as
productivity gains and enhanced trust relations, might not be evident (Dietz, 2004), or gains might not

endure (Dobbins & Gunnigle, 2009).

A second theme within the literature on partnership is an examination of conditions in the workplace

and beyond that promote or inhibit ‘genuine’ partnership. Partnerships have developed in a number
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of different contexts, including the development of single union agreements in the 1980s, those
developed in resolution of conflict (Johnstone, Wilkinson, & Ackers, 2004) and those developed as a
result of new trade union recognition rights in the 1990s. Simms and Charlwood (2010) note that these
varying contexts shape the nature of ensuing partnerships. Oxenbridge and Brown (2004) suggest that
co-operative relations are contingent on robust partnerships, boosted by both strong union
organisation and employer interest in a vigorous union. Stuart and Martinez Lucio (2005), referring
to the work of Cooke (1990), describe the processual aspects of successful labour-management co-
operation. These include the need for the partnership to have clear processes for resolving problems;
that engender trust; have a degree of openness about ‘difficult’ behaviour; there is a ‘clear
delineation’ of the distinctive role of labour; and, there is understanding of how the gains from
partnership will be shared. Cooke (1990) identified the complexity of achieving co-operative relations
within broader contexts and:

“(the) inherent difficulty of juxtaposing or balancing co-operation and more traditional

collective bargaining ...Alternating between traditional contract negotiations and

administration of contractual rights via grievance, arbitration, and discipline procedures,

on one hand, and co-operative, mutually beneficial problem solving, on the other, requires
a delicate balancing of two fairly distinct processes.” (Cook 1990: 15)

Heery et al. (2005: 185) suggest that effective partnership requires independent union bargaining
power in order to secure mutual gains, noting in the review of three partnership cases that a union’s
goal of higher standards for workers and increased collective organisation were ‘unlikely to be realised
solely on the basis of identifying common interests and relying on employer support’. Terry (2004)
notes the functional challenges faced by UK unions in balancing these processes, coupled with the
difficulty of developing union rep capacity to engage with employers in partnership agendas on
themes of business development and productivity. Terry, furthermore, suggests that some successful
partnerships, such as those led by UNISON, are based on union expertise and professionalism rather
than the promotion of collective interests, contributing to possible tensions between the employer-
facing and member-facing role of union reps (Terry 2010: 293). This revisits a theme discussed by

Flanders (1964) in writing of experiments in ‘productivity agreements’ who observed that even in
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cases where the employer held ‘a positive human relation philosophy’ successful agreements were
based on complex interactions between union reps and their union ‘as a union’ (p 140) and with others
within the social system of the business.

In a third level of analysis, McBride and Sterling (2002) suggest that an analysis of partnership requires
an understanding of the underpinning ideology and social processes involved in achieving partnership
activity. This theme is elaborated on by Wray (2005) who points to the need to understand
management and union motivation for partnership in order to explain partnership outcomes. Critics
point to prevalent unitarist ideologies that suppress legitimate expressions of workplace conflict
(Upchurch et al. 2008). Terry (2010:277) notes the ‘two different logics of action’ that lead to
potentially incompatible union structures that advance employee rights and contribute to business
competitiveness. In this respect, union learning, when used to support workers to access training and
education that prepares them for redundancy, could be viewed as a support to members to help them
make labour market transitions. Alternatively, union-led learning activity focused on redundancy can
be seen as an ‘ideological glue’ for restructuring (Martinez Lucio & Stuart 2004) that is legitimised for
workers through union involvement.

Wray (2005) contends that it is within the bargaining process that assessment of ‘genuine’ and
counterfeit’ partnership needs to be understood, suggesting that an understanding of the items for
negotiation is helpful in understanding ‘genuine’ or ‘counterfeit’ partnership relations. Further, in
undertaking an assessment of partnership within the British context, Stuart and Martinez Lucio (2005)
pose the question as to whether union strategy for the advancement of material and social concerns
is ‘just a choice between partnership and collective bargaining’. Their assessment of partnership
agenda suggests that it may offer unions ‘new forms of negotiation’ in the face of employer
ambivalence (op cit: 269-270) where partnership is a ‘more multi-layered conception of co-operation
which encompasses political co-operation, bargaining relations, or workplace and social co-operation

of an explicit and implicit manner’ (op cit: 271).
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Huzzard (2001) contends that within the context of contemporary economic conditions and low rents,
union engagement with employers around competence and skills development is a logical strategic
response to changing workplace contexts. Further, to be successful, unions need to develop a
discourse on this theme that is couched in terms of a productivist strategy in order to secure employer
engagement (Huzzard op cit). The following section explores these themes in relation to the extant

literature on union learning partnerships in the UK

2.7 Union learning partnerships in the UK

This final section of this Chapter explores the development of union-management partnerships on the
learning theme. Studies of early contemporary partnerships around the learning theme in the UK
focused on work led by UNISON (Munro & Rainbird, 2000b). Building on UNISON’s experience as a
learning provider, the Return to Learn (R2L) programme offered learning predominantly aimed at
workers with few prior qualifications (Munro & Rainbird, 2000b, 2004; Sutherland, 2000). Munro and
Rainbird (2000) note that negotiation with management over the Return to Learn programme was
more a ‘pragmatic choice’ than a clear strategy around partnership (op cit: 236). The success of the
initial Return to Learn programmes was highlighted in an internal UNISON study which indicated that
a significant proportion of the membership could potentially benefit from taking part (Kennedy 1995).
UNISON officials reported that, in order to meet the high level of demand, the union looked to shift
some of the costs of expansion to the employer. A description of the way this was presented to

employers was that:

“The union was not approaching employers seeking concessions but bringing resources
and expertise, so we would say to the employer if you want it (R2L) then you need to give
PEL (paid educational leave) and fees.” (Munro and Rainbird 2000: 236)

The ‘bargain’ is based on an argument linked to the joint contribution of resources. Sutherland and
Rainbird (2000) assert that dialogue on learning should not be located within wider collective
bargaining institutions as demands for rewards linked to learning would bring the broader-based

(distinctively union) learning agenda within the ambit of management control. This would lead to the
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narrowing of learning opportunities to those more focused on employer interests and work skills. The
conclusion drawn is that dialogue on union learning, especially when focused on widening
participation, should be developed outside of established collective (distributive) bargaining
arrangements. In this respect, UNISON’s learning partnerships with employers are typified as being
distinct and in a ‘separate space’ from more general union-management partnerships (Anne Munro &

Rainbird, 2004).

In assessing the benefits of partnership arrangements, gains identified for employees include
qualifications and access to further learning and development, including employer training and
continuing professional development (CPD) programmes. The gains for employers included a range of
benefits including more confident staff and improved orientation towards work related training and
improved basic skills. Contrary to some of the criticisms levied at the broader partnership agenda,
Munro and Rainbird’s research concluded that learning could contribute to union organisation in the
workplace. Gains were noted for the union through generating activism by a new cadre of activists
from amongst workforce groups often under-represented within lay rep and officer roles (Munro and

Rainbird 2000).

The research on UNISON’s Return to Learn (R2L) programme offers one of the clearest insights into
the nature and outcomes from union-management partnerships on learning, especially with respect
to union-employer negotiations characterised as ‘integrative bargaining’. This body of work became a
key reference for much of the ensuing academic discussion on the nature of union-led learning.
However, Munro and Rainbird’s work (ibid) could be viewed as pertaining to a specific set of historical
conditions and contingencies. Within UNISON and its pre-merger unions there was a long established

culture and infrastructure providing learning opportunities for members.

A contrasting view of union-employer engagement in the learning and skills agenda was developed by
McBride and Mustchin (2007a). Their research, undertaken in the health sector, explored processes

and outcomes of the NHS change programme Agenda for Change and union engagement with the
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workforce development initiatives that grew from this (McBride & Mustchin, 2007a). In this case, staff
development initiatives, such as the Skills Escalator, explicitly linked skills development to career
structures which were underpinned by a learning framework. This offered unions the scope to engage
in workplace dialogue around the learning theme. The research, based on seven case studies in NHS
Trusts, reported the challenges faced by union activists in getting involved in debates on skills in the
context of an employer-led initiative on workforce modernisation. Union activists were more focused
on the impact of modernisation on pay and conditions than employee learning. In the absence of pre-
existing union-management learning partnerships there was limited scope for union reps to critically
engage in the learning agenda (McBride & Mustchin, 2007a). Although UNISON was a major
protagonist in these workplaces, the learning agenda had been set by management with reference to

a national NHS workforce development strategy and union engagement was relatively weak.

McBride and Mustchin’s findings expose the potential vulnerabilities of partnerships around learning
and skills and the scope to sustain union learning. Union learning activity is also characterised as being
contingent on the energies of local enthusiasts within unions, management and wider state agencies
(Munro & Rainbird, 2000a). Cassell and Lee (2007) note that achievements on learning are often
achieved within a ‘difficult and complex balancing act’ between union, employer, workers and the
state (op cit: 249), noting that employer dominance of the union learning agenda would undermine
its success. If, however, union learning is too far distanced from management or state interests, the
scope for sustaining union learning may be limited. However, independence from management is
needed in order that unions can critically engage over workplace learning processes that are
detrimental to labour’s interests. Placing learning in a ‘separate space’ outside of wider IR bargaining
machinery, potentially allows partnerships on learning to be flexible and innovative (Stuart & Wallis
2007), separate from wider industrial issues and conflict. Such separation from collective bargaining
mechanisms might, however, prove a threat if it distances learning activity from the support of the
wider union. Partnership could in effect ‘endorse negative practice, effectively undermining rank and

file resistance’ (Stevenson, 2008: 462; also see Taylor & Ramsay, 1998) and give a ‘sheen of legitimacy’
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to management control if there is no effective voice mechanism to promote employee interests (Bach,

2004).

2.8 Conclusion

This chapter has located union learning within the historical context of UK trade unionism and debates
on union partnership in the late twentieth century. Partnership does not preclude bargaining but the
social processes around this needs to be better understood. The literature points to the importance
of understanding the nature of bargaining behaviours at the workplace level and, in the context of
partnership, how unions balance the tensions inherent in this strategy. This chapter considers union
strategies bargaining for skills and the contrasting theories of union learning, particularly in relation
those debates that provide contrast views about the union learning and the prospect for union
renewal. The following chapter examines literature on bargaining theory and bargaining power to help

elaborate the conceptual frames used in this study.
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Chapter 3 Literature review part 2: bargaining

3.1 Introduction

The previous chapter highlighted central debates and the contrasting theories used to explain the
development union learning. On the one hand, the emergence of the union learning theme and ULRs
is hypothesized as signifying the incorporation of unions into state and business agendas with ULRs
typified as apolitical and undermining union efforts at renewal though the pursuit of partnerships on
learning. Others view the development of workplace learning as evidence of unions exploiting
opportunity structures to advance labour interests. This more positive view sees union learning as a
potential route to union renewal through routes to activism and by fostering new forms of
engagement with management. This more positive reading suggests that adopting an integrative
approach to negotiation enables unions to advance worker interests and build new workplace
institutions while recognising that union capacity to do so is constrained by resources and
management resistance. In order help understand the union learning phenomenon and provide
insight that can inform these debates, this study focuses on union-management bargaining on learning
and building on the advice of Wray (2005) and Stuart and Martinez-Lucio (2005) who suggest that
partnership can be better understood through a multi-layered conception of partnership and social
co-operation.

This chapter examines literatures on bargaining to the explore core concepts that shape the analysis
workplace negotiations and discusses three core aspects: bargaining theory, notably behavioural
theory of bargaining; secondly, bargaining power and union capacities to affect change in bargaining
relations; finally, this chapter concludes by considering the environmental factors that influence
bargaining processes. The research questions and methodology are presented in chapter 4.

3.2 Bargaining theory

Theories of bargaining have developed within a range of academic disciplines. Neo-classical economic

theory explores the bilateral monopoly power of unions and management to negotiate wages, while
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game theory explores the rational choices made by those involved in the bargain. Muthoo (1999) for
example defines bargaining as ‘a situation where two players have a common interest to co-operate
but have conflicting interests into exactly how to co-operate’ (p1) and continues that ‘players can
mutually benefit from reaching agreement on an outcome on a set of outcomes but have conflicting
interests over the set of outcomes’ (p1-2). Theories of bargaining based on game approaches to the
understanding of bargaining are critiqued on the assumptions that game theory makes about parties’
knowledge of each other’s positions and focus on individual decision making that does not account
for collective processes within organisations (Thomas Kochan, 1980). However, the concepts of
mutuality and conflicting interests of bargaining parties are clearly of relevance in the analysis of

workplace bargaining.

Beatrice and Sidney Webb’s research, following the work of David Schloss (1898), into workplace
payment systems, included the study of bargaining and how unions enhance the material interests of
workers around the pay-effort bargain through collective means (Webb & Webb 1902). This early
research identified how shop stewards can exercise a degree of control over work flow and payment
systems. Chamberlain and Kuhn (1965) refer to this view of regulation as a ‘marketing’ theory of
collective bargaining. They further develop conceptions of workplace bargaining beyond wage
determination to include the ‘managerial’ theory of collective bargaining. This describes negotiation
of the functional relationship between unions and employers around workplace governance. In the
contemporary UK context, industrial relations research has focused on the nature of representative

and regulatory structures both in the workplace and beyond.

The inherent nature of conflict within the employment relationship forms the basis for much of the
analysis of institutions that develop around workplace dialogue and bargaining. Advocates of greater
regulation, for example through national bargaining systems, see collective bargaining as the arenain
which social partners accommodate ‘imbalances in the employment relationship’ (Clegg 1979). Since

negotiation within the pluralist frame leads to the generation of concessions between parties, the
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process, it is assumed, helps to bind social actors together (Spencer 2009). This process brings about
accommodation between the different standards of negotiating parties (Flanders, 1968). Critics from
a radical perspective argue, in contrast, that collective bargaining institutionalises conflict and
ultimately provides a way of legitimising the status quo (Hyman 1978). Gains for labour might be
achieved in an expanding economy where rents are high, however, when crisis occurs, as a Marxist
view contends it inevitably will, the dominance of capital will become evident and accommodation
less likely. Furthermore, the excessive power of capital transforms itself into a legitimating authority
and an ideology develops of ‘rightness’ or inevitability of capital’s treatment of labour. In this frame,
unions working within institutionalised collective bargaining frameworks are only able to challenge
management power at the margins or become incorporated into a unitarist system of industrial
relations.

Fox’s ‘auto critique’ of pluralism (Fox 1974) agrees that management practices in capitalist economies
often advance low trust, undermining the bindings between social agents. Clegg, although a strong
advocate of pluralist institutions, also agreed that a paradox existed within collective bargaining:
reaching agreement could not be the core value of bargaining parties (1979). Being assured of an
agreement would mean that bargaining would be a ‘sham’. Collective bargaining within a pluralist
frame, therefore, was an incomplete moral philosophy and had to be driven by core values beyond
the pluralist model. Pluralism, he contended, is not inconsistent with achieving outcomes based on
values such as social justice; however, these values need to form the moral basis upon which parties
voluntarily engage in bargaining. Further, where large imbalances in power exist between
management and workers, agreements made through collective bargaining can effectively be made
under duress. Clegg suggested that forcing values on others lacks a moral base and is, therefore,
morally invalid and likely to mean that agreements will not be sustainable (Clegg 1975). This analysis
suggests that developing an understanding of bargaining on the theme of union learning requires not

only an understanding of workplace institutions around union learning but also the actors, the
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behaviours of bargaining parties, their core values and the wider social processes that shape the
outcomes of negotiations.

3.3 A behavioural theory of labour negotiations

Sociological and behavioural approaches provide further insights into collective bargaining
mechanisms through exploration of the tactics used by negotiators and the likelihood of settlement.
Terry (1977) describes both the formal and the informal processes in rule-making within the
employment relationship and Goodrich (1975) identified how this manifest itself as local custom and
practice influencing the “frontier of control’ between labour and management. Plant level studies have
further explored the characteristics and role of shop stewards and how these shape union-
management engagement. Beynon (1973) and Batstone (1977) for example, notably describe the
activities of shop stewards and the relations between workplace reps, full time union officials and
management, exploring how the motivations of workplace actors shape rule-making in the workplace

(also see McCarthy 1964; Flanders 1964).

Labour research relating to negotiation processes, Walton and McKersie’s (1965) behavioural theory
of negotiations explores how negotiators engage in workplace bargaining and the logics and tactics of
that engagement. The behavioural theory of bargaining provides a frame for the analysis of social
processes surrounding learning agreements, relations at the local level and the nature of the
interaction between parties. The analytical framework developed by Walton and McKersie develops
the game-theoretic and develops their model using socio-psychological theory to describe the four
bargaining processes of integrative bargaining, distributive bargaining, attitudinal structuring and
intra-organisational bargaining. For each of the four processes, they outline key concepts and the
possible tactics of negotiators in different bargaining situations. The following discusses the four sub-

processes in turn.
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3.3.1 Distributive bargaining

The purpose of distributive bargaining is to resolve conflicting issues requiring trade-off or
compromise for resolution (Martin 1992). Distributive bargaining refers to activity focused on the
attainment of one party’s goals that are in conflict with those of another party and dividing limited
resources, referred to as a zero-sum game. Issues that have an inherent degree of tension are
economic items, union, employee or employer rights and obligations, or in attitudes and relationship
patterns. Economic items focus on the distribution of resources such as wages, rights and obligations
center on the privileges and freedoms of the union and employee job rights versus management
prerogative. Elements of conflict can arise in relation to attitudes and relationships patterns where
one party seeks more co-operative or arm’s length relations. Walton and McKersie describe
distributive bargaining around conflictual themes as being where ‘there must be some dissimilarity
between the value systems of the two parties’ (op cit p 17). This reflects Muthoo’s (1999) description
of bargaining which requires the presence of two parties with conflicting interests and where mutual

gain can be derived from co-operation.

Negotiation takes place within a range of mutual dependence within which utilities (gains) are derived
from continuing the bargaining relationship. This area of interdependency is bounded by the possible
upper and lower limits beyond which parties perceive no value in entering into negotiation.
Settlement is reflective of the ‘subjective utilities’ that parties assess will be gained through an
evaluation of potential outcomes (Walton & McKersie op cit p 12-13). In addition to describing the
concept of interdependence, Walton and McKersie also point to the potential sources of that
interdependence. In the context of wage bargaining, they see market rigidities as playing a role in
influencing the upper and lower limits of the range of interdependence. They point to factors such as
information or cost barriers that prevent workers from seeking alternative employment elsewhere
that influence the limits of the bargaining sphere. While market rigidities might shape the boundaries

of the distributive bargain and focus energies on dividing existing resources, Walton and McKersie also
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suggest that the process of bargaining itself may generate ‘mutually created gains’ (op cit p 23) that
affect the boundary of the interdependence between parties. Bargaining behaviours that generate
trust and lead to enhanced contribution or productivity gains creates interdependency because the
gains derived from this relationship are unlikely to be easily found elsewhere. The concept of mutuality
is explored in more detail within the frame of integrative bargaining, yet is an important concept in
the context of both integrative and distributive bargaining as it helps define the interdependencies

between two bargaining parties.

Walton and McKersie outline some core tactics associated with distributive bargaining. These focused
on the statement of, and commitment to, positions that seek to influence an opponent’s utility
functions and obtain commitment in such a way as to shift the range of settlement nearer to the
opponent’s resistance point. The sharing or retention of information within the bargaining process is
a key tactical element and a degree of bluff may be involved where one party seeks to determine the
‘real’ position or point of settlement that the other will tolerate. It might be that objective conditions
do not change but it is the other party’s perception of these conditions that may affect the negotiator’s
position. Distributive bargaining is associated with an element of threat, a concept which is discussed
further below in relation to bargaining power, yet moving from an initial to an accommodating
position is part of the process of reasonableness that helps reach an agreement. The stylised view of
the distributive bargaining process is relatively simple in that it requires preparation for the bargain,

an opening statement of positions, bargaining around those positions and the closing agreement.

3.3.2 Integrative bargaining

Integrative bargaining refers to bargaining focused on issues that can be described as shared
problems. Hence this perspective is often referred to as problem or interest based bargaining. The
nature of the problem is such that there is potential benefit for both parties in engaging in negotiation
around it. The focus of the bargaining process becomes one of identifying and addressing common

areas of interest, or problem-solving whereby joint solutions lead to better outcomes for both parties
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through the expansion of possible gains which can then be shared. There are a number of steps to the
process and a key role of the negotiators is to bring a range of potential solutions and discover where
the higher pay-off possibilities lie. In this form of bargaining open discussion of interests allows for
shared interests to be identified and combined to create greater value (see also Kochan & Osterman,
1994; Lax & Sebenius, 1986). Rather than negotiating within a fixed sum distributive frame, integrative

bargaining can be described as a varying-sum game and offering gains for both parties: a win-win.

The tactics for integrative bargaining are based on openness and make less reference to threats or
bluffs. The process is stylised into a two-stage process of, firstly, identification of interests and,
secondly, the negotiation. In integrative bargaining an emphasis is placed on identifying items of
common interest, the ordering of those items on the agenda and an analysis of the consequences of
an agreement (Bacon and Blyton 2006). Open dialogue explores alternative solutions and evaluates
these options to consider potential mutual gains derived from different options. If the evaluation finds
solutions unsatisfactory, the problem is redefined or additional solutions are considered and
evaluated. The model implies open dialogue and open access to information that informs the process.
The open process in turn requires a degree of trust and a supportive climate to facilitate joint problem
solving. The process is facilitated by both parties being motivated to enter into an integrative process
and information and language used supports rather than obscures the bargaining process. Some
writers point to the open nature of collaborative bargaining as being more ethical and leading to
greater levels of trust (Hargrove 2010). Walton and McKersie suggest that the timing of negotiations
can be key and negotiations can be convened as a problem arises. The items for the bargaining agenda
are also key as it favours items that have the potential to generate ‘combined utility’ (op cit p 145).
They suggest that abstract principles are harder to bargain over than specifics and that the initial focus

on problems rather than solutions favours joint outcomes.

As Findlay et al. (2009) note, the level in the organisation in which the negotiation takes place may

also affect the nature of the bargain suggesting that if the negotiating team are in the workplace local
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actors, that will understand the specific detail that enables alternative solutions to be known and
evaluated more effectively. Yet if the problem is in the external environment, this might require
negotiators to be at a more senior level in order to understand the nature of the challenge. There are
risks with integrative bargaining associated with information sharing, leading to vulnerability if the
other party resorts to more adversarial methods and Lax and Sebenius (op cit) note that co-operation

can help identify possible gains but may not necessarily result in those gain being secured.

3.3.3 Attitudinal structuring

Walton and McKersie assert that the substantive issues covered in distributive and integrative
bargaining relate to economic issues and to rights and obligations. Attitudinal structuring refers to a
function within negotiations where negotiators seek to achieve attitudinal change in the other party.
Attitudinal structuring can take place within one-off adversarial negotiations. However, the concept
is more closely allied to ongoing dialogue where the history of one set of negotiations will influence
preferences and approaches taken to future dialogue (Golden & Pontusson, 1992; see for example
Miller, Farmer, Miller, & Peters, 2010). A set of antecedents will inform relations, and relationship

patterns will emerge that lead to a set of functional consequences for both parties.

The first two bargaining sub-processes (integrative and distributive bargaining) have framed much of
the extant theoretical analysis of union-management bargaining outcomes in relation to lifelong
learning (see for example ref Bacon and Blyton 2007; Rainbird 2004; Stuart and Wallis 2007). However,
the other two sub-processes described by Walton and McKersie as attitudinal structuring and intra-

organisational bargaining, are worthy of further exploration.

Attitudinal structuring aims to ‘influence the attitudes of participants toward each other and to affect
the basic bonds which relate the two parties’ (Walton & McKersie 1991:5) and is defined in terms of
negotiators seeking to influence patterns of relationships such as friendliness-hostility, trust-mistrust,

disregard-respect, competitiveness-co-operation and recognition of legitimacy (op cit: 185). Parties
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enter negotiations with a set of attitudes and motivations that shape their ‘action orientation’ (op cit:
189). A competitive stance is likely to lead to containment and aggression, a more individualistic
orientation where parties negotiate on the basis of self-interest leads to accommodation and a more
co-operative orientation leads to co-operation or even collusion in negotiations. While recognising
that the content of bargaining framed within this process might be similar to those contained within
either integrative or distributive processes, attitudinal structuring is distinct in that it is not a joint
decision making process, but an interpersonal ‘social and psychological process’ (op cit p 222)

designed to effect change in relationships.

Walton and McKersie suggest in the introduction to the second edition of A Behavioural Theory of
Labour Negotiations (1991), that attitudinal structuring has become a process in its own right. The
process is separate yet fundamentally influences the ability of negotiators to find settlement through
either integrative or distributive means. Walton and McKersie describe a range of elements that can
lead to attitude change drawing on psychological theories of cognitive balance (Heider 1958;
Newcomb 1963; Rosenberg et al. 1960) and reinforcement theory (Skinner, 1953). Cognitive balance
theory suggests that actors seek to balance their own cognition with their actions and therefore a
change in attitude will lead to a change in behaviour. Reinforcement theory suggests that people
behave in ways that are rewarded and if reward is repeated then attitudes and behaviours are
reinforced. Within negotiation, opposing parties will seek ‘change induction efforts’ (op cit p 223) to
achieve desired outcomes and there is scope to change attitudes and restore balance. This includes
action to affect attitude towards the salience of the object under negotiation. The reinforcement of
behaviours can be achieved through more frequent interaction, increased valuing of the reward or
effective punishment of negative attitudes. In order to build strategies to affect a change in attitude
negotiators need to assess prevailing attitudes and these are usually assessed from previous

behaviours, actions and cues.
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The challenges faced in re-balancing attitudes and employing reinforcement tactics are in ensuring
that the expected rewards from proposed mutual gain are achieved and that punishments do not
affect trust. Attitude structuring may negatively interact with distributive bargaining as the potential
sacrifice needed to change attitudes and ‘giving in good faith’ might adversely affect the distributive
bargain and vice versa. Attitudinal structuring presents a potential challenge to the interests of
constituents if negotiators’ positive attitudes towards the other party are developed to such an extent
that they were not willing to address conflicts in order to avoid violating positions of trust with the
other party (op cit 1991: xix). This leads to considerations of intra-organisational relations which are

discussed in the following section.

3.3.4 Intra-organisational bargaining

Walton and McKersie reflect that ‘organisations participating in negotiations usually lack internal
consensus about objectives ... this is especially true for labour organisations,” (op cit p 281). Intra-
organisational bargaining refers to the forces that shape a process of seeking consensus within a
party’s interacting groups and in aligning objectives and interests of the chief negotiator with those of
their constituents. Walton and McKersie suggest that the prime negotiator’s role is a ‘boundary’ role
and as such a cleavage can occur between them and others within their own organisation when
strategies that lead to successful engagement with the opponent might generate tensions internally.
Walton and McKersie also suggest that local union members are likely to exert influence on the nature
and strength of aspirations and bargaining objectives and constituents may have a set of expectations
about the conduct of negotiations (also see Martin 1992). Union negotiators could be subject to
greater organisational constraints than their company counterparts due to the democratic nature of

unions, with union negotiators more accountable to a wider range of constituents.

This raises the question as to where and between whom ‘primary’ negotiations take place and the
nature of internal forces which act upon the negotiator(s) that might lead to potential role conflict.

Walton and McKersie consider the potential for divergence in role expectations and the response
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choices made by negotiators. Negotiators may conform to, ignore, or modify the expectations of
others within their own party. The tactics adopted during negotiations may include attempts to revise
expectations through logic, threats (real or suggested) or by obscuring issues. Successive negotiations
may lead to continued role conflict or to a greater alignment of role expectations between the
negotiator and those within their own organisation. Walton and McKersie’s main concern is whether
negotiators conform, modify, or ignore these expectations. This aligns to wider industrial relations
literature on the behaviours of stewards (Batstone, Boraston, & Frenkel, 1977; Darlington, 1994) and
the nature of union democracy and social relations within trade unions (Darlington & Upchurch, 2012;
Hyman, 1979). These themes are discussed in the Section 3.4 (bargaining power and resources), but

first this chapter continues with a discussion of mixed bargaining behaviours.

3.3.5 Mixed bargaining

Since the 1990s there has been an increase, notably in the US, of the study of the processes of
negotiation and conflict resolution, and Walton and McKersie’s (ibid) work provides a key theoretical
touchstone. Academic writers note trends in the use of integrative bargaining, also referred to within
the US and Australian contexts as interest based bargaining or IBB (Fisher and Ury 1999). A range of
factors are cited as contributing to the trends in interest based or integrative bargaining approaches.
These include a change in expectations of co-operative working, the extension of bargaining into
arenas beyond terms and conditions, localised bargaining and the increased likelihood of bargaining
taking place between principals rather than their agents as Findlay et al (2009) suggest that local actors
operate in a more pragmatic and collaborative way. Although the use of integrative bargaining has
been observed as being increasingly prevalent, workplace studies also suggest that mixed bargaining
strategies are also often employed (Bacon & Blyton, 2007; Findlay, McKinlay, Marks, & Thompson,
2009). For example, Findlay et al’s (2009) research on bargaining in newly recognised sites notes that,
in the ‘abiding paradox of partnership ... the union “had” to adopt conflict strategies in bargaining to

achieve mutual gains’ (p 249). See also Bacon and Blyton (2007). From a radical perspective, Kelly
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(1996: 102) argues that this ‘militancy’ embodies the inherent antagonism between employers and
independent trade unions and the fundamental nature of antagonism between labour and employer

interest that ‘pervades even ostensibly joint-interest issues such as training and equal opportunity’.

In considering how a mixed model would be operationalised, Walton and McKersie explore the
possibility of mixed approaches to bargaining. They maintain that, although empirical studies report
that the context and patterns of negotiation have changed, the essential components of the
bargaining behaviours they describe had remain the same (R. Walton & McKersie, 1991). Mixed
bargaining describes how parties may adopt an initial integrative problem solving approach, before
they enter into ‘hard’ bargaining around the gains, as a preferred ‘complex strategy’! reflecting the
realities the ‘competition inherent within share allocation’ (Walton and McKersie 1965:65). However,
mixed strategies present dilemmas for negotiators. The tactics required for each sub-process are
contradictory with one approach requiring openness, and the other a degree of bluff. Walton and

McKersie conclude that mixed bargaining strategies are ultimately difficult to achieve.

Fells (1998) suggests that negotiators overcome the dilemmas faced in using mixed bargaining
approaches by separating the problem solving, identification of gains and negotiation phases. This can
lead to the dilution of interests, ‘fudging of issues’ or conflation of gains. Further, agreeing in advance
that there might be disagreement helps to maintain relations during the negotiation process. Having
signaled intent to negotiate over areas of conflict, parties do not feel deceived when a shift from
integrative to distributive bargaining is employed (Fells 1998). A mixed approach requires a degree of
sophistication in negotiation skills and the space within which ‘talks about talks’ can take place. Findlay
et al. show, in a study of formal negotiations within a multi-national at two UK sites, how workplace
negotiators operate in the manner of ‘a skilled boxer or basketball player...which produces many types
of appropriate behaviours on the basis of minimal cues from the situation’ (2009: 243).They note the

roles of different actors in the bargaining process, namely, how union officials and HR directors adopt

! The alternative of a ‘hard’ then ‘soft’ bargain is also possible but much less likely
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a joint position of ‘guardians of the big picture’ within negotiations and as such were more likely to
retain respective negotiation stances. In contrast, local convenors and employment relations
managers developed a rapport and a more pragmatic approach to negotiations as they became aware
that they would be ‘the deliverers on the shop floor’ of negotiated outcomes (op cit p 243). This
suggests that if bargaining for learning is multi-layered that the tendency will be for workplace
negotiators to be more integrative and pragmatic in their approach to bargaining in contrast to
national officers and managers whose bargaining behaviours will tend towards a more distributive

mode.

The extant literature on bargaining for union learning, discussed in Chapter 2, suggests that integrative
bargaining behaviours are prevalent. This section has explored further the concepts underpinning the
behavioural theory of bargaining and extends the discussion to consider the sub-processes of
attitudinal structuring and intra-organisational bargaining. This helps to elaborate the overt approach
taken to bargaining and the underpinning processes that might seek to affect change in bargaining
relations between parties and, in recognising that negotiators represent a wider base of constituents
within their own party, that relations within the organisation will also shape bargaining processes and
outcomes. The following section extends the analysis beyond the behavioural theory of bargaining to

consider the how change effects might be achieved.

3.4 Bargaining Power

Walton and McKersie’s model of bargaining behaviours provides a key frame for the analysis of
bargaining for learning, yet the model has its limitations. The approach focuses on the utilities of
bargaining parties rather than explanations of how utilities are formed by wider social processes. Katz
et al. (2008) highlight, for example, that the legitimacy of an opponent’s view or power between
organisations also affect bargaining outcomes. Negotiations are based on the exchange of arguments
between the parties and the behaviours adopted by negotiators, but the outcomes of negotiations

are also influenced by the (assumed) power available to the other party. Brown at al. (2009) contend
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that the difference between negotiation and other forms of dialogue is that it is based on a credible
threat. Power does not need to be exercised to be effective and may be latent and latent power can

be turned into bargaining power through the use of bargaining resources (Martin 1992).

Simms and Charlwood (op cit) note that power can be coercive power, also referred to as ‘power over’
(Hyman, 1975; R. Martin, 1992), or legitimate power, also defined as ‘power to’ (Dufour & Hege, 2010;
Powell & Dimaggio, 1991; Ruef & Scott, 1998; Suchman, 1995). Levesque and Murray (2010) contend
that a union’s ‘power over’ results from power resources and strategic capabilities to marshal those
resources. They describe power resources in terms of internal solidarities; network embeddedness;
narrative resources; and, infrastructural resources of people, processes and policy (op cit : 333).
Referencing developments in institutional theory (for example, Colin Crouch, 2005) Levesque and
Murray also identify four strategic capabilities that enable actors to take advantage of power
resources and opportunity structures. These are intermediation between contending interests;
framing; articulating interests and finally, learning. These themes relating to bargaining power and
strategies capabilities are considered in the following sections under the headings of bargaining

actors’ motivations and solidarities, union learning infrastructures and bargaining strategies.

3.4.1 Bargaining actors, motivations and solidarities

A number of different union actors might be involved in shaping negotiations on learning such as ULRs,
branch reps, union officials (including learning specialists) and generalist FTO (Heyes & Rainbird, 2011;
Munro & Rainbird, 2000b; Stuart & Wallis, 2007a). Wider literatures on union actors have theorized
that reps and officers bring different capacities to union activism. Typologies characterise shop
stewards as ‘leaders’ or ‘populists’. Batstone et al. (1977) suggest that ‘leaders’ are more active having
a stronger commitment to trade union values and are more effective in securing gains. In contrast
‘populists’ or ‘delegates’ are more passive in the role, reflecting the wishes of members. Darlington
(1994) contends that reps’ competing member, union and employer facing roles set in the context of

dynamic workplace relations mean that reps operate in both leadership and delegate roles as they



41

seek to balance the contradictions inherent on working co-operatively yet independently from
management. Flanders (1970) notes this tension in terms of advancement of wider social ‘sword of
justice’ issues of advancing the or ‘vested interests’ for certain groups of members (p 15). Debates on
the roles of workplace actors and their capacity to mobilise workers (Kelly, 1998) contrasts the role of
‘bottom-up’ leadership (Fairbrother, 2000) to that of full-time officials (FTOs) and union elites
(Waddington and Kerr 2000). Workplace leadership can be seen as offering greater scope for
sustaining mobilisation through building legitimacy with workers. However, innovation driven by elites
potentially ensures greater sustainability through the delivery of a more strategic approach across the
union, building solidarity and securing resources. Heery et al. (2000) describe the efficacy of ‘managed
activism’ in relation to organising campaigns where officials allocate resources and provide guidance

frameworks within which workplace activists can drive activity focused on local issues.

Moore et al. (2005) note rep characteristics demographics such as age and gender are associated with
certain negotiation outcomes. Personal characteristics but and also identity and ideology shape how
actors view their own role and judge the motives of others. Croucher and Mcllroy (2007) characterise
ULRs as less ideologically motivated than other reps, and focused on learning outcomes for individuals
per se, suggesting that ULRs are less likely to promote internal solidarities. Moore (2010), in contrast,
identifies how becoming a ULR can be a path to activism for some and that a collective orientation
shapes ULR activities. However, others remain sceptical of the agency of ULRs and suggest that their
focus on employability and supply-side unionism mitigates against collective aims (Ewing, 2005;

Mcllroy & Croucher, 2013).

Bargaining is a process that involves the articulation of interests. Kelly (1998) writes of the potential
for trade union strategies to organise and mobilise action around shared interests that create
solidarities which in turn enable coercive power in the form of collective action, based on ideological
resources. Solidarities formed around a sense of injustice, underpinned by shared ideologies, bind

individuals into self-identifying groups (op cit). A Marxist perspective sees class as the core basis for
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worker solidarity, however, the expression of common interests and ‘imagined solidarities’ (Hyman,
1999b) often privileges certain groups of workers undermining wider class cohesion. Others see
solidarities linked to a number of group identities that make the articulation of a coherent set of
‘worker’ solidarities more problematic (D’Art & Turner, 2002). Creating wider organising gains from
union learning may be problematic and depend upon the ways in which learning as a theme is framed
as a collective issue. Hyman (1999a) considers how trade unions might regain the ‘battle of ideas’ (op
cit p 1) by reframing some key concepts (among them flexibility, employability and workplace
democracy) away from the vested interests of the ‘labour aristocracy’ to encompass the experiences
of what were once atypical and increasingly now typical workers facing casualisation and insecurity in

the labour market.

How union reps see their own role within the learning agenda is likely to influence their approach to
management and the articulation of learning needs and issues within wider actions and issues within
the union (Alexandrou 2009; Wood & Moore 2005). Interests around learning run across a number of
dimensions. Firstly, in terms of types of learning: work and non-work related learning, learning at
different levels such as basic education or higher level learning, formal and informal learning;
secondly, in terms of learning outcomes, such as accredited or non-accredited learning; thirdly,
learning can be expressed in terms of its purpose as a social good, a labour market as a public good or
as a competitive good each creating potential tensions in the workplace between employer and
employee interests (Stuart & Cooney, 2012). Finally, interests can be expressed in terms of rights to

learning.

Much of the rhetoric around union learning policy refers to ‘learning for all’ (Perrett and Martinez
Lucio 2008). However, the nature of interests and how solidarities are framed around the notion of
‘learning for all’ are not clearly understood. The rhetoric might infer activity focused on privileging the
interests of marginalised workers and those normally excluded from learning and development

systems (see for example unionlearn 2012: 4) or in emphasising a message of inclusion: that all groups
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of workers have rights to equal access to learning. The nature of learning activities offered by the
union and learning outcomes might be the same, but the narrative resources developed by local actors

may differ and have different implications for building internal solidarities through learning.

Levesque and Murray (op cit) suggest that union power resources derive from collective identities
quoting Polletta and Jasper (2001:285) refer to ‘an individual’s cognitive, moral and emotional
connection with a broader community’. They also use the concept of ‘deliberative vitality’ to refer to
member’s participation in the ‘life of their union’ (op cit 338) and the presence and regularity of
mechanisms that link members to the union officers and democratic structures. Whether that link is
passive or active is also of significance, indicating the processual nature of building solidarities.
Further, the connections or networks within the union and beyond to community and social
movement groups also offer a power resource. Levesque and Murray suggest that where unions are
integrated into diverse horizontal or vertical networks which connect to wider coalitions and a broad
range of (non-work) issues that affect workers they are better able to influence change processes

(p339) by connecting to a broader base of power resources.

3.4.2 Union infrastructures

Studies of union learning note the association between workplace bargaining institutions positive
learning outcomes (Hollinrake et al., 2008; Shaw, Armistead, Hopwood, & Rodger, 2002). Unions differ
in their infrastructural resources such as material and human resources, policies and practices (Kelly
& Heery, 1994; Levesque & Murray, 2010). The processes shaping union learning as an item for
bargaining will be in part affected by the existing or developing structures that support ULRs and

learning activity.

In the early stages of the development of the ULR role some structures of support for union learning
developed outside of union democratic structures (Donnelly and Kiely, 2007) and were viewed with

some scepticism by other activists (Wood and Moore 2006). Within some unions, the initial focus of
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union learning was ‘bottom-up’: union branches were encouraged to identify individuals interested in
becoming union learning reps and send them to ULR training courses organised by the TUC. Munro et
al.’s (1997) research with UNISON identified a different trajectory for the development of union
learning partnerships, where national union officers worked with management teams to develop
Return to Learn programmes. This research suggests that negotiations on learning are taking place
outside of formal industrial relations (IR) mechanisms (Munro & Rainbird, 2004; Sutherland, 2000).
However, Stuart and Wallis (2007a) suggest that the relationship between learning partnerships and

these mechanisms was ‘complex and fluid’ (p 167).

The trajectory for union learning development might affect the bargaining behaviours. Some
commentators suggest elites will be moderate in their demands of the state and employers (Kelly and
Heery 1994; Fairbrother 2000; Kelly 1988). Conversely, in reviewing developments in the TUC's
Organising Academy, Heery et al. (2000) note the role of union officials in managing processes of
organisational change that ensured the articulation of renewal strategies across different levels Where
successful, organising strategies required leadership and support from the national union in order to
support and sustain workplace innovation and in providing legitimacy for local activists (also see

Waddington and Whitston 1995).

More recent research has indicated the growth of central union strategies and structures linking
learning to organising activity and the development of more ‘senior’ rep and officer functions with
responsibility for learning and organising at national and regional levels (Moore 2009; Moore and Ross
2008; Stuart and Cook 2011; Stuart et al. 2010; Warhurst et al. 2007). Researchers also note the
development of new specialist roles on learning within unions such as learning officers or learning
organisers (Hollinrake et al., 2008; Stuart, Cutter, Cook, & Winterton, 2010). Heyes and Rainbird (2011)
note the role of ULF funded project workers in supporting regional and branch levels and how they
support the mobilisation of resources. Furthermore, the creation of unionlearn in 2006 saw the

handing of the administration of the ULF to the TUC from the sponsoring government department. A
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specific ULF team was created which included the TUC taking on the role of ‘national union

development officers’ (UDOs) (TUC 2006b).

Since 2006, there has been an increased emphasis, through the ULF bidding process, on the
development of national strategies for learning (unionlearn 2006) and as a consequence ULF projects
increased in size and value reflecting attempts to build larger integrated projects (as opposed to a
larger number of smaller site-based projects (see Shaw et al. 2006; Stuart et al. 2010). This suggests
an increased centralisation and co-ordination of learning activity and linkages to wider union
strategies. What is not clear is whether this implies convergence or divergence across or within unions
of learning infrastructures and bargaining strategies as unions adapt their learning infrastructures and

align bargaining strategies to union-specific campaigns.

The nature of union learning resources will, in part, be shaped by previous strategic decisions made
within the union. Heery and Kelly (Heery & Kelly, 1994) describe three distinct phases in the way that
UK trade unions have organised internally since the post-war period. The first period of ‘professional
unionism’ in the 1960s saw the development of structures such as national collective agreements and
Joint Industry and Consultative Committees that required professional negotiators who, it was
perceived, serviced a passive membership. The second phase of ‘participative unionism’ saw a move
away from professional officers towards a greater focus on the ‘rank and file’ and the focusing of
internal organisation on accountability and building the capacity of ‘sophisticated reps’ and the rise of
officer education within trade union education departments (see for exmaple J. P. Fisher, 2005). The
third phase of ‘managerial unionism’ refers to trends in the centralisation of union administrative
functions. The emphasis on union organising is suggestive of a more ‘participative’ model of trade
unionism. However, initiatives such as the Trade Union Organising Academy (Heery et al. 2000), and
more recently the development of ‘expert’ officer roles in learning (Stuart et al. 2010) also suggest

trends towards ‘professional’ unionism.
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The different internal organising principles, termed by Fairbrother as ‘leadership predominance’
versus ‘membership participation’ (2000) suggesting that strategies for learning will emerge and be
shaped within these different structural contexts. Further, in order to build a power base within which
to generate legitimacy claims, Hayter et al. (2011) suggest that the co-ordination of bargaining across
different levels and the integration of themes of interest to unions within wider state policy arenas
and institutions is also needed. Co-ordinating and resourcing such activities has implications for union
capacity and strategic choices available and about how best to engage in bargaining and channel

scarce resources towards these efforts (Booth, 1995).

3.4.3 Strategic capabilities

Although union reps and officers involved in negotiating over learning might be constrained in by the
power resources at their disposal, there remains scope to develop different strategies for bargaining.
Levesque and Murray (op cit) refer to the strategic capabilities that negotiators employ to utilize
bargaining resources as aptitudes, competencies, know-how and the pragmatic skills engaged to
achieve goals. They summarise these capabilities as intermediation, framing, articulation and learning

and these are discussed in turn below.

An assessment of negotiation on learning needs to consider the nature of ‘mutuality’ and how the
interests of the bargaining parties are identified and articulated. As ULRs become embedded in
different networks, intermediation skills are increasingly required to foster collaborative action and
mediate between the often competing interests and repertoires of action of different union and other.
Union bargaining claims may be linked to solely workplace issues or those linked wider civil society.
Given this a range of potentially contrasting interests, insights into how and by whom conflicts are
mediated and which collective interests advanced is central to an understanding of the union role in

bargaining on the learning theme.
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Levesque and Murray refer to ‘framing’ as a key strategic capability where unions can shape workplace
regimes through advancing their view on how to shape and implement workplace policy and practices
and respond to external pressures proactively: a capacity to ‘alter the script’ (p343). The extent to
which bargaining actors are proactive or reactive to the position of the other party and external
pressures will also affect the bargaining process and how negotiators engage with a specific theme.
The formulation of claims and bargaining objectives within workplace negotiation may not be based
around issues emerging directly from that workplace. Negotiators may be responding to issues raised
in the external environment through new government policy or regulation. Broader frameworks are
often developed by negotiators at the national or sectoral level providing local reps with bargaining
objectives set around a core standard. How these are framed by the local union in such a way to
provide a point of reference, or salience, for workplace actors will help determine how the issues re
responded to and acted upon in negotiations. Existing infrastructures around formal collective
bargaining, traditions of co-operative or adversarial industrial relations and internal union
administrative structures are likely to shape how articulation takes place within negotiations. Walton
and McKersie refer to a similar concept in terms of intra-organisational bargaining but only from the
perspective of the lead negotiator. Levesque and Murray’s concept of articulation provide a useful
extension to this concept extends this analysis, referring to articulation as a strategic capability where
unionists consider the multiple levels they need to exert influence and how to co-ordinate inter-
actions at these levels. Articulation helps arbitrate between short term and longer term strategies and
in organising action across different locations. This helps to ‘transpose’ (p344) larger issues to or from

the local level and integrate levels of action.

Levesque and Murray (2010) suggest that learning is a further strategic capability that enables unions
to realise power resources. Where unions are able to learn and share that learning within union
networks enables actors to anticipate and act upon change positively. Hyman (2007) suggests that
learning is central to union innovation and capability to adapt to new contexts. The following section

focuses on the key environmental factors that shape those changing contexts through considering
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how business policy and practice, notably HRM along with external economic and labour market

conditions may influence bargaining over learning.

The discussion of power complements the literature on bargaining behaviours through considering
how union bargaining is shaped by the resources and capabilities that unions use seek to affect change
in the workplace. However, the analysis also needs to consider how these actions are constrained or
facilitated by the environmental context within which unions and ULRs are situated. The remainder of
this section examines three core aspects of the environment that are discussed in the literature on
learning; organisational HRM policy and practice, the orientation of management and labour market

factors.

3.5 Environmental factors

3.5.1 Business strategy and HRM

A vast array of employer policies such as product market and financial strategies impact on the
employment relationship; much of the industrial relations literature centres on the development of
human resource management (HRM) practices as a core activity that impacts on trade unions and
employment relations. Empirical studies of HRM practices indicate that their prevalence is stronger in
unionised workplaces (Cully et al. 1999; Kersley 2006). However, the causal link is not well understood
(Heyes 2000; Guest and Peccei 2001) and the response from unions to the rise in HRM is complex.
HRM practices focusing on the individual are seen to exemplify the shift in the locus of control within
the employment relationship from collective structures to individual relations. Martinez Lucio (2001)
observed two union responses clustered in two groups. In the first group, exemplified by the GMB,
where the union seeks integration into HRM systems and in the second, unions such as TGWU (now

UNITE) seek to maintain a degree of independence from management systems.

HRM rhetoric prescribes that employees are viewed as a resource to be developed (Peter Boxall,

1996). Further, training is aimed not only to improve technical skills but to encourage employee
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commitment. Debate surrounds what constitutes a ‘bundle’ of HRM practices, referred to as the High
Performance Work Place (HPWP) paradigm (Godard 2004). But within the high commitment model,
HRM generally refers to activities that seek to encourage self-directed work organisation, team-
working around quality improvement initiatives and places an emphasis on Human Resource

Development (HRD) to pursue a product strategy based on quality rather than price competition.

Empirical data in the UK suggests that HRM practices tend to be ‘ad hoc’ and ‘opportunistic’ and
unlikely to contain all the elements of suggested best practice (Sisson 1993; Storey 1992). Mechanisms
of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ HRM have been observed (Legge 2005) describing contrasting approaches under
the banner of ‘HRM’ practices that aim to enhance worker commitment and discretion through
approaches that foster worker development and those that focus more on worker control and an
emphasis on micro-management (Weststar 2009). Assessments of the gains for labour from the
implementation of HRM practices suggest mixed outcomes (Bacon and Blyton 2006; Godard 2004;
Harley 2005). A critical analysis based on analysis of the labour process suggests that worker
experience of HRM practices does not match the rhetoric of worker empowerment and increased skill
acquisition (Thompson and Harley 2007). Rather, HRM is a range of practices more often associated
with change management and work intensification rather than worker autonomy. Critics suggest that
the high commitment model of HRM lacks a theory of power and overemphasises shared rather than

conflicting interests.

Trends in business organisation such as increased ‘divisionalisation’, the devolution of responsibility
for budgets and internal ‘marketisation’ create a changed set of responsibilities for local managers
with respect to worker development and performance management. The dominance of shareholder
interests (Hall 2001) and the rise of ‘financialisation’ have created pressures that mitigate against
building competitive advantage based on quality. Further, the increase in merger and acquisition

activity in the private sector and a ‘hollowing out’ of state functions in the public sector are seen as
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factors leading to a state of ‘permanent restructuring’ within organisations and leading ‘an array of

unfinished initiatives’ and lack of consistency in HRM practices.

Despite mixed evaluations regarding the impact of HPWP on business and recognised problems in its
measurement (Purcell and Kinnie 2007) the rhetoric of high commitment HRM remains prevalent in
UK management discourses (UKCES 2010). Allied to the concept of HPWP is the notion of building
strategies that encourage a ‘learning organisation’. Cassell and Lee (2007), referencing Tithe (2004),
note that union learning can be represented as a route through which HR managers attempt to
institutionalise ‘learning to learn’. The literature on union learning reports that employer motivations
for engaging with unions on the theme of learning are mostly aligned to the development of HRM
(Stuart 2011). In some cases, this refers to building a more strategic approach to HRM, including
strengthening planning processes and embedding HRM practices such as Investors in People or
improving CPD take-up (Wallis and Stuart 2007; Alexandrou 2009). Munro and Rainbird (2004) note
that senior management might hope to improve HR practices at the local level as a consequence of
learning partnerships, and achievement of business goals around ‘building a learning culture’ are also
reported (Stuart 2011). Only one study of union learning describes management goals for union
learning in the context of the redesign of work organisation and business processes (Wallis and Stuart
2007) and despite a specific TUC/unionlearn initiative focused on learning as a response to recession

and redundancy there has been limited study of union learning during the economic downturn.

A range of HRM/HRD related outcomes are reported as being derived from union learning activity.
These include perceived improvements in relation to staff and management attitudes towards training
and development (Findlay et al. 2006), levels of worker participation in learning (Saundry et al. 2010),
increased skills and qualification levels (Stuart et al. 2010) and the embedding of ULR roles within HRD
systems (Moore and Ross 2008). Munro and Rainbird (2004) also note gains relating to change
processes and increased worker autonomy. The question remains as to whether these outcomes

indicate a significant change in social relations that advance collective interests and, if so, how this has
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been achieved. Wallis (2008) notes that amongst four case studies where learning partnership had
developed, only in two cases did this lead to the union having a greater influence in HRM, and more
specifically HRD, at a more strategic level. Martinez Lucio and Stuart (2004: 420) suggest that
partnership relations on learning could be seen as providing an ‘ideological glue’ for ‘new wave’
restructuring and the ‘recycling of labour’ if worker interests are not sufficiently defended. An
assessment of the ULR initiative did not find any association between ULR presence and increases in
employer training (Bacon and Hoque 2010), although more recent data suggests that ULR presence,
along with other institutional supports, is associated with improved training outcomes (Hoque and
Bacon 2011; Saundry et al. 2011; Stuart 2011; Stuart and Robinson 2008).

Employer support and partnership structures associated with co-operative relations over learning are
associated with ‘better’ workplace outcomes and there is an emerging body of evidence which
suggests that these outcomes are more likely to be achieved in settings where negotiation around
learning and skills takes place (Saundry et al. 2011; Hoque and Bacon 2011; Stuart and Robinson 2007;
Heyes and Stuart 1998). Yet, the experience of ULRs engaged within HRD or CPD focused initiatives
(as opposed to non-work related learning), is described in one study as being that they find themselves
‘in no-man’s land’ (Alexandrou and O'Brien 2008:214) signifying the tensions arising from seeking to
integrate union learning into management systems. Tension arises from the suspicion that some
workers have of the ULR role (Cassell and Lee 2009), from other union reps (Moore and Wood 2004)
and also from management and training professionals (Hollinrake et al. 2008).

3.5.2 Management orientation

Employer behaviours and attitudes towards the union in general, and union learning in particular, will
also shape the nature of workplace dialogue on this theme. Employer response to unions could be
hostile, benign or embracing and be linked to prevailing management and HRM styles (Purcell, 1993),
the types of economic and labour market conditions, ownership and management structures (Purcell
& Sisson, 1983) or ideology or belief that the management prerogative should prevail (Purcell, 1991).

Studies of union learning have identified that management attitudes are a key factor that can facilitate
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or inhibit workplace learning activity (Hollindrake et al. 2008; Hoque and Bacon 2011; Wallis et al
2005). Management’s general beliefs about the nature of the employment relationship may also affect
its approach to negotiating with trade unions. Purcell and Sisson (1983) characterised management
approaches into those with ‘traditional paternalist’ or unitarist beliefs who are unlikely to see any
merit in allowing unions to exercise power in the workplace and characterisations such as
‘sophisticated’ moderns or ‘pluralist minimalists’ typifying those with beliefs who were less likely to
seek to undermine trade unionism. Walton and McKersie’s frame is useful here to help consider if and

how ULRs and other workplace reps seek to assess and address hostile management behaviours.

3.5.3 Economic and labour market conditions

A wide range of environmental factors may influence collective bargaining (Brown et al. 2009). Within
wage bargaining employee claims and interests are influenced by economic and labour market
conditions that affect the extent to which claims based on comparison with reference groups are
brought into negotiations. In relation to negotiation on learning, Wallis and Stuart’s (2007) research
of the evolution of eight learning agreements highlighted management motivations for entering into
an agreement. This includes the need to address workplace skills gaps, in some cases linked to
recruitment difficulties, indicating an influence of the external labour market on employer
engagement in the learning agenda. Munro and Rainbird (2004, 2005) identified triggers to the
development of learning partnerships in response to workplace crises including the threat of
redundancy. There has been limited research to date exploring the impact of the economic downturn
on union learning. A survey of union project officers in 2011 found that the impact of the recession
was mixed with employer funded training activity declining (Stuart & Cook, 2011), but there was a
concurrent increase in the demand for learning by employees and increased interest from employers
to access public funds for learning resources. Thus, external economic and labour market conditions
form the context within which the dialogue on union learning takes place but many have different

impacts on learner, union and engagement in union learning.
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3.6 Conclusion

In seeking to understand the social process underpinning bargaining for learning the review of the
literature suggests an integrative approach to bargaining can be a logical strategy for trade unions,
based on the logic of partnership and co-operation for mutual gain. Yet, others suggest that to advance
labour interests, unions need to retain a degree of independence from management to allow them to
be critical of management behaviours when conflict arises (Streeck, 1992). Empirical studies of
bargaining behaviours suggest that truly integrative bargaining is hard to achieve resulting in mixed
bargaining situation: an approach that creates inherent tensions between and within bargaining
parties. This chapter has considered the core elements of the behavioural theory of bargaining and
elaborated them with theories of bargaining power as key concepts which help to examine the social
processes underpinning workplace bargaining on learning. A central focus of this study is the role of
workplace union actors, notably ULRs, to better understand the ULR role within the union and whether
it can best be characterised as a sub-altern HR, learning advisor or as workplace learning activist. The

following chapter summarises the research questions and methodology employed.
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Chapter 4 Methodology

4.1 Introduction

While there has been previous research on union learning and ULR activity at the workplace level
along with accounts of ULRs and union organisation, this study focuses on a new aspect of
investigation: social processes underpinning workplace negotiations between union and management
on the learning theme. Following on from the review of the literature on union learning and
bargaining, this chapter now addresses the research methodology and design employed. It opens by
setting out the key research questions and continues with discussion of ontological and
epistemological assumptions made, presents the methodological issues and grounding for the
approach taken. The choice of locations for the research is outlined, followed by an account of the
research method, the sources of data that informed the study and approach to analysis. Finally, the

methodological limitations and ethical considerations that have shaped the research are discussed.

4.2 Research questions

The review of literature indicates that a useful focus for understanding union learning partnerships is
in the nature of union-employer negotiations on this theme. Union learning activity is couched within
the rhetoric of partnership, however, the study aims to develop an approach that ‘bypasses the
rhetorical nature of the topic’ (Stuart & Martinez Lucio 2005: 271). In summary, the research questions

for this study are:

Q1 What are the bargaining strategies around workplace negotiations over union
learning and skills in the UK?

This question examines bargaining behaviours, the nature of bargaining claims and bargaining
processes. The research explores whether behaviours can be described are integrative or distributive

in nature and whether elements of intra-organisational and attitudinal structuring are evident.
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Q2 What contexts and resources shape bargaining over workplace learning?

This question explores the contexts such as union structures, external factors such as economic and
labour market needs or VET policy that influence bargaining on learning. This question also seeks to
identify the key actors involved in negotiations on learning in the workplace, their motivations and
the resources they bring to negotiations on learning. The ULR role is of particular interest and the

study asks whether the role can be characterised as a learning adviser or union activist.

Q3 Do different approaches to bargaining lead to different workplace outcomes and
how do they affect the likelihood of union learning being sustained?

The study will explore outcomes of union-management bargaining over learning agreements and the
extent to which bargaining behaviours appear associated certain outcomes, notably the sustainability

of an autonomous workplace union learning agenda.

4.3 Ontology and epistemology

The study is an exploration of bargaining over learning and the inter-related social mechanisms and
contexts that shape workplace outcomes. It is in essence exploratory seeking new insights into the
phenomenon of bargaining for over learning in order to, as Robson (2002) notes ‘find-out what is
happening in little-understood situations, to seek new insights.....and generate ideas and hypotheses

for future research’ (p59).

The methodology chosen is driven by the nature of these research questions, centred on
understanding the nature of social practices and interactions between union reps and their own union
and with management. Wider economic and industrial relations processes are recognised as framing
the interactions that shape the nature work and forces production and within wider procedural and
legal frameworks concerning unions, union learning and ULRs. These wider forces are acknowledged,
however it is the nature of social relations at the workplace level that forms the specific focus of this
study. It is asserted that there is an inherent antagonism within the employment relationship that

produces and re-produces conditions for co-operation and conflict between labour and capital.
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Researchers have long recognised the problems associated with researching bargaining processes
(Brown & Wright, 1994). Empirically, it is difficult to achieve an understanding of the behaviours of
negotiators ex-post, as it is likely that their perception of these will be affected by actual events.
Potentially participant observation of the bargaining process may influence the process. However,
there is a need for a ‘closeness to the data’ (Brown & Wright, 1994: 15) in order to understand the
subtleties of the negotiation process and the context in which it takes place. Bacon and Blyton (2007),
in reflecting on their two year study into bargaining around the introduction of team working, noted
the value of interviewing all parties to the negotiation supplemented with research with workers

following the completion of the agreement.

These studies have focused on bargaining around relatively well established themes (linked to pay,
terms and conditions) where normative behaviours and previous experiences of bargaining on this by
participants and researchers might render the understanding of the events under observation
reasonably straightforward. However, in the field of union learning, where procedural and legal
frameworks are relatively new and normative behaviours are less well understood, the study calls for
a research approach that develops a interpretation of what is happening at the workplace and the
meanings ascribed by participants in that process. But this is not solely an interpretive study. The
study seeks to develop understanding of how deliberate strategies for change emerge. The following
section discusses the ontological assumptions that have informed the development of the thesis and

the epistemological considerations that flow from this.

The ontological assumptions that inform this study are based in a realist approach, seeing the
existence of a reality external to the individuals participating in the research. At the beginning of my
doctoral studies and introduction to wider philosophical views on the nature of social science debates
on the nature and conduct of IR and HRM and Critical Realism (CR) were pre-eminent. A growing
literature that sought respond to wider challenges that the study of industrial relations had become

a-theoretical and bounded within descriptions of the institutional nature of IR and focused on a
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positivist or naturalist ontology: evidenced by the rise in large scale quantitative studies such as
WIRS/WERS. Writers such as Paul Edwards (2006) and Rick Delbridge (cf Delbridge & Whitfield, 2007)
examine critical realism as a useful ‘under-labourer’ for the theoretical advancement of management
and HRM studies (Fleetwood & Hesketh, 2007; Fleetwood, 2007). The proponents of CR provide a
compelling account of the ‘variegated ontology’ (Benton & Craib, 2010: 181) of the social world where
the stratification of ‘real’ events, sui generis or generative mechanisms (which may or may not be
enacted) and the ‘empirical’ appears to provide a harmonious drawing together of opposing
philosophical traditions. Others point to the ‘seductive’ appeal of CR (Brown, 2014:112) and challenge
of how to operationalise the link between ontology and epistemology (for an auto-ethnographic
account (see Mclachlan & Garcia, 2015). As my research developed and reflection grew on the
methodological assumptions underlying the study, the valuable insights from CR writing in
understanding social analysis remained, but were superseded when considering further the purpose
of social science. Sociological research can be understood in terms of understanding and explaining
social phenomenon (Weber, 1947). Given the nature of social entities and that social research
subjects, or actors, can define themselves in terms of their own subjective meanings, social research
differs from the natural sciences. The nature of the phenomenon under investigation here is not a
passive object, but an open social process. Social actors take meaning from a social reality and live,
act and think within it (Schutz 1962) and as a result social phenomena are in a state of continuous

change.

Weber proposed that sociological research should seek to understand and explain social phenomena
to develop an understanding of events and causal explanations for those phenomena. This study does
not seek to give an interpretative account of events but understand how and why social actions are
directed between different parties and the values that drive those actions as rational (as sensed by
different workplace actors), aimed at achieving something practical in the social world. Weber’s
emphasis on the meaningful social actions of individuals and how cultural meaning affects those

actions locates his ontologically as individualist. Yet within this, collective entities do exist to the extent
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that society is comprised of actors acting rationally within it and actors recognise it as such. Weber
and related writers in Frankfurt School recognise the sociology of knowledge and the task of social
researchers in inferring meaning and through interpretive understanding. He points to the emotional
identification between actors and researchers (Verstehen) and the empathic understanding of human
behaviour developed through a participatory research where the researcher is close to the object of
research, helping to better enable an understanding of the logical and symbolic systems — the culture

- that actors use and inhabit.

A key methodological tool with which to develop an interpretive understanding is the use of ‘ideal
type’ through which researchers undertake thought experiments to develop a construction of what
the object under observation might be in its most rational form. The researcher compares the
phenomena in the social world to this ideal type to help build understanding in two ways. Weber
describes two criteria for judging knowledge, firstly meaning adequacy, whether the account of the
phenomenon is credible, rational and believable. Secondly, whether knowledge has causal adequacy
that helps characterises crucial features and pre-conditions that help describe the emergence of key
phenomena. Through exploring events or phenomena in similar but slightly different real-world
situations and comparing them to the ‘ideal type’, social research can help identify crucial features or

pre-conditions that lead to different outcomes.

4.4 Methodology

The data for this study is gathered through an intensive research design focused on cases exploring
the experienced reality of those participating in bargaining processes. The research employed a
flexible and exploratory design in preference to an approach using a deductive method using pre-
defined categories that might limit the scope for contextual understanding (Saunders, Lewis, &
Thornhill, 2003). It is not the aim of this study to deduce new hypothesis, rather to induce new insights

into theory and knowledge concerning the social processes surrounding workplace bargaining around
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access to learning opportunities through building an understanding of the environment in which this

takes place and how bargaining participants interact.

4.4.1 Case Study approach

A case study approach enables the study of an open-system to take place within a ‘bounded context’
(Miles & Huberman, 1994) and is considered an appropriate approach ‘in the development of theory
where key relationships and variables are being explored’ (Gibbert, Ruigrok, & Wicki, 2008:1465). Case
method is considered useful in exploring ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions through following exploratory
techniques. Within the field of industrial relations research, field cases are felt to be useful in

‘understanding power relations and complex social interactions’ (Whitfield & Strauss, 1998: 104).

A number of schema are posited for defining how to select sites for qualitative case research which
includes typical, or extreme diverse or deviant cases (Gerring, 2007). Cresswell (2008) notes the
variations in intent of case study analysis using different case forms that cover a single case or the
multiple-case design. Yin (2009) notes that the single case can elaborate an issue of concern through
detailed illustration of that case, notably by focusing on a critical, extreme or unique case. The
multiple-case study also focuses on a single area of concern, but by using different sites, provides
multiple perspectives on that issue and the evidence from those cases can be considered more

compelling (Herriott and Firestone 1983, quoted in Yin 2009: 53).

For this study a multiple-case design was adopted. This is in part because little known about the nature
of bargaining over learning within which to devise a typology of cases from which to select a single
case that is clearly an extreme or unique case. Previous research has suggested that bargaining for
learning agreements tends to take place within an integrative frame (Stuart & Wallis, 20073;
Sutherland, 2000), however there is limited data within the wider domain of union learning from
which to identify an extreme or deviant case. A multiple-case design offers the potential to compare

cases for similarities and differences. A multiple-case design should not be confused with a positivist
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notion of generating a more ‘representative’ sampling logic. Rather, multiple cases design can follow
a ‘replication’ logic (Yin, Op cit p36) that can be applied to case study research where the selection of
cases considers whether a new site would lead to similar results (a literal replication) or results that
are different for a reason that is anticipated (theoretical replication). This approach requires either
some prior knowledge of cases or the use of a theoretical framework to help to describe the conditions
under which a certain expression of the phenomenon under investigation would be found (or not
found). In this study, pre-existing theory on the nature of workplace bargaining is explored in the new
context of bargaining for learning. Each of the four cases is treated as ‘whole study’ exploring the
convergent data and conclusions for each case. The conclusions from each are considered in terms of
their comparison to replication in the other cases. The study is inductive in the sense that data is not
excluded from the analysis of it is not part of the initial framework (as in deductive analysis). Rather,
key discoveries during one case required reconsideration of the original proposition and exploration
through the selection of further cases, the refinement of study protocols and themes for analysis.
Thus, the rationale for multiple-case theoretical replication requires ‘prior-hypothesizing of different
types of conditions and the desire to have sub-groups of cases covering each type’ (Yin, 2009:59). Yin
further suggests that a study should have two individual cases within a sub-group in order that

theoretical replications are complemented by literal replications within group.

4.4.2 Criteria for effective cases

Yin (2009) is a well quoted source that outlines a set of criteria with which to evaluate the quality of
case studies. Although Yin’s approach has been challenged as presenting an approach which sits within
a positivist model (Marschan-Piekkari & Welch, 2004), Yin’s schema provides a useful framework upon
which to base the development of a study of this nature. This framework sets out a number of ‘quality’

criteria for case studies, namely internal validity, construct validity, external validity and reliability.

e Internal validity refers to using appropriate measures for the concepts under investigation.

This includes ensuring that the focus of investigation is drawn from a review of the relevant
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literature that helps ‘theory triangulation’ — the use of different bodies of literature and
‘theoretical lenses’ to help provide a framework for the research. Analysis includes ‘pattern
matching’ to identify observed patterns with those found by other authors.

e Construct validity includes the use of a range of data from different sources and perspectives
(documents, interviews, observations) to enable ‘data triangulation’. In addition to using
different data sources this process can be enhanced through engaging peers or research
participants to review research transcripts. Furthermore, data analysis should be clearly
explained.

e External reliability refers to the extent to which findings can be generalised beyond the case.
Yin and others suggest multiple cases that enable cross-case analysis, that a rationale is set
out for case selection and that the specific context of each case is set out in detail.

e Reliability refers to a concept in positivist research — that of replication. To enable this to be
achieved, Yin and others suggest that a case study protocol is developed, implemented and
reported on. A case study database is developed that contains all relevant data and the cases

undertaken are named rather than anonymous.

Sources of evidence

Yin identifies six common sources of evidence in case study research shown in Table 1. Four of these
(excluding the use of archival records and physical artefacts) are used in this study and the strengths
and weaknesses of different approaches identified by Yin (p101) are presented in the following table

and discuss in the context of this study.

In the conduct of qualitative research it is also noted that certain conditions regarding the research
are also important factors in case selection. These include factors such as selections where entry is
possible and the probability is high that the phenomenon of interest is present. Furthermore,
environmental considerations are also of importance. These include the capacity for the researcher to

build trust relations with participants (Rossman & Marshall, 1995).
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Table 1

Sources of case study evidence: strengths and weaknesses

Source of Evidence

Strength

Weakness

Interviews

e Targeted-focuses directly on
case study topics

e Insightful-provides perceived
causal inferences and
explanations

e Bias due to poorly articulated
questions

e Response bias

e Poor recall

¢ Reflexivity—the interviewee gives
what the interviewer wants to hear

Direct observation

e Reality — covers events in real
time

e Contextual — covers the context
of the case

e Time consuming
e Selectivity-broad coverage difficult
for single researcher

Participant
observation

e Same as for direct observation
e Insightful into interpersonal
behaviours and motives

e Same as for direct observation
e Bias due to observers manipulation
of events

Documentation

e Stable-can be reviewed
repeatedly

e Unobtrusive-not created as a
result of case study

e Exact detail — of names,
references, events etc

e Retrievability — can be difficult to
find

e Biased selectivity if incomplete

e Report bias of the author

e Access may be withheld

(Adapted from Yin 2009:101)

4.5 Conduct of the research

4.5.1 Case selection

Four workplaces were chosen as case study sites for this study, located within two unions: one in the
public sector with a highly centralised tradition of collective bargaining; the second a private sector
union with a stronger tradition of workplace bargaining. While this limits the scope for extending
theoretical replication across sites, selecting two workplaces for each union offered the potential to
undertake analysis in terms of the literal replication between cases in the same union and the

theoretical replication across cases in the two different unions.

The literature review suggested that the research would need to explore the complex set of
relationships between ULRs, other senior lay reps, officers and managers and how unions support the

work of ULRs.  The voluntarist system of industrial relations in the means that there is no formal
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register of agreements and the participants of negotiations are not known. Other key sources of
secondary data on workplace employment relations such as the Workplace Employment Relations
Survey (WERS) do not include specific items on learning agreements: the ‘population’ of interest to
this study —the workplace actors central to bargaining processes —is ‘hidden’, therefore key informant

interviews were undertaken to identify possible cases.

Key informant interviews took place with senior national officers in unionlearn including the ex-
Director who had lead the establishment of unionlearn and the new Director leading unionlearn and
the ULF team during the period over which the study took place. The other national officers included
those with operational responsibility for ULF development with unions and another with leading a
specific project focused on developing resources for unions on bargaining over learning and skills.
These interviews focused on providing an overview of the development of union learning, learning
agreements and suggestions of key unions actively involved in developing learning agreements. These
contacts were deemed as having a good working knowledge of trade unions active in developing ULRs
and learning agreements as their roles included a portfolio of unions that they had supported and

monitored in relation to ULF project development and administration for a number of years.

From these preliminary interviews, seven unions are suggested as cases where a number of learning
agreements were reported as signed or in development. These unions were the Public and
Commercial Services Union (PCS), Bakers, Food and Allied Workers Union (BFAWU), Union of Shop,
Distributive and Allied Workers Union (USDAW), Communication Workers Union (CWU), Fire Brigades
Union (FBU), UNISON and UNITE. Case study unions were selected to include large general unions. The
literature indicates that certain characteristics are observable differences regarding the internal
functions of trade unions (P Boxall & Haynes, 1997; Waddington & Whitston, 1995) when contrasting
large general and smaller specialist unions. From the initial discussions with the lead officers for
learning within prospective unions, two were selected, UNITE and PCS. The two trade unions had

contrasting traditions of workplace bargaining helping to give insight into whether local bargaining
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strategies were path dependent and shaped by these different organisational contexts. The selection
of cases in the private and public sectors also offered the scope to compare cases in contrasting

market contexts.

While there were limited data available to assess possible cases as ‘typical’ the judgment of
experienced practitioners was felt to be important in suggesting a number of possible cases. A total
of 10 cases were suggested (4 in PCs, 6 in Unite). The research design opted to select ‘typical’ union
learning activity. Some of the workplaces that were suggested as possible cases by the key informants
could be considered exceptional in the sense that they had been well known within the practitioner
community and had been amongst the first management-union learning agreements to be signed and
in place for a number of years. These potential cases were discounted because of the length of time
elapsed since those processes were initiated. While this study did not follow all aspects of reaching
and maintaining agreement in ‘real-time’ the research did engage with sites where these activities
were either current or recent (within the previous 3-6 months) helping participants to recall not only

the sequence of events but also their personal reflections on those events.

The broad focus of union learning activity in the chosen sites targeted low skilled workers and those
with less access to education and training at work. This does not mean that union learning does not
engage professional and technical staff. However, in order to select cases that were ‘typical’, specialist
or ‘professional’ unions and staff associations were excluded from consideration. The research opted

to focus on general rather than ‘professional’ unions.

Within each union two workplaces identified. The cases were selected because a learning agreement
has been reached in each case, indicating some form of negotiation had taken place. All of the
workplaces selected focused sites where bargaining for learning took place to support access to
learning by workers in relatively low-skilled occupations. See Chapter 5 for further description of the

union contexts in which the research took place.
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4.6 Conduct and access

Introductions were made by the key informant group to the national union learning contacts in the
two union selected. The union leads were introduced the study and the intention explained. A
selection of 4-6 were suggested and discussed, with the national union learning officers providing
background information on learning activity and the development of learning agreements. Two
workplaces in each union selected and approached in the first instance by national or regional union
learning officers. A lead union contact was identified in each workplace and sample selection discussed
in further detail with those leads. Workplace leads identified the range of participants from the union,
management, learners and other partners including unionlearn or local FE providers. In all cases, other
national or regional union officers or reps and management that had been involved in negotiations
around union learning were also identified. The sample for each workplace was agreed and the
workplace lead made arrangements for research visits. Through using the snowballing technique
further participants of a similar position were identified until saturation was reached. The case
study research included a maximum of 17 in one workplace, with the smallest number of participants
being 10 in another. The number of interviews depended upon local factors such as the size and
structure of the workplace, management structures, size of union branch and the number of ULRs

active in the workplace.

A minimum of two visits were made to each workplace. The number varied in order to respond to
workplace differences and the requirements of the participants identified in each case. For example
in Case 1, the largest of the four workplaces, there were eight active ULRs operating on different shifts
and it was deemed important to engage a selection of those reps in the interview programme. This
required a different format for the visit than in the other smaller workplaces. In each case, the initial
visits focused on building the researcher’s understanding of the workplace context, the learning
activity taking place and how and between whom bargaining processes had developed and collected

supporting documents. The follow-up visits, usually four to six months later, focused on processes
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linked to the maintenance of union-management agreements, any difficulties encountered and how

grievances were handled.

4.7 Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were employed as a primary data collection technique as the interviews
give opportunity to the researcher to gain a richer understanding of the accounts (Burgess, 1988). The
approach to interviewing aligns to that described by Yin (referring to Rubin and Rubin, 1995:122) as
an “interview as guided conversation”, allowing time for informal discussion, explanation of the
research, sharing wider background information about the workplace and the informant’s interests.
A semi-structured interview schedule was used (see Annex One) used as a guide to the topic for
discussion. Some prompts were developed however, these were rarely used in the interview and were
more useful as a ‘checklist’” with which to begin to evaluate the data in preparation for analysis.
Central research themes were raised in all interviews and the semi-structured nature of the interview
allowed for the discussion to develop into new thematic areas, thereby enriching the research.

Due to constraints on budget, two interviews were undertaken by telephone. These were both with
national management that had been involved the process of developing or negotiating learning
agreements. In both cases, these interviews were supplemental to discussions with local
management. While it is recognised that telephone interviews do not allow for the benefits of a face-
to-face interview, these interviews did allow certain specific events to be discussed by those more
directly involved in decision making and added greater depth to information provided site level
management.

Most of the interviews were carried our one-to-one, with a small number involving group interviews
were appropriate. For example, one group of branch officers preferred to meet jointly. Interviews with
ULRs, workplace reps and learners were undertaken in relatively informal style. Dedicated space for
interviews was always arranged, but in some cases, the respondents preferred to move to a less formal

setting, for example in a works canteen or café nearby the workplace. This allowed for a more relaxed
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style of interviewing, helped establish a relationship with respondents and allowed for a more in-
depth discussion. Interviews with union officials and management were generally held in a more

formal style, thus

e QObservations

The study included an element of observation, including participant and direct observation seeking to
develop a ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973: 33) referring to the detailed account of field experiences
by not only explaining behaviour but also context in seeking to generate meaning through making
explicit the patterns of cultural and social relationships within that context (Holloway, 1997). Exploring
the process of developing and maintaining learning agreements lends itself to this approach where
the conduct of fieldwork includes not only semi-structured interviews but observation of other
ongoing events. This also helped build relationships with informants so that observation is made in a
more natural way than the relative formality of an interview. Participant observation undertaken in
this study relates to time spent with informants in the workplace, taking part in events such as a
learning centre launch event (lcefactory), union briefings (TaxOfficeHouse), and learning taster
sessions (ProcessingHouse and TaxOfficeHouse). Direct observation included accompanying ULRs in
two of the cases (RegionalWarehouse, TaxOfficeHouse) in meetings and observing interactions with
management and members in workplace learning centres and on the shop-floor. Two other specific
events were observed. The TaxOfficeHouse case refers to the engagement with wider regional civil
service management on the learning theme and a briefing event for regional managers was also
observed. Finally, the visits to IceFactory provided an opportunity for a focus group with six learners
that had taken part in union learning centre courses. Although worker experiences and outcomes have
not formed the focus of this study, and therefore is not a central part of the methodology, these
interviews offered a further dimension to the study through engaging with learners on the themes of

motivation and experience of learning.
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At total to 71 individuals were interviewed. A total of 66 semi-structured interviews were undertaken
involving local and senior management and workplace reps and national union officers. The interviews
lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. A full list of interviews is listed in Annex Two. The research took
place over a period of 26 months from September 2009 to November 2011. The collection of data
over this time period allowed for insight into the nature of bargaining activities, the social processes
that shaped them, the contradictions that arose and how the different actors framed and reacted to

the challenges and opportunities faced.

Additional data was collected from the analysis of documentary evidence, data on learning activities
and observation of union and management learning committee meetings where possible. The aim was
to engage union reps and management involved in negotiating processes relating to workplace
learning and skills training. This included those directly involved in relevant negotiations or those
defined as their main bargaining ‘constituents’: those indirectly involved when negotiators engaged
them in dialogue about the negotiation. Typically these were senior union officers or company
managers. Table 2 shows a breakdown of the sample by showing the number of research participants

by type in each of the cases.

Table 2 Research participants by type

Local National

oFa atlf)na Management Learners Providers Unionlearn Total
Union Union

20 15 11 13 4 8 71

Annex Two shows further details. All of the interviews were either recorded digitally where possible.
Key points of the interview were also noted as a back—up. Where it was not possible or desired by the
interviewee that digital recording should take place, contemporaneous notes were taken and typed
up shortly after the interview. Tape recorded interviews were listened to and transcribed verbatim
within 1-2 weeks of the interview. The process of transcribing enabled a familiarisation with the data

and reflection on the meanings and themes emerging.



69

Data Analysis

The inductive nature of the research requires that the analysis of data should, as Bryman and Burgess
(1994) suggest, be about ‘detection, and the key tasks of defining, categorising, theorising, explaining,
exploring and mapping’ (p176). Although the approach to the study is, in essence, inductive, the
method is not purely inductive as might be implied by a more grounded approach to theory
development (Glazier ref). The approach involved a structured approach, exploring and testing of
ideas of the causal links between events and actions in the first case. This was followed by an iterative

extension of the analysis in the other cases.

Yin (1994) describes this process of ‘iterative explanation building’ (p143) where the initial theoretical
explanations about bargaining behaviours (that union agreements are arrived at through an
integrative bargaining process), were explored in the first case and these propositions were then
revisited and the details of the next case were then compared to the second case which led to further
revisions and comparison of data in the third and then fourth cases. This was achieved through an
analysis process that involved familiarization, the transcription process and development of thematic

framework.

Familiarization was achieved in several stages including undertaking the transcription process. This
enables a re-listening and reflection on the interviews listening again to the voices of participants. The
recordings were listened to again when reading the completed transcripts, partly to check for
accuracy, but also helping to reflect on the meanings heard and understood. Close listening helps to
pick up certain subtleties in the conversation that in some cases significantly altered the meaning. For
instance, in one interview, a ULR noted that ‘the manager was really interested in the skills for life
course.” This suggested that the reps understood that local management had a positive attitude
towards union learning. However, closer listening revealed that the statement was made sarcastically.

The meaning being that, in general, management within the organisation were supportive, but one a
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particular manager was very obstructive. Repeated listening and reading of the transcripts enabled

these refinements in understanding to be made.

Coding

Structure was given to this process through the identification of themes from the transcripts and notes
leading to the development of an initial coding frame. In this first instance this was done with 10
transcripts from Case 1. In this first stage, key concepts emerged. Typically 10-12 main concepts were
identified in each transcript and, as Bryman and Burgess (1994) suggest, were closely related to a priori
issues. Major themes were identified in relation to bargaining behaviours, actors, learning activity
and learning agreement features. Sub-ordinate themes were then developed as further concepts and
data was analysed where patterns and recurrent issues began to emerge. This inductive-deductive
process identified emerging causal links such as contexts and supporting institutions, key dynamics
and critical events that illustrated tensions and apparent sources of bargaining power. Data was
compared and contrasted with other data suggesting a similar meaning and coded within a theme or
a new theme and code was developed. The intensive thematic analysis continued until the higher level
themes and sub-ordinate themes were revised and data organised to assist with the presentation of

data and drafting for the empirical chapters. The final coding frame is shown at Annex Three.

Nvivo

The analysis was assisted by using NVIVO, as a tool to assist with the coding and sorting of data.
Bazeley (2007) notes that software can help qualitative analysis in five key ways: managing data,
managing ideas, querying data, graphical modelling, and reporting from the data. The headline themes
are referred to as nodes and sub-ordinate themes organised into ‘node trees’. Themes can be easily
merged, cut and paste, search and sorted. Documents and transcripts can be assigned attributes, such
as respondent characteristics. Memos and notes can also be annotated to data sources. The systems
allows for a large number of documents to be stored and backed-up at key points in the research

allowing for a ‘audit-trail’ of the study, for example in storing the initial coding framework to enable
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comparison with subsequent iterations. Critics of qualitative data analysis software suggest that
researchers lose closeness to their data through the potentially mechanical processes employed.
Others suggest that researchers succumb to ‘coding fetishism’ (Bazeley op cit p9). Gilbert (2002)
suggests, the use of digital tools causes researchers to be too close to their data and caughtin a ‘coding
trap’, to the detriment of other interpretive activities that include noting patterns, linking ideas and
seeing texts holistically. This was, in part, my experience, where the processes of coding and sorting
data solely within the software limited the more creative processes of reflecting and texts and creating
notes on linkages and testing and re-testing ideas. NVIVO was valuable in managing transcripts and
other forms of documentation and re-ordering data quickly to retrieve data relating to newly
conceived sub-themes. It was also useful in the process of data triangulation, comparing and issues
and themes raised by different participants. However, the use of hard copy transcripts and hand
written notes continued to be an essential part of the analytical process in helping to inform an

understanding of the core narrative emerging from each case.

Data quality

Although the use of analysis software can help improve the rigour of qualitative analysis in terms of
for example, the completeness achieved in the searching the contents of documents uploaded to the
system, broader criteria used in assessing the quality of data generated from case study research.
Cresswell (op cit) suggest that understanding the deeper structure of knowledge comes from engaging
with participants and probing for meanings and that the strength of data comes from using multiple
sources of evidence and in generating data through building trust with research participants, defined
above as construct validity. Internal validity is sought through using appropriate where measures and
concepts drawing on different literature and ‘theoretical lenses’ to compare data within and between
cases and to match observed patterns with those found by other researchers. External reliability refers
to the extent to which findings can be generalised beyond the case. The cross-case analysis that is

possible with multiple cases enables rough generalisations to be made to other similar phenomena
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(instances of workplace union learning) that have certain similarities to the cases described. Both
Johnson (1997) and Yin (2009) note that, in order to help generalise to other similar cases, case
research should include information about the types and number of respondents, the selection criteria
for cases and participants, contextual information and data on research protocols and analysis. The
goal of qualitative research is not to generalise statistically but analytically from intensive research
(Yin, 2009) and develop explanatory insight into, in this case, the social processes that underpin

negotiations on workplace learning.

Data presentation

Chapters 5-9 present data from the case study research. Chapter 5 outlines the contextual data on
union learning within the two unions, PCS and UNITE. Chapters 6-9 present data for each of the four
workplaces. Consideration was given whether to present the data thematically, for example in as
separate chapters of different aspects of bargaining. However, the cases are presented whole, on
order to retain the over-arching narrative of the case and the evolution of bargaining on the learning
theme. Although the cases were not selected a priori in relation to distinct bargaining contexts, it
emerged that the four were distinctive in terms of the central focus of union learning covering
organising; skills for life, integration with collective bargaining and integration with employer training

systems.

Limitations of Case Study research

Yin (2009) notes that a weakness of case study interviews is that the questions asked can be poorly
constructed. The development of questions for this study was informed by both the themes and issues
raised in the literature but also by my involvement in undertaking policy and evaluation research with
unions and ULRs for ten years prior to starting my PHD. This experience included working on a two
studies with CERIC including a national review of the union learning fund (ULF). Those studies included

surveys of unions and employers and content analysis of 215 written learning agreements. The
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experience taken from these studies included an understanding of the national learning and skills
policy context within which union learning had developed and current practice within unions. These
studies also illustrated the value and limitations of quantitative research. Each helped to identify and
qguantify union learning activities and the content of union learning agreements. However, these
methods were limited in the extent to which an understanding of ‘how’ and why’ events took place
could be established. This prior experience helped inform the identification of relevant and timely
guestions for the study. The longitudinal nature of the study, undertaken over repeat visits to case
study workplaces also gave an opportunity to reflect on early interviews and refine the research
questions in subsequent visits to ensure that key topic areas had been explored with a range of

informants.

The potential weaknesses of this approach, as noted in Table 1, is that the selection of events that to
observed due to time and location issues (being off-site and 200 miles away in some cases), means
that some key events are not witnessed, and there is potential for the workplace gatekeepers to limit
access to more contentious meetings and events. Furthermore, the researcher’s presence at these
events may affect how interactions take place as participants might limit or exaggerate behaviour. |
was conscious this might be affected if union reps knew me as a practitioner and evaluator for the
TUC of the ULF. This was minimised by not selecting those workplaces suggested cases where | was
well known and in explaining my role clearly to the study participants both by written material and

verbally at the start of the interviews,

4.8 Ethical issues

The main ethical consideration related to potential sensitivity of discussing bargaining strategies. It
was not known a priori whether workplace bargaining relations were open and integrative or
adversarial. Assuring the anonymity of research participants and non-disclosure of bargaining
objectives to other workplace actors was also a key consideration. Anonymity was achieved by

ensuring that participant’s personal details were not disclosed in the study write-ups and that research
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interviews were undertaken one-to-one where possible. Attributable data such as quotations were
labelled using a generic role title and names or other identifiers were not used. In addition, the
location of the research sites was kept anonymous. With the exception of HMRC, sites were re-named
and references to geographical location removed. The case write-up shared with the participants
contained material that was non-controversial and described bargaining processes, workplace

context, learning activity and mutual interests.
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Chapter 5 Union contexts

5.1 Introduction

This chapter provides a brief overview of the two case unions and the learning infrastructures that
have developed to support workplace learning. The main empirical data is contained in the following
four chapters outlining the detail of learning activity in the case study workplaces. Table 3 shows an

overview of the cases, unions and organisations.

Table 3 Case Studies Overview

Case Union Employer Main Workplace activity
ProcessingHouse PCS HMRC General tax call center
TaxOfficeHouse PCS HMRC Specialist tax call center
Icefactory UNITE HomeProductCo Food manufacture
RegionalWarehouse UNITE HighStreetRetail, Distribution center

This section supports the thesis through an examination of the key features of the union contexts and
the development of union learning activity at the relevant national and regional union learning teams.
This illustrates the union-specific contexts into which ULRs were being recruited and supported. The
outline of the union learning context helps to inform the later analysis of bargaining behaviours and
assessment of whether and how workplace bargaining activity is path dependent on the national
union structures and traditions with respect to the role of ULRs in the union and wider collective

bargaining structures.

5.2 Union organisation in PCS and TGWU

PCS is the largest civil service union and represents a high proportion of female and part-time workers
and a high proportion of members in lower civil service grades (with the FDA mainly organising civil
service managers). Union density in the public sector remains relatively high at 45 per cent (BIS, 2014).

In PCS, total membership levels have fallen from just over 300,000 in 2008 to 260,000 members in
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2011 (Certification Officer 2011). PCS membership constitutes an estimated 54.1 per cent of all civil

service employment (PCS National Organising Strategy 2012)

HMRC membership of 57,000 makes up a fifth of the total (PCS op cit). Density levels in HMRC are
higher than any other government department at an average of 80 per cent. The public sector has a
relatively high level of coverage of collective bargaining, although the proportion of public sector
employees covered by collective bargaining fell from 95 per cent in 1984 to 562 per cent in 2011 (van
Wanrooy et al op cit). Some of this change is explained by the expansion by the Labour government
of the independent pay review system. However, the focus of public sector modernisation under
successive Labour and Conservative governments has increased the trend to decentralisation. The
emphasis within the Civil Service on decentralisation has led to a fragmentation of pay bargaining and

a dismantling of national Whitley arrangements and a shift to departmental level bargaining.

The application of performance management and the introduction of lean, despite PCS’s initial
statement of opposition, appear to illustrate a weak response by the union in shaping the introduction
of new work regimes. Within HMRC, lean was adopted wholesale (in contrast to DWP where the lean
programme was introduced through a series of pilots) with the initial introduction of lean taking place
in its processing centres of which one of the case studies was one of the largest. The adoption of lean
in the UK Civil Service in the early 2000s and its wholesale adoption by HMRC on its inception (Carter
et al., 2011; D. Martin, 2012; Osborne, Radnor, & Nasi, 2013) suggests that New Public Management
(NPM) type principles form a central context within which the two HMRC workplace case studies are
located. In HMRC a bundle of NPM practices, including lean, operational management and senior
leadership programmes were introduced under the heading of the ‘Pacesetter’ programme (Radnor,
2010). Lean principles emphasise streamlining management and harnessing staff knowledge and skills

to drive performance and quality improvements (Womack, Jones, & Roos, 1990). This requires new

2 This excludes the Health Sector covered by the Independent Pay Review Body, a process described as ‘a form
of arm’s length collective bargaining’ (Bach & Kolins Givan, 2011). The figure for collective bargaining in the
public sector as a whole including the Health Sector was 44 per cent in 2011.
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forms of workplace participation. In the HMRC Pacesetter programme this included ‘rapid
improvement events’ and ‘lean academy training’ as tools to encourage engagement in lean processes

(Radnor 2010).

PCS have been involved in union learning since ULRs were first trained in 1999. A number of local and
regional projects were supported by the ULF in these early years HMRC and DWP were the two
departments which took the lead on developing union learning activity and were cited by a number

of respondents at the national level as leading the learning agenda within the union.

Government learning and skills policy formed the key backdrop to union-management engagement;
initially under the New Labour government’s UK skills strategy, the Leitch Review of skills, the (basic)
Skills Pledge initiative and the development of the Sector Skills Council action plans (Skills for
Government in this sector). Under the Coalition government there became increased emphasis on
accreditation and a heightened focus on apprenticeships in England and Wales. At the national level
the General Secretary of PCS sits on the TUC’s unionlearn board. AGS1 sat on the Skills for Government
SSC board 2007-2010 (the SSC did not receive a re-license from BIS in 2010 and its functions were
brought into Civil Service management). A PCS Learning and Skills Strategy group was established to
oversee the union learning fund national learning project in 2006 and development of the national
learning agreement. In 2006 PCS also appointed regional learning organisers, a role to support branch
level activists and provide connection with the national learning structures. In 2006, ULRs were
integrated into the national organising strategy. This was augmented with the appointment of (ULF
funded) Bargaining Union Learning Organisers (BULOs) in 2008 with a remit to directly support

departmental negotiators.

The three main employer-led learning themes that ULR and union learning activity link to (from
management’s perspective) are firstly, supporting the ‘Skills Pledge’, secondly, the roll-out of lean
processes and thirdly, the implementation of the Professional Development Exercise (PDE, the annual

performance review and staff development planning tool). HMRC departmental training has also been
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moving learning away from direct delivery to an e-learning model, whereby a suite of (non-accredited)
learning was made available on-line and staff were encouraged to learn ‘at a time and pace to suit
themselves’ (HMRC). Three key documents were developed and agreed in relation to learning in the
period 2006-2011: the CCSU-Cabinet office framework learning agreement (2008), the PCS-FDA-HMRC

national learning agreement (2008) and the PCS-HMRC apprenticeship agreement in (2011).

5.3 TGWU-UNITE overview

This section focuses on ‘UNITE the union’ only and not, as in the section above, the organisations in
which union learning activity takes place. The individual case chapters contain data on the workplaces
concerned. UNITE was created from the merger of the Transport and General Workers Union (TGWU)
with AMICUS in 2007. AMICUs itself had been formed from the merger between the AEEU, MSF and
subsequently Unifi and the GMPU unions in 2001. In 2007, the Transport and General Workers Union
was the third largest union affiliated to the TUC with 751,869 members just before the merger into
UNITE which at the time of the study research had 1,572,995 members (Certification Officer Reports
2006-07 and 2010-11). The proportion of male members in TWGU in 2007 was 80 per cent, reflecting
the occupational composition of the key industry sectors of union members that inclucded vehicles,
manufacturing, construction, civil engineering, agriculture, food, drink and tobacco, and transport and

logistic related industries.

The two cases that form the UNITE case research are located within a single region. Because of the
federal nature of the union, and after discussions with national and reigonal officers it was suggested
that selecting workplaces from a single region would be useful in order to compare two workplaces
operating with access to similar resources from the union. The regional union learning team was made
up of a national tutor who had been a project sponsor for several ULF projects. His post was core
funded by the union post, which meant he worked closely with other departments, including

negotiators. The regional union learning team included four union learning organisers (ULOs —
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formerly known as project workers) whose key role was to identify and support ULRs and support

them and other workplace reps with the development of union learning at the workplace.

Early union learning work included union learning fund projects covering localities or single employers,
e.g. First Bus. It was not until Year 9 of the ULF (2006/7) that the TGWU saw the first ‘national’ learning
project which focused on building the ULO role at the national and regional levels. A key focus for
TGWU had been the integration of ULRs into organising strategies and seeing the links to wider
industrial issues. Post-merger, the T&G section of UNITE was augmented to include a team of national
union learning organisers (NULOs) and the ULF funding was supporting a further development

programme to build ULO skills and joint working with the national union learning organisers.

A key focus for the regional team had been in supporting the development of UNITE-ed, a provider
consortium with local colleges (see below). This provider partnership enabled a more rapid repsonse
for ULRs when learning needs were identified. Typically, in the period under investigation, this was in
a redundancy situation. A summary of UNITE-ed is shown below. This partnership was the catalyst for
learning activity at IceFactory. How this initiated the development of a learning agreement there is

discussed in Chapter 8.

5.4 Regional UNITE-ed consortium

The UNITE-ed project brought together a consortium of FE colleges looking to develop a more
responsive approach to the identification of learning needs and the delivery of provision. Initially,
unionlearn facilitated meetings between a number of unions in the region and a consortium of
colleges in the region. unionlearn developed a protocol which included how the consortium of
providers would work with unions to identify workplaces in need of support, how the lead college
would gain access to a workplace and undertake learning needs surveys and how the consortium
would work together to meet those needs. Delivery was mainly brokered by geographic area but also
facilitated access to specialist provision across all of the four colleges. UNITE-ed was developed as a

specific agreement on these arrangements between the college consortium and UNITE. The impetus
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for developing this specific agreement came from the need to be able to respond more quickly to
recession and redundancy situations. In some instances, the period of notice for redundancies was
very short and in one case the UNITE-ed team were able to respond within 24 hours to provide support
for workers faced with sudden notice of redundancy with an offer of employability training and IAG.
The UNITE regional learning team had an established working relationship with one of the FE colleges

in the consortium.
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Chapter 6 ProcessingHouse: from organising learning to organising learners
6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the first of the empirical chapters. It illustrates how PCS learning reps become
active, and central to the recruitment of a new group of workers. It contributes to the overall thesis
by showing how ULRs were able to frame learning as a right for a-typical employees and connect union
learning to wider organising priorities. The national learning agreement was the catalyst for
developing workplace negotiations over a workplace learning center and the organisation of a large
scale Learning at Work Day (LAWD) programme, a week-long programme of free learning tasters for
staff on site. The chapter outlines the resources that the union draws upon to legitimise union

learning, both within the union and with local management.

The chapter is structured as follows: Section 6.2 outlines union learning and the workplace context at
ProcessingHouse, the bargaining actors and their orientations towards union learning; Section 6.3
outlines the negotiation of the learning center and LAWD activities with reference to four bargaining
sub-processes; Section 6.4 concludes with a discussion of how the union was able to establish new
norms around union-led learning at ProcessingHouse and the social processes that underpinned the

ULRs becoming more active in negotiation and organising.

6.2 Union learning at ProcessingHouse

6.2.1 Context and union learning activity

Table 4 shows an overview of the ProcessingHouse case. The site was a large HMRC tax office with
1,821 staff employed. The majority of staff worked in customer service operations providing
telephone services for the public and businesses around a range of tax products. The workforce
structure was ‘flat’, reflecting a typical call center operation. Just over half (55 per cent) of the staff
were female and a small proportion were young workers (less than seven per cent under the age of
25). The work of HMRC was organised through 37 business streams; 32 of these business units had a

presence at ProcessingHouse. This made for an additional level of complexity for union learning
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activity, as negotiation on issues such as the release of staff for learning, had to take place with the
responsible manager in each business stream. Union density at the site was 90 per cent. Collective
bargaining was predominantly undertaken at a national level between PCS and HMRC. There was a

‘house’ joint consultative committee (JCC) at the branch level.

Table 4 ProcessingHouse case overview

Employees at site 1,821
Trade union density 90%
Major occupational Administrative officers (call center customer service operations)
group
Learning agreement No local agreement
National HMRC-PCS Learning Agreement
Key union learning Learning at Work Day
activity Learning Center: basic skills, IT, languages
Supporting learners prepare for their PDE (see below)
ULRs 8 (including Branch Learning Co-coordinator)
Company training/HR Professional Development Exercise (PDE) annual appraisal
practices Pacesetter, lean academy training
Adult apprenticeships

Two ULRs were initially trained at ProcessingHouse in 2001, but were not linked into branch structures
and worked independently from reps on site. Consequently, union learning activity was limited until
key developments occurred in 2008. In line with the provisions of the national HMRC-PCS framework
learning agreement a (new) ULR was elected as the branch learning coordinator (BLC). The national
agreement allowed the BLC 25 per cent of their work time as facilities time for BLC duties. The branch
also made a successful application to unionlearn’s regional learning fund which enabled the BLC to be
released full-time for 15 months. The company’s training suite was also due to close and HMRC
training would take place off site. The ULRs saw an opportunity to negotiate to use the space as a
union learning center. The BLC recruited a further seven ULRs, with a total of eight active across the

site by the end of 2009.

A core focus for workplace ULR activity was on establishing the union learning center and planning a
programme of events for Learning at Work Day (LAWD). LAWD is a national workplace learning

initiative run by the Campaign for Learning promoting lifelong learning by encouraging employers to
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run, as part of a wider national ‘festival of learning’, Adult Learners’ Week. LAWD was heavily
promoted to ULRs by unionlearn and was also specifically mentioned in the HMRC-PCS national

learning agreement:

“Events such as Learning at Work Day play a key part in directing individuals into learning.
Staff will be encouraged, and may, subject to local management approval, be given paid

time off to attend agreed events.” (HMRC-PCS learning agreement p 7)

At ProcessingHouse LAWD provided a focal point for ULRs to engage with management around
securing time for staff to participate in LAWD activities, which mainly consisted of short learning
sessions, or learning tasters showcasing company training, vocational and informal learning
opportunities. In 2009, 370 staff attended LAWD events. A learning survey was undertaken with staff
attending LAWD to identify common areas of interest that would shape future learning activities. In
the period 2009-2011 (the close of fieldwork), 240 members of staff (16 per cent of the workforce)

had taken part in union led learning activities through the learning union center.

The ULRs also became more involved in HR related themes, helping staff to prepare for their annual
appraisal, the professional development exercise (PDE), with line managers. An initial set of norms
emerged around the functional limits of the ULR role. The learning agreement made explicit reference
to the ‘management’s right to manage’ (p 1). This was a usual statement in an HMRC-PCS agreement
and was reflected in the way ULRs initially described their involvement in the PDE process: a relatively

neutral role in supporting staff. As one ULR explained:
“If there are disagreements between a member of staff and a manager on the PDE then
this will get taken up through the casework reps. ULRs are not involved in the moderation
of PDEs, for example on the allocation of ‘tops’ which get greater performance reward.”
(ProcessingHouse ULR 1)
ULRs also became more involved in supporting staff to develop employability skills and in vocational

programmes. In 2010, the post room at ProcessingHouse was earmarked for closure. The union

offered retraining and support to help re-deploy the 12 staff affected. Several attended basic skills
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courses in the learning center and successfully found jobs elsewhere on site. Management also
introduced an apprenticeship programme in line with the new Professional Skills for Government
action plan. The negotiation process around these themes is discussed further in section 6.4 below.
The activity of ULRs was initially focused on sourcing learning opportunities, building staff awareness,
supporting activity in the union learning center and helping staff engage with the PDE process. These
activities were outlined in the learning partnership agreement with HMRC. Over time, the ULRs
became more actively engaged in bargaining with management and critiquing employer learning and
development practices. Before considering bargaining behaviours, the following section outlines the

key bargaining actors and their motivations for being involved in negotiations on union learning.

6.2.2 Bargaining actors and motivations

The ULRs were not initially involved in bargaining around the development of union learning.
Negotiations on applying the key provisions of the national learning agreement, notably on the new
BLC role, took place between management and the union via the joint house consultative committee
(JCC). The key protagonists were the Senior Site Manager and the Branch Secretary with support from
the newly appointed Regional Learning Co-coordinator (RLC). The RLC was also the regional
representative on the HMRC-PCS national learning committee and closely involved in negotiations

around the national framework learning agreement.

By the time of the follow-up visit to ProcessingHouse in 2011 the majority of day-to-day negotiation
with management on the learning theme was undertaken more informally by ULRs who were engaging
with individual business stream leads. Individual ULRs had been assigned as ‘project’ leads on certain
themes (basic skills learning, employability skills etc.) and were encouraged by branch officers to
engage with the business unit leads on these specific themes. The HMRC Bargaining Unit Learning
Officer noted the increased willingness of ULRs to engage with management, and also reflected that
ULRs had ‘a natural tendency to informality’, taking a pragmatic approach to achieving learning

outcomes.
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There were mixed motivations amongst the union actors in relation to their involvement in union
learning activities. The RLC was motivated toward securing union gains and organising outcomes,
which included the possibility of recruiting new reps and members to help build the strength of the
local branch. The ULRs were motivated to develop the union learning center as a means of ensuring
better access to learning for members. A small sub-set of ULRs (two of the eight) were focused
primarily on opening up learning opportunities so staff could access employer training and internal

labour market opportunities. As one ULR noted:

“With all the changes going on around here, some see (apprenticeship) as a chance to set
themselves apart and to other things in other sections and other departments and we can
support them to get on with that.” (PCS ULR 1)

Other ULRs focused on opening up access to learning opportunities that were beyond work related
learning. Most ULRs expressed these motivations in terms of collective gains in promoting social
justice for workers to access learning opportunities that might be ordinarily denied to them. The RLC
and a minority of the ULR team expressed this in terms of returning to a historical role for trade unions
in supporting worker education. The BLC was also motivated to integrate the ULRs into the branch
and wider business of the union, a move which he felt would ‘invigorate the branch with some new
blood’. There was a mixed response from ULRs on the growing tendency to integrate learning with

organising and expectation of ULRs to be more actively engaged with management. A ULR noted:

“For me, | took up the ULR role because of the learning angle and if the union forced me

to take on other roles I’d have to look at my position as a learning rep. | mean | will go on

strike, but my main concern is the learning and that’s what motivates me.” (PCS ULR 2)
However, the majority of ULRs expressed views suggesting a greater willingness to support the branch
through engagement in other areas of union activity. The ULR team became more actively involved in
industrial actions and described working increasingly with other reps around organising campaigns
and union strike action. A key example given was the recruitment of new members from a newly

expanded evening shift where learning was used as a key organising tool (discussed further in section

6.3 below).



86

The prevailing attitude of management at ProcessingHouse towards the union was generally benign
with a general acceptance of the presence of the union. Union density was 90 per cent, including
membership amongst many frontline managers, while middle management in lead operational roles
was ‘more wary’ of the union (HMRC Learning Director). Relatively good relations created the
potential for engagement on the learning theme; yet, support from managers for learning was not
uniform. Senior managers at ProcessingHouse supported learning because of perceived benefits of
addressing known workplace HR challenges, such as delivering an effective PDE process and in
engaging a broader range of staff in new lean ‘academy’ programmes. Many in middle management
roles gave little practical support for union learning and were generally ambivalent of the union’s
activity in this area. The managers that were supportive of learning tended to be supportive of the
union in general terms. The frontline managers who were union members were generally more
positively disposed to union learning; learning brought a new dimension to union activity that was
distinct from traditional, adversarial, forms of activism. Two managers commented:

“I like it because it makes the union seem less ‘like them over there’... it shows that the

union has staff interests at heart ...learning personalises them more.” (ProcessingHouse

Manager 1)

“People only see the union as activists ...but actually the union does other things that are
really important and union learning highlights that.” (ProcessingHouse Manager 2)

At the time of the first research site visits, the ULRs were newly recruited and were operating a
relatively passive role. By the time of the follow-up visits they were more active and critically engaged
with management. There were mixed orientations of management with middle managers more
ambivalent. Frontline managers viewed the prospect of union learning more positively in terms of the

potential to work more collaboratively with the union.

6.3 Bargaining behaviours
Initial negotiations on learning at ProcessingHouse took place through the formal channel of the joint
house consultative committee (JCC) and focused on procedural arrangements for ULRs and the BLC

role. No local level agreement was signed and the national HMRC-PCS learning agreement was used
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as the framework for negotiations. Over time, the ULRs became increasingly engaged in more
informal ‘frontline’ negotiation with local management (the business unit leads). Although the Senior
Site Manager had sanctioned her support for ULR and BLC activity, she did not have the authority to
release staff in different business units. The ULRs needed to negotiate access with each business unit

lead to secure release for staff in those sections. As one ULR explained:

“So that’s the way it works, we’d need to speak with the business managers there.
Although we have this overarching agreement and they are all signed up to the Leitch
Pledge, you can’t just go to one person and get agreement for the whole place you have
to go to each and each one wants a business case.” (PCS ULR 4)

This section continues by considering bargaining behaviours in relation to the four sub-processes

within Walton and McKersie’s framework in turn, tracing the evolution of bargaining over learning.

6.3.1 Distributive bargaining

This section explores the conflictual issues around which negotiation developed and the claims and
tactics used by parties in negotiations. The areas of conflict at ProcessingHouse related primarily to
the allocation of resources but bargaining also developed on worker rights and employer obligations
around learning. The ULRs also challenged attitudes and relationship patterns as they engaged directly

with management.

In terms of resource allocation, negotiations centred on paid time for learning, specifically, non-work
related learning and on the use of space for learning. The national learning agreement noted that
learning “can be learning and/or qualifications which assist career progression, as well as activities
considered essential for the current job held by an individual” (National Learning Agreement 2008 p 6)
and that paid release should be available “where an individual and their manager have agreed a
development requirement on the PDE” (op cit 2008 p 7). Yet the parameters for these activities, such
as the precise type of learning and amount of paid release for staff, required negotiation at site level.
A general agreement for paid release was successfully negotiated with the site managers to enable

staff to attend LAWD activities in 2009 which offered taster sessions for both work related, other
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vocational and informal learning activities. Beyond this, the ULRs had to negotiate on a case-by-case

basis for each new type of union learning programme with managers in each of the business units.

The ULRs also engaged with management around the allocation of space for union learning. The

national agreement stated:

“Learning centres or access points may be provided at suitable HMRC locations to
promote easy access to learning and provide the opportunity for staff to enhance their IT
skills...HMRC may provide suitable accommodation, equipment and maintenance of that
equipment for the centres/access points... subject to ongoing HMRC workforce change
planning and to the availability of funding.” (Op cit p 6)
The employer’s on-site learning center was closing down as a result of planned efficiency savings and
a move towards e-learning platforms. This policy placed increased expectation on staff to undertake
work related learning at their desks, at the off-site company learning center or at home. The ULRs
challenged local management, arguing that work related learning should take place in work time, and
that learning at home was not realistic for many staff either because of a lack of access to the internet

at their workstation, or to the company server at home. The time to travel to learning off site was also

an issue, as one union rep noted:

“Our learners will not go off-site for learning, for one thing (the staff learning center) is
not that local. It is on the other side of the City and the extra time and cost of travel is too
much after work, there are quite a few here that work two or three jobs, they have not
got time to be doing this kind of thing after work.” (PCS Branch Rep 1)

The union successfully negotiated to use the vacant training room that was turned into the union
learning center. The BLC, now seconded full-time to union learning, would be the coordinator of the
center. In addition to negotiating for the allocation of resources for learning, the ULRs also challenged
norms around who would participate in learning center activities. The national learning agreement
made reference to “fair and appropriate access” to learning opportunities to meet ‘diverse’ staff
needs. At ProcessingHouse the ULR team used this aspect of the agreement to make the case that
staff on the newly expanded evening shift should be able to participate in learning activities. An

evening shift from 5pm-10pm had been introduced in early 2009 with most staff on temporary
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contracts not allowed into the building before their shift started. The majority of staff on this new shift
were young workers (aged 20-30). Most were not, or never had been, union members. The union
successfully negotiated that employees from the evening shift could attend Learning at Work Day
events. The LAWD programme was planned before the evening shift was introduced and most

activities were due to finish at 4pm. The ULRs explained:

“We got them access at 3pm and changed the shift from 5pm-10pm to 3pm-8pm. So we
got them in the building and their first hour at work (paid) to participate in Learning at
Work Day activity and that was a first.” (PCS ULR 4)

The question of who should participate in learning was raised by ULRs not only in relation to the union-
led programmes. ULRs expressed concern about the approach taken by managers in selecting staff to
participate in a new apprenticeship programme in 2010. The national learning agreement made
explicit reference to the management prerogative around work related learning. However, the
ProcessingHouse ULRs noted where ‘letting managers manage’ was not satisfactory. When the adult
apprenticeship programme was introduced, there were no joint processes or criteria agreed for
deciding which staff would be eligible to take part®. ProcessingHouse ULRs were concerned about the
fairness of the selection process and also about being ‘caught in the middle’ of this decision making

process:

“We said at that time that we would not get involved in choosing the people. But several
were unhappy that they did not get picked. How do we know if the ‘little people’ are
getting on those courses and not just (managers’) mates? ... This is a problem. If say we
have 10 places, how do we choose who goes on? That’s hard because as ULRs we are
encouraging people to take part and can get trapped in the middle there. If managers are
just choosing their 10 favourites you should be able to say ‘no, you can take those five but
also take these five’, the ones they would not normally go for. I’d see that as our role in
justifying that, the process should be fairer.” (ULR meeting 2011)

This indicated a shift in the attitude of ULRs about their role and involvement in employer-led learning
programmes and managers’ rights to manage the apprenticeship process, suggesting a change had

taken place in the relationship pattern between the ULRs and local management. Their orientation to

3 This situation changed in 2010/11 when a national agreement on the theme of apprenticeship was reached,
discussed further in Case 2.
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bargaining changed from an integrative to a more adversarial frame, underpinned by their desire to
ensure that apprenticeships were delivered fairly. The concerns of ULRs at ProcessingHouse on
apprenticeship processes were shared within the union through RLC and ULF reporting mechanisms.
This helped inform subsequent negotiation at the national level between the CSSU and Cabinet Office
resulting in a specific agreement on apprenticeships that was signed in late 2010. Further discussion

of this is developed in the second HMRC case, TaxOfficeHouse (see Chapter 6).

As the learning center became established, local management began to challenge the union-led
model. Firstly, they questioned whether the learning center space was being used appropriately and
then trying to rescind the agreement to release all staff to participate in LAWD 2011. The team
responsible for estates challenged the union’s right to offer the provision of non-work related learning
in the learning center. They argued that if learners were paying for learning, then the learning center
was promoting trading, and, the management’s legal team judged, amounted to the union subletting
the learning center. Secondly, management argued that the learning agreement referred to ‘taster’
sessions, suggesting that full programmes were not subject to the agreement. The reps countered
these objections by saying, firstly, that other forms of trading were allowed on site (such as a book
club seller and on-site health services); and, secondly, that other clauses in the national learning
agreement could be interpreted as allowing for the provision of full learning programmes. These
disagreements could not be resolved locally and were escalated by the RLC to the HMRC-PCS national
learning committee which was considering whether the objections made by local management were
warranted or contravened the ‘spirit’ of the agreement. The outcome (not known at the time of data

collection) would be relevant to all 15 departmental union learning sites.

A second example involved the threat of escalating an issue to the national committee. In 2009 and
2010, the union had negotiated with local management to allow paid time for staff to attend LAWD
events. This was not written in the national learning agreement or into any local variation of an

agreement. In 2011, a new site manager announced at the JCC that he was refusing to give permission
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for staff release to attend LAWD, stating that the time for learning needed to be prioritised for ‘lean
academy’ learning programmes. This issue was reported swiftly to the RLC who threatened to take
the issue to the national HMRC-PCS learning committee. The issue was resolved informally through
contact with the national manager for learning and development (and a member of the national
learning committee). The local site manager was persuaded to acquiesce and support LAWD 2011 and
the ‘spirit of the national agreement’. A final example of the escalation of issues up to the national
learning committee related to the selection of participants for the new apprenticeship programmes.

This aspect of negotiation is explored in further detail in Case 2.

The union was challenging relationship patterns by seeking to assert greater control than local
management were willing to concede over the nature of union learning activity. With ULRs
increasingly active in negotiating with business unit and line managers, the BLC and RLC’s role in
negotiations became more focused on ‘troubleshooting,” providing ULRs with a route to escalate
grievances to either the JCC or the national learning committee. The national learning committee

provided ULRs with a mechanism for added leverage in their workplace negotiations.

6.3.2 Integrative bargaining

The national learning agreement signalled the intention of the employer and the national union to
work jointly to provide learning for staff. This section outlines the integrative bargaining behaviours
between ULRs and management and the key difficulties associated with pursuing an integrative
bargaining strategy at the local level. The key shared problem articulated between PCS and HMRC on
the learning theme was how to support a greater number and wider range of employees to participate

in learning and skills activity.

The need to improve learning participation was driven in part by external political factors and also by
internal barriers to learning. External drivers included the learning and skills policies of the New
Labour government. HMRC’s commitment to the Skills Pledge (to offer learning opportunities for

those without Level 2 qualifications), the development of the Skills for Government sector skills
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council action plan, Professional Skills for Government, and the subsequent focus on apprenticeships
under the coalition government. These policies generated a raft of national initiatives that senior
management at HMRC signed up to. This established new commitments and priorities for local

management to increase workforce learning, particularly amongst lower skilled staff.

Internally, there were also drivers that place an increased focus on employee learning. The adoption
of lean processes also generated an expectation that staff would participate in quality improvement
teams. The Pacesetter programme introduced ‘lean academy training’ as a tool to promote awareness
of these new processes and encourage participation in lean working groups. Yet there were recognised
constraints on staff participation in lean and other HR processes. Internal HMRC reports noted the
poor implementation of Pacesetter and low employee engagement (Radnor & Bucci, 2007).
Furthermore, union surveys highlighted staff dissatisfaction with the PDE process noting that some
frontline managers used it punitively to sanction staff rather than using a more positive,
developmental approach as described in HMRC guidance. The union also identified that new on-line
learning practices limited the scope for some low skilled workers to engage in company training.
These internal and external factors placed an imperative on management to consider how they would
encourage more staff to take part in workplace learning activity and helped to establish a ‘shared

problem’.

The second step in the integrative bargaining process is the search for a solution to address recognised
problems. At ProcessingHouse, ULRs and the union learning center were presented as a solution to
help address these challenges in employee learning. The branch reps used the national learning
agreement as the starting point in negotiations to highlight the agreement made to introduce the new
branch learning coordinator role and anticipation that ULRsl would support staff in the PDE. Both of
these were explicitly referred to in the national learning agreement (op cit p 5). The agreement stated
that ULRs would help staff in several other ways: to identify their own development needs; to see

development needs as learning opportunities; to identify appropriate courses; and to help staff
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present a case to management for the resources needed to address their learning needs. This
presented ULRs in an advisory and advocacy role framed in terms of the obligations on individuals to
advance their own learning needs through using these new union resources. In addition to presenting
the ULRs as part of the learning solution, the union at ProcessingHouse also developed supporting
workplace institutions. The branch accessed additional resources for learning, via union-only funding
routes. Using Walton and McKersie’s construct, this extended the frontier of shared utility through
bringing resources to the workplace that would otherwise not be available. The branch secured
funding from other sources including funding for LAWD events and resources to pay for the

secondment of the BLC to work full-time on setting up the union learning center.

ULRs frequently referred to ‘making the business case’ for learning in which potential mutual gains
were foregrounded. Union learning was presented to local managers as offering an opportunity to
enhance productivity through improved motivation, functional flexibility and HR processes. Emphasis
was placed on increasing learning activity and improving staff awareness and participation in the
departmental PDE system and Pacesetter lean training programmes. As one ULR noted, “we said (to
ProcessingHouse managers) ‘well you are giving people an opportunity which will motivate them to do
better in their job™ (PCS ULR 3). These were generic claims presented to senior managers to make the
case for union learning. As the ULRs became more active in engaging frontline managers, notably to
secure release to attend courses in the learning center, the ULRs also used their specific knowledge of
the business unit, work section or in some cases individual managers and workers, to frame the case
for support. For example, it was suggested to some managers that enabling learners to use the union
learning center would avoid unnecessary travelling time for staff to the new HMRC, off-site learning
center. In other cases, ULRs suggested that union learning opportunities for staff at risk of disciplinary
would help prevent the escalation of disciplinary proceedings, saving time and potential conflict. In
these specific contexts, learning was presented to management as offering improved efficiency and

minimising potential disruption to workflow.
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Yet, underpinning all of the union and ULRs’ arguments was the fundamental case for equity and
fairness, particularly in opening up access to learning resources for workers on lower grades. The ULRs
continually stressed the point that the purpose and value of union learning was the offer of learning
for all staff and opening up opportunities for lower paid workers. This argument invoked a broader
language of equality of opportunities which resonated with management in meeting wider (less well
defined) equality goals. This emphasis on equality and opportunity was also stressed by ULRs to
employees as the key organising principle underpinning union learning. The ULRs did promote the
benefits of union learning in terms of skills and qualifications to aid future employability, but the
underlying messages for staff were around extending equality of access to workplace learning. This

changed the discourse around learning from an individual to a collective issue.

The next step in the integrative bargaining process was the evaluation of the proposed solution.
Although the national learning agreement and the dialogue developed by ULRs with management
stated a range of potential benefits, the workplace actors found it difficult to be precise about the
actual gains that would accrue from union learning at the local level. There was limited data available

to both parties with which to help evaluate potential gains, as one ULR commented:

“At first it was very hard to negotiate because they wanted to know what the benefits
would be. We did not know, we said ‘well you are giving people an opportunity which will
motivate people’.” (PCS ULR 3)

The data that were presented focused on ‘learning problems’, not the calculation of future benefits.
The ULRs referenced external reports and policy documents that identified learning and skills needs
at the national, public sector or departmental levels; a report commissioned by DWP on union learning
suggested that 10 per cent of staff had poor basic skills. Data from TUC-commissioned research and
evaluations of the ULF provided general messages about the use and value of union learning. Yet there
was little data available at the workplace level with which parties could evaluate the potential value

of the learning center and LAWD activities. In this uncertain context, the text of the learning
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agreement itself helped to articulate how the employer and union might work jointly at the local level

to address learning needs.

6.3.3 Attitudinal structuring

In describing a behavioural theory of bargaining, Walton and McKersie explore the forces affecting
relationships and tactics used to affect change in attitudes. Negotiators must assess prevailing
attitudes and pursue change interventions to affect attitudes or ‘cognitive balance’ and reinforce
desired behaviours. At ProcessingHouse relations between unions and management improved as a
result of engagement on the learning theme. This suggests that some form of re-balancing occurred.
During the follow-up visit in 2011, senior management at ProcessingHouse talked positively about the
role of the union and ULRs. However, the ULRs noted that this positive orientation took some time to

achieve.

“There are no real points of contention because we get things done, we now have an

Y/

‘entente cordiale’.” (ProcessingHouse Line Manager, 2011)
“Our new Senior Manager sees the benefit. Her predecessor did - in the end - but it took

a lot of time and energy. Our new manager has worked here for a while and she has seen
what we have achieved.” (PCS ULR meeting, 2011)

The prevailing attitude of local management towards union learning was not supportive from the
outset, as one ULR noted:

“The number of times we were kicked in the teeth is, well .... a lot of the people who are

in these (senior) positions see that they got there without any of this support so they don’t

see it, they don’t see that there are people here without maths and English or came in so
long ago that this has been lost.” (PCS ULR 5)

The comments illustrated two key points. Firstly, that management attitude towards union learning
was initially negative and, from the perception of some ULRs, aggressively so. Secondly, local
managers did not see the relevance of ULRs because of a lack of awareness of broader issues, namely,
the impact of poor basic skills on workplace outcomes and potential for union learning to address this.

Union learning was not salient to local managers and therefore supporting workplace (union) learning
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was not central to their concerns. Changing policy on learning and skills in HMRC presented
opportunities around which to organise and engage HMRC managers in this theme, for example:
“The review of skills across government and development of the Skills Action Plan was a
great tool to help us build a consistency of message across management about the
importance of skills. This was given as a top three priority by (departmental) permanent

secretaries in 2008. This was useful to drive the case for union learning.” (PCS Senior
National Officer)

“Managers became more interested once the legislation (on ULR rights) came to pass and
the Skills Pledge further activated their interest, we got more access to engage with HR
on learning issues.” (PCS Bargaining Unit Learning Organiser)

The national union also undertook member surveys to highlight learning issues within HMRC and other
departments (DWP, Home Office). This helped to raise awareness of a number of problems faced by
staff in relation to IT, literacy and numeracy skills, and the negative impacts of the drive for e-learning
on certain workgroups and staff views on PDE processes. In addition to identifying ‘top level issues in
relation to learning and skills, the union and management developed joint internal communications
to send key messages about union learning, taking care to use a common language. As one

ProcessingHouse manager noted:

“There were bulletins that came from both sides on the learning offer and we checked out
each other’s joint messages so we are working with the ULRs to help everyone with this.”
(ProcessingHouse Manager)

In order to secure a specific agreement locally for staff release to attend learning center courses, the
ULRs used the tactic of engaging with the manager of the largest work group at ProcessingHouse.
Through targeting this manager the ULRs were able to get sufficient numbers of staff released to
ensure learning programmes were financially viable (with providers requiring a minimum of 10-12
learners per course). ULRs then focused on persuading other business unit managers to allow their
teams to be released. The case made to management changed subtly, as ULRs encouraged these

managers not to be the barrier that prevented their staff from taking part in learning activities.

A number of related union activities attempted to change the attitudes of local management. This

included building an association and common language between union learning and other workplace
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objectives and persuading management of the relevance and uniqueness of the ULR role. The use of
shared data to explore and report on common workplace problems was key in shaping attitudes. The

RLC noted:
“The business case and the figures it was based on were data that both sides could accept
such as the numbers that had been through Level 2 and on apprenticeships and NVQs and
what the department itself was doing in terms of the professionalising government
agenda. So we were talking to an agreed set of data, there may be some issues around

the edges but it was data that they would recognise.” (PCS Regional Learning Co-
ordinator)

Establishing the learning center and BLC role also contributed to changing attitudes at the workplace
level. Prior to this, ULR activity was concealed and not well understood by workplace actors, including
the union branch. Establishing the center on site helped to raise the profile of ULRs and build
understanding by both reps and local management of the nature and salience of union learning. The
learning agreement was itself a valuable artefact in shaping perceptions and attitudes, as the

Bargaining Unit Learning Organiser (BULO) noted:

“The national (learning) agreement gives us more publicity, it is a good indicator of
progress. The first version was signed by functionaries, but the final version was signed
off by the new chair of the board and the HMRC president and the FDA leads. This pulls
more weight.” (PCS BULO)
A further tactic to affect change in local management attitudes at ProcessingHouse was to invite
managers to participate in union learning. The following manager became more supportive of union
learning because of such participation:
“I went on the course. And in terms of me being an HMRC employee that is absolutely
fantastic, something like that going on in here ... | can spend some time with colleagues
having a cup of tea and learning something new. Anything that adds to employees feeling
valued is fantastic.” (ProcessingHouse Line Manager)
There was a degree of recognition by union reps that, in order to engage support from managers to
achieve union learning aims, local management needed to see the relevance of learning not only for

staff, but also for themselves as managers. This view was apparent in comments from reps and

managers:
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“She (the Business Unit Manager) did eventually see the benefit of the learning and it
looks good for she gets the success.” (PCS ULR 4)

“Another benefit that | now see is that the ULRs do lots of things that | could not do, they

have got over 200 people involved from our section, so that is why we support them, the
staff get the (learning) service and | get the job done.” (ProcessingHouse Line Manager)

“l would say even if it is run by ULRs that when a member of staff gets involved in the ULR
learning and comes back to the team and talks about his experience the staff also see that
as something coming from the employer. The employer is getting good credit for that and
| see the fact that we have this is an indication that | am a good employer.” (HMRC
Business Unit Manager)

These comments are suggestive of Walton and McKersie’s description of bargaining parties reinforcing
preferred behaviours through personal reward structures. The reinforcement of personal gain for
managers led to more positive orientations that would hopefully underpin more favourable (or less

hostile) bargaining behaviours in future negotiations.

This section highlighted a number of social processes linked to attitudinal changes by managers in
favour of union learning. The strategies used by the union included the use of data, using ‘strategic
language’ of the ‘business case’, the inclusion of managers in union learning activity and stressing the
personal rewards for managers of supporting union learning. The interaction of attitudinal structuring
tactics with other bargaining processes is discussed further in section 6.4. The chapter continues with
a discussion of intra-organisational bargaining.

6.3.4 Intra-organisational bargaining

This section draws on the data in section 6.2 on bargaining actors, where and between whom ‘primary’
negotiations take place and considers the nature of intra-organisational dialogue, the forces acting

upon negotiators and processes of alignment within firstly, the union, and then management parties.

6.3.4.1 Union
Negotiations around the implementation of the learning agreement involved a multi-layered internal
dialogue. The early ‘primary’ union negotiators were the union officers on the national learning

committee that had been established to oversee the implementation of the PCS ULF national learning
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project. The union team was led by the AGS (AGS 1) with overall responsibility for union education

with key support from the ULF National Officer.

At ProcessingHouse, initial bargaining to establish the terms of the national agreement, agree the BLC
role and set-up of the learning center was undertaken by the senior branch officers, supported by the
RLC. This situation had changed by 2010 where day-to-day informal negotiations were undertaken by
the ULRs, supported by the BLC. The ULRs became the ‘primary’ negotiators around the maintenance
of the learning agreement at the local level. At first, the ULRs were more passive and pragmatic in
their approach to engagement with employers, focusing primarily on organising learning activities and
securing learning outputs. By 2010, the ULRs became more actively engaged in negotiating with
business unit managers and increasingly focused on union outcomes including recruitment and

organising. They were also more willing to challenge management prerogative.

Section 6.2 outlined the initial motivations of the actors and the different emphasis placed on union
learning by different union actors. The more moderate ‘Blairite’ AGS (AGS 1), who led on the
negotiation of the learning agreement, emphasised the need to build closer links to the employer:
support for ULRs would be needed in the context of tighter departmental budgets which in turn meant
that management needed to “see the value of the ULR role for them (managers and business units)
as well as for individual staff” (AGS 1). When the first ULRs were trained at ProcessingHouse in 2001
they were more aligned to this vision for union learning focused on an integrative, partnership based
approach. Delivering greater volumes of learning activity contributed to making the case for the
union’s place within wider quasi-social partnership arrangements such as the sector skills action plan

and Professional Skills for Government strategy.

The change in leadership in PCS in the early 2000s heralded a change amongst the senior officers with
a more left-wing AGS (AGS2) with a stronger background in workplace activism taking over
responsibility for the union’s organising and learning services. This function supported union reps

(including ULRs) and developed a much stronger focus on bargaining and organising within ULF
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activities. AGS 2 described those involved in union learning activity as initially ‘living in a parallel
universe’. He criticised union learning as having developed outside of the union’s democratic
structures and noted a lack of consultation with the rest of the union when earlier ULF bids had been
developed (written, in the main, by the National Learning ULF Officer and AGS 1). The PCS ULF bid for
their national learning project 2008-2010 was shaped with closer involvement of AGS 2 and the HMRC
GEC and focused specifically on building union structures to link learning to organising and bargaining.
The national learning committee minutes were shared more widely and ULR activity was more closely
aligned to bargaining units and organising strategy. National and regional union officers reported

improved coherence in the activities of ULRs and the wider union during the period 2010 and 2011.

The process of aligning bargaining expectations between the national union, the branch and the ULRs
was multi-directional. Intra-organisational expectations changed as a result of the learning institutions
that were being established. The BLC and RLC roles were central in articulating the linkages between
the national organising strategy and the development of branch level action plans. The BLC developed
the branch learning plan, recruited new ULRs and helped co-ordinate their activity. He supported
branch negotiations and reported to the JCC. Both the BLC and the RLC were able to quickly escalate
local grievances raised by the ULRs to the JCC and national learning committee. This helped to
integrate the ULRs into the activities of the branch and their orientation towards union organising.

However, the ULRs also affected change in the organising culture of the branch.

The ULRs secured a key success in challenging management prerogative around access to learning.
This view came from the ULRs’ unerring conviction that learning should be available to everyone. This
included the rights of the staff on the evening shift to participate in LAWD activities. They maintained
this group should take part, especially as many were in precarious employment situations and might
well benefit from opportunities to know more about learning and development and careers advice on
offer from the local FE colleges and HEls. The reps were successful in negotiating with management

to alter the times of the evening shift so that staff could attend LAWD. The involvement of this group
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of vulnerable workers in LAWD activities was a key step that led to the active recruitment by the union
of this group: a group of workers not normally targeted by the union. The ULRs were less bound than
the branch reps by notions of who would or should join the union. The ULRs offered the evening shift
workers information about becoming a union member as a matter of course, providing recruitment

information alongside details of union learning, LAWD events and learning center courses.

The ULRs’ sense of injustice was also aroused when they saw how management were implementing
the apprenticeship programme. They felt that management was not being fair in the way that
opportunities were made available to staff and did not want to be associated with a scheme that did
not accord their sense of fairness and access for all. Similarly, the ULRs felt compromised in their ability
to support staff with their PDEs and they were increasingly reluctant to be ‘caught in the middle’ of
the management decisions affecting staff promotions based on the PDE process. The ULRs perceived
that the PDE was being used more to control progression and reward rather than advance learning.
The ULRs, along with others in the branch and also in the wider union, became more critical of the
PDE process and the ULRs’ role in supporting staff to take part. The ProcessingHouse ULRs noted a
sea-change in branch reps’ attitudes towards them, especially after the success in working jointly to
recruit evening shift workers. Closer integration developed between the ULRs and branch officers as

a result. One ULR noted:

“We do now have that respect, we have other reps coming to us for issues on learning and
we can go to them for support. One good example of that is when we wanted people to
go to the evening shift to talk about the learning offer. People went in their own time
including ULRs, H&S reps and other reps to recruit and that worked we have now got 85
per cent membership on the evening shift.” (PCS ULR 6)

The following extracts from ULR meetings illustrate how ULRs viewed the way other branch reps saw
their ULR role and how these perspectives were changing:

“Do they (branch reps) not see us (the ULR role) as important as the work they do?” (PCS

ULR 3, 2009)

“At first it would have been a majority that thought that learning was not as real an issue
but this is dwindling...we are educating them.” (PCS ULR 6, 2011)
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Bringing learning activity into the workplace, including the delivery of some trade union education
courses in the union learning center, helped union officers and senior reps to get to know the ULRs
and see the learning center in action. The benefits of having a visible site-level presence for the union
became clear. The learning center provided space where reps and members could interact around a
positive theme. Often senior reps (seconded to their union role full-time) had become distanced from
others in the workforce. ULRs were also more ‘on the radar’ within the union nationally. One senior
negotiating officer also noted that, in 2010, one in seven delegates at the national union conference
were ULRs helping to raise the ULR profile and build connections between ULRs, officers and other
activists. ULRs became more active “in their own capacity and in other campaigns and strike action
and supporting other bargaining agendas” (HMRC BULO). The ULR also felt that being involved in
organising activities helped build wider support from the branch for union learning:

“For me, | am happy to challenge management about the learning work and to go on a

picket line for others’ actions because partly you then get respect from the other reps and

they take you seriously and think, ‘well she turned out for us’, so when | am after some
support they will do the same for me.” (PCS ULR 3)

Intra-organisational bargaining influenced the way that bargaining for learning shifted from an
integrative to a more adversarial and distributive frame, whereby ULRs became increasingly vocal
about the primacy of justice and equality as an organising principle for union learning. This move was
due, in part, to the change in leadership and their political orientations. But the experience of ULRs in
the workplace, and perceived injustices meted out by management towards certain groups of workers
in relation to learning, also caused them to reflect on their role and approach to bargaining with the
employer. This in turn generated greater support for union learning from the branch officers. The
bargaining behaviours of the ULRs were modified through a combination of improved co-ordination

of learning activity with organising and the dialectic with management behaviours.

6.3.4.2 Management

Turning to intra-organisational bargaining with management structures, national managers noted the

difficulties in transmitting the nationally developed policy on learning internally due to the complexity
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of HMRC organisational structures. A manager with responsibility for national learning and

development noted:

“The structure of L&D does not lend itself to full engagement with union learning — our
core and periphery model means that it is the business units that have more direct contact
with union learning activity than at the center, although the center (People Function) has
policy responsibility. The IR team within People Function takes the lead on negotiations
with the union and is not directly involved in the learning areas unless asked. Real practice
around ULRs is at the business unit level so there is a disconnect between learning practice
and the policy lead.” (HMRC L&D lead)

The ULRs and senior managers noted that those in middle management roles were the group hardest
to engage in supporting union learning:
“We engage with senior management on learning via the house committee meeting. Key
issues discussed include how to improve middle management attitudes to learning and
release. There has also been dialogue and negotiation with management on a number of
learning and skills themes around the agreement. However, there has not been a great
response from middle management on the learning agenda.” (PCS ULR 2)
Attitudinal barriers affected middle management’s support for union learning, not, as might be
expected, just in terms of operational difficulties in releasing staff. The ULRs pointed to more
sociologically rooted factors suggesting that managers felt threatened by their staff participating in
learning:
“There are a lot (of managers) in here who are not interested, they are threatened by the

idea of seeing their staff getting on, they have got to where they are and want to protect
that.” (PCS ULR 3)

In this context, the signing of the framework agreement with the Cabinet Office and subsequently the
national learning agreement signalled positive engagement on the learning theme that had garnered

powerful political sponsorship. As one regional manager noted:

“The fact that the senior management has sanctioned the union learning agreement helps
with positive relations on this at the site level.” (HMRC Senior Manager 3)

This section highlights that through the intra-organisational bargaining, senior management sought to
influence the behaviours of local management, through developing a national agreement with the

union to change workplace learning cultures. But HR policy was contradictory. The Skills Pledge
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encouraged greater participation in learning, as did the Pacesetter lean academic and quality
improvement teams. Yet other aspects of lean and NPM practices focused on efficiency savings, such
as the use of e-learning and limited access to learning opportunities for some grades of staff. The case
did not identify intra-organisational structures through which local management were trying to

negotiate change in HMRC policy to resolve those contradictions.
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6.4 Discussion and conclusion

This chapter has illustrated how PCS learning reps become active in the recruitment of a new group
of workers. It contributes to the overall thesis by showing how ULRs were able to frame learning as a
right for these employees the resources that the reps draws upon to legitimise union learning with

members and with local management.

The HMRC-PCS national learning agreement, signed in 2008, signalled the intent of senior union
officers and HMRC management to work in partnership to develop workplace learning. The local
implementation of the agreement and the evolution of the ULR role in bargaining at the local level
illustrated that the written agreement was a useful catalyst. It made provision for resources that the
branch was able to draw upon including new learning co-ordinator roles at branch and regional levels.
Securing and sustaining the rights to learning that were inferred in the national agreement required
active and strategic participation by the ULRs. This case contributes to the overall thesis through
illustrating the cultural impact of ULRs at the workplace in affecting attitudes towards learning as a
useful activity for members, managers and the union. The case also illustrates how the co-ordination
of organising and bargaining strategies served to legitimise union learning both with local
management and within the union and how the ULRs became more actively involved in bargaining

then organising activity.

The national learning agreement was set within a partnership framework; the case for union learning
was presented as a vehicle through which the union could help address shared interests in increasing
learning participation. The branch reps at ProcessingHouse established dialogue with local
management through the JCC and engaged in bargaining around the implementation of the
agreement within a similarly collaborative frame. Critical engagement with management took place
outside of this structure by the ULRs who engaged in dialogue with individual business unit leads on a

one-to-one basis in more frequent and informal negotiations.
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Walton and McKersie suggest that a joint problem solving team and good quality data on prospective
gains are central to integrative bargaining and achieving sustainable solutions. The national learning
agreement was presented as an integrative framework but, at the local level, limited aspects of
integrative bargaining were evident. The processes for identifying the nature of the ‘shared problem’,
of identifying solutions and appraising the value of different options were mainly driven by the union.
There was no workplace union-management ‘problem solving team’. The JCC shared reports and
updates on learning activity but there was no local union-management learning committee and there

was limited data with which to evaluate the future benefits of union learning.

The distributive themes negotiated at ProcessingHouse focused on securing economic resources for
employees and in challenging relationship patterns. The ULRs successfully negotiated for the rights
for non-standard employees to access the union learning center and LAWD events. At the national
level senior officials were originally focused on building legitimacy at the macro level through
delivering learning outcomes to address national skills policy priorities and build the union’s role in
the quasi-social partnership arrangements with the Cabinet Office and Sector Skills Councils. As the
national leadership changed a greater emphasis was placed on the micro level through workplace
organisation and the integration of ULRs into the union’s organising strategy. The ULRs became more
politicised in their views on the purpose of the ULR role. However, this change was not triggered solely

through the prominence of the organising agenda espoused by a more militant AGS.

The change in ULR orientation also emanated from their workplace experience and evident tensions
in striving to promote equality of opportunity for members. The ULRs held a strong belief in the rights
for all grades of employees, especially those with lower levels of prior qualification, to access learning.
ULRs’ sense of injustice was aroused by management behaviour and the implementation of workplace
HR practices including the PDE system and apprenticeship programme. They became unwilling to be
associated with HR processes that they viewed as either sanctioning employees or were unfair in the

way that they were implemented.
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The development of workplace learning institutions such as the BLC, the branch learning plan and
learning center enabled the ULRs to work more closely with branch officials. This helped orient the
ULRs towards other union agendas and organising plans and the ULRs became more active in other
union activities and actions. The success in recruiting members of the evening shift helped to change
the orientation of branch officers towards the ULRs. This also influenced branch recruitment strategies
with a new emphasis placed on organising non-standard workers. The bargaining expectations of the
ULRs and branch reps changed and converged. The ULRs increasingly saw their role in supporting
organising through the learning agenda and the branch reps saw the potential for learning to build

union organisation by seeing learning as a collective issue.

Figure 1 shows a representation that illustrates the bargaining behaviours evident in this case. It shows
the mix of integrative and distributive bargaining behaviours and both intra-organisational and
attitudinal bargaining taking place. The ULRs were involved in efforts to change the attitudes of local
managers through persistent one-to-one domestic negotiations making the case for the release of
learners. New management at ProcessingHouse reacted against union learning and tried to constrain
activities in the learning center and restrict participation in LAWD events. The union was able to
articulate grievances through new learning structures that connected the branch, regional and

national union officers.
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Figure 1 Bargaining behaviours at ProcessingHouse
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Through the national learning committee the union was able to quickly mobilise the national union
and HMRC senior management to counter to actions of local management that were deemed to not
be ‘in the spirit’ of the partnership learning agreement. These bargaining structures had evolved from
the project steering group convened to oversee the ULF project. This steering group, which involved
HMRC senior managers and the more moderate AGS who promoted the learning partnership agenda,
then negotiated the terms of the national learning agreement. When the locus of bargaining shifted
to the workplace, the national learning committee became the mechanism through which the union
and senior management policed the ‘spirit’ of the partnership agreement. Bargainingin the workplace
initially took place through the JCC to agree implementation of the national learning agreement in the
branch and focused on the procedural elements of the ULR and BLC roles. However, securing rights
for members to participate in learning was achieved by ULRs negotiating on a much more frequent

and informal basis with a wider range of middle management: the group most likely to be a barrier to
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union learning (Hollinrake et al., 2008). This very localised bargaining strategy was driven by HMRC's

own NPM practices which devolved decision making power over staff release to business unit leads.

The bargaining power of the ULRs was not based on the traditional union threats but other forms of
‘credible threat’. Firstly, the reps threatened (and executed) the escalation of local issues to the
national learning committee when the desired behaviour of local management contradicted the
‘spirit’ of the national learning agreement. Secondly, the ULRs stressed the cost of not allowing
employees to engage in learning as a missed opportunity to meet national HMRC policy targets. The
ULRs framed management behaviours that prevented staff from taking part in learning activities as
unjust, stressing that equality of opportunity and inclusion were the core organising principles for
union learning. The ULRs also suggested that if managers prevented staff from taking part in union
learning this reflected badly on them as individual managers. Bargaining at this level became focused
on personal interests. These were subtle forms of coercion. However, they were reinforced in two key
ways. Firstly, the focus on equality of opportunity affected a change in workplace cultures that helped
legitimate union learning as credible activity for employees, management and the union. Secondly,
the ULRs became more integrated into the branch as the benefits of an inclusive organising strategy

that engaged new work groups invigorated branch organisation.
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Chapter 7 TaxOfficeHouse union learning and bargaining for reform

7.1 Introduction

This case explores how the union developed a site specific learning agreement for a ‘Skills for Life’
(SfL) project at HMRC's TaxOfficeHouse and then attempted to extend the bargaining sphere in two
respects: firstly, to build the case for extending union-led SfL activity across civil service departments
at the regional level; secondly, to widen the scope of bargaining to include the reform of
apprenticeships. This case illustrates how, at the local level, PCS ULRs at TaxOfficeHouse, working
closely with the regional union, were able to advance a small degree of reform in lean working
practices by building a legitimate case for union control of workplace learning. The case also shows
the importance of the wider infrastructure of support for ULRs that helped to articulate and

intermediate different issues on learning within the union.

This chapter contains the following sections: section 7.2 outlines the workplace context, learning
activities the bargaining actors, their motivations and bargaining strategies. Section 7.3 includes an
analysis of the four bargaining sub-processes, noting union responses to adversarial management
behaviours and the articulation of issues within the union. Section 7.4 concludes with a discussion of

the challenges faced in operationalising their bargaining strategy, bargaining resources and outcomes.

7.2 Union learning at TaxOfficeHouse
7.2.1 Context and union learning activity
Table 5 shows an overview of TaxOfficeHouse. This was an HMRC site running a specialised call center
dealing with customer enquiries on a specific area of tax. The largest occupational group was
administrative staff working as customer service operatives and improving the efficiency of customer
service operations was a priority for this workplace. There were 315 employees on site with 70 per

cent union membership.

Union learning activity at TaxOfficeHouse was initiated in 2008 with support from the ULF funded

Regional Project Worker. He brokered negotiations with a local college for the funding that was
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available for workplace literacy and numeracy programmes. He made contact with the ULRs who saw
this as an opportunity to negotiate with their site manager. The ULRs proposed a SfL project using a
‘Whole Organisation Approach’ model. This involved an exercise in which all staff, including
management, took national literacy and numeracy tests. The results were confidential, but the aim
was to reduce the stigma attached to basic skills learning by emphasising the value to everyone in at
least testing whether they needed to ‘brush up’ on their literacy or maths skills. A total of 98 per cent
of staff on site were briefed about the SfL programme, 251 employees (80 per cent) including the site
manager and most of the senior management team, took part in the Skills for Life assessment days.
Three per cent of staff had literacy levels below Level 2; however, this increased to 26 per cent of staff
with numeracy skills below this Level. The TaxOfficeHouse ULRs supported employees to take partin
a rolling programme of numeracy courses and a total of 70 staff had taken part by the time of the
second research visit. Building on the success of the SfL project the PCS regional learning team worked
to extend the SfL model to other civil service workplaces. This coincided with the development of a
regional civil service reform programme and the union negotiated for the SfL project to be part of

their wider initiative.

Table 5 TaxOfficeHouse case overview

Employees at site 315

Trade union density 72%

Major occupational group Administrative officers (call center customer service
operations)

Learning agreement Local learning agreement — Skills for Life (SfL) project

Key union learning activity Basic literacy and numeracy
Basic IT

ULRs 2 (including Branch Learning Co-ordinator)

Company training/HR practices Pacesetter, lean academy training
Adult apprenticeships

7.2.2 Bargaining actors and motivations

The ULRs at TaxOfficeHouse were central in initiating dialogue with management on learning and the

negotiation of the site level learning agreement. The lead ULR, already an activist in national union
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LGBT networks, encouraged a colleague who was new to union activism to also train as a ULR. They
were supported by the ULF funded project worker and negotiated with the Senior Site Manager over
the SfL project. When the TaxOfficeHouse SfL project became a pilot project within the skills strand of
a wider civil service reform programme, additional union actors became involved. This included the
chair of the PCS regional committee, the newly appointed RLC (this was a new role agreed within the
terms of the national learning agreement), and the HMRC group executive committee (GEC).
Managers from the Cabinet Office and Government Office for the Region leading the CSWM pilot
programme were also engaged in the wider dialogues about the regional skills programme, notably
apprenticeships. During the extension of negotiations to the regional level, the TaxOfficeHouse ULRs
and Site Manager continued to be involved, notably in attitudinal structuring and intra-organisational
processes. The impact of extending negotiations across this wider group is explored further in section

7.3.

The ULRs had a variety of motivations for engaging in union-led learning reflecting the ‘messy’
narratives identified in Moore’s (2010) research with new union activists. The initial motivations
centred on securing resources for members to participate in learning for work or for personal benefit.
For the lead ULR, union learning also represented a revival of historic traditions of the labour
movement supporting worker education. Additionally, he noted a decline in employer support for the

general education of civil service staff. He noted that:

“(We are) bargaining for something that is mutually beneficial because it has been lost
over the generations, not just for workers, but also for employers in some ways.”
(TaxOfficeHouse Lead ULR)

In addition to anticipating the benefits for members of learning, the ULRs also wanted to use learning
as a tool to affect changes in new working practices. Particularly, the ULRs wanted to challenge the
way that the Pacesetter programme, the lean production system within HMRC, was implemented at
TaxOfficeHouse. Hourly performance monitoring and targets were part of a new raft of measures

within Pacesetter that were increasingly resented by staff (Carter et al., 2011), yet the national union
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had done little to resist Pacesetter’s implementation (Carter et al., 2012). One of the ULRs noted that
her key motivation for being a learning rep was in “taking control of the lean agenda and its processes

and making it work for staff” (TaxOfficeHouse ULR).

The PCS Learning Project Worker was primarily motivated to ensure that funding for learning and
related resources were allocated to members and ULF targets met. When the opportunity arose to
link the TaxOfficeHouse SfL project to the CSWM regional programme this presented a further
opportunity to extend union learning and help meet those targets. The RLC saw the potential for
extending the SfL project as an opportunity to connect union activists across different government
departments. This resonated with the emerging national organising strategy (PCS, 2012), a new
element of which focused on creating ‘town’ networks that could bring together lay reps from
different groups (government departments and agencies) to campaign at the sub-regional level*. The
union actors described a complex set of motivations for developing and extending union learning
activity, linked to both the intrinsic benefit of the education for members and also as a tool for union

organising and for improving working practices.

There were also mixed motives for the local and regional management to be involved in negotiations
on learning. The Senior Manager at TaxOfficeHouse expressed three key motivations. Firstly, she
considered HMRC’s commitment to the Leitch Pledge as ‘groundbreaking’ but had limited resources
locally to deliver Pledge commitments®. The increased use of e-learning platforms by HMRC meant a
decline in the training and development opportunities available to staff, particularly those on
administrative grades. Secondly, she felt that participation in SfL learning might encourage staff to be
more active in the Pacesetter ‘lean academy’ activities. Thirdly, she felt that volunteering to

participate in the SfL and CSWM programmes were politically astute moves. CSWM had been

4 See also http://www.pcs.org.uk/en/news _and events/conference/conference-archive/conference-
2009/video/chris-baugh-nos-transcript.cfm

5 Access to learning with accreditation for staff with qualifications below Level 2


http://www.pcs.org.uk/en/news_and_events/conference/conference-archive/conference-2009/video/chris-baugh-nos-transcript.cfm
http://www.pcs.org.uk/en/news_and_events/conference/conference-archive/conference-2009/video/chris-baugh-nos-transcript.cfm
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championed by the Chief Permanent Secretary. Becoming an exemplar project would showcase
TaxOfficeHouse at a time when the spectre of site closures meant increased competition between
HMRC workplaces. Union learning presented her with an opportunity to offer development
opportunities for staff, to be supportive of national initiatives, and try to enhance the reputation of

the team at TaxOfficeHouse as progressive.

At the regional level, managers steering the CSWM programme felt that union learning would be a
helpful addition to the raft of activities aimed at engaging employees. The programme was being
piloted through the Government Office for the Region and regional managers were seeking ways to
advance a ‘one civil service’ ethos. Key stated objectives were to promote opportunities for groups
under-represented in management (female and black minority and ethnic (BMAE) employees and
reduce barriers to progression across departmental lines. The CSWM ‘skills strand’ already included
three projects: developing a shared vacancies system across departments; a fast-track leadership
programme; new apprenticeships. The regional managers felt that adding SfL as another project
within the skills strand would help communicate the CSWM message more widely and as ‘a way to
move through the permafrost of middle management’ (Government Office Manager). The vested
interests in maintaining departmental silos were felt to be a major barrier to achieving CSWM aims.

Section 7.3 explores how these motivations shaped bargaining processes.

7.2.3 Developing a local (or regional) bargaining strategy

Negotiating on the learning theme was new and presented a unique opportunity for the union to set

the bargaining agenda. As the lead ULR at TaxOfficeHouse noted:

“So if you are bargaining over pay there are established routines and processes over time
and a clearer remit that you would work in and goal posts are there. But (with learning)
we have to set the parameters.” (TaxOfficeHouse Branch Learning Co-ordinator)
Before examining bargaining behaviours below, this sub-section explores the considerations given by

the union actors on the bargaining strategy they should adopt. This included discussion of the level of

engagement with management and whether to integrate bargaining for learning within existing
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bargaining mechanisms or to seek new bargaining relations. Given the large and complex structures
of a government department, engagement could take place at a number of levels: nationally via the
departmental bargaining unit, through business units, at the workplace, or regionally via the then
Government Office Network which represented the interests of 12 civil service departments at the
regional level®. Particular consideration was given by regional union officers on whether to initiate
negotiations on SfL learning at site or regional level. The CSWM programme was in development and
provided an opportunity for the union to engage with regional management in 12 departments,
offering scope to work at scale. However, the CSWM programme was initiated and led by
management. Focusing negotiations on learning in the workplace offered the potential for the union
to control learning activity more directly. However, this would mean negotiating for learning

opportunities on a smaller scale.

The regional reps were also conscious of the potential to affect intra-organisational bargaining
processes within management and tried to make an assessment of which approach offered the best
tactical advantage, assuming that initiating negotiations with management at one level might provide
leverage at the other. Given the newness of bargaining on this theme, the RLC could not anticipate

this based on previous experience. The RLC commented:

“I had to think ... can | use CSWM to lever pressure on the site manager or can | use the
site manager to lever CSWM in?” (PCS Regional Learning Co-ordinator)

In addition to considering the value of local versus regional level engagement, the union reps also
considered whether negotiation should be a separate, single issue or whether to try and include
learning as an item within wider collective bargaining. Bargaining locally, and outside of established
bargaining structures, might help ensure outcomes were achieved and that funding was accessed.
However, it was also recognised that delivering learning outcomes was not the only bargaining

objective. As the Regional Learning Co-ordinator noted:

6 The Government Office Network was abolished by the Coalition Government in April 2011
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“Learning is an interesting one because although we do have some funding left and it can
improve the work environment, what is the objective? Do we want it separate? That might
be practical for us at the moment: that it is not intertwined with other things that are
muddier.” (PCS Regional Learning Co-ordinator)

Yet the RLC also recognised the potential for raising intra-union issues by bargaining for learning
separately. He continued:
“bargaining for reform is very difficult in a period of cuts, negotiators are going into
bargaining meetings where essentially the other party is saying ‘we will cut and we are
not going to move’. And with learning you can bargain for reform despite the hostile
environment. But ... do you want to walk into a bargaining meeting where all that is on

the table is cuts, and all you are bargaining for is to mitigate against those cuts? You don’t
really want to be part of that?” (PCS Regional Learning Co-ordinator)

The tactic adopted was to negotiate for SfL projects and agreements at the workplace level in two key
regional workplaces, one a DWP workplace and another (TaxOfficeHouse) in HMRC. The aim was to
then use these as exemplars to try to extend the negotiations on learning into other workplaces across
the region under the auspices of the CSWM programme. Negotiations took place in two stages, firstly
at the local level with the management at TaxOfficeHouse and subsequently the PCS regional team
negotiated with the Government Office managers taking the lead on CSWM. The union negotiated for
SfL to become a new project within the skills strand of the CSWM programme. The PCS Regional
Learning Co-ordinator felt this approach had two key advantages. Firstly, securing a small number of
local agreements could be achieved relatively easily and more closely controlled. Secondly, that
‘supportive’ local management could be enlisted to promote union learning to managers in other
workplaces via the CSWM programme. Yet, operationalising this strategy required aligning intra-union
objectives and levering the positive orientation of local management to help influence other regional

managers. These bargaining processes are explored further in section 7.3 below.

7.3 Bargaining behaviours
7.3.1 Distributive bargaining

The union initiated dialogue with the employer at TaxOfficeHouse to present the SfL project as a

‘solution’ for tackling known workplace learning issues. This can be expressed as integrative
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bargaining behaviour (discussed below). However, distributive elements were also observed relating
to bargaining on the allocation of staff time, the control of learning processes and in challenging
relationship patterns. This section outlines the distributive bargaining processes that took place

initially at TaxOfficeHouse and then at the regional level.

73.1.1 Bargaining for learning at the workplace

The ULRs negotiated for the delivery of a time-bound project and the use of a room for the duration
of the SfL project. The core elements of distributive bargaining centred on the allocation of workplace
resources and control over learning processes. The negotiations for resource allocation covered the
number of ULRs, dedicated facility time and the amount of paid time that staff would be allocated to
take part in courses. The TaxOfficeHouse ULRs wanted to recruit two more ULRs, based on an internal
union target for ULR to member ratios of 1:75. This was not official union policy but was discussed as
part of the union’s organising strategy as a target to aim for. The increase in ULR numbers was not
ceded by management, but the two existing ULRs did secure additional facility time. This was over and
above that already agreed with the national HMRC-PCS learning agreement (25% FTE for BLCs and
‘ordinary’ ULRs as per the ACAS guidance of ‘reasonable time’). The BLC was also an equalities rep and
LGBT activist and felt he was able to undertake ULR duties ‘to a certain degree under the radar’. But
he felt that facility time spent on the SfL project should be made explicit and be over and above the
normal allocation. The SfL project was presented to staff as a joint union-management initiative
(helping local management achieve the Leitch Pledge) and the reps argued that, as such, the employer

should contribute additional time. This was expressed by the Branch Learning Co-ordinator as follows:

“We see that the work (on the SfL project) should be much more on the department’s time
rather than the rather woolly agreement for ‘reasonable time off’ given (in the national
agreement).” (PCS Branch Learning Co-ordinator)

Although the SfL project was presented as offering mutual gains the ULRs also moved to challenge

relationship patterns by taking control of the delivery of the SfL programme. Local managers and

training leads saw this as problematic, but the ULRs successfully argued their case in two ways. Firstly,
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that good practice established in other union-led SfL learning projects showed the benefits of ULRs
taking the lead. They argued that ULRs had specific training to support SfL learners and that assuring
confidentiality (especially of SfL test results) would help encourage participation and improve
outcomes. Secondly, the reps argued that it was the union (via the Regional Project Worker) who
established good working relationships with trusted providers and negotiated funding for the SfL
programme. In effect, this was a lightly veiled threat that if the union was not in control of the learning
programme, then the funding could be directed to other projects and workplaces where the union

was taking the lead.

In addition to negotiating ULR time and roles, the union claimed that all of the staff time spent on the
SfL courses should be paid time. They made a calculation of the average time required by an individual
to participate in the SfL course’. Local management restated this as the total number of staff hours
for the programme as a whole; estimated at 3,000 hours of staff time®. This reflected lean-inspired
practices that required managers to monitor hourly workloads and the time spent by staff on different
activities (see Carter et al. 2012 and Radnor 2010 for further discussion of the Pacesetter programme).
This monitoring requirement, coupled with the principle established that the ULRs should keep data
on SfL participation confidential created a specific opportunity for the ULRs to take a degree of control

of the rostering of staff time. The lead ULR explained:

“The (other ULR) negotiated with the college on how they will provide the training, the
timing, the resources they will provide, all those aspects, as well (as) the staff rotas. The
(management) now respect her very highly, she is very organised and because that
relationship of trust exists with the members they are able to organise themselves with
her help. She is able to then negotiate collectively with management and the provider and
navigate both things together.” (TaxOfficeHouse Branch Learning Co-ordinator)

This enabled the ULRs to encourage members to be more active in controlling their own working time

as discussions took place about when the SfL sessions should be held to suit participants. Staff were

7 The assumption being: 1 hour initial assessment, 24 teaching hours plus 5-6 hours for the final literacy and
numeracy tests. A minimum of 8 and a maximum of 12 people were required per course to make courses viable
within the funding deal agreed with an FE college.

8 Calculated as a ‘cost’ of £20,000
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planning their time out from working on the phones and ensuring that hourly targets were adjusted
accordingly. The ULRs helped to ensure that the hours allocated to the SfL project were taken up and
that staff were not penalized by line managers to make up ‘lost’ time that had in fact been officially
allocated to learning activity. The SfL learning project was reported as successful in terms of the
parameters set for the ‘Whole Organisation Approach’ model adopted. The ULRs felt that they had
made a small but significant gain in establishing a precedent that staff could manage their own
working time within the constraints of the new Pacesetter programme and, additionally, that the ULRs
would regulate the allocation of time for learning to ensure that staff were able to take the time that
had been agreed. The close control of data on participants enabled the union to undertake an
evaluation study. The benefits to participants and the business were evaluated independently, with
staff and managers surveyed before and after the SfL programme at TaxOfficeHouse. This report was
used as evidence in the negotiations with regional management around including the union-led SfL
pilot projects in the wider CSWM regional reform programme. The distributive elements to those

negotiations are discussed below.

7.3.1.2 Extending the bargaining sphere

Once the SfL project was established at TaxOfficeHouse, the regional union team proposed that the
project should become part of the CSWM skills programme. The union successfully argued that if the
core objective of CSWM was opening up progression routes for under-represented staff, that the SfL
project offered another opportunity. The Cabinet Office and Government Office managers leading the
CSWM programme were supportive of this proposal. They saw SfL as a route to access learning
resources via the union and as a way to promote the CSWM reform programme to a broader base of
employees and managers, and in so doing, bypass the middle management layer perceived as a key
barrier to the effective implementation of the wider programme. By leading on the SfL project, the
union was able to take a more proactive role within the wider CSWM programme and this gave the

union a platform from which to promote union learning more widely across the region.
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The CSWM skills programme already contained other elements: a vacancy sharing scheme, a fast-track
leadership programme and an apprenticeship programme. The apprenticeship programme was
employer-led and managed in partnership with the local Learning and Skills Council (LSC). There had
been no initial input from the union. As the CSWM skills projects progressed, the union began to use
the CSWM steering committee as a forum to critique elements of the CSWM skills programme, most

notably the apprenticeship scheme.

There were different issues raised within the union on the theme of learning and intra-organisational
bargaining is discussed later in this chapter. The issue raised with management centred on fairness
and equality of opportunity. Managers were accused of ‘cherry-picking’ candidates for the new
apprenticeship programme. The union emphasised that a key objective for CSWM was to improve
career progression for a more diverse range of staff. The union reps pushed for an equality impact
assessment to be undertaken, to try to hold management to account by asking for more detailed
information about how employees were made aware of apprenticeship opportunities, how they were
encouraged to apply and, crucially, how they were selected to take part. The union began to gather
anecdotal evidence from workplace reps, including the ULRs at TaxOfficeHouse, suggesting that the
scheme was not being managed according to stated principles. The union also proposed that the
apprenticeship scheme could be run more effectively with more active support from ULRs. The
regional CSWM management team were reluctant to release data on apprentices and did not move

to involve ULRs in their apprenticeship programme.

In the face of employer resistance to the reform of the apprenticeship programme, the union’s
regional learning team began to develop an alternative, union-led, apprenticeship programme.
Building on the success of the workplace SfL projects, local colleges were keen to work with the union
to engage learners in other work-based programmes. The RLC identified that considerable FE funding
could be accessed to pay for adult apprenticeships and began to work with the ULRs and branch

networks to identify demand for union-led adult apprenticeships. Within just over a month, the
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regional reps had identified over 120 staff wanting to take part. The union team also gained support
from workplace managers in several departments including HMRC, DWP and MOJ who expressed
interest in their staff accessing these programmes. At TaxOfficeHouse, 30 members of staff came
forward to express interest in the apprenticeship offer, many of whom saw this as a progression route

from their involvement in the SfL courses.

The union-led regional apprenticeship project looked set to run. However, in one key department,
DWP, regional and then departmental managers raised objections to the union-led programme. DWP
senior managers claimed that civil servants were not eligible for FE funding and therefore the
department could become liable for costs. Secondly, they challenged the union’s approach to
procurement, suggesting that the FE providers should be vetted in the same way as other civil service
suppliers. Finally, DWP management challenged the union’s stance on data protection and retaining
learner confidentiality, arguing that if the union was asking for data on the employer-led programme,
that the same principle should apply to union-led courses. The union countered these claims arguing
that funding eligibility had been established, that FE providers were already subject to government
quality standards and scrutiny, and that union learners were more likely to require SfL support so the

principle of confidentiality should stand.

Arguments contesting the union’s approach to the apprenticeship programme were continuing at the
regional level by the time the fieldwork came to an end. However, two early outcomes were noted.
Firstly, that these objections were being made mainly by managers in one department and plans were
continuing to establish the union-led scheme in other workplaces where local management and
unions agreed to do so. Secondly, information about the resistance shown by middle management to
the union’s apprenticeship programme was fed directly from local reps (ULRs, BLCs and the RLC) to

the national union®. These reports directly informed negotiations that were taking place between the

% One of the early processes established by the national PCS ULF team was a reporting system from ULRs about
their activities and issues faced
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CCSU and the Cabinet Office in 2009 specifically on the theme of apprenticeships. In January 2010, a
new learning agreement — ‘the Cabinet Office-CCSU apprenticeships framework’ — was signed which
included most of the union standards that the reps had unsuccessfully tried to enforce on regional
management via the CSWM programme. The national agreement outlined union and management
roles in apprenticeships for both adults and new entrants setting out how apprentices would be
employed in the context of job cuts and the role of ULRs in supporting apprentices. Specific criteria
were set for monitoring and departments were expected to undertake equality impact assessments

and report these to the CCSU-Cabinet Office learning steering group.

7.3.2 Integrative bargaining

The ULRs and the Senior Manager at TaxOfficeHouse shared the conviction that the Leitch Pledge
should be honoured and the SfL project was presented as a solution to this shared problem. This
section explores integrative bargaining processes at TaxOfficeHouse further by examining the ‘shared

problem’, the suggested solutions and the evaluation of those options.

The drive to address the ‘problem’ of poor levels of literacy and numeracy was mainly exogenous. UK
skills policy based on recommendations from the Leitch Report encouraged public and private sector
employers, including HMRC, to sign the ‘Leitch Pledge’. Unions were also encouraged to address adult
literacy and numeracy in the workplace through the ULF and SfL featured heavily in the content of
training for ULRs. This included reference to the Sector Skills Council’s research estimating the scale
of SfL needs in the government sector (see for example PCS 2006, 2008 and unionlearn 2009, 2010).
Through these mechanisms the ‘problem’ of workforce basic skills was brought to the attention of

ULRs who in turn took the ‘problem’ to local management.

In making the case to management to justify support for the SfL project, the ULRs stressed the
potential gains for workers and HMRC. The ULRs made the case that the SfL project would help open
up ‘pathways to professionalism’, echoing Cabinet Office policy under the rubric of the Professional

Skills for Government (PSG) programme. Union learning was presented as offering ‘a route in for staff’
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and ‘adding some meaning to the Department’s visions for “modern career development” in the civil
service’ (PCS ULRs). Management anticipated that staff involvement in SfL courses would encourage
participation in Pacesetter schemes and ‘lean academy’ courses. The ‘lean academy’ provided
information and resources that explained Pacesetter and encouraged staff to take part in continuous
improvement groups focused on identifying incremental improvements to workflow. The limitations
of the implementation of the Pacesetter programme had already been recognised in a management
commissioned evaluation that highlighted how frontline staff were not effectively engaged in lean

systems (Radnor & Bucci, 2007).

The union also stressed the capability of the ULRs to bring funding and SfL learning resources to the
workplace and the unique and trusted role of ULRs in this area. The ULRs also made the point that the
union could run the SfL project anyway with support from the ULF team and local FE College. However,
they argued that a ‘union-only’ approach would mean signposting employees to college-based
provision and result in lower levels of participation. They emphasised the difficulties that staff faced
in accessing college-based programmes due to issues such as travel time, motivation and confidence
to learn. Through this discourse, the ULRs stressed the interdependency between the union and

management in this regard.

At TaxOfficeHouse, the workplace reps were relatively immune from wider debates ongoing within
the PCS regarding union opposition to Pacesetter within other sections of the union (Carter et al.,
2011, see for example 2013; D. Martin, 2012). Yet the TaxOfficeHouse ULRs were not uncritical of
Pacesetter and were focused on how they might work locally to improve Pacesetter for the benefit of
members. They questioned management’s capacity to facilitate the cultural change necessary for
Pacesetter to work in the way that HMRC claimed it would benefit staff. The reps also felt that they

were in a position to affect how lean processes were adopted:
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“We feel that it is part of the cultural change that is taking place, that people are asserting
and valuing learning as integral to the day to day running of the business... it is included
in their management responsibilities but there has never really been any development as
to what that means.” (PCS Regional Learning Co-ordinator)

“I guess in the process of taking up these issues and starting to deal with that we will be
shaping how (Pacesetter) gets taken up in the future.” (PCS ULR)

The union learning team presented a worked-up SfL project ‘solution’ to the TaxOfficeHouse
management. This took the form of funding already agreed with a local FE provider, a prescribed
delivery model for workplace SfL and with ULRs supporting its delivery. The ‘Whole Organisation
Approach’ was a model recommended by the Basic Skills Agency (and promoted by unionlearn®®) as
an effective way to engage workplace learners in literacy and numeracy programmes. This was
presented by the ULRs as a tried and tested approach that had the potential to generate learning
activity at scale and as a non-confrontational way to engage learners in a sensitive workplace learning

theme.

When the SfL project was extended to be part of CSWM, regional managers suggested an alternative
delivery model. They wanted the union to offer SfL learning across the region to employees in different
workplaces and departments. The regional reps successfully made a case for initially containing pilot
activity in two workplaces (of which TaxOfficeHouse was one). These pilots would help set the
standard for other workplace learning programmes. The union claimed this approach would ensure
that the project generated viable numbers to run courses. Privately, the union reps wanted to ensure
that SfL activity took place in settings where a union-led model had been negotiated and written into

a workplace learning agreement. The Regional Learning Co-ordinator noted:

“She (the regional manager) said ‘why do we not have it all over the West Midlands?’ We
said well we could but if we have two or three here, and two or three there then no ULRs
could support them all and we want quality and we want them to have an impact in the
workplace.” (PCS Regional Learning Co-ordinator)

10 http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/courses/course-list/promoting-learning/skills-life-whole-organisation-

approach


http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/courses/course-list/promoting-learning/skills-life-whole-organisation-approach
http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/courses/course-list/promoting-learning/skills-life-whole-organisation-approach
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This was the case made in negotiations with regional civil service managers. The Regional Learning Co-
ordinator explained that developing the ‘Whole Organisation Approach’ in one workplace formed part
of the deliberate strategy to seek further gains for the union across the region. This strategy required
the pilot projects to be restricted to workplaces where specific concessions had been negotiated with
ULRs controlling key learning processes. This would help make the case for the replication of this

union-led model to other sites:

“So we argued for it to be in that locality in order to develop a containable and sustainable

project that would then be duplicated elsewhere... and there was also recognition that

you cannot take on the culture of an entire department, you do need to make some

progress and take it from there.” (PCS Regional Learning Co-ordinator)
Within Walton and McKersie’s model it is assumed that within an integrative process negotiators will
assess the potential benefits and gains of different options. However, no assessment was made of the
costs and benefits of the alternative model suggested by HMRC management. The employer’s
alternative option was quickly dismissed by the union. The union’s proposed solution to the ‘SfL
problem’ was the approach taken at TaxOfficeHouse. There was limited evidence of the type of joint
problem solving that is central to the integrative or interest-based bargaining model. The learning
agreement developed to support this single project was then used as a template for negotiations in
other regional workplaces. While both parties had a joint interest in extending learning activities
across the region, bargaining processes involved ‘mixed motive’ bargaining. Walton and McKersie

suggest that this creates tensions around the tactics employed within each bargaining sub-process.

These themes are explored further in the following sections.

7.3.3 Attitudinal structuring

Walton and McKersie suggest that attitudinal structuring sub-processes involve negotiators evaluating
the outcomes of previous negotiations to assess antecedent relationship patterns and anticipate the
bargaining orientation of the other party and, therefore, whether attitudinal structuring activity is
necessary to help achieve bargaining aims. The analysis of distributive bargaining processes suggested

that the union reps were able to affect some change in relationship patterns. At TaxOfficeHouse the
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ULRs became ‘trusted’ and ‘respected’ by local managers. Positive attitudinal change was less evident
at the regional level. This section explores these themes further in terms of discussing the prevailing
attitudes amongst bargaining actors and the strategies used by union negotiators to affect change in

the orientation of management at the local and then regional level.

7.3.3.1 Changing attitudes in the workplace

At TaxOfficeHouse there was limited direct precedent and ‘regard’ for the union’s role in the delivery
of workplace learning. Despite PCS being one of the first unions to train large numbers of ULRs prior
to statutory recognition in 2003, and having developed learning projects in a range of HMRC
workplaces, the nature of this activity and the role of ULRs was not well understood at the local level.
The reps described pre-existing relations with management at TaxOfficeHouse as neither friendly nor
hostile and the prevailing attitude of management towards the union was ambivalent. There were
existing institutions that shaped these orientations. Firstly, there was a strongly embedded belief in
management’s prerogative to manage held by both management and some union reps. Secondly,
strong cultures of hierarchy were endemic within the civil service. This created barriers for ULRs
wanting to initiate dialogue with some managers as ULRs (who were AO grade) were perceived as
relatively junior members of staff'!. Finally, pre-existing bargaining structures placed formal union-
management negotiation within national departmental bargaining units. Workplace level joint ‘house’
consultative committees and ‘Whitley’ arrangements were recognised as consultative forums, not a
mechanism for collective bargaining (Prowse, 1999). Thus there were no established local mechanisms
for bargaining, and negotiation with management on SfL at TaxOfficeHouse was the first proactive

bargaining engagement by the union with site level managers.

In a context where the union had limited legitimate claim to bargain on learning, the union developed

specific plans to try to affect attitudinal change focused initially at site level managers and staff and

11 Yet, changing established workplace cultures was implicit within the lean-style ‘continuous improvement’
philosophy of Pacesetter
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subsequently at regional civil service management networks. The ULRs were mindful of a complex set
of messages that they needed to communicate in order to try to affect that change. Their ULR training
had provided them with some tools to plan for communications with staff and management on the
following topics: raising managers’ and members’ understanding of SfL and wider public policy
debates on this theme; the rationale for focusing on this type of learning for employees; the logistical
challenges of addressing literacy and numeracy in the workplace; making the case for the union to
take a lead. The Senior Site Manager at TaxOfficeHouse, although initially ambivalent towards the
union, became a keen supporter of the union-led SfL project and worked jointly with the ULRs to
engage other operational managers and staff through joint communications and events. The
commitment to do this jointly was also written into the workplace learning agreement, which stated
that the ULRs would:

“consult with management before engaging in publicity with respect to this project, these

may include magazine articles (CSWM, PCS and HMRC), daily news bulletins, global emails

and flyers etc.” (TaxOfficeHouse SfL learning agreement p 1)
This statement might suggest that the union had ceded control to management around how
communications about the SfL project would be delivered. However, in practice, this enabled the ULRs
to gain unprecedented access to employer communication channels to promote the learning project
and raise awareness of the role of the union to all staff. The ‘Whole Organisation Approach’
encouraged all members of staff, including managers, to participate in the numeracy courses.
Feedback from managers after the pilot programme indicated positive changes in attitudes towards
the union and the role that the ULRs had played. The engagement of managers helped to raise their
understanding of the project, the concept of ‘lifelong learning’ and the value that staff placed on ULR
support. Managers from TaxOfficeHouse commented that ‘the union input is very positive and people
do get involved because of their contact’ (TaxOfficeHouse Line Manager). Managers noted some
benefits for the organisation, particularly in terms of improved staff confidence. Some suggested that
participation in the SfL course had encouraged staff to participate in lean continuous improvement

teams. As one manager commented:
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“There are some job-related benefits for staff taking the course, but these are not
immediately obvious as the course is about marginal up-skilling or refreshing knowledge
... | think people would be generally more confident to take part in any that comes along.
It has empowered staff to develop themselves. HMRC training is very job specific and the
learning with the union is more about people investing in themselves and getting more
transferable skills.” (TaxOfficeHouse Line Manager)

Although the actual gains to HMRC were assessed as ‘marginal’, the feedback from managers did
indicate that the union had established a degree of legitimacy for union learning and an understanding

that this was distinct from employer training and development.

7.3.3.2 Attitudinal structuring — regional focus
At the regional level there was a stronger degree of mistrust between the union and management and
these poor trust relations were reflected in the antagonism around the CSWM apprenticeship
initiative. A programme of dissemination activity was incorporated into the regional CSWM SfL pilot
project aimed at achieving attitudinal changes with management. To support their bargaining
strategy, the union endeavoured to use the positive orientation of the senior manager at
TaxOfficeHouse to encourage this manager to make the case for union learning in other Civil Service

departments and workplaces in the region. The RLC noted:

“We wanted to empower the local site managers to take up the arguments within their
departments, so actually it was not just about the negotiation thing it was also about the
cultural change in the organisation. The ULRs (at TaxOfficeHouse) have made a real
difference having that dialogue and giving people and local managers, that confidence.”
(PCS Regional Learning Co-ordinator)

The ULRs worked with the regional learning team to develop, under the auspices of the CSWM skills
pilot, a series of communications events, materials and good practice guides designed to engage
managers from across civil service departments. Regional workshops included presentations from the
Cabinet Office, government office heads, the TaxOfficeHouse Site Manager and PCS ULRs. This
presented a united front and shared messaging about the SfL programme, including how the learning
agreement underpinned joint work in the workplace. These messages helped to reinforce the picture
of a shared problem, workable solutions and the unique role of the union. In Walton and McKersie’s

terminology, the union became ‘associated with desired objects’ (op cit p 146).
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Feedback obtained from those attending the regional events was generally favourable, with managers
reporting a better understanding of SfL in the government sector!? and expressing interest in knowing
more about the role of the ULR and local learning agreements. Feedback was also obtained from the
union branch officials participating in similar events. There was an increase in local branches reporting
that active dialogue was taking place with workplace managers on the scope for similar agreements
(see below for further detail). This suggests that union attitudinal structuring activity was relatively

successful.

7.3.4 Intra-organisational bargaining

This section explores intra-organisational bargaining through identifying key bargaining constituents
(at site and then regional levels), constituents’ expectations of negotiators and negotiators’ responses.

This section considers intra-organisational bargaining within the union and then within management.

7.3.4.1 Union intra-organisational bargaining
The constituents that ULRs at TaxOfficeHouse initially engaged with were members and other
employees on site’>. When the SfL pilot became integrated into the regional CSWM programme,
dialogue also developed between ULRs, PCS regional officers and branch reps in other departments
(PCS groups) across the region. Subsequently, elements of the CSWM apprenticeship programme
became contested and the regional learning reps became directly engaged in dialogue with the HMRC

group executive committee (GEC) and national ULF team.

ULRs and employees

At the workplace level, ULRs noted that the learning theme was new and members’ expectations of

ULRs were limited. When the ULRs introduced the SfL project, the expressed demand from staff for

12 Entry requirements for the civil service are at Level 2, therefore there was a prevailing assumption amongst
managers that the national dialogue on adult literacy and numeracy did not apply to the civil service workforce
13 The Skills for Life pilot model focuses on a “Whole Organisation Approach’. Non-members are viewed by reps
as potential members
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‘lifelong learning’ and literacy and numeracy learning was low. The ULRs worked to create the demand
for learning and the SfL pilot project focused attention on raising awareness of literacy and numeracy
issues. The ULRs framed their messages seeking to normalise SfL by indicating wide-spread literacy
and numeracy ‘gaps’ in the UK workforce and presenting the Leitch Pledge as symbolising a national
movement to tackle SfL needs. Learners subsequently noted that the union-led model was effective
in generating a sense that SfL was ‘just something everyone needed to brush up on’ (TaxOfficeHouse
SfL learner). The ‘Whole Organisation Approach’ helped to build a sense of a collective learning
experience and an understanding that the union was campaigning for access to learning for all. This
approach differed from usual HRM practices which assessed individual learning needs and emphasised
‘deficiencies’ that an employee needed to address. Several employees who participated in SfL courses
had been reticent at first. One staff member noted, ‘initially staff didn’t see the point, but that view
has changed’. Another that, ‘there was fear at the beginning but this was dispelled. Some were very
nervous about going at first but now they are talking openly about it all’ (TaxOfficeHouse learners).
The interview feedback from SfL participants illustrated that the learning experience had been largely
positive and ULRs had been successful, as the regional organiser termed it, in ‘awakening member

interests in learning’.

ULRs and union organisers

Intra-organisational dialogue also took place between the regional union and TaxOfficeHouse ULRs.
The RLC wanted to use the TaxOfficeHouse project as an exemplar to showcase union learning across
the region. This put increased pressure on the TaxOfficeHouse ULRs to achieve successful outcomes
and required additional input from them to participate in regional events. The ULRs were reluctant,
being wary about using additional facility time away from the workplace. However, the RLC persuaded
the ULRs of their value in helping to build union learning and organising more widely across the region.

Inviting the site manager to co-deliver the CSWM showcase events made it easier for the ULRs to
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secure agreement for additional time away from their workplace to present at union learning

conferences.

Learning reps and branch officials

The decision to initially channel learning resources into the two pilot workplaces (of which
TaxOfficeHouse was one) created some concerns with the wider regional PCS team. The narrowly
focused project (targeting SfL funding in only two workplaces) contradicted strongly held notions of
union learning as ‘learning for all’. However, the RLC persuaded officers of the strategy to focus
resources on pilot workplaces to secure outcomes based on negotiated agreements and that this
would be more effective in building union organisation in the longer run. He noted:

“I help in thinking strategically about getting a broader collective gain and thinking about

how to win those arguments. We had to ask ‘where do our principal interests lie here,

what is our bottom line?’ and we had to be very assertive about that.” (Regional Learning

Co-ordinator)
Integrating the SfL project within the CSWM programme enabled the union to hold regional
networking events and conferences for branch reps and ULRs on the SfL theme. This provided a
mechanism through which the ULRs at TaxOfficeHouse could share information about the SfL project
and their learning agreement. Branch reps from over half of all the regions’ branches, representing
over three quarters of members in the region, attended those events. The TaxOfficeHouse workplace
learning agreement explicitly stated that it was a ‘without prejudice’ agreement and only applicable
to that particular office. However, the TaxOfficeHouse agreement became used as a template by other
branches in negotiations with their respective managers, often extending negotiations beyond SfL
learning to include IT, learning for personal development or higher level learning and apprenticeships.
Data collected from the branch officials that participated in the learning conferences showed that, by

the end of 2009, there were ULRs active in 49, or two thirds, of the region’s 77 branches and half of

these were actively developing branch learning plans. Eight branches, covering an estimated 2,500
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members (around 10% of the total regional membership), were using the TaxOfficeHouse agreement

as a prototype for their negotiations with local management.

Learning reps and industrial officers/senior lay reps

Senior lay reps and industrial officers were the group in the union most likely to express concerns
about the SfL project. Advocating for SfL was not seen as a core union issue and many assumed that
poor literacy and numeracy were not issues that affected many civil service staff (who were required
to hold Level 2 qualifications on entry to the civil service). Senior lay reps were more concerned about
the employer-led apprenticeship programme. Apprenticeships were considered a more pressing
industrial theme or ‘proper union business’ (GEC Chair) particularly if, as feared, apprenticeships were
used by management as a route to employ younger workers on low wages, displacing existing staff in
a period of cuts and job losses. The learning officers were conscious (see section 7.2.3 above) of the
potential for union learning to be used as a tool to mitigate the effects of cuts and new work regimes.
However, they argued that the core interests of the union were being served and that the SfL project
and union-led apprenticeships offered opportunities for both members and the union. They expressed
this in five key ways. Firstly, that the core principle of union learning was inclusive and an equality
issue that helped redress the balance of increasingly exclusive employer L&D policy that favoured
select groups of staff. Secondly, that many members were long servers and literacy and numeracy
skills needed updating to enable staff to participate in new work regimes and ensure future
employability in the face of an uncertain future. Thirdly, that SfL courses helped pave the way for
members to participate in other learning. Fourthly, they stressed the benefits for union organising by
raising the profile of the union with members and non-members and in attracting new activists.
Furthermore, ULRs were becoming increasingly active in the town-level campaigns that were part of
the union’s new organising strategy. As the Regional Organiser explained:
“We are encouraging reps to network through town committees — so that is another

structure — it has no policy making powers but it is a forum for people to come together
on anything such as local campaigning, organising a strike, or organising learning. This is
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where ULRs and local reps have come together, they are across groups and doing a
mixture of things.” (PCS Regional Organiser)

Finally, learning offered a potential bargaining ‘win’, with ULRs challenging management L&D
practices and, in certain circumstances, influencing lean-style work systems at the local level. The
learning reps argued that the key to their success in establishing union standards was that they had
negotiated workplace learning agreements and used this as a lever to become more actively engaged
and critical of the CSWM reform programme. The tensions that emerged around apprenticeships led
to the active engagement of the HMRC and DWP group executives (the senior lay rep functions within
the union) in the internal dialogue about how the union could enforce labour standards. The RLC

noted:

“For some on those committees, they became interested in union learning pretty much

for the first time as the apprenticeships issue arose and the link to literacy and numeracy

learning was seen more directly as an industrial issue.” (PCS Regional Learning Co-

ordinator)
Through the articulation of issues and experiences between the workplace ULRs, the regional office,
the national ULF team and GEC, there was intra-union dialogue about these different concerns within
the union. Notably, the experience of the union in developing the SfL project, trying to reform the
regional employer-led apprenticeships scheme and the resistance experienced when the union tried
to develop its own apprenticeships programme, was used by the national union to shape negotiations
with the Cabinet Office on apprenticeships at the national level. The learning agreement signed
between the CCSU and the Cabinet Office in 2009 accommodated concerns of both the GEC around
protecting jobs and of ULRs in maintaining labour standards in the delivery of apprenticeship
programmes. The intra-organisational bargaining processes are complex as the ‘principal’ negotiators
change as the locus of bargaining shifts from the workplace, regional and national levels. What does

become apparent is how the expectations of different union negotiators are modified to

accommodate different concerns.
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7.3.4.2 Management intra-organisational bargaining
Differences in the orientation of local, middle and senior management involved in negotiations on
learning were also evident. The Site Manager at TaxOfficeHouse became the key negotiator for the
SfL project. Her key ‘constituents’ were the TaxOfficeHouse staff and other operational managers.
Once the SfL programme was integrated into the CSWM programme she also engaged with regional
managers at the Government Office and in the Cabinet Office; there were contradictions in
organisational policy. Learning and development opportunities for staff had decreased yet, at the
same time, the Cabinet Office had announced that the ‘skills agenda’ was a top priority for permanent
secretaries. This was heralded by a number of initiatives including the Leitch Pledge and the national
learning agreement. Although agreements were developed nationally, the prerogative to implement
them remained with local management. The Site Manager at TaxOfficeHouse encouraged members
of the leadership team to actively support the SfL programme and she expected them to ‘set an
example that we are serious about this’ (Senior Site Manager). She became active in the regional
CSWM events programme disseminating information about the learning partnership developed at
TaxOfficeHouse. These actions appeared to have had a degree of success with other managers as
union learning became more widespread in other regional workplaces. However, many civil service
managers remained unconvinced about the growing union role in learning, in particular, the union’s
critique of employer-led apprenticeship programmes. Some expressed cynicism about the apparent
success of pilot SfL programmes and benefits for the business at the local level. One manager

attending regional events responded:

“Well, the permanent secretary wanted it to be a success, so it was a success, but | am
not sure it will happen here.” (MOJ Line Manager)

These tensions became more evident as PCS developed an adult apprenticeship programme.
Departmental leads at Government Office, notably in DWP, rejected the union attempts to reform the
apprenticeship project and challenged the union’s attempt to develop its own programme. The HMRC

Manager at TaxOfficeHouse recognised that local management might defer to senior managers’
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objections, but this, in her view, showed a lack of leadership. She saw DWP’s objections to the union’s
apprenticeship programme as ‘misplaced’. In terms used by Walton and McKersie, they were
conforming to the expectations of more powerful constituents. She remained convinced of the value

of the approach taken to working with the union, and explained:

“Our approach was to build a successful model that we could evidence and replicate in
other places. Ultimately things that get us better results are more important than some
line over who leads on training.” (TaxOfficeHouse Senior Site Manager)

The resistance shown by DWP middle management appears to have been countered, not only by the
union trying to develop an alternative apprenticeship programme at the local level, but also by Cabinet
Office signing a national framework agreement on apprenticeships with the CCSU. Within the union,
the expectations of constituents and negotiators at different levels had been modified and converged

but inconsistencies remained in the bargaining positions of different management actors.

7.4 Discussion and conclusion

Unlike the other three cases, negotiations for learning at TaxOfficeHouse were not around setting up
a learning center. Rather, a local agreement was development around a single time-bound SfL project.
The TaxOfficeHouse case highlights the constraints, and opportunity structures within the union tried
to establish new bargaining relations on the learning theme. Contradictory business strategies
provided an opportunity to make the case for SfL learning. Ironically management’s unitarist view
enabled the reps to covertly advance union objectives around the control of lean processes. The
newness of the union learning agenda also created a ‘first mover’ advantage enabling the union to set
the agenda and consider their bargaining tactics. They opted to develop a tightly controlled workplace
project. Despite the agency inferred to the union, they were constrained by management prerogative
over training, cultures of hierarchy in the civil service and a lack of local bargaining institutions. To
operationalise their bargaining strategy the union needed to establish supporting institutions that

legitimated the union’s role in advancing learning in the workplace. This case contributes to the
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overall thesis demonstrating how the ULRs working with their regional union learning team develop

strategies affect a change in management attitudes towards the union.

The national learning agreement communicated a set of ‘minimum standards’ expected for union
learning (Cassell & Lee, 2009). It also established new learning reps’ roles within the branch and at the
regional level (the BLC and RLC). Furthermore, PCS’s national ULF project provided project workers
that helped to link the ULRs to the regional team, the HMRC bargaining unit. Through this team, ULRs
were also able to access external networks and expert resources that helped build professional

practices in SfL delivery (a complex and sensitive issue to address in the workplace).

Through adopting the whole organisation approach, the union reframed narratives around SfL
learning, normalising participation in literacy and numeracy learning and promoted a collective
learning experience and learning as a public good (Matthews, 1994). The union reps made subtle but
significant gains in helping employees reclaim, at least for the period of the learning programme, a
degree of ‘time sovereignty’ (Hyman, 1999a: 5) in their working day and challenging the ‘frontier of

control’ (Goodrich, 1975) helped build internal solidarities with employees.

Figure 2 shows a representation that illustrates the bargaining behaviours evident in at
TaxOfficeHouse. It shows the mix of integrative and distributive bargaining behaviours and both and
seeks to illustrate the extent of intra-organisational ongoing and also the concerted efforts to engage
staff and management in union learning through Whole Organisational Approach model which was
not only successful in delivering learning outputs had a democratising effect of engaging all staff

simultaneously in the SfL project assessment.

A further dimension to this case is the attempt made by the union to use TaxOfficeHouse as an
exemplar from which to extend bargaining relations at the regional level. The RLC was central to this
process in articulating links across branches and engaging ULRs in regional organising campaigns and

wider rep networks. The RLC encouraged a form of soft pattern bargaining, encouraging regional union
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branches to use the TaxOfficeHouse agreement as a template to initiate bargaining for similar

agreements as part of their branch learning plans.

INTEGRATIVE

INTRA-
ORGANISATIONAL

DISTRIBUTIVE

ATTITUDINAL

The success of the union learning project also established credibility of union learning with regional
management, and helped create a role for the union with the wider civil service reform programme.
Regional officers tried to use the CSWM steering group as a platform to critique and reform the
employer-led aspects of the CSWM skills programme but were unsuccessful. This is a similar finding
to research undertaken with UNISON (A. McBride & Mustchin, 2007b). The union’s capacity to deliver
SfL learning was not a sufficient condition to enable union influence over employer-led skills initiatives
in the absence of either partnership or bargaining institutions around this theme. The CSWM steering

group was not a legitimate space for bargaining.

However, through the newly established union learning structures, the regional team was able to
escalate issues relating to apprenticeships to the CCSU-Cabinet Office learning committee. Evidence
gathered from TaxOfficeHouse and other workplaces shaped the new national framework agreement

on apprenticeships (subsequently issued in 2010 and covering all government departments). The
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union’s regional and bargaining unit learning co-ordinators were central to the process of
intermediation between the workplace ULRs, the national learning team and the HMRC lay executive.
The latter’s established narrative saw apprenticeships as a threat and wanted to take a more
adversarial approach to negotiations with the employer on this theme. The ULR’s narrative on learning
for inclusion saw apprenticeships as an opportunity for staff. The national union learning team re-
framed these as complementary strategies to build provisions in the new national agreement that
regulated apprenticeship (new entrant) recruitment policy and the ULR’s role in supporting the
apprentices and monitoring apprenticeships policy ‘on the ground’. While recognising that the
national apprenticeship agreement was only a framework that would require negotiation at the local
level, it did provide a platform for which the ULRs could negotiate further on this theme. This was
evident at TaxOfficeHouse where the ULRs were actively encouraging SfL learners to participate in a
union-regulated apprenticeship programme and had negotiated release for them to do so. Having
started with a single time-bound project the ULRs were becoming established their role and there was

a strong likelihood that union at TaxOfficeHouse would be sustained.

The two HMRC cases have illustrated how PCS reps established workplace institutions for learning in
workplaces where collective bargaining institutions have traditionally been located at the national
level. The PCS reps needed to build local capacities and the legitimacy of bargaining on the learning
theme with management in order to advance union aims. The following two cases take place in
settings with stronger, established local bargaining institutions. The following chapter shows how
bargaining for learning by UNITE reps at IceFactory became integrated into existing collective

bargaining regimes.
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Chapter 8 IceFactory: integrating learning into collective bargaining

8.1 Introduction

In contrast to the other three cases, the negotiations between UNITE reps at IceFactory and
HomeProductCo management on learning was integrated into formal collective bargaining
mechanisms. At lceFactory, partnership relations between management and the ULRs could be
described as a more pluralist or ‘genuine’ (Wray, 2005) where management openly recognised the
shared and different interests of employees around learning and the distinctive role of the union. Yet
the reps continued to adopt a mixed bargaining strategy and attitudinal structuring. The case
contributes to the overall thesis through demonstrating how the local union developed new narratives
within the shop stewards network around framing learning as an issue within wider collective

bargaining strategies.

The chapter contains the following sections: section 8.2 outlines the key bargaining actors at
IceFactory and bargaining strategies. Section 8.3 outlines the bargaining behaviours of both parties
and how negotiations around the learning center came to be located within formal collective
bargaining mechanisms. The chapter concludes in section 8.4 with a discussion of how the orientations
of bargaining actors shaped bargaining and legitimation strategies and the emerging capacity of the

reps to frame new narratives around learning to help co-ordinate bargaining and organising strategies.

8.2 Context

IceFactory was a ‘strategic’ production site, one of nine within the group. Each had received significant
investment in new plant as a result of the consolidation of HomeProductCo’s production base in the
mid-2000s. The IceFactory site employed 450 staff working eight-hour rolling shifts. The main
employment group were production line operatives, many of whom were long servers working on the
same product line for more than 15 years. Approximately 20 percent of operatives were migrant

workers. Wages and benefits were relatively good in relation to comparable jobs in the local labour
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market. The company faced skills shortages for skilled engineers and had tried, unsuccessfully, to

alleviate skills gaps through training initiatives to up-skill operatives into a ‘technical operative’ grade.

Table 6 IceFactory case overview

Employees at site 450
Trade union density 63%
Major occupational group Assembly line operatives and packers
Learning agreement Learning Center Partnerships Agreement
Key union learning activity Basic literacy and numeracy skills
Basic IT
ULRs 4
Company training/HR practices Redeployment
Up-skilling ‘technical operatives’

8.2.1 Union learning

The UNITE learning reps at IceFactory were first trained in April 2008; this included the Senior Shop
Steward and two other stewards. A fourth ULR trained in 2010 was not previously an activist or elected
rep. The starting point for joint work between the UNITE ULRs and IceFactory was in relation to the
closure of a small warehouse and cold store facility of HomeProductCo’s near IceFactory which also
employed UNITE members. The regional UNITE learning organisers were working with IceFactory ULRs
and the local FE provider consortium to offer learning opportunities to those affected by the threat of
redundancy. This included offering advice, guidance and learning opportunities. The cold store
warehouse staff were offered redeployment opportunities at IceFactory and all those wanting
redeployment (the majority of the 24 affected) gained employment either at IceFactory or elsewhere
locally. Learning activity was relatively new at the time of the first research visit, with the first pilot
SfL courses beginning in mid-2009. The regional union learning organisers identified funding and a
tutor from the local college (also involved in the redeployment project) also contributed 10 PCs for a
workplace learning center. The learning center launch provided the opportunity to undertake a site
learning survey and generated further interest from other staff who are now on waiting lists for future

courses.
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8.2.2 Bargaining actors, key constituents and orientation towards learning

This section outlines the key bargaining actors at IceFactory, their main ‘constituents’ and their
primary motivations for advancing bargaining relations around union learning. It concludes with a
discussion of employees’ perspectives on the development of union-led learning. The main UNITE
protagonists bargaining for the union learning center were two of the ULRs. Both were also shop
stewards. The ULRs led workplace activity to engage local management, liaise with learning providers
and support operative staff to participate in learning center courses. The Senior Shop Steward also
attended national meetings of senior stewards within HomeProductCo, the network of stewards that
formulated bargaining claims with the HomeProductCo Senior Negotiator to input into collective
bargaining; this network also shared updates between reps at the nine HomeProductCo

manufacturing sites on local developments including ULRs and union learning activity.

The IceFactory ULRs were supported in their negotiations by the UNITE regional (ULF funded) learning
team. The regional UNITE team had been central to initiating learning activity at IceFactory when they
worked together on the redeployment initiative. This helped to build working relationships between
the ULRs and FE providers, and proved valuable in building management’s awareness of the potential
of union learning. The regional learning team was led by a national UNITE officer on secondment to
the region to oversee the regional learning projects. The political orientation of this national officer
had a strong influence on ULR activity at IceFactory. He had used strong anti-partnership rhetoric,
encouraged rep self-organisation and embedded ULRs within an organising strategy focused on
targeting learning opportunities for low skilled workers. The orientation reflected a wider discourse
in the former TGWU sites where partnership was perceived as a weak strategy adopted by moderate

trade unions, as the National Union Officer explained:

“In the early days quite a few of the learning agreements were called 'learning partnership
agreements' and even now the term is used. But it is the whole word 'partnership’. It is as
if you were on an equal footing and it is not. It is not that way. It is as if you are going
back to the Bill Morris (the former General Secretary of TGWU) era of partnership. If |
mentioned partnership to Tony Woodley, he'd rip my head off.” (National Union Officer)
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The National Officer’s orientation was shaped by 15 years’ experience as a workplace convenor, as a
national trade union tutor and from direct involvement in a series of ULF projects since the early
2000s. The National Officer had a clear orientation towards seeking ‘justice and dignity for the working
class’ by focusing union learning activity towards low skilled workers (defined as those without

qualifications at Level 2 or above). He saw this as ‘absolutely core union business’ and asserted:

“We place a focus on that because it makes it a collective issue, learning for those with
less ability to do it for themselves...if you are at Level 3 or above, you can do it for yourself,
what’s in it for the union there?” (UNITE National Officer)

He believed that gains would be achieved through taking a conflictual approach with employers and
be more likely to be sustained if ‘achieved through strife’. Finally, he noted the importance of building

workplace institutions and self-organisation. He commented:

“Large scale projects with government funding and so on are OK but often tend to be
‘flash-in-the-pan’, what we are about is small scale, local ownership of activity that the
reps will sustain themselves...The union’s strategy for growth is the big picture. In this
respect, learning outcomes are relatively unimportant (compared to) strengthening the
union’s three pillars: organisation, internationalisation and our politics.” (UNITE National

Officer)
The ULRs at IceFactory were focused on providing opportunities for members and in building
organisation within the union branch. To achieve this, they stressed that the learning offer should be
distinct from employer training. The reps expressed no desire to embed union learning activity within

company learning and development systems or in reforming employer training. The lead ULR noted:

“We are focused on the shop floor because mainly it is about offering learning to people
who had not had it before, opening it up. That’s it.” (IceFactory Lead ULR)

A second shop steward (and ULR) commented:

“No, our work here (in the learning center) does not link into T&D, as ULRs we focus on
lifelong learning, what learners want to do. If there was a group of people that wanted to
do vocational learning we’d think about that; we would get that from unionlearn. But
really we want to make sure that we are doing things that are learner-led not what the
employer is wanting us to do.” (IceFactory Shop Steward)

The workplace reps and regional team had similar motivations around the focus for union learning;

that it should be for low skilled workers and their interests and not drawn into the arena of learning
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and skills training. The intra-union dialogue on learning between the national union and senior

company negotiators is discussed further in section 8.3.4.

The main protagonists in the negotiations on the learning agreement from management at IceFactory
were the HR Manager and Senior Operations Manager. They were members of the IceFactory
leadership team. Both were central to the negotiations with the union around the learning center and
learning agreement and sat on the site level Learning Committee. The site HR Manager also referred
to the National HR Director when negotiation of the learning agreement was underway. The site HR
Manager had been in post for three months. She had limited prior experience of ULRs, but had
previously worked in the co-operative movement and had a generally positive attitude towards the
role of unions. Both managers displayed paternalistic attitudes towards the IceFactory workforce,
frequently referring to the ‘family environment’ found in manufacturing. The HR Manager referred to
her sense of duty to the factory family in helping staff develop new learning capacities that would

enable them to adapt to new working environments. She commented:

“The old style packing jobs where people were sitting at a table and with low level literacy
are gone. Those jobs are not there anymore, so | see it as our responsibility to help get
along the way.” (IceFactory HR Manager)

The HR Manager set out a clear rationale for encouraging the ULRs to take the lead in developing the

learning center and for the HR team to facilitate this but not take control. Underpinning this view was

her notion of the separation between lifelong learning and company-led training. She noted:

“I have a view of training and learning as separate. Training is about ‘here is the kit and
I’ll train you with the skills you need for that’ but learning is something that is continual.
Learning is something for you. It has other benefits but you get more out of it. When you
do something off your own back that’s very different from being trained. | know they go
hand in hand but they are separate.” (IceFactory HR Manager)

The Operations Manager had a similar paternalistic view of the operatives working in ‘his teams’. He
commented on the learning and skills issues faced by some staff during the recent upgrade of plant

machinery. He commented:

“IT and literacy are critical for people. For example in my department, each delivery has
a bar code and we found out during the automation of the process that a couple of the
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guys could not read them. They were actually paying someone to come in at that critical
time when we were looking at the process in detail, to do their shift for them. At that point
when you realised, you really felt for them, nobody wants to see that going on.”
(IceFactory Operations Manager)
Analysis of the orientations towards union learning by the different actors suggested that the
management team had a relatively paternalistic orientation. When asked about the degree of

‘ownership’ of the learning center, the HR Manager’s response demonstrated a more paternalistic

perspective:

“There is a real sense of ‘it’s their project’ it is for them to be proud of. When they (the
ULRs) wrote the rules and regs for the learning center it was clear that it was very much
theirs. | think those kinds of things are difficult to buy.” (IceFactory HR Manager)

These comments were in line with HomeProductCo’s broader public narrative about company values
that despite being it being a multi-national company it had grown from a family owned firm and
retained a duty of care to its staff. The local managers involved in negotiating for union learning had
a benign attitude towards the union and their proposals for learning. In contrast, the union reps had
a more adversarial and strategic intent to their engagement with management focused on channelling
resources to the lowest paid staff groups within IceFactory in order to build union organisation. The
union reps had a consistently adversarial approach to engagement with the learning agenda,
illustrated by the comment of one of the union reps:
“In these types of situation union learning is never cost neutral for the employer, there are

no cases | can think of where we haven’t got something from them, otherwise what’s the
point?” (UNITE ULR)

8.2.3 Employee perspectives

The research visits included discussions with staff taking part in the first course underway at the
learning center. The first group of employees were a team of operatives from the same production
line. This team had been selected by the ULRs for two key reasons. Firstly, the team included a mix of
long-servers and migrant workers. This combination reflected the mix of employees in operative
occupations. Secondly, the team included key influencers in different social groups working at

IceFactory. Initiating learning activity with this particular team was felt by both management and the
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ULRs to be useful in signalling to other employees that the union learning center was intended for all
kinds of workers and that their hopefully positive experience would be shared and communicated to

the rest of the plant.

Courses were available to members and non-members; two non-members took part in the first group.
Non-members were encouraged to join the union. This was not a condition required for participation.
However, the case made to staff was that if they enjoyed a course that had been provided by the
union it would be fair to the other members if they did join, as membership subs supported the work
of the branch team. At the time of the second research visit it was known that one of the two non-
members had joined the union. The first visit to the site considered employee motivations for taking
part in the learning center courses. The second visit considered with the same group their experiences

and reflections of taking part, including their views on the role of the union and ULRs.

The learners’ main motivations for taking part were linked to personal rather than work related
benefits. This included learning for personal interests such as learning a foreign language, how to use
a computer at home or how to support their children’s learning. Three of the nine employees
interviewed were migrant workers for whom English was not their first language. These learners
stated that the literacy programmes supported learning that might be useful to them at work. One of

the operatives noted:

“I wanted to improve my English, and when (the ULR) came to see me, this really helped
me get the courage to do it because others on my shift were going to be part of it. My
writing was really bad and | needed it. | was having to ask my colleagues about how to
write [report forms], so when | heard about it, | was really happy.” (IceFactory Learner 1,
Operative)
The distinction between learning and training was strongly articulated by participating learners.
Learners stressed that the nature of their job negated the need for skills training. One learner noted
that learning for work was generally not required because of increasing levels of automation, which

meant that production line machinery was pre-programmed for specific tasks, limiting the variation in

work. This learner noted:
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“It is a bit of both, but mainly personal. The thing about here is that they’ve programmed

us into individual tasks so for me I’'m more interested in (computing) for home, because

work is a set pattern.” (IceFactory Learner 2, Line Operative)
Several of the learners stressed that their initial motivation was the opportunity to take a break from
the monotony of assembly line work. In addition, learners noted a negative association with company

training. Training was referred to by several learners in pejorative terms, perceived as short-lived and

uninspiring. One learner commented:

“For us the word 'training' doesn’t carry much momentum ... we do have some training
schemes, but they seem to die a death after 6 months.” (IceFactory Learner 3, Operative)

The interviews with learners, supplemented with observations taken from sitting in on learning
sessions, highlighted five key features of workers’ experiences of the union-led courses. Firstly,
learning activities were engaging and enjoyable. There was a relaxed atmosphere and a considerable
amount of joking and laughter between learners, the tutors and ULRs. Secondly, the learning
experience was a group experience helping to build confidence in learning and in building friendships
between group members and the union reps. Thirdly, union learning was novel because courses were
developed around employees’ interests and not driven by the demands of the job or legal
requirements. Finally, learners were clear that courses had been made possible because of the efforts
of the union and ULRs. The subsequent discussions with employees indicated that they made a clear
distinction between union learning and employer training. All but one of the participants interviewed
were union members and had a strong affiliation to the union. However, they clearly felt that the
union learning center had changed their view of the union in providing something tangible and in
helping them to get to know the union reps. Being a member of the union was not a condition of entry
to union courses, but ULRs had stressed the principle of being a member to help share the costs of
branch support for the center. The orientation of bargain actors and their relationships with key

constituents are examined further in the following section, which considers bargaining sub-processes.
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8.3 Bargaining behaviours

Despite the strong anti-partnership rhetoric, local bargaining on the development of the learning
center and agreement at IceFactory contained integrative elements with management and ULRs
working jointly to develop activity from which both parties derive mutual gain. These integrative
processes are discussed in section 8.4.2 below. The section continues first by exploring distributive

bargaining behaviours.

8.3.1 Distributive bargaining

Distributive bargaining centred on the allocation of resources, the control of learning processes,
securing rights for workers through the codification of the learning agreement and the extension of
the bargaining sphere, integrating the learning theme into the company collective bargaining system.

Each of these is considered in turn.

Bargaining around the economic distribution of resources for learning was similar to that discussed in
the other cases. The IceFactory ULRs negotiated for additional resources from the employer to support
union-led learning, resulting in a shift of resources that could be defined as altering the balance of
advantage towards workers, notably low skilled workers. The contribution by employer included
dedicated space for the learning center, the commitment of management time to the learning

committee, paid time for ULR duties and paid time for staff to attend learning center courses.

The main area for contention in the negotiation between the union and management was the
proposal that employees be given paid time for learning on a 50:50 basis with the employee attending
half of the course in their own time and half in paid work time. The ULRs had been made aware of this
as a bargaining position from other ULRs during their ULR training. The IceFactory managers were
persuaded of the argument for the ‘50:50’ arrangement in principle. The union had organised a visit
for them to see another UNITE learning center (see RegionalWarehouse Case Study 4) where this
arrangement was already in operation. However, they felt that agreeing to this demand would

compromise production workflow. The final agreement reached at IceFactory was that staff would
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initially attend the course in their own time and those who successfully completed the course would
be able to claim their 50 per cent of paid company time as paid holiday. Management retained the
right to determine when leave could be taken to ensure this did not happen during busy production
periods. The IceFactory managers felt this arrangement had the added benefit of encouraging staff to
complete their courses and so offered, as the operations managers termed it, ‘a better return on

investment’.

In addition to securing resources from the employer in the form of space and paid time for union
learning, the IceFactory ULRs negotiated union control over the form and function of the learning
activities developed at the learning center. The managers on the learning committee acknowledged
that the union reps would take control of the content of learning center programmes. The Operations

Manager described this as follows:

“It’s the union reps’ project and the hard work is done by them with the people on the
shopfloor. There are others on the steering group, us, unionlearn and the college and so
on. They are there to facilitate it, but it’s the reps we go to about key decisions on which
way to go.” (IceFactory Operations Manager)

The ULRs did not heavily promote the learning offer as a route to qualifications or as offering
employability. It was assumed by management that union learning helped make staff more amenable
to change, creating conditions for greater functional flexibility, but was not a discourse that the ULRs
promoted to employees. The core emphasis stressed to the workforce by ULRs was that the learning
offer would be driven by what employees wanted and be delivered in a way that was accessible and
enjoyable. The reps engaged with FE providers to negotiate funding and learning provision to satisfy

the employees’ learning interests. The ULF Project Worker explained:

“The college doesn’t really care about who they train, they just want to get their places
filled and spend their budgets. Their main concern was getting their SfL spend, so we were
happy to talk to them about that because we knew that was an issue for our members.
But we also made sure that they used their budgets to bring in IT and other learning such
as languages and so on, because that’s what our members wanted. We did not just want
to take what was offered, so we had to negotiate with them for that.” (UNITE ULF
Regional Project Worker)
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The regional UNITE team commented on the value of the ULRs negotiating with the FE network. Firstly,
this provided learning resources that helped them lever additional resources from the employer.
Secondly, the union was challenging established skills policy rhetoric of ‘demand-led’ learning which
had become synonymous with ‘employer-led’ skills need**. By undertaking research with learners at
the workplace and garnering support from the employer, the union reps influenced the behaviours of
FE providers, enabling workers to access a range of learning opportunities using government funding

for a broader purpose.

In addition to controlling the design of the learning programme (within the constraints of the provision
that could be negotiated from the FE consortium) the ULRs pressed management for the
arrangements on union learning to be formalised into a written learning agreement. Although the
ULRs knew that the IceFactory managers were supportive of union learning they considered that a
written agreement would guard against future changes in personnel. They felt it was reasonable to
expect that managers (especially HR managers) would change every two or three years and that new
personnel might not be so supportive of union-led learning; this had been their experience of the
previous HR lead. A written statement of agreed rights and obligations around union learning was felt
to be a useful tool to help sustain employer commitment. It was hoped that the learning agreement
would help affect the ‘attitudinal structures’ of incoming management and communicate norms that

had been established.

Early negotiations on the agreement between the local reps and site managers had been informal,
undertaken through the local learning committee and separately from the more company-wide
collective bargaining mechanisms. However, once the learning agreement had been agreed in

principle between local management, consent was needed from the National HR Lead. The IceFactory

14 In, for example, the ‘Employer Ownership of Skills Pilots’ launched in 2011, which offered significant funding
for workplace learning and skills for consortia ‘led’ by employers with funding flexibilities afforded to FE colleges
to respond to  these needs rather  than in delivering nationally  set  targets
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/305748/employer-
ownership-of-skills-executive-summary.pdf



https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/305748/employer-ownership-of-skills-executive-summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/305748/employer-ownership-of-skills-executive-summary.pdf
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HR Manager decided to integrate the learning agreement and formal request for company resource

for union learning as part of the formal collective bargaining process. As one of the ULRs explained:

“HR actually put the learning center and agreement into the proper site level negotiations
documentation along with the pay freeze anyway, to ensure success for the agreement
and for the learning center. It served for presentation of an easier sell, something for staff,
really the support for ULR work was outside of those wider (IR) negotiations, but they put
it in there to help make sure that it got through.” (IceFactory Shop Steward and ULR)

The development of the learning center and agreement of paid time for learning were presented by
the union as a gain for employees that had been extracted from the company as a concession to
compensate for the company-wide pay freeze (already agreed in national negotiations); the learning
center was presented as something positive that the union had negotiated for workers in straightened

economic times. The Shop Steward noted:

“Of course the main focus is about pay and conditions. But | look at learning as an
opportunity to get more for members, certainly something more than the pay freeze that
was on offer.” (IceFactory Shop Steward and ULR)

The integration of negotiations around the learning center into more formal collective mechanisms
set a precedent that union learning could be presented as a theme within formal bargaining. In
preparing for subsequent negotiations with the employer, the shop stewards network also considered
using the learning agreement developed at IceFactory as a model to extend across the other eight
manufacturing sites in the group. This discussion was partly inspired by the IceFactory reps visiting the
UNITE ULRs at RegionalWarehouse (Case Study 4) where a national learning agreement and Collective
Learning Fund project had been operating for three years. The members of the shop stewards network
were actively discussing the next round of negotiations and bargaining strategy for learning within this
wider bargaining process. Options discussed included negotiating a bonus or reward scheme linked to
learning outcomes. These demands had not been formulated at the time of the close of the fieldwork
(the process for stating claims would not start until several months after the end of the fieldwork).
However, these initial discussions did signal some intent from the stewards’ network to consider
linking learning to wider negotiations on staff rewards. The likely event of facing further wage

restraint, securing salary or grade increments based on improved learning or qualification levels was
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considered one route to securing some form of benefit to employees facing cuts in real wages. Yet
there were doubts about linking learning to negotiations on reward in this way. This issue is discussed
further in the section on intra-organisational bargaining processes. This chapter continues by

exploring integrative aspects of bargaining for learning at IceFactory.

8.3.2 Integrative bargaining
This section explores the nature of the shared problem at IceFactory that the ULRs and local
management sought to address and the integrative bargaining processes that underpinned the
development of the union learning center as a solution to that problem. The senior regional learning
officers eschewed the notion of partnership. However, the IceFactory reps and project workers did
talk in terms of a learning partnership agreement. There was recognition by workplace reps that the
language of partnership was used differently when they were in employer-facing and union-facing
roles. The regional ULF Project Worker noted how they dealt with this duality:

“We do use the term (partnership) but it sticks in my throat. | guess it is part of the nuance

of the conversation between what you might say to an employer and to others in the

union. | tend to be honest about it and | will say to employers, ‘let's be quite frank about

it, you are here talking to me about lifelong learning because you know that it will give

you a competitive advantage, not because you like me or the union - you don't really want

to be here sitting talking to me but you can’t afford not to’. So it is deliberate to get that
in there and be straight up about it.” (UNITE Regional Learning Project Worker)

Through this rendering, the union project workers instilled a notion of partnership as an instrumental
tool to engage the employer, establishing interdependence between the union and management,
using the threat of not securing gains that would offer a competitive advantage as an inducement to
negotiate with the ULRs. This suggests partnership was viewed as a ‘marriage of convenience’
(Martinez Lucio, 2005) rather than the more open expression of integrative or interest based
bargaining processes as described by Walton and McKersie (1965) and Fisher and Ury (1991). Despite
the anti-partnership rhetoric used by regional officers the local union reps did use language of

partnership with management and integrative bargaining behaviours and establish a local learning
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committee to identify shared problems and possible solutions and undertake the appraisal of different

options for developing the learning center.

Engaging operative staff in workplace learning was a shared desire by ULRs and management, but
there were noticeable differences between the parties in their analysis of the core problem. The
‘problems’ were articulated in distinct ways. Firstly, the Operations Manager related to the need to
improve literacy and numeracy so as to improve shift, hazard and accident reporting. Better reporting
would help engineers anticipate issues affecting the running of plant machinery, helping to reduce
cost through more efficient running of the assembly lines. The HR Manager’s ‘problem’ was the
anticipated negative impact on employee relations of the wage freeze. She expected that union
learning would help improve workplace relations or at least off-set negative impacts of the cut in real
wages. She made several references to the potential of union learning to help improve employees’
‘psychological contract’ through building a better workplace learning culture. The HR Manager also
commented that the timing of the approach by ULRs with proposals for the learning center was helpful

as it presented a positive agenda in which she could engage with the union. She noted:

“For me, coming (new) into HomeProductCo and for (the production manager) it was a
great thing to get involved in because it is positive and will put us in good stead for
working with them (the union).” (IceFactory HR Manager)

For ULRs, the learning ‘problem’ related to the barriers that employees, particularly operative staff,
faced in accessing learning and wider education opportunities. They faced multiple barriers to learning
including the confidence to learn, the cost of learning, time and caring constraints, and difficulties in
attending courses because of rolling shift patterns. Locating union-led learning at the workplace was

presented as a workable solution to each of these problems.

Walton and McKersie suggest that once shared problems have been identified, bargaining parties will
undertake a three-step process: identify possible solutions; undertake an assessment of how different
options coincide with their interests; negotiate to settle on an option that derives satisfactory gains.

Where evaluation identifies an unsatisfactory solution, parties modify their criteria or find alternatives
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until an accepted solution is agreed. Closer inspection of the bargaining process at IceFactory suggests
that the development of the learning center does not follow this model. The process of searching for
solutions was one-sided. Through union training and networks the ULRs built their understanding of
how a union-led learning center could operate. They negotiated with the UNITE-ed consortium to
identify tutors and funding and the ‘solution’ of a union-led learning center was presented to local
managers. Alternative options to address the ‘basic skills problem’ were not actively explored by
either the reps or management. The key case presented by the union to management was that the
ULRs could access learning resources and expertise via the regional UNITE-ed provider consortium.
The case for support was based on the partnership’s proven ability to deliver successful workplace

learning for low skilled staff during the recent redeployment project.

The ULRs suggested to the management at IceFactory that union learning would help build basic skills,
and provide staff with greater confidence ‘through a sense of achievement of doing something new
and a challenge’ (IceFactory ULR). The ULRs also made the case for their role in shaping the learning
environment and learning programme that would be fun and engaging and help reduce barriers to
participation in learning. The notion of fun and playfulness had been picked up by the HR Manager
when she was taken by the IceFactory ULRs to visit another UNITE workplace learning center. She had
been impressed by the observation that the union-led learning activities that she had seen were ‘just
really good fun - | felt we really needed to get some of that in our place’. The learning center
proposition was received by the HR Manager as ‘a no-brainer’, but there was no clear linkage made
between the content of the learning center courses and the skills beneficial for making improvements
in production processes such as incident reporting. The ULRs and learners stressed that they were
undertaking learning for personal development and no attempt was made by management to direct
that learning towards specific work related needs.  Although benefits for the company were
anticipated, these were not formally prescribed: no analysis was made for what these would be or

targets set for expected outcomes. The HR Manager explained:
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“When we started to talk about it we did think about what the benefits would be. In terms

of the business benefits we could see that improving literacy and numeracy can help

support the drive for automation. We have not had to justify the investment (the room,

the time of managers at meetings and for staff to attend courses) in terms of pounds,

shillings and pence and we have not put a number to that.” (IceFactory HR Manager)
8.3.3 Attitudinal structuring

This section considers whether attitudinal structuring activities were necessary or attempted at
IceFactory. Initial observations suggested a strong degree of coherence between the attitudes of the
union and management towards the union learning center. Key managers were supportive of UNITE
reps taking the lead and the learning center and agreement were established within a four-month
period; a period described as ‘pretty damn quick’ by a regional learning officer who had supported
similar negotiations elsewhere. Yet, further analysis of the elements that Walton and McKersie
describe within this sub-process (prevailing attitudes and action orientation, antecedent relationship
patterns, attitudinal change activity and reinforcement tactics) reveals some key observations about

emergent relationship patterns and the ULRs’ anticipation of future bargaining activity.

The UNITE policy on ULRs is that existing stewards take up the ULR role. At IceFactory, three of the
four ULRs were experienced workplace reps with established relationships with the senior
management team. Industrial relations were described by both local HR and union reps as generally

positive. The Senior Steward noted:

“We have our ups and downs like anywhere, but they are generally good at the moment
we have a new HR manager and, well, she’s been approachable and has listened to what
we’ve had to say.” (IceFactory Senior Shop Steward)

The HR Manager’s orientation towards the union and the notion of union learning was assessed by
the reps as positive and much more positive than that of her predecessor’s. The Operations Manager’s
orientation towards the union was ‘usually pretty positive’ but nevertheless self-interested in terms
of ensuring production continuity in meeting production targets. Despite the relatively close working
relations with management, the union reps talked explicitly about the need to assess the orientation
of management towards their proposals and to present a case for support that would resonate not

only with local managers but also senior management and HomeProductCo’s headquarters. There was
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no evidence that management went through a similar process to consider the orientation and
motivations of the ULRs. The managers were, as the Operations Manager termed it, ‘the recipients’ of
the union’s proposals for the learning center. The Operations Manager was positive about the
proactive role that the union had played in initiating the lifelong learning project and their central role

in its success:

“Would the learning in the learning center have happened anyway? No | don’t think so. |
don’t think it would have been on my agenda if it had not been pushed in front of me by
those guys.” (IceFactory Operations Manager)

Despite this positive orientation, the ULRs reflected that they did need to ensure that this was
sustained. To help achieve this they needed to try to ensure that the HR and Operations Manager
advocated for union learning with other senior managers and communicated the key principles
established around the union learning project; that learning center activity should be based on
employee interests (identified from surveys); this activity should target low skilled workers; that ULRs
should control the learning center; that learning provision should be delivered by the union’s

preferred suppliers.

The attitudinal structuring activity undertaken by the reps took the form of presentations to the HR
Manager and Operations Manager, informal discussions via the site learning committee and then joint
presentations to the leadership team, setting out anticipated gains and the core principles noted
above. The case for support for the union learning center was reinforced when the ULRs arranged for
IceFactory managers to visit another UNITE learning center at RegionalWarehouse (Case Study 4). The
IceFactory managers met other ULRs, learners and managers. The visit had a notable impact. The HR
Manager commented that they came away from the visit saying ‘we want some of that’. As a result,
the IceFactory HR and Operations Manager were able to make a more convincing case for union
learning when presenting proposals to the IceFactory’s senior leadership team and at headquarters.
The Operations Manager presented the opportunity as a ‘win-win’, which resonated with senior

management, because of an alignment to the company’s paternalistic rhetoric in relation to its staff.
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The visit to RegionalWarehouse also impressed upon the Operations Manager the potential for union

learning to represent a new form of relationship with the union. He noted:

“From a leadership team perspective this was something out of the norm and is great to
work with, everybody wins.” (IceFactory Operations Manager)

The HR Manager noted the relationship between the union and management had been relatively
strong during the difficult period of negotiations around the wage freeze. She credited the partnership

developed around the learning center had helped to maintain relatively positive relations:

“We’ve got a pay freeze across and had to give the toughest message in negotiations yet,
it’s gone down OK because our engagement levels have been right and we have put work
into that. We have used the unions, they’ve consulted with them and used them properly,
not just for lip service...The message is not always good but we’ve not had any major
problems this year, when some other sites were on the verge of industrial action.”
(IceFactory HR Manager)

Once the learning center was open and courses established, the ULRs continued to reinforce messages
about the gains for the company of supporting the union learning center. They retained and shared
copies of positive media. For example, the learning center launch was attended by the local MP and
national HomeProductCo management. The press coverage reflected positively on the local managers
although it was the union that had undertaken all of the preparations. The shop stewards noted it was
important to reinforce messages about how the company benefited from supporting the learning
initiative. This, they anticipated, would help sustain HomeProductCo's support. The Senior Steward

noted:
“Yes we are keen to stress what they get out of it, in fact | think we and the learners have
got so much more than them but they get good PR and they thrive on that sort of thing.
Because they say ‘look what we are giving our employees’ but we all know that this has
come from the union. So, well, we make sure they know about that and we will ask for
some kind of payback when the time’s right.” (IceFactory Shop Steward)
The last part of this quote indicates that the bargaining orientations of the ULRs continued to be
tactical and competitive. The positive press coverage was offered as a reward for positive

management behaviours, yet done in anticipation of using the gains that the business derived from

union learning as a bargaining tool in future negotiations.
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8.3.4 Intra-organisational bargaining

The potential to include learning within wider collective bargaining negotiations was discussed above
in relation to distributive bargaining behaviours and the union seeking to formalise negotiated rights
and resource commitments into a written agreement. This section considers intra-organisational
dialogues taking place within the union about the function of union learning and ULRs that shaped

bargaining strategies at IceFactory.

Given the federal traditions and ‘diversity of political traditions’ in the former TGWU (J. P. Fisher,
2005:313) the central nexus for intra-union dialogue in ex-TGWU workplaces was between workplace
reps and the regional union. This was evident in the IceFactory case and the close relations that existed
between the ULRs and regional learning team. However, in this case, there were also strong
connections to the national union, embodied in the UNITE National Officer who was on secondment
from central office to manage the regional ULF team. This officer was also at the center of national
union discussions on how to integrate disparate learning activity into a more coherent national

strategy; a task made more complex by the merger with AMICUS.

The Joint-General Secretary of the union until 2010, Tony Woodley, was reportedly ‘not convinced’
about ULRs and their central relevance to the union. The election of Len McCluskey in late 2010 saw
a greater degree of central support for union learning®® under a pledge of unification for the merged
union. The union executive placed stronger emphasis on integrating ULRs within UNITE’s national
organising strategy, Strategy for Growth. Union learning was increasingly integrated as a theme in

TUED programmes and ULR training reinforced the role as a union activist (J. P. Fisher, 2005; Mustchin,

2009). As a UNITE tutor explained:

“Some .... will say 'l am a Sainsbury's ULR'. No, they are a ULR for UNITE. You just happen
to be working in Sainsbury's. So you have to be careful about that. Because if you lose
your identity and your frame then suddenly what it becomes is an employer's, and if they
do that you won’t be rewarded accordingly. So you have got to keep that politics in, it is

15 Len McCluskey visited the IceFactory learning centre in 2013 — interestingly he did not use that visit as a
platform to critique the wage freeze or other issues relating to terms and conditions at HomeProductCo (despite
the significant action taken on pensions in 2011/2012)
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fundamental to showing decision makers in trade unions that it is a real agenda and
therefore part of core business.” (UNITE National Tutor)

This was further stressed by reinforcing the belief that gains for the union would be sustained through
taking an oppositional stance to the employer and seeking benefits for members. A union tutor

commented:

“Even if an employer is on board, well it is never enough is it? We’re not just here to
support the elite working class who’ve got it easy and everything on a plate, in fact it
won’t last when that happens. When we’ve won through strife, then it will last, because
then our people won’t let it go.” (UNITE tutor)

Intra-organisational ‘bargaining’ within the union was of a relatively soft form, through exerting
influence via trade union education courses and the guidance given by ULF project workers. Core
messages given to ULRs strongly emphasised adversarial bargaining relations and imprinting a union

identity that would help build legitimacy within the union that learning was ‘core business’.

At IceFactory there was no apparent role conflict between workplace ULRs and the expectations of
these wider constituencies within the union. The ULRs leading negotiations with IceFactory
management were established shop stewards and conversant with, and supportive of, the wider
political project within UNITE. The ULRs had a strong orientation towards bargaining gains and framing
dialogue with management about the learning center in terms of a negotiated agreement. The
learning agreement included statements about ‘learning for all’. This ensured that non-members were
eligible to participate in union learning programmes (the FE funding that supported learning center
courses could not only benefit union members). However, the ULRs were strongly committed to
ensuring that ‘learning for all’ meant a focus on operatives, underpinned by a commitment to offer

opportunities to the more marginalised groups of workers in the factory.

The intra-organisational dialogue mainly developed in two ways: firstly, around how to communicate
to the wider union that IceFactory learning activities were supporting wider union interests. There
was limited data about the benefits of union learning to the union. Existing data systems, driven by

the requirements of ULF funding, focused on reporting learning activity. This data showed benefits for
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individuals, but it was less clear on how collective interests were being served. To address this
information gap, the union was undertaking research across the regions to investigate how learning
supported the national organising strategy. This research was ongoing at the time of the case study
research. IceFactory ULRs commented that the learning center contributed to organising in three key
ways: building active engagement between reps, members and non-members around a positive
agenda; in highlighting the union’s commitment to supporting marginalised workers; in extending
bargaining with management into a new area, positioning learning as a gain for members in the

context of a wage freeze.

Secondly, discussions were taking place on how, in the light of learning being located in formal
collective bargaining arrangements, future bargaining demands on this theme should be framed.
Discussions were ongoing within the HomeProductCo stewards’ network about the future bargaining
strategy. Lead negotiators considered that securing salary or grade increments based on improved
learning or qualification levels might be one route to securing benefits for employees, especially given
the likelihood of limited future wage increases. Yet there were doubts about linking learning to reward
in this way. The IceFactory reps contended that bargaining for learning should be based on a strategy
of inclusion and as a right for low skilled workers. They did not agree that learning should be
negotiated within a more productivist frame: a strategy which, they argued, had the potential to re-
produce inequalities between workforce groups. These discussions were ongoing at the time the
fieldwork ended, but illustrated internal dialogue developing within the union about the integration

of learning into bargaining strategies with an emphasis on inclusion.

8.4 Discussion and conclusion

The previous two empirical chapters showed the social processes around bargaining for learning in
workplaces where pre-existing bargaining structures were weak at the local level. In contrast, this
chapter has shown how bargaining for learning develops as a new theme in the context of well-
established local bargaining institutions. It highlights the key opportunity structures available to reps,

how learning was established as a legitimate theme for bargaining and the resources that the union
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draws upon to establish workplace institutions around learning. The case contributes to knowledge
through demonstrating how the local union developed new narratives around learning that helped
build the legitimacy of ULRs in the workplace and in framing learning within wider union bargaining
strategies, notably reframing bargaining on learning as a potentially exclusive bargaining strategy that

might favour a few members, to a more inclusive bargaining strategy.

There were three key antecedents to the development of the learning center that provided
opportunity structures for the union reps. Firstly, the UNITE regional union learning team had, through
its partnership with the UNITE-ed college consortium, proven the union’s capacity to deliver learning
and employment outcomes. Secondly, a new HR manager arrived at IceFactory who had a more
positive orientation to the union than her predecessor. Finally, there was a strong shop stewards’
network. These proved favourable conditions for the development of union-led learning and the case
illustrates the strategies adopted by local actors to use these opportunities to build workplace

institutions for learning.

The redeployment scheme demonstrated to management that ULRs could help deliver outcomes that
the employer was not able to. This began to shape norms and expectations about the ULR role as both
serving member interests and delivering useful workplace outcomes; conditions necessary to create
awareness of the interdependencies required for bargaining. By supporting vulnerable workers to
retain employment, learning was established as an industrial issue at IceFactory helping to build

legitimacy of union learning with wider union networks.

Building on this early success linked the ULRs into the regional union learning infrastructure that
enabled them to connect to internal horizontal and external networks. The UNITE-ed provider
consortium provided access to an extended network of learning providers and access to funding and
expertise. Through using internal union networks the ULRs’ claims for union learning were reinforced
with IceFactory managers, supported by endorsements from management and employees in other

workplaces building cultural legitimacy of union learning and a better understanding of the rules
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forming about the delivery of union learning in factory-based settings. This helped to change the
attitudes of IceFactory management who became advocates for union learning within

HomeProductCo.

This was reinforced further by new union narratives about lifelong learning that helped to frame
slightly different views on the purpose and possible outcomes from union learning. The ULR team of
new and established activists was already committed to the union’s political project and ensuring
learning resources were purposively targeted to the lowest paid employees framing learning as a class-
based issue. For staff and management, union learning was framed as distinctive to company training
and humanising. A strong narrative of inclusion is used, although ‘learning for all’ in this case refers to

low skilled workers, not all employees.

The strategic capability of the regional union learning team was evident. They articulated the interests
of the national union and local reps around learning through transmitting central union policy on
organising via ULR training and by communicating to a sceptical union leadership the relevance of
union learning to organising aims. This was framed not in terms of new members but the value of the
learning center as a space to build stronger personal relations between the ULRs, shop stewards and

assembly line workers and organise members and campaigns®®.

16 |n late 2011 the first strike in HomeProductCo’s history was followed up with 10 days of rolling action in 2012
against cuts in pensions. All sites supported the strike, including IceFactory.
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Figure 3 shows a representation that illustrates the bargaining behaviours evident in at IceFactory. It
again shows the mix of integrative and distributive bargaining behaviours. Workplace bargaining was
initially framed in integrative terms focused on the mutual benefits of learning and the reps at
IceFactory shifted this to a distributive frame aware that the positive orientations of local
management might be transitory, a ‘temporary pluralism’ (Galavotti et al., 2014; Taylor & Ramsay,
1998) and began to negotiate for a learning agreement as an act of insurance against future change
in management personnel; a means by which they could ‘normalise’ union-led learning. As the
proposal for developing a learning center shifted from being a consensual joint project, to be the
subject of a negotiated agreement, local management turned to senior management to sanction the
resources required. lceFactory managers used the integration of the learning center into the wider
collective agreement as a tactic to ensure that support from senior management was secured by
presenting the learning center that would mitigate against the negative impacts of the wage freeze.

The precedent was set that union learning was a legitimate theme within wider collective bargaining.

There were intra-union differences around future bargaining strategies for learning and internal

dialogue bargaining had begun to take place. Lead union negotiators framed learning in a similar way
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to training; in an established narrative that would link learning achievements to rewards. In contrast,
the IceFactory reps (also part of the HomeProductCo shop stewards network) reframed the narrative
around bargaining objectives in terms of learning as an inclusive agenda; and as a bargaining strategy
focused on the rights of low paid workers to access learning, framing learning to wider social goals.
This narrative also connected to the union’s organising themes by stressing union solidarity amongst
low paid workers. If, and how, intermediation would take place between these bargaining strategies
was not known at the end of the fieldwork but it presents an interesting case of how the learning

agenda could begin to connect union bargaining and organising strategies.

Union learning at IceFactory remained separate from employer training but integrated into collective
bargaining systems. The next and final empirical chapter contains data on the union learning at

RegionalWarehouse where ULRs were central to the development of vocational training.
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Chapter 9 RegionalWarehouse: the highs and lows of integrating union
learning into company training systems

9.1 Introduction

RegionalWarehouse presents an instructive case. Union learning was relatively well established yet
this case highlights the vulnerability of union learning. At RegionalWarehouse the union was not able
to draw on the same bargaining resources as the other case study sites and workplace bargaining over
learning was limited. The case contributes to the overall thesis by illustrating how the absence of some
core union capacities noted in the other three cases contributes to the vulnerability of union learning
and potential for incorporation of union activity within company training. Furthermore, the difficulty
in ULRs face in critically engaging with management and maintaining an autonomous union learning
agenda poses a threat to positive relations developed between the union branch and members that

had developed when the union learning centre was opened.

The case highlights how weaknesses in building internal solidarities and limited articulation between
levels within the union meant that the prospect of the ULRs becoming more directly engaged in the
company’s apprenticeship programme posed a threat, not an opportunity, for union learning. This
chapter contains the following sections: section 9.2 describes the context in which the learning activity
developed in terms of the demographics of the workplace and changing operational environment.
This section also outlines the nature of learning activity established. Section 9.3 describes the
workplace bargaining actors, their relation to wider constituents (employees and national negotiators)
and orientation to bargaining learning. Section 9.4 outlines the bargaining behaviours of both parties
at the local level. The chapter concludes in section 9.5 with a discussion of the interaction of these

processes.

9.2 Context
RegionalWarehouse was a distribution center that serviced a regional group of HighStreetRetail

stores. The site employed 346 permanent staff and drew on a large pool of agency staff at peak
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periods, with a total workforce of 612 at the height of the busy retail periods. The largest occupational
group was those working in warehousing operations, picking and preparing goods for transportation.
The majority of staff (87 per cent) worked full-time and three quarters of the permanent workforce
were male (72 per cent). The warehouse jobs paid relatively well in comparison to other local
employers and there were a large number of long-stayers — many staff worked at the site for over 15
years. The union reps reported that many of the agency staff were also ‘regulars’, annually taking

temporary work at the site in two busy periods during the year.

Table 7 RegionalWarehouse case overview

Employees at site 612 (346 permanent)

Trade union density 95%

Major occupational group Warehouse operatives

Learning agreement Lifelong Learning Policy (and Learning Budget)
Key union learning activity Basic literacy and numeracy skills

Basic and intermediate IT
Foreign languages

ULRs 8

Company training/HR practices NVQs (waste management)
Apprenticeships

At the time of the first case study visit in early 2010, company sales had fallen by 5 per cent, there
were no job losses but operations on site had moved to a three-day week and there was a company-
wide wage freeze (agreed at the national level). At the time of the second visit, 15 months later,
company like-for-like sales had fallen a further 6 per cent. At RegionalWarehouse there had been no
job losses amongst the permanent staff in the intervening period, but the site had moved to a more
intensive shift pattern and restrictions placed on the use of agency staff during busier periods. In the
intervening period between visits, there had been a great deal of uncertainty, with the prospect of a
site closure amongst the distribution group. The case study site remained open, but a center in a

neighbouring region had closed.

Within this wider business context two operational priorities were affecting changes in work

processes: automation and waste reduction. Within the warehouse, order pickers’ work was now
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controlled through computer voice operated headsets and a system which told pickers the location of
order items with the aim of speeding up ‘pick times’ to meet the increased demands of multi-channel
retailing. The site also introduced hand-held units to identify stock, locations and movements. The
new technologies meant that confidence with numbers and the basic IT of hand-held devices was
essential. There had been a consequential increase in the computerisation of management and
administration tasks. A further operational priority for the site in 2010 was the achievement of 1SO
14001 accreditation (the Environmental Management Standard) and the company planned to develop
an NVQ programme to train operative staff in waste management skills to help meet the ISO standard.
Company training for warehousing normally focused on job induction, health and safety, and related
compliance issues. The HR team had tried to introduce an NVQ programme for administrative staff in
2008 but local management noted that this had been ‘a total waste of everyone’s time, just a tick box

exercise’ (RegionalWarehouse Operations Manager).

RegionalWarehouse had 95 per cent union membership, all of which are UNITE members amongst
warehouse operatives. USDAW was the main union that organised staff in the HighStreetRetail stores.
The main industrial relations issues at the time of the first visit related to the impact of new shift
patterns (staff were working a less regular pattern which included working five days from any six which
had led to a number of grievances by staff). By the time of the second research visit at the end of
2011, employment relations were considerably worse, problems with the shift system continued, as
did the pay restraint. UNITE was also mounting a campaign against proposed changes to the company

pension scheme.

9.2.1 Union learning
ULRs had been active in other parts of the HighStreetRetail group since the early 2000s with both
UNITE and USDAW reps active in stores, call centres and other distribution centres in two other UK

regions. UNITE learning reps had secured funding from TUC-unionlearn in 2006 to develop a Collective
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Learning Fund (CLF) project at another distribution center within the HighStreetRetail group. The
stated aim of the CLF initiative was as follows:

“Union-led initiatives to stimulate co-investment in the personal development of the

workforce to make learning affordable and accessible. They are a way of levering in cash

and in-kind contributions from employers, providers, unions and individuals. Normally

they are jointly and collectively managed by the union(s) and employer.” (Stuart, Clough,

etal., 2011)
The employer’s contribution to the CLF project was £20,000 and within the distribution business a
national learning agreement was signed between the company and UNITE in 2006. This was signed as
a lifelong learning policy and became an appendix to the joint stakeholder agreement. The agreement
did not make explicit reference to the budget allocated to lifelong learning, only that the employer
would ‘provide resources to support lifelong learning where appropriate’ (HighStreetRetail-UNITE
National Learning Agreement 2006: 5). The national learning agreement was a catalyst for the
development of union learning at RegionalWarehouse. In 2007, the company allocated a total lifelong
learning budget of £100,000 with an average of £18,000 allocated to each regional center; based on a
per capita ratio. The RegionalWarehouse convenors notified branch reps of the new agreement and
initiated the process of recruiting ULRs. Eight ULRs, of which six were already UNITE reps, were trained
in 2007 and learning activity began in 2008. ULRs were central to identifying learning need and in
sourcing provision from local FE and adult education providers. In addition, they were actively involved

in the administration of the learning budget. Budget spend was overseen by the site lifelong learning

steering committee, a mechanism also set out in the learning agreement.

The budget paid for course fees and the ‘paid time’ that staff spent on learning activities was logged
and also ‘charged’ against the budget allocation. There was an unwritten agreement that the funding
would be used to pay for learning up to Level 2. The ULRs noted that there might be demand for Level
3 courses and that they would need to consider this carefully. Although they wanted to support
learner progression, there was also some concern about fairness and the potential impact on the

budget given the higher level of cost of Level 3 programmes.
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The learning center began with literacy and numeracy courses and a learning offer then broadened to
include IT for beginners, then progressing to introductory CLAIT and ECDL, foreign languages, first aid,
web design, photography and subsequently NVQs. The IT and web design courses helped bring
administrative and management staff into the learning center. The ULRs applied to the regional
unionlearn fund for £1,000 to help set up Learning at Work Day (LAWD) activities. In 2010, staff were
released to attend up to five half hour sessions during the LAWD activities that were spread over a
week to ensure all shifts were covered. By early 2012, there had been 228 course completions (all
accredited) of which 137 were SfL achievements. 160 people (52 per cent of the workforce) had been
on at least one learning programme, and a quarter had taken three or more. The rate of participation
in learning by female staff was relatively high (65 per cent). Participants could also access the college’s
learning hubs in community centres, an option which suited several learners with caring

responsibilities.

9.3 Bargaining actors, key constituents and orientation towards learning
This section outlines the key bargaining actors at RegionalWarehouse, their main ‘constituents’ and
their primary motivations for advancing bargaining relations around union learning. It concludes with

a discussion of employees’ perspectives on the development of union-led learning.

The make-up of the RegionalWarehouse learning committee was prescribed in the national learning
agreement with HighStreetRetail. It was made up of the site manager, local HR lead, the ULRs and the
site convenor. The learning committee was the main mechanism through which dialogue on learning
took place around the provisions of the agreement and the administration of the lifelong learning
budget. Outside of this formal structure the ULRs were involved in negotiating informally with team

managers on a regular basis to release staff to attend sessions in the learning center.

The Lead ULR was an experienced union rep and also worked as a trainer involved in the delivery of
company training for operative staff. This involved inductions for new staff and health, safety and

compliance training. He was given facility time out of that role to focus on the development of lifelong
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learning activity and co-ordinate the ULR team. He was attracted to the lifelong learning agenda as
he saw the scope to offer learning that was more developmental in nature than the compliance
training that staff were required to participate in. He noted that there was little crossover between
the staff training role and union-led learning activity. The ULRs had received initial support from the
UNITE regional learning team to organise rep training courses and visit other UNITE union learning
centres when they were being established in 2007-08. The visits to other sites were a valuable part of

the reps’ development, as the Lead ULR noted:

“As a rep it was really good insight to see what others are doing in their workplaces, that

it can be done and how jt can be done and to talk through real issue.”

(RegionalWarehouse Lead ULR)
However, once established, they had limited contact with the UNITE regional office other than being
asked to host visits from other ULRs. The Lead Rep noted, ‘it is good for us and it is good promotion
for the company that we get people to come in and see what we are doing’. The RegionalWarehouse

did not have much contact with the HighStreetRetail Convenor and the reps perceived that he had

little interest in union learning.

The overall orientation to the union by local management was generally hostile, tolerating the union
because of its strength of workplace organisation, although there were notable periods of flux. There
was constant change amongst the senior management at RegionalWarehouse with three site directors
in the five-year period that union learning had been underway and the orientations of these senior
managers had differed. The first manager’s response to the proposal of the learning center had been,
‘No, no and no’ (RegionalWarehouse ULR), the second, in place just before the first research visit, had
been more supportive of union learning, although not directly involved and delegated his role on the
learning committee to the Site Operations Manager. The Operations Manager had a favourable
opinion of union learning but felt that his perception of the union was unique. As the lead manager

for assembly line operations he saw first-hand how some employees struggled with basic literacy and
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numeracy and was supportive of the union’s role in seeking to tackle this issue. He identified closely

with the assembly line teams and talked of them as his ‘peers’. He noted:

“Some managers don’t perceive themselves as human or see themselves as mixing with
others, but from my point of view it heightens your respect amongst them and amongst
your peers.” (RegionalWarehouse Site Operations Manager)

This more consensual orientation changed with the arrival of the third site manager (in place at the
time of the second research visit). He was more actively involved in the decisions of the learning
committee and more adversarial in his relations with the ULRs. The impact of these changing

perspectives is explored in the following section on bargaining behaviours.

9.4 Bargaining behaviours

The national learning agreement was an appendix to the union-company collective agreement. It was
termed the Lifelong Learning Policy and supported ‘employee personal development’ and was a
complement to company job-specific training. The agreement placed ‘special emphasis’ on the
following learning themes: ‘key skills’ (literacy, numeracy, communication and IT); transferable skills;
‘educational courses to help build confidence and broaden thinking’ (Learning Agreement p 2). The
learning agreement set out to form and function of the steering committee including membership,
roles, frequency of meetings and reporting to a national learning committee, the National Learning
Forum, made up of HighStreetRetail’s HR Director, the UNITE Lead National Negotiator and convenors

of each local branch.

The national learning agreement did not make specific reference to the lifelong learning budget, only
that the company would ‘endeavour’ to find resource to support union learning. However, with the
creation of the lifelong learning budget, the core function of the site level learning committee became
to negotiate how the learning budget would be spent and to report to the National Learning Forum
on activities. The national learning committee would arbitrate on decisions where local committees
could not agree on the allocation of funds. The norm that had been established through the national

learning committee, although not written into the agreement, was that the learning fund would pay
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for courses that were at an equivalent of NVQ Level 2 or below. The learning agreement emphasised
the union-company partnership and joint work to the mutual benefit of employees. The approach to
negotiations was mainly integrative in the first phase of the development of the learning center.
Section 9.4.2 discusses the joint problem solving undertaken by the site level committee to address
early problems in establishing union learning activity. In this early phase, although the spirit of joint
working was predominantly collaborative, there were some elements of contention. These are

discussed in the following section.

9.4.1 Distributive bargaining

The principle of paid time for learning had already been established at the national level and it was
anticipated that the learning budget would pay for course fees and the staff time allocated to lifelong
learning. The ‘50:50’ norm that had been established in other workplaces, namely that as a joint
commitment, the employer and employee would contribute half and half in terms of paid work time

and own leisure time to participate in workplace learning activity, was also adopted in this case.

The ULRs were also successful in developing new patterns of relationship with local management in
relation to the control of learning space and the administration of the learning budget. The ULRs, at
the time of the first round of case study interviews, had taken the lead on managing learning activity
in the learning center, negotiating deals with local providers and had established a team of ULRs
working across the site on all shifts, including the night shifts, and had secured staff release from most
team managers. As the ULR team became established, it became easier to carry duties as management

were active in the control of ULR facility time, as the Shop Steward noted:

“We are not really restricted as what we can do, it is like as and when we need it.
Originally, when we started, it was quite hard because company wise they were asking
why you needed the time off. But we are getting there now, now they see how much it is
generating.” (RegionalWarehouse Shop Steward)
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Not only were the ULRs able to take time for duties but also able to control the design of learning
activity. When the site management queried their decisions, they resolved them by escalating the

issue to the national learning committee where the ULRs’ requests were usually endorsed:

“..they are happy for us to get on with it. More often than not (the site manager) agrees
with what we do. On occasion he has had an issue, in that case we take it to the (national)
steering group and we get things done that way.” (RegionalWarehouse ULR)

The union reps developed their confidence and competence in running the learning center; they
attended additional ULR training and two ULRs qualified to offer careers guidance. This increased
capacity of the ULR team enabled them to identify additional learning opportunities and
accommodate a wider range of learning interest, adding new learning resources and exploring
innovative ways of meeting learning needs including a lending library of language CDs, a book club
and sessions delivered by staff sharing practical skills and knowledge on crafts and hobbies of interest
to others. In building this capacity management became more confident in the capacity of ULRs to

make decisions about the programmes and activities in the learning center.

“They don’t really have many ideas about it, well we have got a lot more experience with
it now than they have.” (RegionalWarehouse Shop Steward)

In late 2009, the ULRs were asked to oversee the running of a new NVQ programme because of the
success achieved with the learning center. In previous years the local HR had brought in an off-site
provider to deliver warehousing NVQs but experience had been negative, with the Operations
Manager commenting, ‘it was horrendous because it was basically people signing off a time sheet and
you got an NVQ'. The ULRs were asked to take the lead in sourcing an NVQ provider and linked to local
Train to Gain brokers to suggest a number of potential providers. The ULRs were central to the
procurement process, short-listing prospective candidates involved in the joint decision making on a
selection panel made up of the learning committee. A trial started with the chosen provider with 10
staff taking up Waste Recycling and five Business Administration NVQs and the ULRs were also closely

involved in seeking feedback from trainees on their experience to ensure that the provider was
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delivering the standards agreed and that the trainees’ team managers were also supportive through

releasing trainees for learning sessions and providing opportunities for on-the-job learning.

Management were quite relaxed about the different types of learning activities that the ULRs
proposed and understood the value of developing activities that were identified from ULR learner
surveys. An operations manager commented:
“Anything anyone wants we will have a look at, and if it falls within the learning
agreements we’ll try and process it. At Learning at Work Day they (the ULRs) asked
everyone what they wanted and see how we can meet that. Some we were a bit nervous
about - like archery - but we try and accommodate most things.” (RegionalWarehouse
Operations Manager)
The ULRs also negotiated with local management to extend rights to access to the learning center to
other employees and members. Firstly, they negotiated to extend the amount of time off for learning
for staff to attend Learning at Work Day (LAWD) events. They had secured a small amount of funding
to run LAWD events and argued for additional staff time to be allocated over and above the lifelong
learning budget allocation. Secondly, the ULRs successfully negotiated to extend the offer of union
learning to agency workers. Thirdly, they tried to extend the offer of access to UNITE members working
as drivers for the company’s logistics contractor. The company conceded to opening up access to the
learning center to agency staff, but did not allow them to attend in ‘paid’ time nor that the company
learning budget could be used to pay for their course fees; where fees were applicable they were
usually remitted to HighStreetRetail’s permanent staff'’. This application of rules by management
around the use of the learning budget meant agency workers were not able to take up the personal
development or language courses that were charged by the FE provider. The issue of opening up
access to the logistics drivers had not been resolved at the time of the close of the research fieldwork.

Issues had been raised about security by local management (although the logistics drivers were

cleared for entry to the site for delivery and pick-up bays, they were not cleared for access into the

7 In most cases, courses fees were not applicable. Lliteracy, numeracy and IT courses were funded through
UNITE’s partnership with the local FE college.
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main site offices, where the learning center was located). This was not an issue that could be resolved
by the National Learning Forum as it was viewed as outside of their remit. Thus, even with a national
agreement in place and positive orientations from management in their first phase, there were

aspects of the learning agenda that remained contested.

The position of management changed dramatically by the time of the second round of case study
interviews. The business’s operating climate had been challenging during the economic downturn.
Although HighStreetRetailer had performed relatively well in comparison with some competitors the
retailing sector continued to be unstable. The new Site Manager was more actively involved in the
learning center committee and was not supportive of the laissez-faire approach adopted by his
predecessor. The balance of control over the learning budget shifted to be focused on business need
and the interests of the business, placing much stricter criteria on what would be funded from the
lifelong learning budget and centred on a smaller range of ‘set courses’, such as key skills and IT that

were seen as directly relevant to business and as a pathway to the VQ programmes.

The partnership relations that had been evident at the first visit had changed markedly. The new
senior manager had placed considerable emphasis on vocational training as the main activity in the
learning centre. The focus on vocational learning increased, and in 2011 the company wanted to
extend its NVQ programme into a full apprenticeship scheme (including a number of adult
apprenticeships). IT, literacy and numeracy courses were offered as supporting provision for VQ
learners. The allocation of a greater proportion of the learning budget on VQs meant there was a much
reduced offer of (learner-led programmes) in the learning centre. There was also a change in the
language used by the reps and learning committee members about the functioning of the centre. The
expectation had been raised that the learning centre would be more ‘business like’ in seeking to
generate income or at least identify other sources of funding to pay for non-vocational learning. As

one manager on the learning committee noted:
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“We’ve got some selling to do. We’ve really set it up so that the learning centre will get
some money for each VQ learner. Not cash, but the college will give us credit vouchers to
spend on other types of programmes in the future.” (RegionalWarehouse Site Operations
Manager)
The local college was trying to support the centre by effectively incentivising the take up of VQ
programmes, but the FE college was also increasingly constrained (due FE budget cuts) in the flexibility
that it had to operate in this way. The language used by the reps and local managers turned from one

focused on the learning centre offering an inclusive programme of support for all, to a centre focused

on running viable, vocationally focused programmes.

The pressure on funding led ULRs to try and innovate in a number of ways. They searched for ways to
extend the learning offer beyond the narrower programme of work-related learning. For example,
they agreed with a local charity, which had a training team, to exchange support for a local fund-raising
campaign for some first aid training. The college was less able to provide staff to support non-
vocational programmes and ULRs asked members of the workforce if they had skills and knowledge
that they would be willing to share as a learning session; several members of staff came forward with
ideas and ran sessions. Yet the overall level of activity decreased and the ULRs were increasingly
demotivated. One outcome of this change was that the volume of learning activity in the centre
dropped as the range of courses on offer narrowed (and fewer staff were eligible to take part in the
VQ programmes). This had a demotivating effect on the ULR team. One of whom commented,
referring to the NVQ programme:

“We’ll, (the learning centre) has kind of died for us a little bit. None of our lot (the shift he

covers as a ULR) can go on it.” (RegionalWarehouse ULR)
Another ULR noted:

Well we put of a lot of time into it and not all in work’s time but, you know, it was busy so

we were helping out. Now, well, that’s tailed off a bit.” (RegionalWarehouse ULR)

The RegionalWarehouse Site Manager wanted to integrate the ULRs’ role into the delivery of the

programme through training them as internal NVQ assessors. The ULRs at RegionalWarehouse
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became unsure about whether to take this up. Some felt that integration into the training system was
blurring the lines of their voluntary rep role and they already felt demotivated about the changing
nature of learning centre activity. The lead ULR was doubly conflicted, as a company trainer, there was
an expectation that becoming an NVQ assessor should be part of his ‘day job’. The lead ULR was
frustrated about this conflicting position. The shift in balance of partnership relations at
RegionalWarehouse towards an ‘employer dominant’ (Guest and Peccei op cit) learning partnership
meant that management’s expectations of his role at the learning centre had shifted to him
functioning as an employee rather than a union learning rep. He felt compromised in his relationship

with other employees, noting:

“How can | sell it to them? They’ve just done some NVQs and now this. The last lot (of VQ

providers) were rubbish, | don’t know what they’ll think of me.” (RegionalWarehouse lead

ULR).
The decision on the apprenticeships process had not been made at the close of fieldwork as broader
discussions were underway around the funding available. However, the experience of the ULRs
illustrates the possible tensions of integrating union learning activity within company training and HR

systems. These themes are discussed further in this chapter in relation to the other bargaining sub-

processes. We continue with discussion of integrative bargaining processes.

9.4.2 Integrative bargaining

Walton and McKersie’s bargaining model suggests that integrative bargaining takes place around a
shared problem. In the case of lifelong learning at RegionalWarehouse, the national agreement to
work jointly on this theme had already been agreed in principle via national bargaining structures. The
local bargaining actors at RegionalWarehouse needed to retrospectively consider the rationale, the
‘shared problem’, that the lifelong learning policy would help address. The main workplace issue
identified was the need for greater numerical accuracy and basic IT skills due to the adoption of new
warehousing technologies and, as the NVQ programmes got underway, how basic skills learning would

be a stepping stone into those programmes.
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The ULRs’ initial training included a formal course via trade union education training and informal
learning from reps in other established learning. This learning provided the RegionalWarehouse ULRs
with a template for key activities; how to undertake workplace learning surveys; how to engage with
local providers to develop literacy, numeracy and IT provision; how to work with managers to
operationalise the process of release and timetabling paid time off for learners; and notably, how to
operate the unwritten ‘50:50’ agreement that learners would be given half of their learning time as
paid time. When the learning center was first established most learning was offered on the basis of
this 50:50 time split. The ‘work’s time’ was calculated and claimed against the learning budget. If a

learner dropped out of a course they had to make any ‘work’s time’ back.

The site learning committee operated as a joint problem solving group to oversee the development of
learning activities. Its core function was the negotiation around the use of the lifelong learning budget
and whether activities proposed by the ULRs were ‘within scope’ of the learning agreement. The group
addressed other operational issues as they arose. Firstly, this related to the use of space. In the early
stages of union learning, the courses were run in meeting rooms. But the difficulties with timetabling
led the ULRs to negotiate for a dedicated space for learning. This proposal was boosted by a deal
secured by the ULRs with the local FE provider whereby the college would provide the learning center

with 10 PCs. As the Lead ULR noted:

“So we pushed for that - to get a stand-alone room. This is our center, so we try to keep it
set aside for learning alone.” (RegionalWarehouse Lead ULR)

An issue identified as courses got underway was the degree of dropout. Initially, the steering group
tried to address this by offering a £25 voucher for literacy and numeracy passes as an incentive for
learners to stay on and complete their course. However, the ULRs identified that the ‘50:50’ model of
paid time was creating barriers for some staff, notably for those with family commitments. A change
to rolling shift patterns also created logistical problems, making it more difficult to timetable courses
at set times. The ULRs negotiated for the ‘time off’ policy to be changed so that those attending

literacy, numeracy and beginners’ IT courses were able to attend wholly in paid company time. This
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was not seen as a bargaining gain by the ULRs in having secured additional company resource for those
more marginalised workers. Rather, it was seen as a practical tool to help ensure participation and

completion. As one ULR noted:

“This takes away another barrier for them, so there is less and less reason why not.”
(Regional Warehouse ULR)

Offering wholly paid time off for basic skills learning in effect limited the range of other provision that
the ULRs could offer as this took up an increasing proportion of the funds available. Other issues
negotiated by the learning committee focused on the types of learning activity that would be
supported by the budget. There were negotiations around some of the non-vocational or hobby
learning that had been identified in learning surveys such as martial arts and archery courses. This
raised concerns by both managers and some of the site reps on the health and safety implications and
it was agreed that although the ULRs could help to organise sessions, these activities must take place

outside of work’s time and off site.

Other discussions took place over the use of the learning budget to pay for Level 3 programmes. As
staff progressed through the literacy, numeracy and IT programmes at Levels 1 and 2, some wanted
to progress on to Level 3 courses. It was the ULRs that were most reluctant to propose the use of the
funding for this purpose, however, this was not because of a strong assertion that union learning
should only support learning up to Level 2. Rather, the unit cost of Level 3 programmes was so much
greater than for other programmes that spending the budget on a ‘Level 3’ for one or two employees

would take up a considerable portion of the whole learning budget.

In 2012, the overall allocation for the lifelong learning had decreased by a quarter and the new Site
Manager placed an increased emphasis on the union learning center being used to support
vocationally relevant learning; notably as a route to participation in the new apprenticeship
programme. The new management team also wanted the ULRs to train as NVQ assessors and take up

an internal role for supporting apprentices. This new management stance presented a challenge to
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the ULRs. They were unsure about the NVQ assessors role, concerned that this would align the ULR
team too closely to company training. However, becoming more involved in the delivery of NVQ
provision offered them the potential to generate some income for the learning center (thereby
potentially reducing their reliance on the company’s lifelong learning budget which was allocated by
central office). The ULRs had learned from reps managing another learning center how they had
generated income from working with their local FE College to deliver vocational qualifications. The
funding model enabled the ULRs to claim a ‘finder’s fee’ for the recruitment of learners onto
apprenticeship programmes. The agreement reached in other locations had been that this ‘finder’s
fee’ could be claimed, not as cash, but as a ‘learning fund’ that the ULRs could use to pay for other

types of non-vocational courses offered by their local FE College.

The ULRs were increasingly concerned about the future of the learning center. The national budget
had been reduced, stressing the vulnerability of this source of funding and they looked at alternative
ways of drawing in learning resources with some modest results. They tried again to engage other
UNITE members including the drivers in the logistics contractor who would be required to pay for
courses. They were considering whether to be more integrated into the delivery of apprenticeships,
motivated in part by the potential deal to generate a ‘learning fund’ with the college for non-
vocational courses that they could offer through the learning center. The survival of the learning
center activity was becoming their core focus. Learners, especially peripheral workers, were becoming

seen as potential customers that would help maintain the viability of the center.

9.4.3 Attitudinal structuring

The ULRs were aware that, at site level, management were not generally supportive of the union.
Senior personnel tended to change in quick succession and at the time that the ULRs were looking to
advance the learning center, the Site Manager was more moderate in his views and had delegated his
role on the site learning committee to an operations manager who viewed the warehouse operative

team as his peers.
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The ULRs used a range of channels to communicate to the workforce about the union learning offer
through delivering presentations about the lifelong learning policy and agreement. The ULRs stressed
the key message they wanted to get across was ‘it is their learning center for things that they want to
do’ (RegionalWarehouse ULR). The ULRs were successful in changing the attitudes of middle
management of the value of union learning. This was achieved indirectly, through the learning
committee, and by opening up the learning center offer to management and administrative staff.
Through sitting on the learning committee, the Operations Manager was impressed by the role that

the union had played in engaging employees and taking the learning center forward. He noted:

“This kind of learning would not have happened, without the learning agreement without

the ULRs and union — | am quite confident about that because nothing like this has ever

happened before.” (RegionalWarehouse Operations Manager)
Unlike the learning center at IceFactory, the ULRs had made a clear statement that the opportunities
at the learning center were open to all staff, including those in management and on ‘staff’ side in the
administrative teams. One manager noted how the IT offer in the learning center was a useful
opportunity for some of the older managers who had not received any formal IT training:

“As managers we get reviewed and one thing that comes through all the time is the need

for IT training. Before it was all paper based and now it is all computerised. None of us

have had any training. It’s OK for the younger guys who are graduates, they might have

some idea, but we work shifts and we can't get on a course, so now we’ve got some of the

managers in (the union learning center) doing IT courses.” (RegionalWarehouse Team
Manager)

The engagement of managers and administrative staff in the learning center helped to break down
relationship barriers between different workforce groups. This was commented on by managers in
distinct ways. Firstly, they noted the benefit of building rapport with operative staff by learning

alongside them.

“I think, from my point of view it is important to get in there and learn with them (the
shop floor staff) as well — it shows you're human.” (RegionalWarehouse Safety Manager)

The Operations Manager felt that the participation by managers and administrative staff was

beneficial through building a sense of unity between different sections of the workforce:
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“We have started to get some of the (other) managers on that as well, one of my
colleagues has got involved and is keen to carry it on. He’s done Level 1 literacy and
numeracy. There has been one of the office managers involved in IT. We thought they
might be a bit resistant to all this...for (my management colleague) to go in and do Level
1 which is lower than some of them (on the shop floor) are doing for him to do that is
amazing really, it's all in together.” (RegionalWarehouse Operations Manager)

Finally, joint participation in learning helped break down perceptions of other workforce groups. In
the example below one of the managers noted his surprise that a shop floor operative whom he

considered ‘an ox’ had exceptional numeracy skills:

IIII

ve had a good time with them. There is one guy in here, he’s huge, like an ox, 6 foot

four. | said | was surprised to see him up here (in the learning center). The tutor told me

later that he was the only person she had known who had taken the Level 2 numeracy test

with every question right — | got four or five wrong, that test was quite hard.”

(RegionalWarehouse Team Manager)
In examining the attitudinal structuring activities of the reps, this case showed that the ULRs made a
concerted effort to build awareness and engage learners in learning center activity and by operating
an ‘open to all’ policy, had ensured that local managers and administrative staff were also involved in
the learning center, building a positive view of the role of the ULRs. However, there was no specific

activity undertaken by the reps focused on affecting positive change in senior managers’ attitudes

towards union-led learning.

9.4.4 Intra-organisational bargaining

The intra-organisational negotiation between union actors was mainly between the ULRs and
employees encouraging staff to engage with union learning. Once courses were established, the ULRs
promoted learning opportunities to staff to encourage participation. Activities to engage staff
included showing videos developed by unionlearn to promote core messages about lifelong learning
and the role of unions in offering access to learning in the workplace. The ULRs used a range of
methods to get these messages across, including learning surveys, using the company intranet,
warehouse notice boards and plasma screens, through in-house magazines and a dedicated learning
magazine. The ULRs also attended staff briefings that took place at the start of every shift. There was

a degree of scepticism by staff, one of whom noted, ‘at first we thought it was too good to be true,
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“what’s the catch?” (RegionalWarehouse Operative). The ULRs were conscious that by promoting
union learning through company mechanisms the union learning offer could be viewed by staff as the
same as employer training; particularly as the Lead ULR was also a company trainer. However, using
these mechanisms enabled the ULRs to build awareness of the learning center across a wider range

of the workforce and with the team managers present at these briefings.

There was limited intra-organisational dialogue with the rest of the union. The ULRs noted that the
RegionalWarehouse Convenor had little interest in the learning center and did not engage him in the
activities of the site learning committee. The convenor had originally questioned why the ULRs were
offering learning to non-members. This had been an issue raised more broadly within TGWU when
ULRs had first been trained in the early 2000s. Offering union services to non-members was counter
to the notion of the collective and suggested a ‘free-rider’ problem. The ULRs stressed that a core
principle of union learning was that it was ‘for anyone and everyone’. The local reps commented that
the convenor, ‘does not really have much interest in the work of the ULRs. His focus is on health and

safety more than anything’ (RegionalWarehouse ULR).

The RegionalWarehouse ULRs were trained and established in their role before the stronger emphasis
was placed by the UNITE regional learning team to link learning and organising. The regional learning
project workers viewed the RegionalWarehouse reps as ‘up and running’ (UNITE Regional Learning
Project Worker) and did not have regular contact with them. Given limited resources, the regional
team focused on establishing union learning activity in new workplaces. From the regional team’s
perspective the HighStreetRetail national learning agreement and lifelong learning budget was in
place, the union learning activity at RegionalWarehouse was delivering outcomes, and joint regulation

of learning activities through the learning committee was established.

In terms of the intra-organisational dialogue between local and national management there was no
indication that the local management team engaged with the national HR managers that had been

involved in the negotiation of national agreement and earlier collective learning fund projects (in other



183

regional centres). The RegionalWarehouse management received the national lifelong policy and
worked on its implementation. The only intra-organisational dialogue that took place between
management was on the escalation of queries about what types of learning the lifelong learning
budget should be used to support; frequently the national learning committee, who policed the ‘spirit’
of the national agreement, endorsed the recommendations made by ULRs. However, when the new
RegionalWarehouse management turned focus of the lifelong learning budget towards more

vocationally relevant programmes, the national learning committee did not intervene.

9.5 Discussion and conclusion

RegionalWarehouse contributes to the overall thesis by illustrating how weaknesses in three key areas
threatened the sustainability of union learning: a limited focus on building internal solidarities; the
poor articulation of learning interests within the union; and limited efforts to address employer

ambivalence.

In contrast to the other cases, union learning was relatively well established, yet the impetus for union
learning had come from elsewhere in HighStreetRetail sites. Notably, a collective learning fund project
had prompted the development of the company-wide learning agreement and establishment of the
lifelong learning budget. This budget was administered by the National Learning Forum and
distributed down to all regional centres. Local reps and management were involved in allocating
learning resources within the parameters set in the learning agreement. Despite this wider support
for learning, the future viability of the RegionalWarehouse learning center was uncertain and doubts

were expressed by ULRs about the future direction of union learning.

The case highlights the vulnerability of union learning and processes that contributed to this. There
were external factors with the economic downturn creating difficult trading conditions. Yet, the ULRs
at IceFactory (located in the same region) had faced similar pressures (a pay freeze) and had turned
that situation into a bargaining opportunity to generate more support for the learning center. At

RegionalWarehouse bargaining behaviours of the ULRs are distinctive from the other three cases.
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Figure 4 illustrates the mix of bargaining behaviours evident in this case, with a high degree of
integrative bargaining focused on the delivery of the lifelong learning policy and company VQ

programme with less activity evident in relation to the other three bargaining sub-processes.

Clearly, this over simplifies a more dynamic situation. In the early phase of the learning center there
was a strong focus on offering learning that was driven by the interests of workers. Learning was
promoted as inclusive and for all staff, drawing in warehouse staff, management and administrators.
However, the ULRs faced a considerable challenge maintaining control over the activity in the union
learning center. This was due in part to the orientation of the new, more aggressive, site manager
seeking to focus company resources and the lifelong learning budget towards business priorities

during the recession: not an unexpected strategy on management’s part.
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However, the ULRs had less power to resist management’s prerogative. The existence of a national
agreement and lifelong learning fund appeared to signify management support for union learning. Yet
the RegionalWarehouse ULRs had not acted strategically to anticipate the likely scenario that local

management support might not be so favourable, despite having had the experience of a more
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oppositional site manager at the very early stages of the union learning project. Union learning is

vulnerable because of the limited degree of attitudinal structuring activity undertaken by the ULRs.

The principles of co-determination and co-investment that underpinned the original collective
learning fund project had not been transmitted to the RegionalWarehouse reps and they were wholly
reliant on the lifelong learning budget the key resource to fund learning activity. Furthermore, the
ULRs were not well linked wider union structures that might have helped enable access other external
resources. Although the RegionalWarehouse ULRs, in theory, had access to the same level of support
from the regional union learning team, links with the Regional Project Workers had not been sustained
and the degree of intra-organisational dialogue was low. The site Convenor was ambivalent about the
union learning project and there was no process to intermediate between the opposing views of the
ULRs and the convenor. The ULRs were less linked into intra-organisational networks (either vertically
or horizontally) that might have helped to frame union learning and draw in wider bargaining
resources. The union’s tradition of self-organisation had, in this case, served to create a vulnerability
for the union learning project. The RegionalWarehouse learning center, judged as successful in terms
of the volumes of learning activity taking place, had been left alone by the regional union learning
team, yet the learning center was under threat because of the lack of independence of the ULRs from

employer intentions to integrate them into the company training and skills system.

The emerging national UNITE strategy for learning linked into national organising priorities stressed
that union learning should be focused on those with low levels of qualification. This priority did not
frame union learning at RegionalWarehouse where Level 3 programmes were being developed.
However, the RegionalWarehouse ULRs were becoming aware that their involvement in the
apprenticeship programme could problematic and that they ran the risk of alienating staff by being
involved in the delivery of the company apprenticeship programme as assessors. While they might be
able to ensure the quality of learning experience on the ground, they were also aware that members

were sceptical of the value of the NVQs on offer. The employer would benefit by achieving 1SO
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accreditation, but the gains for employees were less clear. Being too closely associated with company
training ran counter to the narrative that they had tried to establish that learning would be driven by

the interests of members.

The ULRs were trying to remedy this by seeking alternative sources of funding for non-vocational
courses but in straightened economic times, this was not straight forward. Furthermore, the ULRs
focus on sustaining the learning center rather than sustaining activity built on core union values set
within a wider collective narrative they ran the risk of further alienating the most marginalised workers
on site (the agency staff) by viewing them as potential customers rather than potential union members

and advocating more strongly for their inclusion in learning center activities.
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Chapter 10 Summary and conclusion

10.1 Introduction

UK Trade unions have secured a growing number of learning agreements, often referred to as learning
partnership agreements with employers (Stuart, 2011). Research on the nature of bargaining for those
agreements is under developed and it is this gap that this study has addressed. Union partnership with
employers can be seen as a logical strategy in the face of a decline in union countervailing power and
more limited regulatory supports (Simms & Charlwood, 2010). In this context, union learning has been
seen by some as an item for ‘natural partnership’, underpinned by an integrative bargaining approach
(Sutherland and Rainbird 2000). National bodies such as the TUC continue to promote union-employer

engagement on learning within this frame (see for example Unionlearn, 2013) 8,

Academic critique of union partnership strategies in general (Taylor & Ramsay, 1998; Wray, 2005) and
union learning partnerships in particular (Daniels & Mcllroy, 2009) see partnership as evident of
incorporation which draws ULRs in to operate as sub-altern HR, ultimately weakening union power.
Others suggest that union learning can derive gains for employers, workers and unions, notably, when
union learning is embedded in workplace institutions and negotiation structures (Stuart et al., 2013).
Further, that ULRs and the union learning ‘agenda’ can contribute to union renewal (Forrester, 2004;
Heyes & Rainbird, 2011; Warhurst et al., 2007) through unions taking advantage of opportunity
structures that lead to new forms of engagement with management (Rainbird & Stuart 2011). This
study extends knowledge of union learning through and examination of bargaining behaviours as
workplace actors negotiate over learning agreements, illustrating how and under what circumstances

opportunities for negotiation are exploited and gains for labour achieved.

The central thesis is that unions are able to make strategic choices about bargaining behaviours and

can secure gains for labour through employing a mixed bargaining strategy. This is underpinned by

18 State rhetoric around the role of union learning within the skills system also refers to ‘industrial partnerships’
with SSCs and ‘Green Skills Partnerships’ are also quoted for example Vince Cable’s speech to the unionlearn
conference 2013,: https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/vince-cable-speech-2013
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social processes that challenge relationship patterns and strengthen the interdependencies needed
for bargaining. The study shows the strategic capabilities of ULRs, working within the wider union both
at the workplace and beyond. The power to extract gains for labour is contingent upon union capacity
to articulate learning at the workplace with wider union interests and frame learning with reference

to local management issues.

This concluding chapter contains the following: Section 10.2 summarises the findings and new insights
into bargaining behaviours relating to union learning; section 10.3 revisits the environmental contexts
within which bargaining for learning takes place and section 10.4 summarises the workplace
institutions that support bargaining for learning; this provides the context for conclusions set out in
section 10.5 relating to union power resources and capabilities that sustain learning and consideration
of wider debates about learning and union renewal. Section 10.6 draws the thesis to a close by

considering the limitations of the study and implications for future research.

10.2 Bargaining behaviours

Figure 5 shows a representation of the bargaining behaviours observed in each of the case study
workplaces. Figure 5 does not seek to show bargaining behaviours in quantitative terms, nor simplify
the complex social processes that underpin any workplace negotiation. Nor can it illustrate different
environmental contexts and dynamics. However, the representation in Figure 5 does illustrate distinct

patterns of difference in bargaining behaviours.
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Figure 5 Comparison of bargaining behaviours by case
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For example, the two UNITE cases had many similarities. Both were located in the same geographical
region, in workplaces with similar occupational profiles and in businesses facing similar economic
conditions and challenges. The ULRs in both workplaces had access to similar learning support
infrastructures from the union, yet the bargaining behaviours in the UNITE cases were markedly
different. At RegionalWarehouse bargaining was predominantly integrative. Union learning was
embedded within company learning and development system and limited bargaining was evident
within the other sub-processes described by Walton and McKersie. In contrast, at lceFactory
bargaining was more distributive and contained elements of integrative, intra-organisational and
attitudinal structuring bargaining behaviours. The PCS cases involved a greater mix of integrative and
distributive bargaining behaviours, supplemented by a greater degree of intra-organisational
bargaining and attitudinal structuring activities. This key finding challenges the contention within
existing union learning literature that workplace bargaining over learning is fundamentally integrative

in nature (Daniels and and Mcllroy 2010, Sutherland and Rainbird 2000; Wallis 2008).
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The findings suggest that the predominantly integrative approach to bargaining taken by the reps at
RegionalWarehouse and the absence of other bargaining behaviours, especially in the face of a more
aggressive local management, threatened the sustainability of union-led learning in that workplace.
In contrast, the mix of integrative and other bargaining behaviours in the other three cases suggested
a greater capacity for critical engagement and the advancement of an autonomous union learning

agenda was present in those workplaces.

The finding that bargaining for learning tends towards a mixed bargaining mode aligns with the wider
literature on bargaining behaviours. Several studies exploring bargaining behaviours in other domains
observe how negotiators entering into negotiations in an integrative frame resort to distributive
bargaining to secure gains (Bacon & Blyton, 2007; Fisher & Ury, 1991; Katz et al., 2008; Kochan &
Lipsky, 2003; Walton, Cutcher-Gershenfeld, & McKersie, 2000; R. Walton & McKersie, 1991). The mix
of bargaining behaviours prevalent within the union learning cases prompts further inquiry into the
strategies, contexts, resources and capabilities underpinning these behaviours and the conclusions

relating to these themes are expanded upon below.

10.2.1 Bargaining strategies

The approach to bargaining did feature integrative strategies focused on the potential gains for labour
and capital from union learning activity. These were presented in different ways by local actors and
were context specific with a wide range of frames were used simultaneously to express potential gains
in terms of learning for flexibility, employability, employee engagement and an enhanced
‘psychological contract’ and also in terms of wider organisational and societal gains. These potential
gains were often ill defined and rarely measured and although the bargaining strategies did include
these integrative elements, they were not expressed in terms of a strong productivist agenda as
suggested by Streeck (1992) see also Leisink, 1997; Stuart & Wallis, 2007a). The potential gains were
not defined in terms that Kochan and Osterman (1994) would describe as a ‘mutual gains enterprise’

where increased rents from improved productivity due to skills enhancement could be shared



191

between capital and labour. The core focus of negotiations on union learning was not on vocational
skills that might align to a productivist agenda. Union negotiations focused primarily on member
access to non-vocational learning, literacy and numeracy, IT and foreign languages'® . Potential
outcomes were referred to in terms of productivity in some cases but strong reference was also made
to personal gains for learners and gains that extended beyond the workplace to include wider social
and economic gains, taking the bargaining sphere beyond a narrow focus on the distribution of

material gains derived from the application of human learning and skills within production.

The study also illustrates the difficulties in adopting an integrative bargaining strategy. Walton and
McKersie’s bargaining model assumes joint problem solving teams and the open sharing of
information about mutual interests and that greater precision of detail within integrative bargaining
will lead to more sustainable solutions as good quality data aids the evaluation of options and utilities.
Yet, the data available on the possible options and utilities from learning were limited. Engagement
with management was frequently couched in terms of a ‘business case’ for learning, yet systems of
measurement, definition and evaluation of union learning were not evident. The cases illustrate that
trust relations were often weak and local management largely ambivalent or sometimes hostile.
Furthermore, the union negotiators were not interested in a search for alternative options to the
‘learning problems’ raised with the employer: the union’s objective was to establish union-led
learning. Thus, a degree of bluff and covert objectives were integral to the union’s bargaining position.
In this context, the findings suggest that the ‘fuzzy’ (Moore 2010:79) or complex discourse around
union learning to be a useful tactic in framing bargaining for learning. The findings challenge the notion
that union bargaining over learning can be truly integrative, especially when one of the bargaining
parties has a vested interest in building institutional capacity through learning: union-led learning is

proffered as the only ‘solution’ to the ‘problem’ around which integrative bargaining takes place.

19 Similar to the overall profile of union learning activity where, for example, only 5 per cent of learning in 2013
was an NVQ or apprenticeship, (unionlearn 2013)
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This study adds to the understanding of bargaining for learning through illustrating the distinct role
for ULRs in securing learning gains. Central to these negotiation processes is union action to challenge
relationship patterns at the workplace and change management attitudes towards the union and
lifelong learning agenda and in engaging with members in what Levesque and Murray (2010) refer to
as the ‘deliberative life’ of the union. The following sections expand on these themes in relation to the
environmental factors and organisational contexts that shape bargaining for learning, the nature of
workplace learning institutions before drawing conclusions over union capabilities for bargaining over

learning.

10.3 Environmental factors

10.3.1 Union contexts

Bargaining behaviours were shaped by contexts within which union learning developed. There was a
greater degree of intra-organisational bargaining evident in the HMRC cases, in-part linked to pre-
existing union structures reflecting national bargaining mechanisms within the government sector.
Union contexts were also dynamic. A shift in national PCS leadership placed increased focus on
workplace and locality organisation and ULRs took advantage of this opportunity be actively engaged
in local rep networks. Drawing on the experiences of ULRs in similar workplaces and the expertise of
local learning providers, the TaxOfficeHouse ULRs develop a learning programme that encouraged
greater member participation in union activities illustrating an example of the shift predicted by
Fairbrother (2000) for unions to move towards a more participative union model. However, both
unions developed national and regional learning teams and specific roles such as regional learning
organisers, suggesting the growth of expert groups reflecting a ‘managed activism’ model described

by Heery et al’s (2000) study of wider union organising.

In the UNITE cases, the union’s traditions of a federal structure were evident and the trajectory for
the development of infrastructure to support union learning was in the opposite direction. Union

learning infrastructures were relatively well established at the regional level (at least in the TGWU
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region in which the two cases were located). During the late 2000s, and after the TWGU merger with
AMICUS, there was an increased focus on developing a national union learning strategy. The main
impact on the study cases of the bargaining traditions within UNITE (TGWU section) was a strong
rhetoric from national leadership of adversarial, or at least arm’s-length, relations with employers and
a culture of self-organisation amongst the shop stewards organisation. Yet the bargaining behaviours
of the two UNITE cases were very different. The contrast in bargaining behaviours within the two
UNITE cases illustrates that workplace level bargaining behaviours and strategies are in part mediated
by union contexts, yet these do not pre-determine bargaining approaches, illustrating the importance

of workplace actors and the bargaining behaviours adopted at the local level.

10.3.2 Employer contexts

Although learning and skills are typically presented by some as a ‘natural issue for partnership’ (DfEE,
1998), ambivalence or hostility from management limits the scope for ‘genuine’ partnership on
learning. In only one of the case studies, IceFactory, could the relations between management and
the union be described as a pluralist or ‘genuine’ partnership (Wray, 2005) where local management
openly recognised the shared and different interests of employees around learning and the distinctive
role of the union. In the three other cases management ambivalence or antipathy towards the union
was the norm. A key observation is the degree of activity undertaken by unions in the workplace,
including ULRs, to engage in attitudinal structuring activity with local management. Furthermore, ULRs
were relatively successful in affecting change in relationship patterns resulting in raised level of
support for the union and its role in workplace learning. However, this change effect was often
temporary as (sometimes newly converted) management advocates of union learning, typically HR or
workplace operations managers, frequently moved jobs and locations: an example of the ‘temporary
pluralism’ described by Taylor and Ramsey (op cit), ULRs needed to persistently engage in domestic
level bargaining with local management in order to (re-)build local management’s understanding of

and, in Walton and McKersie's terms, the salience of union learning.
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10.4 Bargaining institutions

Previous research notes the significance of institutions such as learning committees and learning
agreements in building engagement with management and in sustaining union learning at the
workplace (Saundry et al 2011, Stuart & Wallis 2011b, Stuart et al 2013). Each case study developed a
different type of learning agreement (see Table 8 below ), reflecting the typology developed by Cassell
and Lee (Cassell & Lee, 2009) of short term, project based agreements, broad frameworks or more
comprehensive partnership agreements. The cases illustrate that learning agreements are not solely
the outcome of workplace bargaining relations, but also useful tools to engage (and re-engage)
management, regulate learning with reference to codified arrangements and build the legitimacy of
union activity in this new bargaining domain. More comprehensive learning agreements do not
necessarily suggest the viability of union learning. For example, at TaxOfficeHouse the simple ‘project
agreement’ was the springboard for further engagement with management and extending bargaining
relations across the region. Conversely, at RegionalWarehouse local learning activity was vulnerable,
despite the learning agreement being embedded in a national collective agreement and a learning

centre established at the workplace.

The contribution of this study is in providing insight into the social processes that underpin the
development of these institutions. A range of union actors are involved in bargaining with
management on learning. This includes shop stewards, ULRs (themselves a mix of new and established
activists and shop stewards), regional and national learning teams and negotiating officers. Only a
small part of the negotiation for learning takes place within ‘set piece’ negotiations between lead
negotiators entering into formal processes within separate union learning structures. Rather,
bargaining for learning was an ongoing and iterative process, takes place across a mixture of formal
bargaining contexts, including joint house committees, learning committees and informal (and
persistent) one-to-one domestic negotiations. This varied picture mirrors the broader nature of
negotiations reported by Moore et al. (2005) in which union officials and workplace reps engage with

employers on bargaining at a number of levels. In this less centralised, more dispersed form of
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bargaining, the challenge for bargaining parties is in developing coherent bargaining claims and

negotiation strategies.

In the case study organisations, the learning committees evolved, often from ULF project steering
groups. Once an agreement had been developed, this group tended to become the ‘guardians of the
bigger picture’ and the location where ULRs and learning organisers could escalate grievances.
Critically, learning committees were used by the unions to try and lever senior management power
over recalcitrant frontline management. This strategy was more effective in the HMRC cases than at
RegionalWarehouse. Walton and McKersie’s concept of intra-organisational bargaining between
management highlights the contradictions that arise from competing business logics and the
possibility for unions to exploit this. Walton and McKersie describe this bargaining behaviour in limited
assuming a single negotiator and the ‘ignore-modify-conform’ response to the demands of different
constituents. Walton and McKersie provide little insight into how the interests of certain groups
prevail. Levesque and Murray’s model of union capacities helps to take the analysis of union
bargaining for learning forward through considering the power resources and strategic capabilities

within the union that can exploit opportunity structures.

Significantly, where reps are proactive in establishing bargaining relations there is scope for the union
to frame the parameters for negotiations and chose bargaining strategies. Proactive engagement was
necessary to address ambivalent management orientations. In order to advance union interests, ULRs
had to first build attitudinal structuring activity in order to introduce local management to the concept
of lifelong learning and the legitimacy of the union in leading an autonomous agenda on this theme.
As Muthoo notes (1999), bargaining requires that two ‘players’ have mutual but conflicting interests.
The key conclusion from this study, is that ULRs must construct a sense of mutuality around the
learning theme. To be a ‘player’ in negotiations on learning the union must make management aware
that there is a ‘game’. They must then define union learning so as to generate recognition of the

interdependence of both parties through promoting the mutual interests necessary for bargaining to
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take place. This study finds that the differences observed in bargaining behaviours between cases
were not overly determined by the union context or the existence of learning institutions such as a
learning agreement or a learning committee. Rather, bargaining behaviours were shaped by the
bargaining resources and capacities present at the workplace. Furthermore, ULRs are central to, but
not the sole actors within these processes. The following sections draws further conclusions about the

nature of union resources and capabilities in bargaining over learning.

10.5 Union learning resources and capabilities

Adapting Levesque and Murray’s (2010) model of power resources and strategic capabilities, Table 8
summarises the capacities observed in each of the four case study workplaces and references the
power resources of infrastructures, internal solidarities, narrative resources and networks. In addition,
strategic capabilities refer to framing union learning, articulation with other levels and strategies,
intermediating between different interests and repertoires of action and learning derived from

previous negotiations and related outcomes.

10.5.1 Power resources

Previous research has noted the levels of ULR activity (Bacon and Hoque 2010) and lack of integration
between ULRs and other parts of the union (Wood and Moore 2007). This has been theorised as being
related to ULRs themselves having limited political orientation (Daniels & Mcllroy, 2009), an affinity
to the learning rather than union role (Donnelly and Kiely 2007) or naivety about unions (Wood &
Moore, 2007). Others theorise that a lack of integration is due to limited union capacity to support the
co-ordination of ULRs (Stuart & Wallis, 2007b) or the scepticism of activists about value of union
learning (Moore & Ross, 2008). More recent empirical studies note the increasing development of
union infrastructures that support union learning activity and the engagement of ULRs in other activist
roles (Moore, 2010; Stuart et al., 2013), suggesting that the potential for union renewal is derived
from new ULR reps becoming active in other roles, with union learning conceived of as a ‘role

escalator’ (Warhurst et al 2007).
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Table 8 Summary of bargaining resources and capabilities by case

ProcessingHouse TaxOfficeHouse IceFactory RegionalWarehouse
5 s Learning agreement National learning National learning Learning agreement Learning agreement in
g:. :% agreement agreement integrated into collective collective agreement.
S%S Workplace SfL project bargaining agreement Employer learning fund
g § agreement
Learning committee National Learning National Learning Workplace learning Workplace and national
Committee and JCC Committee committee learning committees
33 Union learning Branch and Regional Branch and Regional Regional ULF team Shop stewards network
& £ support Learning Co-ordinators Learning Co-ordinators Shop stewards network
§ £ infrastructure Bargaining Unit Learning Bargaining Unit Learning
2 Organisers Organisers
External networks unionlearn, TUED and unionlearn, Basic Skills Regional provider Local college
provider networks Agency, regional branch consortium, ULR networks
networks, local colleges
Mobilising narrative Learning for all including Democratising learning Learning as a class issue Weak invocation of learning
on learning vulnerable workers Learning as a control to lean for all (not realised)
Internal solidarities Learning centre site for Whole organisation Learning centre site for Learning centre site for
learners, ULRs, FTOs and approach: all grades & work learners, ULRs, FTOs and learners and ULRs to meet
stewards to meet informally groups take part steward to meet informally
g @ Articulating with Learning and organising Learning and organising Learning and collective None
o Q_ other strategies bargaining
E_"; &.3_ Framing Equality of rights to learn Skills for Life as a public Exchange for wage freeze Learning for skills and
g' o good Learning as fun; humanising employability
Intermediating union  Bargaining position on Bargaining position on Bargaining position on None
interests apprenticeships apprenticeships learning vs skills
Learning ULR upholds union Sharing bargaining practice  Anticipating possible Not anticipating change to
standards, not HR practices  across regional rep change to hostile more hostile management
networks management

Adapted from Lévesque and Murray (2010)
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This study supports that view that ULRs are increasingly integrated into branch teams, however the
type and degree of activity of individual ULRs does vary. There were examples of ULRs who were
initially only motivated by their interest in supporting peers to access education, providing learning
opportunities as described by Donnelly and Kiely (2007) and who had limited engagement or solidarity
with the union where ULRs could be described as apolitical (see Daniels and Mcllroy 2009). In this
study, ULRs became more integrated into union structures as they gained experience in
operationalising the learning agreement. It was also noticeable that ULRs became more resistant to
management prerogative or as a conduit for HRM processes. This was not only as a direct result of
being influenced by the union’s norms and cultures as they became more involved in union activity,
but also as a natural, dialectic in reaction to their experience as a ULR and observed injustices against
certain marginal groups of workers. This ran against ULR’s strongly held values of equity and inclusion
around learning. This finding points to the potential value of ULRs in union renewal not as ‘new blood’
for existing rep functions, but in challenging both employer and union norms around issues of
participation and inclusion. A core example of this is the use of learning surveys by ULRs which actively
encourage members to shape the learning agenda by asking members what the union can do for them.
This could cast ULRs, referencing Batstone, as ‘populists’ rather than ‘leaders’. However, using
Levesque and Murray’s (2010) concept of ‘deliberative vitality,” union learning engages directly with
members in a novel way. Drawing on good practice in adult learning, the ULR function brings new

repertoires of activism into the workplace that help build local solidarities (discussed further below).

A further observation is that individual ULRs undertake different tasks: some with members facing
roles, others linking to external networks and others focused more on employer engagement. ULRs
usually operate in teams with a lead ULR taking a specific role in co-ordinating the ULR team and
reporting into the branch. This finding challenges the analytical approach of many previous empirical
studies that comment on the impact of ULRs based on evidence from individual ULRs. Closer analysis

is needed of the collective efforts of union actors and the distinct role of ULRs to capture both formal
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and informal bargaining relations and the impact on bargaining of engagement with actors beyond

the workplace.

Lead ULRs with a responsibility for co-ordinating ULR teams and specialist regional and national
learning roles help provide a bridge between workplace branch teams and wider union networks. This
was evident in all cases, including RegionalWarehouse. This supports the analysis by Heyes and
Rainbird (2011) of the value of union learning project workers in drawing together ‘transitory teams’
that support ULRs and help translate union policy into practice. However, this study illustrates three
further points about these processes. Firstly, the union ‘transitory teams’ act as connectors to the
wider union, but are not central in framing the local narrative with employers and members on union
learning at the workplace. Secondly, the ‘temporary pluralism’ experienced in workplaces (Taylor &
Ramsay, 1998) meant that the local reps often needed to reconstruct that narrative with new
management personnel. There was evidence in each case of persistent and very specific domestic
bargaining undertaken by informally by ULRs with local managers. ULRs were frequently at the
forefront of making the case for union learning to ‘front-line’ management, reminding senior
management of the terms of the learning agreement and in rewarding the positive behaviours of
those managers that released staff to participate in learning: key elements of the attitudinal
structuring process as described by Walton and McKersie. As such Heyes and Rainbird (op cit)
underplay the agency of workplace reps, and ULRs in particular, in shaping the mobilising narratives
and practices that frame union learning at the local level. Thirdly, as the RegionalWarehouse case
shows, the existence of regional learning teams does not guarantee that this support will reach specific
workplaces. Although RegionalWarehouse appeared to be an exemplar of union learning in terms of
the presence of key workplace institutions: active ULRs, a learning committee, a learning agreement
and a workplace learning fund, the power resources and strategic capabilities to bargain for an
independent learning agenda were weak and disconnected from wider union and community

networks.
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ULR bargaining resources derive not only from establishing a credible role for union learning with
employers, but also in connecting to members. Lévesque and Murray note the significance of the
‘participation of members in the life of their union’ (2010: 338). Workplace learning activity helps
achieve this through the direct involvement of members and non-members in those activities. At
RegionalWarehouse the ULRs were unable to build internal solidarities in the way that was achieved
in the other cases. For example, in ProcessingHouse and IceFactory the union learning centre was not
only branded as a union learning centre, but used as a social space where workers, ULRs, shop
stewards and FTOs met on a regular basis and engage in activity beyond learning included branch

meetings, FTO training, book clubs and organising meetings.

Building concrete organising activity around the learning theme was most evident at ProcessingHouse
where the ULRs’ insistence on the involvement of the evening shift in learning activities resulted in
joint work between the reps and branch officers to recruit this new group. This helped to build a
stronger narrative with the union, with members and the employer about learning ‘rights’ and the
principle of learning for all. This was not a weak invitation for everyone to take part in learning, but a
core principle around which the ULRs became active and connect to members and non-members on
a collective issue. Table 8 illustrates the subtle yet important differences in the ways that local reps
constructed these narratives around ‘learning for all’ in the context of their own workplace, for
example as democratising learning; as class-based; an inclusive for migrants; and as learning for fun
(i.e. not employer training). At RegionalWarehouse there was no clear re-working of the ‘learning for
all’ narrative. Although the ULRs there used the term ‘learning for all’ within their literature, this was
not a core value upheld by the reps as temporary and agency workers were effectively excluded from
the learning centre. At RegionalWarehouse the ULRs were less able to resist incorporation into
company training systems as their wider bargaining resources were weaker. The irony of their
tradition of shop stewards self-organisation meant they were less well connected to wider resources

upon which to draw support for union learning as a distinct, autonomous activity.
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The development of union learning infrastructures provided ULRs with training and guidance, and
connections to external networks. ULR also led visits with their local management to other workplaces
and learning centres that helped to communicate that union learning was a legitimate, every-day
workplace activity. Building the connections to external network and developing expertise in dealing
with external partners also helped to draw in resources that employers were interested in accessing,

reinforcing the ‘binding’ or interdependency required to sustain bargaining relations over learning.

10.5.2 Strategic capabilities

In addition to the power resources noted above, strategic capability refers to the skills and capacities
of the union to utilise those resources. The case studies of bargaining for learning exemplify the three
key areas: framing union learning, articulating issues between levels and mediating competing
interests. Bargaining for an independent union learning agenda that seeks employer resources for
non-vocational learning is problematic when management have an ambivalent or negative view of the
union and unitarist conception of the employment relationship. A key bargaining resource for union
learning was reps’ capacity to frame union learning in relation to themes of salience to the workplace
and to introduce new and compelling narratives around union-led learning. A key process evident was
that of ULRs working with branch officials to share internal knowledge of the organisation and wider

external contexts to link workplace learning to issues likely to engage local management.

Stuart and Cooney (2012) note the historic tensions in mediating between employer and union
interests in learning and this study finds that multiple, concurrent, narratives exist around union
learning in the workplace. Table 8 indicates that across the cases, union learning is defined by the reps
as a competitive good (for organisations), a labour market good (for employees), a public good (to
improve the ‘stock of skills’ and address shortages) and a social good (enhancing equality of
opportunity, especially tackling literacy and numeracy and advancing social justice). The findings from
the study suggest that ULRs were successful in framing union learning within these disparate

conceptions in part through layering these narratives, connecting the debates to different times and
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locations. For example, framing learning for competitiveness in the short-run and learning for labour

market needs in the longer term.

The importance of union project workers or regional union learning co-coordinators was apparent in
the transmission processes, for example at ProcessingHouse in sharing information about national
agreements vertically or horizontally within the union. But workplace reps were also central to
ensuring the local implementation of national agreements in taking the broad framework, developing
narratives that transformed the generic agreement in terms that resonated with local conditions. In a
similar way, ULRs used TUC unionlearn material and government skills policy papers to connect local
action to national policy ‘imperatives’ or ‘best’ practice in other regions to helping to frame union
learning as a public and competitive good. The capacity to transpose issues up and down union
infrastructures is a strategic capability, made possible through the development of intra- and inter-
union communication networks. Tensions do arise within unions about how to align bargaining for
lifelong learning with other union aims. A clear example of this was building a coherent narrative
about apprenticeships while mediating the apparent conflicting interests between union national
officers and workplace reps around the apprenticeship theme. The internal capacity internal to
mediate between different union interests was observed in some case workplaces, but not all. It has
been contested that bargaining for learning takes place in a ‘separate space’ outside of collecting
bargaining structures, to isolate learning from more distributive concerns (Rainbird & Sutherland op
cit). This study illustrates how isolating union learning as a separate activity creates a vulnerability and
threatens the future sustainability of learning activity and where bargaining for union learning is
interwoven with wider themes of HR practices, skills training and lean production systems, alongside
a capacity of critical engagement with management creating the potential for the sustainability of

union learning activity and strengthening the position of the union at the workplace.

This section has drawn out the conclusions from this study regarding the bargaining resources that

unions can bring to the theme of bargaining for learning. These resources enable unions to make



203

strategic choices about bargaining behaviours. Bargaining outcomes are never certain and power to
extract gains for labour is contingent on union capacities, management behaviours and external
contexts. Bargaining behaviours and capacities are dynamic and are shaped by interactions between
ULRs, reps and management and between reps and the wider union and environmental factors.
Successful bargaining over learning focuses not only on extracting employer resources and in codifying

‘rights and obligations’, but also in challenging relationship patterns.

10.6 Study limitations and future directions for research

This thesis has provided new insight into the social processes underpinning workplace negotiations
around the learning theme and how unions are able to secure sustainable learning outcomes through
a mixed bargaining approach. Central to these bargaining behaviours are strategies and resources to
challenge relationship patterns and management ambivalence and the agency of ULRs in framing and
mediating bargaining processes. However, there are a number of limitations to the research in relation
to the scope of this study. It cannot be claimed at these four cases represent the wider range of union
experience on bargaining for learning. The workplaces cases selected were UK-based, with workers in
predominantly low-skilled, low waged occupations and the unions selected were large general unions.
Cases were not selected as unusual or ‘best in class’ learning agreements and included as typical
examples of union learning activity, albeit with different themes of learning and organising, bargaining
for the reform of lean, extending the realm of formal collective bargaining and the integration of union
learning within employer training systems. Further research is needed to understand workplace
bargaining for learning and skills in other contexts including smaller specialist unions and within
different national learning and skills systems. Furthermore, the observations of bargaining for learning
have taken place during a period of unprecedented levels of government support for union-led
learning. Much of the wider infrastructure that supports workplace activity in the UK remains
contingent on state funding. The degree of integration of ULR into activity into workplace union
structures suggests that union workplace learning activity might be resilient to any potential changes

in that external environment. However, if and when the environmental context changes, the impact
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of the loss of those external resources notably as a tool within workplace bargaining, will need to be

examined further.

The key theoretical frame of Walton and McKersie’s behavioural theory of negotiations proved useful
in highlighting different patterns of negotiation, particularly in examining the social processes linked
to attitudinal structuring activity. Walton and McKersie’s conception of intra-organisational bargaining
offered insights to the different bargaining levels with each party, however, their model needed
extending to understand the social that processes affect intra-organisational bargaining outcomes.
Concepts of power and capabilities strengthened the frame for analysis. However, as Levesque and
Murray (2010) note, it is not only internal capacities that determine union power. A fuller account of
bargaining for learning requires further understanding of the institutional arrangements and
capacities of other actors. Levesque and Murray point to the need to understand employer resources
and capabilities. Some aspects of employer behaviours were captured in this study. However, analysis
of intra-organisational negotiations within the employers sampled was limited. The findings from this
study also illustrate that bargaining on the learning theme is not solely contained within the workplace
realm. It also extends into wider social and economic realms, and future analysis of bargaining
behaviours on learning needs to be extended to consider the roles of actors and institutions beyond

the workplace.

10.7 Concluding remarks

This study highlights how unions are able to use the learning theme to innovate in their relations with
both members and employers, albeit under significant constraints. The opportunity that union
learning offers for unions to engage with and build internal solidarities with members should be
considered further as unions seek to advance their organising strategies. Furthermore, the
opportunity to engage with an often ambivalent management to affect attitude change and
demonstrate the value of an active and independent trade union should not be overlooked by unions

as they seek to remain viable and relevant.
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Workplace negotiation on learning
Themes for Discussion (with interviewer prompts)

Introduction

Focus of the study, aim of the interview and reporting
Confidentiality, role of the interviewer.

Recording? Copy of case report?

Organisational context

o  What are the main challenges faced by the organisation in the current climate?

e What are the primary business objectives?

o What is the main focus of HR/L&D to meet these business needs?

e Describe the nature of union organisation at this site?

e What are the key contextual factors or aspects of change that have shaped the dialogue on
learning and skills (in this workplace)?

Industrial relations context and bargaining

e Describe the general industrial relations climate here at this site and across the wider
organisation

e How would you describe levels of trust between union & management?

e What is the union’s general approach to the employer?

e  What is management’s general approach to the union?

e What are the existing mechanisms for collective bargaining/structure of bargaining units
within this organisation? Who are the main union and management negotiators on themes
such as pay/reward/pensions etc?

e Have issues related to learning and skills or vocational training been on the bargaining
agenda in the past?

Learning and skills

e  What are the main union-led learning activities at this site? Describe the overall progress
made in developing the union learning agenda

e Who are the key stakeholders with an interest in learning & skills?

e Who initiated the union learning agenda? When and why? Who has been central in driving
the learning agenda forward?

e  Who is involved in the workplace dialogue on union learning?

e How have worker/learner interests been identified/represented?

e How are different levels of negotiation brought together? Have there been any tensions
between those with interests at these different levels?

o What is current dialogue on learning about?

e Describe when and where the dialogue on learning takes place. Does the dialogue on
learning and skills take place formally, informally?

Negotiation on learning
e Does the dialogue include neqgotiation around learning and skills? If so, who negotiates with

who?
e What are the bargaining claims put to management? What case has the union made?
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What has been the approach taken to bargaining?

Supporting mechanisms

What are your main motives/beliefs for getting involved in union learning?

What mechanisms have developed to support the dialogue on learning and skills? How do
they operate?

Is there are a learning agreement? If yes

What are the main elements of the agreement?

What were the main reasons for wanting to get a formal agreement?

How, when and by whom did the negotiation of the learning agreement take place? What
was the core case made? What were the key areas of negotiation?

How has the agreement been monitored/maintained?

If no learning agreement, what are the main reasons for not having a learning agreement?

Links to other union agendas

Within the union, is learning and skills activity linked to other union learning activity? If so
what and how?

What has been the nature of internal dialogue within the union about learning vis a vis other
union agendas bargaining themes?

How has union learning/the ULR role been integrated into union structures? What is the
general view of ULRs by other reps and vice versa?

Is the dialogue/negotiation on learning and skills linked to other aspects of collective
bargaining? If so how?

Issues and challenges

What are/have the key challenges & barriers in developing the dialogue on learning and
skills?

What issues have arisen around union learning?

How have issues been addressed and have they been resolved?

Changing contexts

How have you linked union learning to HRM/L&D policy and practice in this organisation?
How have changes to government learning and skills policy changed the nature of the
dialogue on learning within this organisation?

How have requlatory changes affected the dialogue on union learning in this organisation?

Outcomes

What have been the main gains achieved through negotiation in relation to learning and
skills?

What has been the gains/impact in the workplace of union-led learning activity?

What has been the balance of the gains achieved — who has gained the most/least?
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Annex Two: Research Participants
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Research participants by type and case

Local Union National / Manage | Learn | Provid Unionl | Tot
Regional ment ers ers earn al
Union
Case 1 | ProcessingHouse 9 2 3 2 0 1] 17
Case 2 | TaxOfficeHouse 2 3 3 3 1 1|13
Case 3 | Icefactory 5 1 2 6 1 1| 16
Case 4 | RegionalWarehouse 4 1 3 2 1 1] 12
Other | PCS 5 5
Other | UNITE 3 3
Other | Key informants 1 4 5
TOTAL 20 15 11 13 4 8| 71
Ref Role
Casel PH1 Union Branch Secretary
PH2 ULR 1
PH3 ULR 2
PH4 Regional Learning Co-ordinator 1
PH5 Regional Learning Co-ordinator 2
PH6 Branch Learning Co-ordinator
PH7 Employee/Learner 1
PH8 Employee/Learner 2
PH9 Branch Officer
PH10 Senior Manager HR
PH11 Site Operations Manager
PH12 Regional unionlearn development worker
PH13 Line manager
PH14 ULR 3
PH15 ULR 4
PH16 ULR 5
PH17 ULR 6
Case 2 TOH1 Regional learning officer 1
TOH2 Regional learning officer 2
TOH3 Regional officer
TOH4 Learner 1
TOHS5 Learner 2
TOH6 Learner 3
TOH7 ULR 1
TOH8 ULR 2
TOH9 Site general manager
TOH10 Regional executive manager
TOH11 Regional manager HR
TOH12 FE Provider (skills for life co-ordinator)
TOH13 Regional unionlearn development worker
Case 3 IFL1 Regional learning organiser




223

IFL2 Branch officer
IFL3 Site Operations manager
IFL4 Site HR manager
IFL5 ULR 1
IFL6 ULR 2
IFL7 ULR 3
IFL8 ULR 3
IFL9 Learner 1
IFL10 Learner 2
IFL11 Learner 3
IFL12 Learner 4
IFL13 Learner 5
IFL14 Learner 6
IFL15 Learner 7
IFL16 unionlearn regional development worker
IFL17 FE Provider
Case 4 RW1 Regional learning organiser
RW2 Branch Chair
RW3 Site Operations Manager
RW4 ULR1
RW5 ULR 2
RW6 ULR 3
RW?7 FE Provider
RWS8 unionlearn regional development worker
RW9 learner 1
RW10 learner 2
RW11 Site General Manager 1
RW12 Site General Manager 2
PCS Officers PCSOFF1 National Learning Officer 1
PCSOFF2 Deputy General Secretary 1
PCSOFF3 National Learning Officer 2
PCSOFF4 Deputy General Secretary 2
PCSOFF5 Regional Secretary
UNITE Officers UNITEOFF1 Learning Officerl
UNITEOFF2 Learning Officerl
UNITEOFF3 Learning Officer3
Other Key Informants Unionlearn1 | National Officerl
Unionlearn2 | National Officerl
Unionlearn3 | National Officerl
Government

Department

BIS Skills Policy Officer
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Annex Three: Coding Structure
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Code Name

1AA CONTEXT EXTERNAL

CON EXT MARKET ECON

CON EXT POLICY REG

CON EXT POLITICAL SOCIAL

CON INT PRECOND LEARNING

1AB CONTEXT INTERNAL

CON INT ER STANCE WORKPLACE
CON INT INTEGRTN UNION

CON INT MGMT CHARAC

CON INT NATIONAL UNION STRATEGY
CON INT NORMS RULES

REP MANAGEMENT

REP MEMBER

REP UNION

UNION LAY STRUCTURES

CON INT ORG POLICY PRACTICE
CON INT REP CHARAC

CON INT VALUES

1B UNION LEARNING ACTIVITY

UL DEFINING

UL ORIGIN

UL STAKEHOLDERS

UL STRUCTURES

UL TYPE

2A LEARNING AGREEMENT PROPERTIES
LA COLLECTIVE

LA CONT

LA EXPECTED OUTCOMES HID

LA EXPECTED OUTCOMES PUB

LA ORIGIN

LA PHASE

LA REVIEWED USED MAINTAINED
LATYPE

2B SUPPORTING INSTITUTIONS
INST EMPLOYER

INST IR

INST MOTIVES BELIEFS

INST ULR ROLE

INST UNION

INST WORKPLACE STRUCT

3 BARGAINING BEHAVIOURS
BARG ACTORS

BARG ATTITUDINAL STRUCTURING
BARG CHRONO

BARG CLAIMS PUB PRIV MUTUAL POS THREAT
BARG DISTRIBUTIVE

BARG INTEGRATIVE

BARG INTERESTS AGREE DISAGREE MUTUAL
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BARG INTRA-ORGANISATION

BARG LOCATION

BARG MIXED DISTRIBUTIVE-INTEGR
BARG MIXED INTEGRATIVE-DISTR
BARG MULTI-LATERAL MULTI-LEVEL
BARG PROCESS FORMAT

BARG SEPARATE

BARG WHAT IS BARGAINING
BARGAINING STRATEGY

4A DYNAMICS

DY CRITICAL EVENTS

DY EXPLANATIONS OF CHANGE

DY EXTERNAL INTERVENTIONS

DY PROBLEM SOLVING SOLUTIONS
DY PROBLEMS CHALLENGES

4B EMERGING CAUSAL LINKS

CL EXPLANATORY CLUSTER

CL NETWORKS

CL PATTERNS

CL RULES

4C SOURCES of UNION POWER

SUP UNION EXP

SUP MEMBERS

SUP UNION ORGANISATION

5 ULTIMATE OUTCOMES NEW CONFIG
UO BALANCE OF GAINS

UO CHANGED PERCEPTIONS

UO EMPLOYER ORGN PI PRACTICE
UO ER

UO LEARNING SKILLS

UO OTHER

UO PROCEDURAL INSTITUTIONAL OUTCOMES
UO UNION

UO WORK LP



