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Abstract 

 

This thesis sets out to articulate the manner in which unions influence the activism of 

workplace delegates. It does so by identifying, through an examination of previous 

literature, those factors that are known to have some influence over the activities or 

behaviours of delegates and over which unions also have some control. The thesis is 

grounded in the current debate over union renewal, and the capacity for organised 

labour to reverse its current decline through the implementation of the ‘organising’ 

approach. The organising approach stemmed initially from unions in the United States 

in the late 1980s, but is based on union behaviours that operated in earlier periods 

when the institutional framework around the employment relationship was much less 

regulated; in the Australian context, the period leading up to the depression and the 

great strikes of the 1890s and then again for the first few decades of the twentieth 

century. The organising model essentially encourages the activation of members at the 

workplace by getting them to take responsibility for identifying and then solving the 

issues that are of concern to them. It does so in a way that first develops and the draws 

upon the strength of collective action by developing a sense of collective identity, 

motivation, and commitment amongst the members. The thesis argues that active 

workplace delegates are a key component of this union strategy. 

The thesis draws upon two large, representative databases of Australian workplace 

delegates collected almost a decade apart. The first is the 1995 Australian Workplace 

Industrial Relations Survey, commissioned by the Australian Government to provide 

a comprehensive and statistically reliable database on Australian workplace industrial 

relations. The second utilises a survey of workplace delegates from eight Australian 

unions that was part of a larger ARC funded project examining the changing nature of 

employee voice and representation in Australia, and explicitly, the transformation 

strategies that many Australian unions had been implementing at the workplace level 

around the idea an organising approach to workplace unionism. This survey was 

conducted in late 2003!early 2004. 

Using bivariate (cross-tabulations and correlations) and multivariate (ordinary least 

squares and logistic regressions) techniques, the thesis explores the associations 

between an array of factors and a number of measures of delegate activism that were 



 iv 

contained within these two data sources. The factors examined for their association 

with delegate activism include: the nature and frequency of contact between the 

delegate and the union; the types and effectiveness of supports provided by unions to 

delegates; the tenure, training experience and confidence of delegates; the nature of 

union democracy and membership engagement; and the features of the workplace 

industrial relations environment.  

The research essentially attempts to lift the veil on some of the more practical aspects 

of developing delegate activism. In summary, the research finds that the day-to-day 

workplace level interactions between delegates and their union, the resources that 

unions and delegates bring to the relationship, and the constraints that delegates may 

face, were all found to influence the activism of workplace delegates.  

The activism of workplace delegates was found to be significantly greater: the more 

frequent the contact with union organisers; the more effective were the supports 

provided to delegates; the more training and the greater confidence the delegate had; 

the more engaged were the workplace members and the more democratic were the 

union’s processes perceived to be. The activism of workplace delegates was also 

found to be lower where there was uncertainty about the role of the delegate and 

where delegates assessed management as trustworthy, competent and positive towards 

employees. Finally, delegate activism was higher where the union was seen to be 

taking a progressive approach to gender issues and where there was employer hostility 

toward the activities of delegates. 

The thesis concludes by considering the connection between the determinants of 

delegate activism and the principles underlying the organising approach. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

The last thirty years has seen an unprecedented decline in the coverage and influence 

of unions within the Australian workforce compared to their position in the 1960s and 

1970s. Compared to the peak coverage of 51 per cent in 1976, union density has 

declined to 20.3 per cent in 2006, with only 15.2 per cent coverage in the private 

sector. This is not a uniquely Australian phenomenon either. Although union density 

in different countries has followed different trajectories over time, the overall trend in 

almost all industrialised countries is one of long-term decline over the last three 

decades. 

The reasons put forward for the decline in unionism in industrialised countries are 

numerous and have spawned an entire industry of academic enquiry. Some, such as 

Western (1997) focus on the shifting institutional arrangements (primarily 

institutional recognition of unions and unemployment insurance schemes) as the main 

reason that unions in some countries have been able to resist or even avoid the decline 

that is common across so many countries. Others have identified a new period of 

individualism throughout all levels of society, which has seen organisations that are 

based around collective identity and collective action, such as unions, in terminal 

decline (Beaumont, 1995; Kaufman, 1993). Still others have pointed to a ‘paradigm 

shift’ or institutional break in the determinants of union membership (Peetz, 1998a). 

In response to the declining levels of unionism in many countries, the last 10-15 years 

has seen a significant shift in philosophy and behaviour by some unions, with a much 

greater focus on generating activism at the local level and an emphasis on members 

taking responsibility for addressing their own workplace struggles and concerns, 

rather than relying on their union to fix them. The shift in the behaviour of the union 

is from solving members problems, to helping members solve their own problems by 

empowering them with strategies for activism, with the role of the union changing 

from servicing members’ needs and the provision of advocacy services to one of 

support, leadership and mentoring around activism in the workplace. The shift in 

philosophy and behaviour is usually characterised as a shift from a ‘servicing’ model 

of unionism to an ‘organising’ model of unionism. 
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The shift to a more ‘organising’ approach has usually been precipitated by a crisis in 

financial arrangements brought on by a rapid decline in membership, which itself has 

often come about because of a structural change in the institutional arrangements that 

had previously been more supportive of union membership arrangements (Peetz, 

1998a, 2006). These changed arrangements have highlighted for unions how their 

previously favourable position was highly contingent on the institutional 

arrangements in place at the time, and was not supported by internal practices and 

behaviour that were self-sustaining and able to provide a level of resistance when 

institutional arrangements changed. 

The ‘organising’ approach was first championed in the United States in the early 

1990s, where the institutional supports for unions have been very weak for a long 

period of time. Success by some unions at mobilising and unionising previously non-

unionised employees in such an unfavourable union environment at the United States 

sparked interest in the approach by other unions in the US and internationally. This 

interest increased when those successes started occurring in some the more 

problematic sectors of the economy for unions to operate in (even in countries where 

favourable institutional arrangements exist), such as the service sector and amongst 

casual workers, many from non-English speaking backgrounds – probably most 

famously depicted by the ‘justice for janitors’ campaign that successfully mobilised 

the notoriously non-union casual-contract cleaning industry in California (Brown & 

Jarley, 2004; Erickson, 2002; Rudy, Milkman, & Voss, 2004). 

1.1 Research questions 

The organising approach will be an important aspect of this thesis as it focuses the 

attention of unions on the relationships they have with the workplaces where they 

have members and in particular on the activism of those members and the delegates 

that represent them. In the organising approach, unions are attempting to mobilise the 

membership at workplaces so that they are able to identify the issues that concern 

them and can confidently attempt to resolve them by taking various forms of 

collective action. A large part of that mobilisation effort is the (establishment, where 

necessary and) engagement of delegates as workplace activists, because in the 

organising approach, the role of delegates goes beyond mere representation of 

members, to one encompassing leadership, mentoring and activism.  
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Analysis of the panel components of the 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial 

Relations Survey (AWIRS95) revealed that in the five years between 1990 and 1995, 

the presence of a delegate in 1990 was a significant mitigating factor against the 

general decline in workplace union density that occurred (Peetz, 1998a, pp. 114-120), 

as was the maintenance of a delegate presence, or even more substantially, the 

achievement of a delegate presence during this period (Morehead, Steele, Alexander, 

Stephen, & Duffin, 1997, pp. 139-140). It is known that the more active was the union 

presence (again see Peetz, 1998a, pp. 114-120) or the more active were the delegates 

(Alexander, Green, & Wilson, 1998), the more resilient was the union density at a 

workplace during a period of substantial average decline. 

Motivated by the results of this analysis of the AWIRS95 panel sample, it is the 

activism of workplace delegates that this thesis will examine and how it is that unions 

can influence it. Specifically, this thesis will attempt to answer the research question 

(RQ): 

(RQ) How do unions influence the activism of workplace union delegates?   

There are many things that can potentially affect the activism of delegates and many 

ways in which delegate activism may manifest itself. At its most basic, the decision to 

take on the role of workplace delegate is itself an indication of activism relative to 

other members at the workplace. The motivation that lies behind becoming a delegate, 

as well as the ideology (or orientation) that delegates employ in the role, are the most 

prevalent ways in which delegate activism has been researched previously (see 

Batstone, Boraston, & Frenkel, 1977; Benson, 1991; Charleston, 1977; Chinoy, 1950; 

Dufty, 1979, 1980, 1981; Goodman & Whittingham, 1973; Gouldner, 1947; Poole, 

1974; Taylor, 1979 as some examples). However, this will not be the focus here. 

Instead, with the move by unions to a more organising approach, the focus in this 

thesis is on identifying the range of activities that unions can actively undertake, and 

the approach to unionism that it may present to its membership, that may potentially 

influence the activism of its delegates. 

To do this, this thesis presents results from the analysis of two large, representative 

databases of Australian workplace delegates. For the first, the thesis returns to 

AWIRS95 and in particular focuses on the instrument that was given to workplace 

delegates. While the AWIRS95 dataset is now more than a decade old, it is still the 
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most comprehensive and representative data source of delegates at Australian 

workplaces that currently exists. Of the extensive data in the AWIRS95 dataset, is 

also the most under-exploited, with no comprehensive analysis of delegates based on 

this data ever having been undertaken. The second dataset comes from the delegate 

survey collected as part of the Representation and Organising Research Project 

(RORP) undertaken by Professors David Peetz (Griffith University) and Barbara 

Pocock (University of South Australia) as part of an Australian Research Council 

(ARC) funded project 2001-04.1 While not as representative as the delegate survey 

from AWIRS95 (it is based on delegates from eight large national unions), it is more 

contemporary and its content more comprehensively addresses the concepts that are 

important to union renewal (as the organising approach is sometimes referred to).2 

Both of these data sets have extensive information about the relationship between the 

delegates and their union, and the workplace environments within which delegates 

must undertake their role (although AWIRS95 has more extensive data on this) – and 

both have similar but differing measures of activism that can be exploited in 

identifying the manner in which union activity and the way a union a union engages 

with its membership can influence the level and type of activism of its workplace 

delegates. 

As discussed earlier, the shift by some unions to an organising approach (union 

renewal) relies on greater engagement by members in resolving their own issues and 

part of that process is increasing the activism of delegates by getting them to take 

more of a leadership role within the workplace, rather than relying on the union to 

resolve issues. If they are use to a more servicing approach from their union, then 

delegates may be quite resistant at first to such a change in approach. Consequently, 

unions are likely to have a range of different processes by which they provide support 

to delegates and so a sub-questions related to the research topic for this thesis is: 

(SQ1) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

                                                

1 ARC Grant Number: C00107620. The delegate survey component of this project was 

conducted in late 2003!early 2004.  

2 More detail about both these datasets, including their strengths and weaknesses, and their 

differences and similarities, is located in Chapter 3 on Data and Methodology. 
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In the main, much of the previous research on union renewal has focused on either (a) 

change within national union movements often by focusing on the policies of the peak 

union organisation, or (b) international comparisons of union movements, sometimes 

at the level of the peak union body and sometimes by comparisons across unions from 

similar industries, or (c) on renewal within individual unions or within particular 

industries or sectors. With the exception of some research on the role of union 

leadership on union renewal, very little research has focussed on a sample of key 

players within unions such as full-time organisers or workplace delegates that are 

important transmission mechanisms for change. This thesis will start to fill that gap by 

focussing on the how unions can build their capacity for change through the 

development of active delegates. 

One of the key findings from previous research based on a survey of delegates from a 

single union (see Peetz, Webb, & Jones, 2002) is the  inter-relatedness of delegate 

experience, training, skills and confidence and their effect on delegate activism. Both 

the AWIRS95 and RORP datasets will provide an opportunity to revisit this research 

and consider the impact of these key variables on delegate activism. Therefore, a 

further sub-question to be considered in this thesis is: 

(SQ2) What are the inter-relationships between delegate tenure, the confidence and 

skills they perceive that they have acquired, and the amount and type of union-

related training they have undertaken, and how do these influence delegate 

activism? 

At the same time, the ability of delegates to adopt a more active approach to their role 

is likely to be influenced by how engaged members are with the union renewal 

agenda. Influencing the engagement of members in the union’s message of renewal is 

likely to be the image the union presents on key social issues such as gender equality, 

as well as how democratic the union is perceived to be by the members by the way it 

seeks the opinions of members and how its takes members’ views into account. 

Consequently, a further series of sub-questions that inform the research question are: 

(SQ3) How does the engagement of members in the union enable activism by union 

delegates? 

(SQ4) How do the messages the union presents to its members and delegates, about 

their role and importance, influence delegate activism? 
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(SQ5) How do manifestations of democracy within the union influence delegate 

activism? 

The breadth of information about the relationship delegates have with the 

management of their workplace and about the industrial relations climate more 

broadly (particularly in AWIRS95) will provide important insights into how this 

crucial set of relationships impacts on the ability of unions to influence the activism of 

workplace delegates. Consequently, a further sub-question to be addressed in the 

thesis is: 

(SQ6) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 

Using the above research question and related sub-questions as a basis for analysing 

the AWIRS95 and RORP data sources will reveal what are the key determinants of 

delegate activism. The justification for this has been that it will provide insight into 

the ability of unions to influence workplace delegates to play a more activist role in 

the context of moving to a more organising approach to workplace unionism. For this 

to be justified, there is a need to consider whether the factors that determine delegate 

activism are actually consistent with this ‘organising’ approach to unionism. This 

consideration is undertaken at the end of the thesis in the final chapter after the 

determinants of delegate activism have been fully explored. In doing, a final sub-

question is address: 

(SQ7) Are the factors that determine delegate activism generally consistent or 

inconsistent with an ‘organising’ approach to unionism? 

1.2 The structure of the thesis 

This thesis has eight chapters to it following this introduction. Chapter 2 provides the 

theoretical underpinnings for the analysis that is to follow. It is couched in the debates 

about union renewal and commences with an explanation for how unions came to be 

in the current crisis that they find themselves. Essentially, unions had become over 

reliant on the institutional arrangements that had developed post-war period and had 

slipped into a way of operating often characterised as the ‘servicing’ approach to 

unionism. The alternative ‘organising’ approach that many unions are now trying to 

implement to regenerate themselves, is then juxtaposed against this to provide a 
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descriptive explanation for where the advocates of this approach suggest union 

renewal will come from. The numerous difficulties that unions have encountered as 

part of this process are also highlighted. The final part of the chapter provides a more 

theoretical exposition of workplace unionism that is able to explain how unions came 

to be in the present crisis and why the organising approach provides a means for 

renewal. 

Following these theoretical underpinnings, Chapter 3 introduces the existing literature 

on the role of played by workplace delegates and considers what is currently known 

about the determinants of delegate activism. It then introduces the research question 

and sub-questions to be considered through the analysis of the two data sources, 

including the literature that underpins why they are being explored. The fourth 

chapter then describes the AWIRS95 and RORP data used in the empirical analysis, 

and indicates a number of hypotheses that the data will be able to test and which are 

linked to the sub-questions.  

The next four chapters provide the empirical basis for the thesis. The factors that are 

anticipated to influence delegate activism are systematically introduced, including 

observing any relationships that exist between them. This is undertaken in Chapter 5 

for the AWIRS95 and Chapter 7 for the RORP data. After introducing the factors, the 

subsequent chapters commence by describing the measures of delegate activism and 

then investigate the relationships these measure have with each of the factors 

previously discussed. For the AWIRS95 data this is done in Chapter 6, while for the 

RORP data it is Chapter 8. 

The thesis finishes with Chapter 9, which highlights the findings for each from sub-

questions and integrates the empirical results from both data sources. In doing so it 

draws out any common or disparate themes. It concludes by addressing sub-question 

7 on the consistency of the organising approach with the determinants of delegate 

activism. In the closing section, the implications of the findings for unions are 

discussed, the limitations of the thesis are noted and suggestions for further research 

in this area are made. 





 

Chapter 2 Union renewal, the organising 
approach and mobilisation 
theory 

The dramatic decline in the influence and levels of membership of Australian unions 

in the past three decades is a pattern that has been repeated in many industrialised 

countries over the same period. This chapter examines one prominent explanation for 

this decline, particularly as it has come to be understood and articulated in English-

speaking countries. It centres on the proposition that union power at the level of the 

workplace has become greatly diminished, predominantly, although not entirely, 

because unions have lost their capacity to develop and exploit the collective solidarity 

and action of their members. Based on this exposition and understanding of union 

decline, the chapter details the ‘organising model’ of workplace unionism that labour 

movements, particularly in Anglo-Saxon countries, have come to embrace as a 

‘solution’ to the dilemma of union renewal.3 

The chapter commences with two sections that discuss different union approaches, the 

‘servicing’ approach, seen as a significant reason for the current demise of unions, 

and the ‘organising approach’, which in contrast is seen as the basis for the next 

resurgence in union influence. The differences in the two approaches are discussed, 

particularly in relation to the role of workplace delegates. 

For some researchers advocating a shift from the ‘servicing’ to the ‘organising’ 

approach, there is also an implied (and sometimes explicit) criticism that the literature 

on unions and what unions do has been found to be inadequate and poorly developed. 

For many years when unions were more pervasive there was a reliance on describing 

unions and what they do primarily in structural and institutional terms; however, in 

this period of declining influence, that approach has been found to be inadequate, not 

just because it struggles to explain the decline, but also because it is unable to identify 

the process by which unions might renew themselves. The inadequacies are 

                                                

3 Anglo-Saxon countries refer to the United States, Great Britain, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand. 
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particularly pertinent with respect to what goes on at the workplace level, including 

what the role of workplace delegates is. The last two sections of this chapter consider 

how some researchers are addressing these inadequacies and particularly how the 

activism of delegates is incorporated. 

2.1 The ‘servicing’ approach 

In debates about union renewal, the ‘organising model’ is most often articulated as 

contrasting with an existing ‘servicing’ approach to unionism that is considered to 

have come to dominate union practice in the later half of the twentieth century (for 

some of many examples, see Bronfenbrenner & Hickey, 2004; Carter, 2000; Cooper 

& May, 2005; Crosby, 2005). In the stylised version of the ‘servicing’ approach, 

member support is secured through providing services to members and representing 

the interests of individual members. Relationships between labour and management 

are dealt with through formal institutional arrangements, and legalistic grievance and 

arbitration processes. The role of union staff is to advance the wages and conditions 

and resolve the problems of the members using the resources at their disposal, 

particularly their expertise in negotiating the institutional and legalistic aspects of the 

industrial relations system. Success for unions is to deliver a better and more efficient 

service to members (Fairbrother & Yates, 2003a, pp. 18-19). 

The ‘servicing’ approach to unionism has been characterised as growing out of the 

early history of unions as guilds and mutual-aid societies (see Webb & Webb, 1907), 

in which  

close-knit working-class communities sought [through the union] to protect workers 

on the job through collective action in support of traditional forms of production and 

labor standards, while [also] attending to workers’ off-the-job needs by directly 

providing a variety of social services including aid to the sick, literacy programs, and 

unemployment and death benefits (Jarley, 2005, p. 1). 

Over the course of the twentieth century, this mutual-aid function gradually shifted 

from unions (and other charitable organisations) to employers and government 

(through the introduction of initiatives such as unemployment benefits, accident 

insurance, welfare and health care programs), and the focus of unions shifted to 
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collective bargaining (or other forms of institutionalised bargaining mechanisms4), 

and political activity, as the appropriate mechanisms for advancing workers’ interests 

(Bacharach, Bamberger, & Sonnenstuhl, 2001).  

This shift has resulted in a much more instrumental attachment to unions by their 

members, often characterised as insurance policy and service delivery functions 

(Metzgar, 1991). Much of the conflict resolution process became institutionalised, 

either through formal grievance handling mechanisms or, in the case of Australian 

and New Zealand unions, through arbitral tribunals. Organisers and workplace 

delegates became experts in the provision of grievance-handling services, a process 

that was often reinforced through the training courses that delegates and organisers 

received (Jarley, 2005), which focused primarily on union rules and legal and 

institutional processes (Crosby, 2005). As some British commentators have portrayed, 

this ‘servicing’ approach was a type of “unionism in which the function of the union 

is to deliver collective and individual services to members who are dependent on the 

formal organisation and its hierarchy of officers to provide what they require” (Heery, 

Simms, Simpson, Delbridge, & Salmon, 2000, p. 38).  

Australian unions have long been characterised as being reliant, or even dependent, on 

the unusual institutional arrangements surrounding the industrial relations system in 

this country, as they existed until the late 1980s and early 1990s.5 These institutional 

arrangements centred on an arbitral model of relations in which the resolution of all 

conflict was institutionalised through the deliberations of a legally sanctioned third 

party (effectively a court). Only registered parties (with a common set of interests) 

were able to access the arbitration system, which encouraged the formation of a 

plethora of small, poorly resourced unions (Howard, 1977).  

Disputes outside these arrangements were supposedly not possible, and although 

some more militant unions would also use independent industrial tactics to achieve 

their goals, most were happy to remain within the institutional arrangements. This was 

primarily because the arbitration system provided for explicit recognition of unions 

                                                

4 For Australian unions, this involved advancing the interest of members through the 
institutional processes of conciliation and arbitration. 

5 As have unions in New Zealand, where similar arrangements existed until the beginning of 

the 1990s. 
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and their right to represent a certain category of workers, often without unions having 

to develop activism amongst a potential group of members. It also provided for a 

steady growth in union membership by giving legislative effect to closed-shop 

arrangements through preference clauses (Crosby, 2005, pp. 42-43). 

In the arbitral model, the relevant strengths of the parties were redundant, as each had 

equal standing before the umpire and the outcome was judged on criteria not related 

to the industrial strength of either party. This system also removed the economic 

threat from non-union labour, as any decision was applied universally to all 

employees covered by a decision (the award), irrespective of their union status 

(Howard, 1977, p. 262). This minimal differentiation between the costs of union and 

non-union labour removed a significant incentive for Australian employers to pursue 

anti-union strategies, something that was quite different to the institutional 

arrangements existing in other countries, particularly in the US (Peetz, 1998a, p. 186). 

This system was supported by both sides of politics in Australia (and New Zealand 

where it originated in the late nineteenth century) because it provided a degree of 

industrial harmony and in later years “a vehicle for government to control the 

economy through incomes policies” (Oxenbridge, 1997, p. 5). 

These institutional arrangements also encouraged the development of a top-down 

union structure in which the ability to negotiate directly with employers and argue a 

case before industrial tribunals was valued more highly than day-to-day organising 

amongst members and sorting out individual complaints. The role of organisers 

became less important to the strategy of unions than those of industrial officers (who 

perform advocacy roles) and union leaders, with the role of workplace delegates and 

members being subordinate to that of organisers. In the arbitral union model, where 

delegates existed (and often they did not), their role was primarily one of the (one-

way) provision of information from the union to members; or where they were more 

active in the workplace, they had usually taken on some of the role of organisers, 

primarily taking on grievance-handling activities. This role was often reinforced 

through the training provided to delegates that focussed on the more legalistic aspects 

of the service provided by unions (Jarley, 2005, p. 6). 

Not all unions adopted this passive, ‘service orientated’ approach to unionism, with 

some having quite well established networks of workplace activists. Indeed, much of 
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the union movement became reliant on the militancy within these more active 

workplaces for their improvements in pay and conditions. The usual means by which 

most Australian workers received pay increases up until the end of the 1980s was via 

the militant collective action in a few ‘hot shops’ in key industries such as metals, 

construction and maritime, which would be settled by the dispute resolution processes 

within the arbitration system and then ‘flowed on’ to every other award through 

comparative wage claims (Peetz, Pocock, & Houghton, 2007, p. 152).  

While this maintained a sense of collective identity in these particular workplaces, 

this did little to foster collective identity in most other Australian workplaces. Even in 

these more militant workplaces, however, the collective action was geared to kick-

starting the institutional process, rather than building a sustainable form of 

collectivism. In the 1980s, just as the decline in union membership was setting in, this 

form of collective action was seen to be counter-productive to the incomes policy 

being run under the Accord between the federal Labor Government and the Australian 

Council Trade Unions, and so the ‘hot shops’ were put under enormous pressure to 

keep quiet and quell their usual militancy. Coinciding with a period of rapid job 

redesign and restructuring of the economy, unions were effectively left without an 

example of union activism to challenge the agenda of employers, a position within 

manufacturing from which they have still not recovered (Crosby, 2005, pp. 47-48). 

The key criticism of the ‘servicing’ approach to unionism is the extent to which it 

fosters a more instrumental or transactional relationship with its members. This is 

because it fosters an expectation that unions are there to solve problems that members 

have in their workplace relationships in exchange for members paying their dues 

(Banks & Metzgar, 1989). Not only is such a relationship very resource intensive 

(leaving less resources for other activities such as recruiting and organising potential 

members), it is setting up the union for failure when it is unable to deliver on fixing a 

problem, thus reinforcing the transactional nature of the relationship and a perception 

that being in the union is not worth the cost.  

The criticisms of the ‘servicing’ approach, however, go well beyond this. By vesting 

the resources and strategies of the union entirely within the leadership and long-term 

full-time officials (usually the industrial officers), the arbitral model of unionism 

produces “union tactics which are legalistic and remote from members’ workplaces” 
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(Carter & Cooper, 2002, p. 713; also see Crosby, 2002), with little incentive for 

unions to communicate issues of strategy to members or to encourage activism 

(Crosby, 2002; Oxenbridge, 1997). This is nicely illustrated by Crosby (2005), who 

devotes a whole chapter of his book on rebuilding the Australian union movement as 

to why eight decades of reliance on the arbitration system had left unions in a parlous 

state, ill-prepared for the dramatic changes that unfolded from the 1980s onwards, 

what Peetz (1998a) has described as the institutional break or ‘paradigm shift’ in the 

determinants of union membership – see Crosby (2005, pp. 49-60), as well as Peetz 

(1998a, Chapter 5). Crosby lists a plethora of deficiencies, including a membership 

made up of 70 per cent conscripts (members who were only in the union because of 

preference clauses or other more coercive practices), little leadership experience 

within unions of managing long strikes or lockouts and virtually no strike funds, and 

an incentive structure that saw the best union officials trained and expert in advocacy 

before a tribunal (which ironically, was about to loose its powers) rather than the 

development of collective identity and activism within the union.  

Most critically, though, and the reason why he is one of the most strident advocates of 

a shift to the ‘organising model’, Crosby identifies the relationships within the union 

itself as being highly deficient: a leadership with almost no understanding of ‘open 

shop’ organising; a culture of dependence on organiser action amongst members and 

as a result no ‘real’ organisers in the true sense of the word; a poorly developed, 

poorly trained and sparsely distributed delegate structure; and a membership that was 

largely unused to being mobilised in its own defence (Crosby, 2005, p. 59; also see 

Fairbrother & Yates, 2003a, pp. 6-7 for a similar list of deficiencies).  

For many unions, this meant the collective identity of their members was based more 

on a comparable employment arrangement (usually the same occupation or 

employment with the same employer) than any shared sense of solidarity or industrial 

struggle. The consequence of this was to disenfranchise and disempower members, 

leaving unions with little capacity to withstand the changes in the institutional 

arrangements that came via the election of conservative governments in the 1990s 

(first in the state jurisdictions and then federally) and the subsequent de-unionisation 

strategies of employers, and no capacity to rebuild union membership or power once 

membership levels fell (Carter & Cooper, 2002; Cooper, 2003; Crosby, 2002, 2005; 
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Peetz, 1998a). To adapt Jarley’s (2005) summarisation of the plight of US unions, to 

the Australia situation: 

Decentralization, employer demands for flexibility, and government neo-liberal 

socio-economic policies associated with the drive to globalize markets have eroded 

unions’ ability to defend worker interests through traditional [arbitration processes] 

and political activities (Jarley, 2005, p. 2: [substituted words] were for ‘collective 

bargaining’). 

A similar arbitration model that predates the Australian system had also been 

established in New Zealand. As a consequence, the experience of New Zealand 

unions during the course of most of the twentieth century was very similar to those in 

Australia, although arguably New Zealand unions were even weaker than many 

Australian ones and even more dependent on the arbitration system (Walsh & 

Crawford, 2003). This meant that when the institutional change arrived, New Zealand 

unions were even less prepared for the change in environment. This, coupled with the 

fact that the change was much more sudden and dramatic (with the arbitration being 

swept away in a single legislative process in 1991), the impact on New Zealand 

membership levels was even more dramatic than those described earlier for Australia. 

In the UK, although there was not a reliance on arbitration, there emerged a consistent 

story around an over reliance on institutional arrangements and not sufficient attention 

to workplace activism, leaving unions vulnerable and unable to withstand the 

economic shocks of the early 1980s recession and the policies of Thatcher 

government. Fairbrother & Yates (2003) elaborate on these overseas cases and 

describe similar stories for Canada and the US and Kumar & Scheck (2006b) provide 

some excellent background to the Canadian experience. 

2.2 The ‘organising’ model 

The aim of the ‘organising’ approach is to make members active participants in the 

way unions organise (recruit and retain members) and operate (advance the interests 

of members). This is achieved by revitalising the collective power and identity of 

workplace unionism through directing the strategy of unions towards building the 

activism of workplace delegates and the empowerment of members. Through 

encouragement and education provided by the union and its organisers, delegates and 

members are able to take responsibility for solving their own problems and those of 
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their fellow workers, and taking an active role in extending union membership 

(whether at their own workplace or beyond) through grass-roots organising 

(Fairbrother & Yates, 2003a, p. 19; Heery, Simms, Simpson, et al., 2000, p. 38; Peetz, 

et al., 2007, p. 152). 

The ‘organising’ model was first advocated under this term in the United States in the 

late-1980s in an internal manual on organising published by the peak union body in 

the United States, the AFL-CIO (Diamond, 1988, p. 6; cited in Fletcher & Hurd, 

1998, p. 38; and Hurd, 1998, p. 23). The ideas presented there were subsequently 

taken up by Banks and Metzgar (1989) and then systematically articulated in a special 

edition of Labor Research Review (Vol. 17 1991, sometimes cited as Metzgar, 1991) 

with both articles and case studies, the most prominently cited being Conrow (1991). 

Championed and implemented initially within a few US unions – most notably the 

Service Employees International Union (SEIU), the Communication Workers of 

America (CWA), Union of Needletrades Industry and Textile Employees (UNITE) 

and Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees (HERE) – the ‘organising’ model 

was adopted as the appropriate strategy to revitalise and reorganise the entire US 

labour movement following the election of John Sweeny and his team to the 

leadership positions of the AFL-CIO in October 1995 on a platform advocating 

unprecedented levels of organising (Bronfenbrenner, Friedman, Hurd, Oswald, & 

Seeber, 1998a, p. 1). A 1996 conference, jointly sponsored by the AFL-CIO and the 

School of Industrial and Labor Relations at Cornell University on the theme of 

“Organising for Success”, and the subsequent publication that resulted from the 

papers presented (Bronfenbrenner, Friedman, Hurd, Oswald, & Seeber, 1998b) has 

provided much of the justification and case study evidence for the approach, which 

has subsequently been taken up by labour movements around the world, but 

particularly by those in Anglo-Saxon countries (Fairbrother & Yates, 2003b).  

Despite a large number of publications on the concept in the last two decades, there is 

no single source or definitive account of what the ‘organising’ model is. In part, the 

‘organising’ model reflects a return to the origins of trade unionism (Heery, Simms, 

Simpson, et al., 2000) and is a rediscovery of the strategies that were used to build 

many union movements in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries using 

rank-and-file activism and the solidarity of a collective workforce.  
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These early successes of an organising approach were no more strongly demonstrated 

than by the Australian trade union movement, which prior to the Great Strikes of the 

1890s, (at least in the colony of New South Wales) had the highest union density and 

highest living standards of any workers in the world (Markey, 1990). While the 

subsequent Great Strikes of the 1890s completely decimated the Australian union 

movement, it has been recently and strongly articulated that the activism and 

solidarity developed and learned from the earlier period provided Australian unions 

with the base from which they were able to rebuild the movement to something larger 

and stronger than what came before (Cooper, 2002b; Cooper & Patmore, 2002; Hearn 

& Knowles, 1996; Markey, 2002). This rearticulation of the organising methods of 

Australian unions at this time is based on the histories of some unions and the NSW 

Labor Council (the largest and strongest Labor Council in existence at the time) and 

stands in contrast to Howard’s (1977) ‘dependency thesis’ where the rapid growth in 

union membership from the 1900s was primarily viewed as the product of the 

introduction of the arbitration system during this period.6 

The lack of a definitive account of the ‘organising’ model also reflects the fact that 

most literature in the area describes the practices of unions implementing the 

approach that the model implies. As a consequence, most published accounts of the 

‘organising’ model are more descriptive, than analytical, in nature. Interestingly, they 

are almost never theoretical, perhaps reflecting the more practical nature of most 

publications requiring the cooperation of, and communication with, the unions whose 

practice is being explored. There are some well-founded theoretical underpinnings to 

the organising model, however, and these are discussed in Sections 2.3 and 2.4. The 

balance of this section, however, adopts a more analytical approach, based on a set of 

categories from Burchielli & Bartram (2007), allowing for the more descriptive 

aspects of the model to be discussed. Burchielli & Bartram (2007) put forward three 

key sets of factors that support organising as it is articulated in the ‘organising’ 

model. They are structural factors, psychological and ideological factors and 

experiential factors, and all are important elements of a successful organising 

approach.  

                                                

6 Whichever analysis of the growth of unionism in the 1900s is correct, however, it was clear 

that by the late twentieth century Howard’s depiction of Australian unions as dependent on 

arbitration was largely correct. 
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Structural factors 

Structural factors primarily refer to the building of groups of workers within 

workplaces (including formal structures such as workplace organising committees) 

and developing the linkages between them and the union in ways that facilitate 

participation and activism. Although Burchielli & Bartram (2007) do not refer to them 

explicitly, these linkages are not only between groups, but also include those with 

individuals in key positions such as between union leaders and union staff, between 

union educators and organisers and delegates (Crosby, 2005, pp. 166-173), between 

organisers and delegates, delegates and workplace organising committees, delegates 

and members, and between delegates from different workplaces. Other structures that 

facilitate an organising approach include those that link workers with external groups 

such as community organisations and with the public (see Buttigieg, Cockfield, 

Cooney, Jerrard, & Rainnie, 2007 for several examples of such linkages). In some 

cases, it has been support between different unions on a campaign that has been a 

critical structural support, as was demonstrated by the establishment of the Pilbara 

Mineworkers Union with the support of four existing but struggling unions in the 

same geographic area (Ellem, 2004, pp. 53-54).7  

The role of peak union bodies (or sometimes large ‘International’ unions in the 

American and Canadian context) can also be important structural supports in 

organising. This could be in supporting key campaigns (for example, the ACTU's 

provision of a full-time organiser in the Pilbara - see Ellem, 2004; also see Cooper, 

2004), or setting up organising centres to train a new breed of organisers in the 

techniques required for the model (Griffin, Small, & Svenson, 2003, pp. 84-95; 

Heery, Simms, Delbridge, Salmon, & Simpson, 2000), or simply advancing the 

organising agenda within their constituent unions (ACTU, 1999; Cooper, 2003). 

As well as the linkages that facilitate communication between these groups and 

individuals, structural factors that have been identified as helpful to a successful 

organising approach include preliminary work that unions need to do before exerting 

or testing their collective power with the employer, including:  

                                                

7 Ultimately, the fragility of that support from one of the unions, however, led to the 

undermining of the organising campaign (Cooper, 2004, pp. 216-218). 
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• advanced planning of organising campaigns, including background information 

about the companies to be targeted and the identification of levers; 

• identifying allies and pressure points that can be used to discourage employer 

opposition and increase the likelihood of the union being accepted as a legitimate 

voice for employees (union recognition);  

• the setting of clear targets, goals and timelines as to what is to be considered a 

successful outcome;  

• the establishment of workplace ‘maps’ that classify all members of the workplace 

according to whether they are members or not and categorising members 

according to their propensity for activism; and  

• the identification of issues and grievances around which a campaign can be 

developed (Heery, Simms, Simpson, et al., 2000, p. 40; also see Bronfenbrenner, 

1997; Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998; Erickson, 2002; Metzgar, 1991 Labor 

Research Review No. 17). 

In workplaces where there is already a union presence, the organising approach would 

expect to co-opt workplace delegates into playing a significant role, with the support 

of union resources, in developing these structural factors. Where there was a small or 

non-existent union presence, the development of these structural factors would 

include at an initial stage, the identification and training of potential workplace 

activists who could take on the role of workplace delegate once more formal union 

structures were in place (Ellem, 2002b, 2003a). The careful identification and 

selection of workplace activists and natural workplace leaders is a crucial aspect of 

developing appropriate structures. Appropriate here means selecting activists who 

have both leadership qualities and a sense of collective identity with their fellow 

workers, which has been found to usually be those that have strong, informal social 

networks (Grannis, Smith, & Stepan-Norris, 2008). 

Psychological and ideological factors 

Burchielli & Bartram’s (2007) psychological and ideological factors involved in 

organising refer to the emotive concepts of collective identity and commitment that 

unions are trying to develop and harness through the experiential processes that are 

discussed next, and exploiting the structural factors described above.  
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The psychological factors include the motivation and commitment of organisers [and 

delegates], the social identification of members [and delegates] with the union, and 

the development and engagement of [workplace] leaders [and activists]. Ideological 

factors… include the union values expressed in the various activities of organising… 

[such as] social justice and democracy, participation and unity, collaboration and 

union cohesiveness (Burchielli & Bartram, 2007, p. 6). 

Motivation, commitment and social identification come from mobilising around 

issues and grievances that are of sufficient concern to members that they will be 

prepared to challenge the employer. Organising unions will articulate these concerns 

using the language of ‘justice’, ‘dignity’ and ‘respect’ at work (Heery, Simms, 

Simpson, et al., 2000, p. 39) and will reinforce them by getting the members to 

articulate and develop the issues and grievances themselves. Of critical importance in 

maintaining the credibility of this internal moral discourse is creating and maintaining 

rank-in-file participation in, and responsibility, for all decision-making 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2003, p. 42). 

In the ‘organising’ model, the discourse about what is ‘fair’ and ‘reasonable’ will be 

complemented by a union ideology of collective union values and cohesiveness. 

Unions that are perceived by members as democratic and inclusive of all groups at the 

workplace are able to reinforce their message of rank-and-file participation (see 

Pocock, 1998 for implications of not doing this). The message of inclusiveness will be 

reinforced by the image that the union projects, both publicly and to its members, on 

social justice issues and by its links to activists outside the union (see Peetz & Pocock, 

2007, pp. 136-137 for a discussion of projecting a positive image on women's issues 

and engagement with community groups). 

Union cohesiveness refers to the extent of agreement within a union on strategic, 

tactical and ideological issues. This is important for unions to achieve because it helps 

bring members together and because it can be used to galvanise members and 

delegates, as well as leaders and organisers within the union, into collectively 

purposeful action (Burchielli & Bartram, 2007, p. 6). Ultimately, unions can use these 

psychological and ideological factors to motivate and inspire the organising activities 

of members, delegates and activists within the union (Bartram, Stanton, & Elovaris, 

2008; Burchielli, 2006; Cregan, 2005). 
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Experiential factors 

The experiential factors of organising are those that relate to the specific activities 

that participants are engaged in through an organising campaign and they provide the 

basis by which the psychological and ideological factors just discussed, are 

developed. The experiential factors, and the resulting impact they have on the 

psychological and ideological factors, represent the essential difference between the 

‘servicing’ and the ‘organising’ models of unionism. It is the different experiences of 

members, delegates, organisers and other full-time officials and leaders under each 

approach in terms of input into and ownership of the processes at the workplace that 

then influences their behaviour and so influence the outcomes for particular unions 

(and ultimately for the union movement more widely). It also changes the interaction 

members and the union have with the employer, which as a result, is also likely to 

change the employer’s behaviour. 

In developing a culture of organising that permeates every aspect of what the union 

does, the emphasis for organisers is on person-to-person contact through one-on-one 

or small-group meetings. In the initial stages of a campaign to unionise a non-union 

workplace or other geographic location, this often means going door-to-door to 

workers’ homes and then holding small-group meetings of union supporters once a 

core of activists has been assembled. This is a common strategy in the US and 

Canadian context where the institutional arrangements require unions to sign up a 

majority of a workplace in order to get state-sanctioned recognition rights 

(Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998; Fletcher & Hurd, 1998; Murray, 1998; Nissen, 

1998; Turner, 1998). It was also ably demonstrated in the ACTU-led campaign to re-

unionise the mining sites in the Pilbara (Ellem, 2002b, p. 35, 2004, p. 53) and the 

CFMEU’s campaign to organise Roche Mining’s operation at Coppabella (see 

Crosby, 2005, pp. 139-143).  

Person-to-person contact and small-group meetings are important because they 

provide an effective means for organisers to listen to workers’ concerns and build the 

psychological factors described above by facilitating the mobilisation of workers 

around justice and dignity issues. Allaying workers’ fears and inoculating them from 

hostile employer responses to an organising campaign are also important outcomes 

from employing these methods. 
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Also emphasised in the experiential factors of organising is rank-and-file participation 

in, and responsibility for, all aspects of an organising campaign. For rank-and-file 

participation to be effective, though, unions need to have already developed the 

relationships described under structural factors between the organiser, delegates, and 

the workplace organising committee (once they have built one from organising 

activists at the workplace). Bronfenbrenner (2003, p. 42) indicates that in the 

American context, large, active, rank-and-file organising committees, representative 

of all different interest groups in the workplace, are the single most important 

organising variable likely to increase the probability of organising success (that is, 

institutionally sanctioned union recognition). Rank-and-file participation has been 

found to be the best way of securing member commitment to the campaign (building 

the psychological and ideological factors), for keeping in touch with the issues and 

concerns of workers and for countering the fear and misinformation that is often 

created by an employer’s counter-campaign. Most importantly, it gives workers a 

sense of ownership of the union and of the organising campaign and makes it much 

harder for the employer to paint the union as an external third party to the 

employment relationship (Bronfenbrenner, 2003, pp. 42-43). 

A further part of the experiential process in the ‘organising’ model is the use of 

targeted training and education with delegates and other activists from the workplace, 

which can be used to build knowledge, skills, confidence and linkages with other 

members and delegates in different workplaces (Conrow & Delp, 1999a, pp. 166-173; 

Crosby, 2005, pp. 166-173). 

Organising unions also use the experiential process of escalating pressure tactics in 

the workplace and in the community. Workers often lack confidence to engage in acts 

of collective action and by starting with tactics that are fairly safe (for example 

petitions or T-shirt or button days) unions can build solidarity amongst workers and 

provide a mechanism for otherwise unidentified leaders to emerge. Using escalating 

pressure tactics reinforces commitment amongst the pro-union workers and can help 

convince the undecided ones that they can safely support the union’s campaign 

(because they are the union). Highly visible but low pressure tactics can also be 

effective in demonstrating a high level of support for the union amongst the workers 

and the wider community, and may compel employers to scale-back any anti-union 

campaign (Bronfenbrenner, 2003, pp. 42-43). 
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‘Internal’ vs ‘external’ organising 

There has been an emphasis in the organising literature, particularly in the 

institutional context of the US and Canadian systems, to differentiate between 

‘internal’ and ‘external’ organising. This is essentially the difference between 

organising in an already unionised workplace or one that is primarily not unionised. 

The US and Canadian systems encourage this approach because most employees in 

unionised workplaces (that is, where a union has been recognised as the bargaining 

agent for all employees at the workplace through a National Labor Relations Board 

certification) are union members. In the North American context, almost the only 

factor that determines if an employee is a union member is if the workplace has union 

certification.  

In the Australian context (as well as New Zealand and UK), there are many 

workplaces that would be considered to be unionised but where the union density 

would be less than 100 per cent. In fact, workplaces can often be considered unionised 

even where density levels a between 20 and 60 per cent. As has been discussed 

earlier, in Australia, much of the decline in union density has occurred within 

workplaces that are still considered unionised (see Peetz, 1998a; Wooden, 2000), 

explaining why the authors of a new database that maps where Australian union 

membership is distributed advocate that the first priority of the Australian union 

movement should be to re-unionise their ‘heartland’ (Briggs, Cole, & Buchanan, 

2002). 

While the principles underlying ‘internal’ and ‘external’ organising are the same – 

democratisation, empowerment and ownership of union decision-making by 

members, building of activist networks, training and educating members and 

delegates – the emphases and processes are different in the North American context 

because of the institutionalised way in which union recognition is obtained. The 

debate is primarily about ‘external’ organising and the role that should be played by 

activists from outside the workplace and the extent to which those activists are full-

time organisers from the union or members from other workplaces who have already 

been successful at unionising their workplace. In Australia, the emphasis is much 

more on ‘internal’ organising and developing an organising culture in workplaces 

where there are existing union members or where there have been members in the 

past. 
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Given that this thesis is about the activism of existing delegates within workplaces 

and how unions may influence this, to the extent that this may or may not be a part of 

an organising strategy by unions, the focus is clearly on ‘internal’ organising. This is 

not to say that some unions have strategies to develop a member and delegate base 

where none existed before, but these strategies are not examined here. 

Transitions to the ‘organising’ approach 

The bulk of the literature on the ‘organising’ model has actually focused on the 

process of transition by individual unions or union movements in various countries 

from the old institutionally captured approach of the ‘service’ model to a more 

‘organising’ approach in the way in which they operate – with some being more 

successful or further along the transition process than others. Much of this literature 

has focussed on the internal structures, cultures and activities of unions and so have 

identified many of the challenges and impediments that unions face to the successful 

implementation of an ‘organising’ approach. This sub-section identifies a number of 

these challenges and impediments and focuses particularly on those that impact on the 

activism of workplace delegates. 

In the mid-1990s the Australian union movement found itself in a state of crisis. With 

union membership in absolute decline, and with no apparent benefits in terms of 

economies and surplus resources flowing from the messy amalgamation process, 

unions were ill-prepared for the move from centralised wage-fixing to enterprise-

based bargaining arrangements that was taking place. Whilst this shift in institutional 

arrangements was seen by some as an opportunity for unions to reconnect with their 

membership, most unions struggled in the new environment, primarily because of the 

poor workplace delegate structure that operated in all but a few unions that had 

traditionally had strong shop-floor union organisation (Griffin, et al., 2003, pp. 84-

85).  

Within the context of this environment of crisis, many unions attempted to introduce 

an organising approach to the way they operated. The ‘organising’ model’s critique of 

the servicing relationship between members and unions, the professionalisation and 

bureaucratisation of union activities (for example, see Bramble, 1995) and the lack of 

workplace-level interaction, struck a chord in many unions (Fairbrother & Yates, 

2003a, p. 20; Griffin, et al., 2003, p. 84). Many started shifting resources from 
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servicing to organising activities, but rather than freeing up organisers to build 

activism within workplaces, the shift to organising often prioritised the recruitment of 

new members above other aspects of organising, with the hope “that a new population 

of workplace delegates would emerge from amongst these new members” (Peetz, et 

al., 2007, p. 153). In the end it was a failed strategy because “organiser-based 

recruitment is expensive” (and therefore not sustainable if it does not quickly lead to 

large inflows of new members) and because organisers were failing to develop the 

workplace-level structures necessary for ongoing, viable activism (Peetz, et al., 2007, 

p. 154). Building activism amongst members and delegates requires a union-building 

strategy that is comprehensive, multifaceted and ongoing (Bronfenbrenner, 2003; 

Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998). 

A key factor in the successful transition to an organising approach is the role played 

by union leadership and historical union culture. A number of studies have considered 

how these concepts affect the ability of unions to transform themselves from 

‘servicing’ to ‘organising’ organisations, or as it is sometimes termed, from business 

unionism to social-movement unionism. Writing at similar times, Pocock (1998) and 

Voss & Sherman (2000)8 reflect on the capacity for unions to radically transform 

themselves in times of crisis and so, in sociological theory terms, break with Michels’ 

(1962) so called ‘iron law of oligarchy’.9  

Analysing a sample of local unions in the American system who had all attempted to 

shift to an organising approach, Voss & Sherman (2000) assess why some unions 

were able to radically transform themselves but others were less successful, and in the 

process identified three critical factors for a successful transition: “localized political 

crisis resulting in new leadership, the presence of leaders with activist experience 

                                                

8 A less theoretical exposition of this paper is provided in Voss and Sherman (2003). 

9 Based on his observations of democratic socialist trade unions in Germany and European 

socialist parties, Michels (1962) concluded that, despite formal democratic practices, over 

time it was inevitable that organisations would develop oligarchical leadership and an 
increasing level of professionalism and bureaucratisation amongst staff that is indispensable 

to the organisation. This results in a growing distance between staff and members that allows 

leaders to mould the organisation in their own interests rather than those of the members, 

which in turn will result in the goals and tactics of the organisation becoming more 
conservative as the survival of the organisation rather than the interests of the members 

becomes the over-riding priority of the leadership (Jenkins, 1977; as cited in Voss & 

Sherman, 2000, p. 305). 
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outside the labour movement…, and the influence of the international union in favour 

of innovation” (2000, p. 341). A sense of crisis, often of a financial nature brought on 

by rapid declines in union membership, has provided the catalyst in a number of 

unions to implement the ‘organising’ model (for example Cooper, 2001; Oxenbridge, 

1997) and has been argued by some as one of the determinants for unions to make this 

shift (Griffin & Moors, 2004, p. 41). Voss & Sherman (2000) argue that a sense of 

crisis needs to be coupled with new leadership to appropriately shift to an organising 

focus, but others have couched transformation as requiring radical leaders willing to 

risk power and the safety of incumbency (Bronfenbrenner, et al., 1998a), although the 

success of such an approach will be tempered to some extent by the ‘legitimacy’ of 

the leadership within the union (Cooper, 2001, p. 422?). A sense of crisis and 

legitimacy for the (current or newly established) leadership to act, can often go hand 

in hand, with the greater the crisis, the greater the legitimacy and the greater the 

response from the members and the organisation to adopt organising principles 

(MacDonald, Strachan, & Houston, 1998; Sherman & Voss, 2000). 

Compared to Voss & Sherman’s (2000) analysis of successful transformation (at least 

in some) American unions, Pocock (1998) provides a more sanguine view of the 

ability of Australian unions to transform themselves in the way that is necessary to 

implement the ‘organising’ model. Although it can be argued that the picture has 

improved a bit in recent years (Crosby, 2005; Peetz, et al., 2007), the issues that 

Pocock raises as impediments to union transformation are still pertinent today. Pocock 

(1998) illustrates the ‘institutional sclerosis’, as she titles it, of Australian unions by 

exploring three themes: democracy; solidarity; and dominant organisational cultures. 

By analysing the inner workings of union organisation in this way, Pocock (1998) 

helps to identify aspects of union behaviour that have a direct impact on the union’s 

relationships with its members, its delegates and its staff, including by implication, its 

influence on the activism of delegates.  

While “Australian unions have well-established rules and constitutions that create the 

formality of electoral democracy” (Pocock, 1998, p. 21; citing Gardner & Palmer, 

1997), in many unions this is not the type of democracy, Pocock argues, that 

facilitates “the identification of members interests, membership recruitment and 

commitment”  and fails to contribute “to leadership succession and the generation of 

good ideas” (Pocock, 1998, p. 32). In large part, this is the consequence of an absence 
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in most Australian unions of well-developed, active, workplace-level structures that 

could otherwise provide a mechanism for membership voice and the emergence of 

activists and potential future leaders in the union (Evatt Foundation, 1995). Pocock’s 

depiction of an unhealthy level of incumbency amongst the leadership of Australian 

unions, exacerbated by the union amalgamation process of the late-1980s and early-

1990s, is the antithesis of what Voss & Sherman (2000) assess as necessary for 

transformation to an organising union. 

Poor forms of democratic representation and a lack of turnover in the ranks of union 

leadership have led to a dominant culture that is more focussed on maintaining control 

of the organisation than on assessing the future needs of the union. Pocock states that 

managing the internal processes of the union using sound personnel and financial 

management practices is absent from many unions and, indeed, considered something 

of a heresy in some. Even when unions have devoted considerable resources to 

planning for the future, many have “[failed] to implement the decisions taken because 

they require forward planning, the reallocation of resources and changes in personnel 

and activities” (Pocock, 1998, p. 30; also see Bronfenbrenner et al.'s 1998a necessary 

'radical' leadership). This is reinforced by rather narrow and out-dated concepts of 

solidarity that alienate large proportions of the union movement’s membership, and 

importantly exclude much of the potential membership from women, young workers 

and those in precarious forms of employment.  

In Australian unions, there is no better example of resistance to a different dialogue 

around what solidarity means than that encountered by some graduates of the 

Organising Works program in trying to implement an organising approach within the 

unions that had taken them on as trainee organisers. The ‘Organising Works’ program 

was established by the ACTU in 1994 as a part of its shift in thinking to a more 

organising approach, in order to train young, enthusiastic union members in the skills 

of organising new members (ACTU, 1993; Griffin & Moors, 2002), which by the end 

of the decade had been expanded into a policy approach that saw “the future direction 

of the movement… explicitly aligned and integrated with an organising agenda” 

through the ACTU’s unions@work policy paper and the establishment of a permanent 

Organising Centre (Cooper, 2003, p. 8; ACTU, 1999; also see Griffin, et al., 2003, pp. 

84-95 for an assessment of the Organising Works Program). Despite individual unions 

being the sponsors of these trainees through the program and then taking them on as 
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employee organisers, Pocock (1998, p. 29) reports that some graduates encountered 

hostility and opposition to their presence and their methods from existing organisers 

and others in the union. What was often used to undermine them was their differences 

to what was perceived as appropriate union culture and background – their tertiary 

education, their gender, their age and lack of experience in ‘real work’ (see Blake, 

1997; McManus, 1997). Resistance from established organisers to the new approach 

to organising is also reported by graduates of the UK version of the Organising Works 

program, the Organising Academy (Heery, Simms, Delbridge, et al., 2000). Heery et 

al. make the point that the placement of young, energetic organisers with a different 

skill set into unions is designed to “re-order relationships and challenge established 

priorities” (2000, p. 413) and in an organisation such as a union with such strong 

traditions, this is always likely to encounter resistance, and inevitably did. 

Overcoming resistance from the entrenched organising culture is another factor 

identified as important to the successful implementation of the ‘organising’ model. 

Oxenbridge (1997) identifies union leadership (either as the driving force behind 

change or being willing to champion those in the union that can) and their willingness 

to commit resources to the process, as critical to the successful implementation of an 

organising approach in her case study of two New Zealand unions. Griffin & Moors 

(2004) also identify leadership as the key difference between the introduction of an 

‘organising’ model into the branch of a blue-collar manufacturing union that failed at 

its first attempt but appeared more likely to succeed when a second attempt was made 

several years later. Ensuring that the organising approach results in a comprehensive 

change of philosophy and behaviour at all levels of the organisation appears to have 

made the second time round. A similar conclusion is reached by Carter & Cooper 

(2002) in their analysis of change in an Australian white-collar union. Their argument 

is made more poignant by contrasting it with a similar attempt by a British union, 

Manufacturing, Science and Finance (MSF) to introduce the ‘organising’ model via 

their Organising Works program. Although it is probably the first union in Britain to 

attempt such a transformation, it has largely been seen as a failure. It encountered 

significant resistance from its existing organiser employees, who largely felt the way 

they had been operating was suddenly devalued and those who did not make the move 

to the new philosophy where shifted in the ‘B team’ of organisers and given even 

more recruitment responsibilities in a way that was an anathema to recruitment under 
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the ‘organising’ model (Carter & Cooper, 2002; also see Carter, 2000; Carter, 2003 

for more extensive exposition of the process of change within MSF).  

Carter & Cooper (2002) also highlight the complete lack of engagement by MSF with 

the membership and consequently call into question how the approach can be termed 

an organising one. In contrast, Griffin & Moors (2004) highlight the moves by the 

leadership of the blue-collar manufacturing union to enlist the support of the 

membership  by educating them about the need for an organising approach and 

philosophy in everything the union does (even though they concede it is still fairly 

early days on this front). Crosby (2005, pp. 166-173) identifies appropriately targeted 

education as an important tool in overcoming organiser resistance to adopting an 

organising approach, as well as resistance of members and workplace delegates to 

take on more responsibilities. 

Summary 

This section has illustrated that the ‘organising’ model has a very different implied 

union structure and approach to that of the ‘servicing’ model. Instead of a top-down, 

leadership driven model, the ‘organising’ model places empowered and activist 

members (particularly delegates) at the top of the structure, with all other aspects of 

the union structure designed to support and assist them. The key support for activist 

members are union organisers, who can call upon the resources of the union, 

including the knowledge and experience of the leadership where necessary, to support 

the needs of the membership. The structural factors represented by the links between 

members and the delegates, and between organisers and delegates, emerge as the 

result of the experiential factors that unions’ use to build and develop activism, which 

in turn build the psychological and ideological factors that provide for collective 

capacity, social identity and resilience to attack from employer strategies. In the 

‘organising’ model, the union is there to support these other aspects of union activity 

by providing leadership, commitment to the approach, resources to allow organisers 

and delegates to play their role, and experience from past campaigns. It can also 

provide the structural links to other unions, community groups and the public, or to 

other resources such as the organising academies that peak union bodies in various 

countries have established in more recent times. 
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Rather than being presented as a debate between ‘organising vs servicing’, or as a 

potential panacea for the current precipitous decline in the influence of unions, the 

organising approach is probably more usefully considered as “an important 

contemporary union strategy with its roots in the past” which unions consider 

adopting in the same way they have always considered other union strategies or 

policies (Burchielli & Bartram, 2007, p. 2, my emphasis). The notion that the 

organising approach harks back to an earlier period of union history is important 

because it suggests that the current decline in union fortunes is not the first time that 

unions have had to endure such a situation, rather than this necessarily being a 

terminal decline for which there is no hope of recovery (Bronfenbrenner, et al., 1998a; 

Crosby, 2005; Kelly, 1998). 

Much of the literature on the organising model has analysed attempts by individual 

unions, and even union movements, to shift their focus from a servicing to an 

organising approach. This has identified a number of barriers that unions have 

encountered in this process of transition, most of which stem from the difficulties of 

fundamentally changing the way unions operate. While much of the literature in this 

area conveys an almost ‘evangelical’ (Burchielli & Bartram, 2007, p. 2) or even 

‘fundamentalist’ (Heery, Simms, Simpson, et al., 2000, p. 39) tone about it,  the 

identification of these barriers is useful because it alerts us to the fact that the 

development (as well as the implementation) of union strategy or policy is at times a 

messy and contested process that involves a range of constituents, as well as external 

influences from the broader union movement and the political and economic 

processes. 

In the end, union behaviour is the product of four broad influences that are constantly 

interacting upon one another: the desires of the members, the nature and abilities of 

the leadership, the capacities and opinions of subordinates [(particularly, organisers 

and workplace delegates)], and the pressures of the environment (Bok & Dunlop, 

1970, p. 218). 

These four broad areas of influence on union strategy, identified nearly four decades 

ago, are important categories to keep in mind because they point to the key factors 

that must be considered in any theory of union decline and renewal. It is to such 

theories that the rest of this chapter now turns. As mentioned earlier, the literature on 

union renewal and the organising approach is often descriptive (based on real 
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examples of change) and the theory underlying the approach is not well articulated. 

The next section sets out a theory that is able to explain the decline in union influence 

of most union movements over the last few decades, as well as the period of growth 

that preceded the decline and therefore the potential for a reversal of fortunes and a 

return to more substantive times for unions. This is followed by an alternative way of 

conceptualising the process of renewal, that being the development of union power. 

2.3 Mobilisation theory 

The previous section contrasted different philosophical approaches to unionism, 

characterised in their stylised forms as the ‘servicing’ and the ‘organising’ approaches 

to unionism. It also detailed how the last decade or so has seen a concerted effort by 

some unions, both in Australia and internationally, to shift the philosophy and 

approach of their union from the former to the latter. Unions are at different points in 

this transformation process and the shift is occurring with varying degrees of success. 

To better understand the nature of this shift and why some unions are having greater 

success than others, it is useful to ground the philosophical approach of the organising 

model within a theoretical model of collective action. This is what is undertaken in 

this section of the chapter. The theoretical approach adopted is that of mobilisation 

theory, initially developed three decades ago by Tilly (1978) and more recently 

articulated within an industrial relations context by Kelly (1998). Mobilisation theory 

is grounded in social movement theory, and provides a basis for understanding why 

people take collective action over issues that affect them, their families and their 

communities. “At its heart is the fundamental question of how individuals are 

transformed into collective actors willing and able to create and sustain collective 

organization and engage in collective action against their employers” (Kelly, 1998, p. 

38).  

The premise of Kelly’s (1998) thesis is that despite half a century of research within 

the field of industrial relations, many of the key concepts in the field are not 

theoretically well developed, including the nature of collective action and how it 

comes about. Starting from a focus that the field of industrial relations is about 

understanding interests and power, conflict and cooperation, Kelly identifies a number 

of central and enduring problems in the field that he advocates mobilisation theory is 

well placed to address, including two that are important to understanding what 
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theoretically underpins the organising approach. These are the process by which 

workers come to define their interests in collective terms, as well as what the most 

appropriate way of defining power is (and power resources) in the context of the 

employment relationship (Kelly, 1998, pp. 4-13).10 

For the most part, the field of industrial relations has identified collective interests as 

those advanced through the demands of trade unions and so are determined by 

internal processes from within unions (although usually not defined). Worker power, 

on the other hand, has come under the auspices of collective bargaining, and so 

manifests itself in the relative bargaining strength of unions, employees and 

employers. The actual balance of power is often only identified ex post from the 

outcomes of the bargaining process, but the process by which the power was derived 

is usually not articulated in any rigorous theoretical way.  

Essentially, in both these cases (collective interests and collective power), the ‘black 

box’ is identified but what goes on inside it is not. Kelly (1998) argues that this 

approach to conducting industrial relations research appeared to be adequate in a 

period when the influence (if not the coverage) of unions was more dominant and 

collective bargaining was much more pervasive. However, the significant decline in 

the fortunes of unions in the last three decades has reduced the usefulness of these 

concepts being proxied by union demands and collective bargaining and so Kelly 

(1998) “attempts to move the field [of industrial relations] away from collective 

bargaining and its associated institutions and towards an examination of the processes 

that convert individual grievances into collective action” (Brown & Jarley, 2004, p. 

543).  

In part, this is to counter the perception by some that the days of collective identity 

and collective action are now gone and that we have entered a new era of 

individualism and labour-management cooperation (for example, Beaumont, 1995; 

Kaufman, 1993; Kochan & Osterman, 1994). Scholars such as Kelly, and those 

discussed in the last section advocating a shift to a more organising model of 

unionism, reject the notion that collective identity and collective action are no longer 

appropriate concepts in the study of twenty-first century employment relations. 

                                                

10 This last process is also considered in detail in the next section. 
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Instead, they have looked to reformulate the study of interests and power in industrial 

relations in more rigorous theoretical terms that better demonstrate how interests 

(particularly collective interests) are formed and how power in an industrial relations 

context (and the resources that under pin its use) are derived and applied. In a 

practical and descriptive sense, this has spawned the shift in strategic thinking for 

unions towards the ‘organising’ approach. In theoretical terms, Kelly (1998) 

advocates mobilisation theory as an appropriate way to address these concepts, as 

well as the concept of collective action and how and why it comes about (or just as 

importantly, why it does not come about). Mobilisation theory is a useful way of 

theoretically grounding the organising approach to unionism because it is able to 

explain both the presence and absence of collective action and is applicable in both a 

contemporary and historical context. Engagement in collective action at a workplace 

level lies at the heart of the organising model of unionism that many in the Australian 

union movement advocate is the (only) basis for the survival and long-term influence 

of unions in Australian society. A key aspect to the ability of unions to engage in 

collective action is the development of activism among their members and workplace 

delegates and mobilisation theory provides a basis for understanding how this might 

come about. 

Theoretical overview 

Mobilisation theory was initially developed to explain struggles for power in a 

number of different contexts, not just those emanating from the contradiction within 

the employment relationship, as it is applied here. At the macro-level, the main 

proponents of the theory (Tilly, 1978; McAdam, 1982) postulate two main sets of 

structural factors believed to facilitate the undertaking of collective action by groups 

who are not members of the existing polity (for example: blacks in the US before the 

gains of the civil rights movement; Indigenous Australians; women or gay people 

prior to the women’s or gay-liberation movements; unions within a particular 

geographic location or industry). The first set of factors they identify relate to the 

level of organisation within the aggrieved group and can be thought of as the degree 

of “readiness” or the capacity of the group to act upon and exploit any given 

opportunity that might arise. The second set of factors is the political and economic 

reality that these minority groups face, in effect the constraints and opportunities that 
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influence the ability of the group to exploit its capacity to act (McAdam, 1988, p. 

126). 

At a micro-level, mobilisation theory can be broken down into five broad 

components. In the context of industrial relations, they can be briefly summarised as: 

(1) how workers define their interests, particularly collective interests; (2) the 

organisation of groups and structures that workers establish in order to affect their 

capacity for collective action; (3) the concept of mobilisation, which refers to the 

process by which individuals are transformed into collective actors and how they 

acquire the necessary resources to undertake collective action; (4) opportunity, which 

examines the balance of power between employers and employees, the costs of 

retaliation (or counter-mobilising strategies) by employers to collective action 

(including the role of the state) and the opportunity for workers to pursue their claims; 

and finally (5) the collection action itself, and the different forms it can take 

depending on the balance between interests, organisation, mobilisation and 

opportunity (Tilly, 1978, pp. 7, 54-55; Kelly, 1998, pp. 24-26).  

Kelly (1998) argues it is only by conceptualising the employment relationship as the 

interaction of these five components (in a similar fashion to Bok & Dunlop’s (1970) 

four factors influencing union behaviour) that the decline in union influence over the 

last three decades can be properly explained – not as a fundamental decline in the 

collective identity of workers, but rather by a shift in the forces that allows collective 

identity and subsequently collective action to emerge as a normal part of the 

employment relationship. Using this conceptualisation, Kelly (1998) also identifies 

why the degree of union influence is a cyclical phenomena rather than being on an 

inevitable downward decline, and therefore where the seeds for the next upswing will 

be found. 

Each of the five components in mobilisation theory is an important element that will 

impact on a union’s ability to implement an organising approach to unionism. In this 

thesis, which is concerned with the activism of workplace delegates, the focus is 

primarily on the first three of these components: the definition of worker interests, the 

nature of the organisation of the group, and the process of mobilisation. While the 

goal of a successful organising union is the taking of collective action to further the 

interests of its members, in focusing on delegate activism, this thesis is primarily 

examining the capacity of the union to take collective action, rather than the taking of 
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the action itself. Essentially this the first set of factors described earlier for the macro-

level that determine the readiness or capacity of a group to act. 

The fourth component in the mobilisation model (opportunity) refers to the interaction 

of interests between workers, employers and the state, and is particularly concerned 

with the balance of power between these groups. Opportunity can be further sub-

divided into repression/facilitation, power and opportunity/threat. This is akin to the 

second set of factors identified at the macro-level (McAdam, 1988). Opportunity is 

crucial to understanding the ability (or not) for workers to actually take collective 

action. It represents the amount of repression minority groups are being subjected to 

(or alternatively the extent to which their activities are being facilitated) by the state 

or employers (in the case of workers) and also represents the current balance of power 

between the competing groups. In this thesis, opportunity can be conceptualised as 

variation in the workplace industrial relations environment, and the support or 

hostility shown to unions by employers, both of which may influence the capacity of 

delegates to fulfil their role (capacity to facilitate collective action). 

It is the interaction of these four components that ultimately dictate whether collective 

action will emerge from a group of workers (whether in a workplace, a union, an 

industry or some other coalesced grouping) and if so, what are the options for the 

form it will take (strikes, bans, campaigns that publicly shame, acts of civil 

disobedience – such as the picket lines at the docks during the 1998 Maritime 

dispute).  

The sub-sections that follow consider how each of these components of the 

mobilisation model is conceptualised and how they provide a theoretical underpinning 

to the organising approach to unionism. Also considered is the role that delegate 

activism plays in the model. 

Interests 

Employee interests are defined in very different ways in the ‘servicing’ and 

‘organising’ approaches to unionism. In the servicing approach, employee interests 

are those that the union pursues on behalf of its members. These interests may 

initially be developed with direct member input (for example, through surveys, group 

meetings of members, or reports from workplace delegates) or they may be developed 

directly by the union office based on the experiences or preferences of the leadership 
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group. However they develop, what will be key in the minds of the union leadership 

are the resources they will need to expend, negotiating directly with employers and/or 

pursuing the interests through institutionalised legalistic processes. Part of the 

strategising will be the degree of militancy from members the union may be able to 

call upon in support of those interests (collective action), but these are usually 

assumed to be fixed; ultimately the thinking is around how the union can advance the 

interests on behalf of the membership. 

In the organising approach, this thinking is completely reversed. Employee interests 

are those defined by the members themselves and it is the members who take 

responsibility (through their representatives – workplace delegates – and with the 

support of the union through the organiser) for developing the strategy by which the 

interests of employees will be pursued. The role of the union (through the role and 

activities of the organiser) is to help delegates and members identify those issues or 

grievances that resonate collectively across the membership and to educate them as 

how best to pursue them, based on the resources available and the experience of other 

campaigns. 

This is not about unions being more democratic in their approach with members 

(although a more democratic approach is likely to be one of the outcomes and may 

well facilitate the process – see Section 3.1 later in this thesis). Rather, it stems from 

an appropriate understanding of how workers’ interests come about, how they acquire 

a collective identity and how ultimately they may lead to some form of collective 

action in pursuit of them. 

Relying on the work of social movement theorists, mobilisation theory postulates that 

workers only take collective action when they have a grievance or a sense of injustice 

about an issue that is shared amongst the group. They understand the development of 

this collective grievance as a three-stage process: first, there are the reasons why, and 

the process by which, workers acquire a sense of injustice or grievance; second, there 

is the process by which workers develop a sense that their grievance is a collective 

one; and third, workers must acquire a belief that they have the capacity to change the 

current circumstances and so begin to assert their rights and demand change. This is 

the process that McAdam (1988) refers to as cognitive liberation.  
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Worker dissatisfaction with some aspects of their employment arrangements is a 

normal part of the employment relationship but is unlikely to lead to collective action 

where workers feel the situation is either fair (in the sense that everyone is 

experiencing the same issues), unavoidable (in the case of a firm going into 

bankruptcy) or something over which they feel powerless to act upon (for example, 

job losses resulting from a major downturn in the economy). Importantly, individual 

dissatisfaction (with an issue or situation) only moves to a grievance or a sense of 

injustice when people start to believe that those in control and/or the arrangements 

that are in place, are unjust or wrong and where the belief in the legitimacy of the 

status quo has been eroded or has come under challenge (Kelly, 1998, p. 27). This 

sense of injustice emanating from workers toward management will often come about 

because workers feel management have breached an existing set of rules or 

agreement, or because there has been a breach in consensual social values (or a set of 

shared beliefs). 

In a workplace environment, the move from an individual grievance to one that is 

collectively shared comes about through the process of attribution and the 

development of a social identity, coalesced through the leadership of the union. In the 

organising model, a key part of this leadership is facilitated through the training and 

support of workplace delegates, who are then able to play a leading role in this 

process of attribution and the development of a social identity for the group. 

Consequently, having suitably motivated delegates who are active in the workplace is 

essential to its success. 

Both attribution and social identity are concepts taken from psychology. Causal 

attribution is the cognitive process by which reasons or causes for particular events or 

situations are attributed to something or someone. Individuals will not necessarily 

attribute the same cause to a particular event, which is significant because different 

attributions have different consequences for future behaviour. To take an example 

from Kelly (1998, p. 30), if an agreement struck with an employer is widely seen to 

be a poor outcome to a negotiation process, it could be simultaneously attributed to 

the poor negotiating arguments put forward at the time, or a lack of support from the 

membership in being prepared to take collective action in support of the claim, or that 

it was the best that could be achieved under the circumstances given the company’s 

poor market position. 
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Each of these attributions leads to different consequential behaviour: the negotiating 

team could in future be better prepared with its points of argument, or put in a more 

concerted effort to mobilise the membership ahead of the negotiations, or indeed be 

completely fatalistic about the outcome. For those that attributed a lack of militancy to 

the unsatisfactory outcome, future mobilisation efforts will be influenced by whether 

workplace militancy is considered to be something that can influenced and controlled, 

or whether it is an individual constraint within which the union must operate. For 

mobilisation theory and for the organising approach, attributions are perceptions that 

are socially constructed by union leaders and workplace activists, are never a 

constraint, and are a crucial aspect of developing a capacity for collective action. 

Union leaders and activists are also important in the development of social identities, 

a concept that also comes from psychology (see Hewstone, 1989 for an exposition). A 

social identity refers to the characteristics of a group to which someone belongs and 

includes the positive and negative evaluations of those characteristics. The evaluation 

of these social characteristics (usually through a more positive comparison of one’s 

own group relative to others) leads to the stereotyping of groups (with both positive 

and negative features). This in turn influences the process of attribution whereby the 

behaviour of groups (both own and other) is explained by stereotypical characteristics. 

One of the functions of this process of social attribution (through stereotyping) is the 

protection of the group’s identity, either to boost its stocks or protect it when it is 

under attack. Deviations from stereotypical behaviour (e.g. the union is unable to 

deliver for its members, or the employer provided a more generous outcome than was 

anticipated) will often be attributed to ‘external’ conditions outside the control of the 

groups. For example, unions may explain away the acceptance of a poor pay offer due 

to the highly competitive nature of the employer’s market or, alternatively, an 

employer’s generous redundancy offer being attributed to record profits the year 

before (Kelly, 1998, p. 31). This explaining away of atypical behaviour helps preserve 

the constructed social identity of the union or workgroup, as well as that of employer. 

This understanding of how attribution and social identity operate is also key to the 

motivations of the organising model, which rely on an ability to ‘switch on’ 

appropriately constructed social identities in order to facilitate the taking of collective 

action. 
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The final step in the process of moving from individual to collective grievance (or a 

collective sense of injustice) is the role of leadership, which in the industrial relations 

context, is the role of the union and particularly (for the organising model) the role of 

both organisers and workplace delegates. The social movement literature sees 

leadership as the key to the development and activation of social identities and the 

process of social attribution. For the organising approach to unionism, the role of 

leaders in developing social identities is crucial to the success of collective action and 

the building of sustainable union. Leaders will often attempt to turn vague feelings of 

discontent into more concrete expressions of injustice. They are also important to 

providing a sense that collective action can provide a remedy to that injustice. 

Ultimately, however, it is the adoption of a sense of collective grievance by 

employees that leads to the potential for collective action, and here workplace 

delegates, with their duel roles of unionist and employee, are the crucial link.  

Organisation 

The development of collective organisations is an important part of the capacity of 

workers to take collective action and influence the nature of the employment 

relationship. Although a great deal is known about the collective organisations of 

workers (unions), much of it is about their structural properties such as membership 

characteristics or density, the spread and characteristics of workplace delegates, and 

issues around collective bargaining such as the content of agreements or the ways in 

which the employment contract is regulated. While these are useful things to know, 

structural characteristics such as union density per se, or the spread of particular 

clauses in agreements, provides little information about the willingness or capacity of 

workers to act collectively – this is what mobilisation theory refers to as organisation. 

In mobilisation theory, there are two key features of collective organisation that go to 

the heart of its ability to facilitate collective action. One is the extent to which 

individuals identify with the collective organisation, and the other is the 

interconnectedness of the members of the group – the degree of interaction or the 

density of the social networks. Most crucially, in this notion of organisation, the 

emphasis is on the inclusiveness of the group (Tilly, 1978, p. 64). In the organising 

approach, the inclusiveness of the group is going to be heavily influenced by the 

process of developing of collective interests already discussed above. But is also 

likely to be influenced by the image that the union presents of itself to its members 
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around important social issues. For example, female members, but also progressive 

male members, are going to feel more included in the union if it presents itself as 

having a progressive approach to gender issues. Identification with the group is also 

likely to be enhanced where the union is perceived to have good democratic 

processes. The interconnectedness of the group is likely to be enhanced when the 

membership tend to socialise outside of the work environment or where members 

come together in other external settings such as participating in other progressive 

causes or being a part of community groups. Given the importance of delegates 

playing a leadership role in the group, where delegates get together as a group and 

exchange ideas and experiences, the social networks of the group are likely to be 

strengthened. This interconnectedness of the group and between groups is a key 

structural factor within the organising approach referred to in Section 2.2 

Mobilisation 

According to Tilly (1978) “mobilization refers to the process by which a group 

acquires collective control over the resources needed for action” (p. 7). It is also “the 

process by which a group goes from being a passive collection of individuals to an 

active participant in public life” (p. 69). Mobilisation should not be confused with 

collective action, however. It is not the taking of action per se, but rather the building 

up of collective resources that then allows for the taking of collective action; in other 

words, mobilisation is the capacity to take collective action. 

Collective resources include the obvious tangible items such as the physical and 

financial resources that are controlled by the union or the members (for example, the 

building up of a strike fund, the additional levy paid by union members towards the 

ACTU’s “Your Rights At Work” campaign fund, the physical assets of the union such 

as its buildings that can be used to train organisers and delegates, etc). However, 

collective resources also includes intangible items such as the capacity to call upon 

members to undertake various forms of collective action, or the links unions may have 

with community groups or the general public through a media campaign, that can be 

utilised in support of a campaign. In the organising approach, it is these intangible 

resources that unions are most concerned with building up, through changing the role 

of organisers, training workplace delegates to develop greater leadership skills and 

levels of activism, fostering collective identity amongst members and developing 

links with community groups. It is all about developing capacity within the union to 
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either advance its interests or resist the efforts of employers (or the state) to 

undermine its interests. 

At the level of the individual, mobilisation theory says that the provision of resources 

by members (that is the taking of some form of collective action) will depend on the 

costs and benefits that individuals attach to the taking of collective action, known as 

expectancy-value theory – see Klandermans (1984a, 1984b). Importantly, costs and 

benefits can be thought of not only as individual ones, but also collective costs and 

benefits. At the level of the union, effective access to resources (the ability to invoke 

collection action) will depend on the probability that the resources at the union’s 

disposal (or at the disposal of the collective group) will be provided by the members 

when called upon (Tilly, 1978, pp. 71-72). Another way of conceptualising this is to 

use Hirschman’s (1970) model of exit, voice, loyalty – when an industrial campaign is 

underway and the collective resources that the union believes it has available to it are 

called for, will members exit the process, will they simply voice their disapproval, or 

will they remain loyal to the collective aims of the union and provide the required 

resources?  

The mobilisation of resources comes about through what Klandermans referred to as 

the “complex process of convincing and activating” (1984a, p. 107), which comes 

about through union leadership and social interaction amongst the group. This is the 

same as what the organising approach is doing through the development of collective 

interests (attribution, social identity, leadership) and organisation (group 

identification, interconnectedness and inclusiveness) discussed in the previous two 

sub-sections. The development of collective interests and organisation will increase 

the perceived benefits relative to the costs for any particular course of actions, 

particularly collective benefits compared to costs. This is significant because viewing 

collective costs and benefits in collective terms helps mitigate against the free-rider 

problem articulated by Olson (1968) that unions in a free association context always 

face.11 The development of collective interests and organisation also increases the 

                                                

11 See Klandermans (2002) for an example of how group identification can be useful in 

overcoming free-rider problems. Also see Metochi (2002) for an example of the importance 

of union leadership for mobilisation. 
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probability that members will choose loyalty to the union, over exit or voice 

(Hirschman, 1970). 

Opportunity and collective action 

The three preceding sub-sections (on interests, organisation and mobilisation) have 

focussed on the internal structure and workings of groups (in this case unions). These 

are the concepts that define what capacity the union has to act collectively. This sub-

section discusses the concept of opportunity in mobilisation theory, which is the 

process by which the roles of other groups in the system (in this case, employers and 

the state) are brought into the analysis. It then discusses briefly the concept of 

collective action and how this is articulated within the theory. 

While interests, organisation and mobilisation define the capacity for the union and its 

members to act, the immediate incentive or opportunity for them to act is defined by 

the strength and weaknesses of the groups they are competing with as these groups 

attempt to realise their interests (primarily employers, mediated through the regulation 

of the state). Opportunity encompasses the idea that external groups impose a set of 

conditions on the capacity of the union to undertake collective action that can be both 

repressive and facilitative; that essentially, external groups can both increase and 

reduce the cost of taking collective action. By examining the prevailing pattern of 

repression and facilitation of employers and the state, the strengths and weaknesses of 

all parties (including unions or even a particular group of workers) can be analysed. 

This is important because the relative strengths and weaknesses of the parties 

determine the balance of power between them and it is the balance of power that will 

determine the opportunities for collective action that workers have in any particular 

set of circumstances (Tilly, 1978, pp. 98-106).  

Collective action refers to the forms of acts of defiance and resistance that unions and 

their members use to further their interests. While strikes are the most prominent form 

of collective action that attracts the most attention (both publicly and scholarly), there 

are many other forms of collective action that workers take to apply pressure to their 

employer (for example, button days, t-shirts, posters, community campaigns, go-

slows, overtime bans). Both the ability to take, and the type of collective action, is 

determined by the capacities built up as part of the development of interests, 
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organisation and mobilisation, as well as the context provided by the opportunities 

facing the union. 

As this thesis is primarily about the relationship between workplace delegates and 

their union and how the latter can influence the activism of the former, there is not a 

lot of focus on these last two components of mobilisation theory. The thesis is 

primarily concerned with how unions can influence the capacity to take collective 

action, within the context of the opportunities that the union faces. While the focus is 

primarily at the level of the workplace, there is however some opportunity to address 

some of the opportunities facing unions that emanate from a workplace context, such 

as the workplace’s industrial relations environment and the attitude of the employer 

toward the role of workplace delegates. 

2.4 Union renewal and union power  

The concepts articulated in the previous section on mobilisation theory are not unique 

to it; they have been articulated in a number of different theoretical frameworks. 

These include Weil’s strategic choice framework, Child, Loveridge and Warner’s 

model of administrative and representative effectiveness of trade unions, Gardener’s 

typology of Australian union strategy and Levesque & Murray’s model of local union 

power (Child, Loveridge, & Warner, 1973; Gardner, 1989; Levesque & Murray, 

2002; Weil, 2005). In a recent Australian contribution, Pocock (2000) draws on these 

and other related theoretical approaches to develop a theory of union renewal. Central 

to Pocock’s thesis is the need for unions to develop greater union power in order to 

renew themselves, which is similar to the notion within mobilisation theory of the 

capacity of unions to take collective action.  

Pocock (2000) essentially takes Levesque & Murray’s (2002) three component 

framework of local union power resources and improves on it.12 Levesque & Murray 

see the success of workplace-level unionism (union renewal) as dependent on the 

power that the union has, which as with mobilisation theory, is “the result of [having 

access to] a variety of power resources that can be mobilized to alter the terms of their 

                                                

12 ‘Local union’ is used in the North American context here, which roughly translates to the 
union at the workplace level in the Australian context. Pocock (2000) actually references an 

earlier version of Levesque and Murray (2002), presented at a UCLEA/AFL-CIO Conference 

held in Milwaukee, USA, in April 2000. 
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relationships with other actors, notably with employers and governments” (2002, pp. 

39-40). Importantly, union power is not an absolute concept, but is contingent upon 

the circumstances unions face at various points in time (Hyman, 1997, p. 311; 

Pocock, 2000, p. 15), which is similar to Tilly’s (1978) concept of opportunity 

playing a key role in terms of what is potentially attainable. 

Pocock (2000) directly adopts two of  Levesque & Murray’s (2002) components into 

her framework: ‘discursive capacity and ‘external solidarity’. The first of these refers 

to the power of unions to set the agenda, or at least a credible, alternative agenda, in 

relation to the key issues affecting particular workplaces (for example: job losses due 

to globalisation; fair pay and conditions; concerns about work practices; the extent of 

managerial prerogative). Discursive capacity is linked closely to the process of 

defining employee interests in mobilisation theory discussed earlier (Tilly, 1978; 

Kelly, 1998, pp. 27-33), and the ‘cognitive liberation’ that comes when workers 

develop a sense of injustice and a preparedness to challenge the status quo (McAdam, 

1988; Pocock, 2000, p. 14). The psychological and ideological factors of the 

organising approach are key here. 

Pocock’s (2000) second component taken directly from Levesque & Murray (2002) is 

external solidarity, which refers to the linkages the union has developed with other 

unions, community organisations and political affiliations, and is differentiated from 

power internal to the union itself. These are part of the ‘structural factors’ of the 

organising approach discussed in Section 2.2, and their development is part of the 

mobilisation of resources referred to in Section 2.3.  

Pocock (2000) also takes the third component of Levesque & Murray’s (2002) 

framework (internal solidarity), but divides it into two separate components on the 

basis that the “term ‘internal solidarity’ collapses too many disparate components and 

becomes overburdened” (2000, p. 20) and therefore is not as helpful as it could be for 

identifying what the strategic choices are for unions attempting to undergo renewal. 

Pocock (2000) usefully differentiates the structural cohesion of the union – 

membership density, financial strength, internal solidarity and overall union structure, 

which she calls ‘structural capacity’ – from its ‘mobilising and organising power’. 

The latter “refers to factors like the democratic character of the union, its stance and 

activity in relation to organising and mobilising members and activists, its recruitment 

and delegate capacity, training, and the integration of all union activities into a 
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mobilising strategy” (2000, p. 20). Arguably, this is the crux of the ‘organising’ 

approach. 

On its own, however, ‘mobilising and organising power’ is not sufficient to increase 

union power. Unions also need to develop good ‘discursive power’, build up its 

‘external solidarity’ and have a sound ‘structural capacity’ in order for union power to 

be effective. Pocock (2000) also adds one more component to the mix though, that 

being the ‘culture and competence’ of the union. This is the capacity of the union to 

be reflective about itself, to recognise the need to change, and the ability to act on that 

assessment. Pocock believes this is an under-researched area in the union literature 

and gets at the heart of whether unions are even capable of implementing an 

organising approach, based on their competence and their organisational culture. This 

is where the earlier discussion about the difficulties many unions are having in 

transitioning to an organising approach fits in (Bronfenbrenner, et al., 1998a; Pocock, 

1998; Voss & Sherman, 2000). Pocock argues this is a significant and often over 

looked component of union power, and that “in many circumstances it determines the 

capacity of unions to build each of the other sources of their power” (2000, p. 22, 

emphasis in original). 

To conclude, both mobilisation theory and an understanding of the components of 

union power provide a sound theoretical basis for examining the mechanisms that 

underpin the organising approach. Many of the mechanisms are the same as the 

factors that were briefly raised in the opening chapter as potential influences on 

delegate activism (in the sub-questions). Things such as the difference between 

procedural and truly influential union democracy, the usefulness of education and 

training when implementing an organising strategy, the development of linkages 

between activists and with community groups to provide solidarity and support, the 

importance of person-to-person contact and the building of confidence amongst 

members and activists, the need for rank-and-file participation to secure member 

commitment and engagement and inoculate against employer hostility – these are all 

important mechanisms that form the basis for the organising approach and they are all 

issues that are considered in the subsequent analysis for their influence on delegate 

activism. 

Much of the literature discussed in the chapter, relates to units of analysis that are not 

being addressed by this thesis, such as the union, the union leader, the organiser, the 
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workplace, the member or a particular union campaign. Although the results of this 

thesis may have implications for the actions of some of these, the thesis is structured 

around the workplace delegate as the unit of analysis and so only aspects of the 

organising literature that lend themselves to analysis at this level are subsequently 

addressed in the upcoming chapters. 

The next chapter explores the research that has been undertaken with respect to the 

role of workplace delegates and specifically considers the research on the activism of 

delegates and what influences it. In doing so, gaps in the research literature in this 

area are identified and the research questions that the thesis will address as part of 

overcoming some of those gaps are articulated.  



 

Chapter 3 Workplace delegates and 
activism 

The previous chapter detailed both ‘servicing’ and ‘organising’ approaches to 

workplace unionism, as well as providing some theoretical underpinnings to the 

organising model and the basis for building collective union capacity at workplaces. 

In this chapter, the focus shifts explicitly to the activism of delegates, what is known 

about it, and what factors appear to have an influence on it. A second section then 

draws upon the literature presented in the previous chapter on the organising approach 

and the literature in this chapter on the determinants of delegate activism, to provide a 

detailed presentation of the research questions to be addressed in this thesis. 

The study of workplace delegates, and of workplace industrial relations more 

generally, is not well developed in Australia. In times gone by, “this neglect [of 

academic research in Australia of workplace delegates] may be due, and in turn 

contributed to, the belief that in a centralised arbitral system little industrial relations 

activity occurs at the workplace” (see Benson, 1991 for an early adherence to this 

approach). In part, this perceived lack of importance of industrial relations at the 

workplace level may have reflected the reality of unionism for the bulk of Australian 

workplaces up until the 1990s, although there have always been obvious exceptions to 

this in some sectors (such as meat, rail, power, shipbuilding) (Benson, 1991, p. 18). 

On the whole, however, delegate structures within Australian workplaces have never 

been highly developed (compared to Britain), with the potential for the centralised 

arbitral system to have the effect of ‘atrophying’ union structures within workplaces 

being identified as early as the 1950s (Isaac, 1958). 

3.1 Delegate activism and its influences 

At first glance, there is little empirical research addressing the role and impact of 

delegates on workplace activism, and what there is primarily focuses on the union, or 

on union organisers. In the context of researching unions implementing an 

‘organising’ model, there have been only four Australian studies to date based on 

survey data that use multivariate techniques to investigate the activism of delegates at 

the workplace level (which is also going to be the approach taken in this thesis). 
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Initially, this section describes these four studies and identifies the measures of 

delegate activism that each has used. It then goes on to detail the variables that the 

studies identified as key influences on the measures of delegate activism. 

The first of the studies illustrates the importance of delegate presence, as well as that 

of delegate activism, for the maintenance and growth of union density at the 

workplace. Alexander, Green & Wilson (1998) exploit the panel survey from the 1995 

Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey (AWIRS95) to demonstrate that 

maintaining a delegate presence between 1990 and 1995 or achieving a delegate 

presence over that time, dramatically improved the chances of maintaining workplace 

membership density levels, compared to those workplaces that lost delegate presence 

or never had it (also see Morehead, et al., 1997, pp. 141-143). Moreover, the 

resilience effect was enhanced where delegates were also active (Alexander, et al., 

1998, pp. 668-670). Alexander et al. (1998) used two measures of delegate activism 

initially developed for the first AWIRS study conducted in 1990 (Callus, Morehead, 

Cully, & Buchanan, 1991), and which were replicated in the 1995 panel survey.13 The 

first (described as active unions, but was actually about delegate activism) identified 

delegates that spent at least one hour a week on union activities and carried out tasks 

beyond just recruiting members, while the second (described as delegate negotiations) 

required workplace managers to have negotiated with delegates in the past year on 

one of seven workplace issues. 

The second Australian study using survey data to explore delegate activism is Peetz, 

Webb & Jones (2002). Delegates from the Finance Sector Union were surveyed in 

2000 and 2001, with five specific measures of activism being collected, as well as 

other variables so as to discover what best explained the variation in the measures. 

The survey in 2000 covered 825 delegates from 3200 who were surveyed (26 per cent 

response rate), while the 2001 ‘follow-up’ survey was of a smaller 102 delegates from 

322 surveyed (33 per cent response rate), who had undertaken training in the previous 

year. 

The measures of activism included one of current activism, which was based on a 

count of the range of activities performed by delegates in the previous two months. A 

                                                

13 The 1995 panel survey comprised 698 of the 2004 workplaces that participated in the 1990 

AWIRS survey. 



  Chapter 3 
  Workplace delegates and activism 

 
49 

second related measure was also based on the same count of activities, but referred to 

any they had undertaken since becoming a delegate, and was labelled long-term 

activism. The third measure of activism was effort, indicated by the average amount 

of time per week delegates spent on union activity. For analysis purposes, this 

variable was recoded into two dichotomous variables measuring, respectively, no 

effort (those who spent no time on union activities) and high effort (30 minutes or 

more on average per week).14 A fourth measure of activism was the delegate’s 

perception of their involvement in union activities, with responses being: ‘very 

involved’; ‘quite involved’; and ‘not involved’. Again, for analysis purposes, this 

variable was recoded into two dichotomous variables measuring, respectively low 

involvement (‘not involved’ contrasted with the other two categories) and high 

involvement (‘very involved’ contrasted with the other two categories). These four 

measures were taken from the larger initial survey conducted in 2000. An alternative, 

fifth measure was taken from the 2001 follow-up survey and measured whether 

delegates felt more or less committed to being a delegate following their training, or 

just the same. 

The measures, or ones similar to them in concept, are the measures of delegate 

activism that underpin the analysis in this thesis, which are introduced and discussed 

in Chapters 6 and 8. 

A third Australian study that uses multivariate techniques to consider the role played 

by the activism of delegates is Peetz & Pocock (2006). Based on one of the two data 

sources that will be exploited in this thesis (see Section 4.1), the authors consider the 

role of delegate activism, along with other contextual variables, in the determination 

of union power at the workplace. The analysis is based on a survey of 2350 current 

delegates from eight unions and was conducted in late 2003 and early 2004, with 

around 325 delegates surveyed from seven of the eight unions and a smaller amount 

coming from the remaining union because of its smaller membership base (see an 

earlier paper, Peetz & Pocock, 2005 for an examination of the characteristics, 

workplace contexts and experiences of the delegates in this study). While Peetz & 

                                                

14 Although no distributional information is provided on this and other measures of activism, 

the fact that 30 minutes or more was classified as high effort would suggest FSU delegates do 

not spend a great deal of time on their union related activities. 
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Pocock (2006) do not directly address the issue of delegate activism  and its 

determinants, their analysis finds that an index of delegate activism (based on a count 

of tasks undertaken) is one of the strongest predictors of workplace union power (their 

variable of interest). This index of activism, in a similar vein to the Peetz et al. (2002) 

paper, is based on a count of union activities potentially undertaken in the previous 

six months. 

Although Peetz & Pocock (2006) are examining the factors associated with union 

power, the strength of the relationship between workplace union power and the 

measure of delegate activism suggest it is likely that many of the same factors will be 

associated with both concepts. For this reason, Peetz & Pocock (2006) will be a useful 

paper for pointing to the likely correlates of delegate activism. 

In a further paper, based in part on the same survey of delegates, Peetz & Pocock 

(2007) considered the correlates of delegate activism, specifically focussing on the 

links between aspects of delegate activism and the involvement of delegates in wider 

community activism. The authors divide their sample into those delegates that were 

also activists in a social group or community association (described as community-

union activists – 13 per cent of the sample) and those that were not (union-only 

activists) in order to consider whether community-union activists were more or less 

likely to be active in the workplace than union-only activists (Peetz & Pocock, 2007, 

p. 129). The measures of activism used as dependent variables in the paper include the 

extent to which delegates felt they were involved in union activities, as well as an 

index of current activism (the same as that used in Peetz & Pocock, 2006). The 

findings of this analysis are discussed in the sections that follow. 

Other research that provides some insight into the concept of delegate activism come 

primarily from case studies or from small-scale surveys of delegates about their roles, 

and many of them have already been discussed in the previous chapter. These are 

referred to in the sections following where they provide some insight into the concept 

of delegate activism or its influences.  

Delegates and activism 

The initial set of factors that are known to influence delegate activism relate to the 

delegates themselves: personal characteristics, motivations and orientations, skills, 
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training, confidence and experience, and the relationship delegates have with other 

members at the workplace. 

Characteristics 

An examination of the literature suggests that few analyses of delegate activism have 

considered the role that characteristics of delegates may play, with the one exception 

being gender. More broadly though, until recently, little research in Australia has 

considered the role of gender in influencing participation in workplace union 

organisation. Some aspects of the literature on union participation have focussed on 

gender and has generally demonstrated that women are less likely to join unions 

(Peetz, 1998a), and when they do, are likely to participate less in union activities, 

including being workplace delegates (Morehead, et al., 1997, pp. 165-166 and 

Appendix Table A8.2). However, this lower level of joining and participation is 

generally shown to be a function of the industries and occupations in which female 

employment is concentrated (Peetz, 1998a). Pocock (1995) identifies the double 

burden of paid and domestic work that  many women face, as well as a shared lack of 

confidence, knowledge and skills, and numerous barriers resulting from the way that 

many Australian unions operate (including never being asked to participate and 

meeting times that are not convenient), for the lower level of activism amongst female 

union members. However, Pocock (1995) advocates that seeing these barriers to 

greater participation as personal characteristics of women somewhat misses the point. 

Rather, the identification of these barriers should inform the way that unions engage 

with their female membership, in the same way that unions have recognised the 

difficulties of engaging with men who work as transient shearers, on boats, on oil-rigs 

and on shift-work and have worked to overcome these barriers. 

Another paper that has explicitly considered the role of gender in workplace activism 

is Peetz et al. (2002). Looking at the frequencies of delegate activism, Peetz et al. 

(2002) found female delegates were less activist on some but not all measures. 

Specifically they found female delegates displayed less long-term activism (but not 

after controlling for training), and were more likely to see themselves as ‘not 

involved’ in (low involvement), and having spent ‘no time’ on union activities (low 

effort), although they were no less active on current tasks (current activism). This 

apparent lower level of activism among female delegates, however, is ‘explained’ by 

their lower levels of experience and training, which in turn had consequences for their 
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self-perceived level of skills and confidence. Their concentrations in the retail parts of 

the banking industry (as opposed to call centres or other workplaces, including head 

offices) also meant they had less frequent contact with organisers. When taken 

together and controlled for, female delegates were no less active or involved, even 

though they spent less time on union activities than male delegates. 

Orientations and motivations of delegates 

As the previous section discusses, up until the early 1990s, much of the literature on 

the role and activities of workplace delegates had focussed on their orientations and 

ideological positions. Unfortunately, none appear to have linked these to activism, just 

the likelihood of being a delegate or of being a ‘type’ of delegate. 

One way of thinking about the orientation of workplace delegates is to consider the 

broader aspects of delegates’ lives and whether they could be considered activists in 

contexts outside the workplace environment, such as for a community-based or social 

group. In their research on community activism and unions, Peetz & Pocock (2007) 

identify delegates that are activists in these external groups (which they label as 

community-union activists, to reflect their dual roles) and compare them to other 

delegates who only hold activist roles within the union itself (so-called union-only 

activists).15 Peetz & Pocock found that community-union activists were more likely to 

indicate they were ‘very involved’ in union activities (an indicator of activism) and 

agree that they enjoyed being a delegate (important for sustaining activist 

environments), compared to the union-only activists. Community-union activists were 

also more likely to indicate they had undertaken all six delegate tasks in the past six 

months for which information was collected, again indicating higher levels of 

activism (2007, p. 130).  

Crucially, the task that set them apart from union-only activists was the ‘mobilising of 

their colleagues for some form of collective action (eg signing petitions/going on 

strike)’, which arguably is the most important (of the six tasks considered) in terms of 

                                                

15 It is important to keep in mind that both community-union and union-only activists may 
hold positions within the union other than that of a workplace delegate and that the distinction 

being drawn here is between activism within the union only, or also in the wider context of 

the community. 
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a more activist ‘organising approach’.16 In other words, community-union activists 

had a greater orientation towards campaigning. This finding that was further 

reinforced when delegates were asked 

… whether it was more important for them to know who to contact in the union office 

to get a member’s problem solved quickly (a servicing orientation), or to know how 

to organise a workplace campaign around members’ problems (an organising 

orientation). Twenty-three per cent of community-union activists, but only 17 per 

cent of union-only delegates, thought it more important to know how to organise a 

workplace campaign (Peetz & Pocock, 2007, p. 130). 

Community-union activists were also more confident about being involved in a 

workplace campaign, and more active in their networking with other delegates, union 

organisers and other people from the union office. They were also more confident 

overall, less likely to have a hostile manager and less likely to indicate they would 

rather be doing other things in their spare time instead of fulfilling their delegate role 

(Peetz & Pocock, 2007, pp. 130-131). 

In some cases the manner in which a delegate comes to their position reflects the 

democratic processes that operate within a union. In the absence of such a process, 

however, the achievement of such a position by a member is more likely to be 

dependent on their personal motivation and the opportunities that present themselves. 

In many unions, delegates are often appointed by organisers or simply take on the job 

because no one else will. Even when there is possibility of an election process, many 

delegates are the only nomination for a position and so effectively ‘volunteer’ for the 

position. 

In a recent study considering what factors were associated with members of the 

Victorian Branch of the Australian Nurses Federation becoming delegates or not, 

Bartram, Stanton & Elovaris (2008) report nearly one-in-four delegates indicated the 

reason they became a delegate was ‘because no-one else would’ or ‘ because I was 

asked to’. Another 19 per cent were motivated by ideological reasons and a desire to 

advocate on behalf of their fellow members, while the same percentage were 

motivated by more instrumental reasons such as increasing their knowledge of 

                                                

16 See Section 8.1 for further analysis on these six delegate tasks. 
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industrial relations or advancing their training and career. Bartram, Stanton & 

Elovaris (2008) also found that a commitment to the union was a highly significant 

predictor of whether a member was a union delegate.17 

But does the motivation for becoming a delegate or the manner in which delegates get 

recruited to their position make a difference to their level of activism? Peetz et al. 

(2002) attempt to address the second of these questions, but their results are hard to 

interpret (partly because being elected to the position does not seem to be one of the 

options available to respondents in their survey). In the paper, delegate recruitment is 

divided into those recruited by the organiser, those who volunteered, and those who 

came to the role by some other means. Compared to the latter, those recruited by 

organisers appear to display greater activism with respect to current activism, long-

term activism to some extent, and are the least likely to have ‘no involvement’ in 

union activities. Those who volunteered also had greater current activism, although 

not to the same extent as the organiser-recruited delegates. In contrast though, these 

two methods of recruitment (compared to all others) were associated with a 

significantly lower level of high effort activism. Peetz et al. (2002) suggest this issue 

needs to be explored further with other data (see Sections 5.3 and 6.4 later in the 

thesis where this is undertaken). 

Training, tenure, confidence and skills 

It might be thought that the most important thing for delegates to have is experience 

in the role, a position that might lead to an underestimation of the benefits of training. 

Multivariate analysis based on Peetz et al.’s (2002) measures of delegate activism 

reveal a distinction between the effects of training and tenure that considers this. 

While both tenure and training were significantly correlated with each of the activism 

measures, it was training that was found to be the crucial variable for increased levels 

of activism, rather than tenure. In most of Peetz et al.’s (2002) models where both 

were included (even in simple two-variable models with all other variables omitted), 

                                                

17 Union commitment was measured using Ladd, Gordon, Beauvais & Morgan’s (1982) 

‘commitment to the union’ measure, which itself is based on Gordon, Philpot, Burt, Thomson 

& Spiller’s (1980) union commitment measure. Ladd et al.’s (1982) measure is based on three 
factors – union loyalty, responsibility to the union and willingness to work for the union – 

while Gordon et al.’s (1980) measure includes these same three factors plus a fourth factor of 

belief in unionism. 
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training - and not tenure - was found to be significant.  This was the case in models 

explaining current activism, high or low involvement or high effort.  

In the remaining measures of activism, tenure, as well as training, was found to be 

significant in explaining long-term activism, where longer-serving delegates had more 

opportunities (irrespective of their levels of training) to perform the tasks listed in the 

index, and also in explaining low effort, where low levels of tenure were associated 

with little activity from delegates, possibly because these less experienced delegates 

still relied on other more senior delegates to undertake union-related tasks. These 

results indicate that tenure will be a sub-optimal substitute for delegate training in 

some cases, but only after a significant amount of time in the role. 

This tendency to over-rate the impact of experience was also found amongst 

organisers in the study by Peetz at al. (2007). From a list of 25 factors, organisers 

rated their experience as the greatest help to them in doing their job. Yet in the 

analysis, experience was the fourth least important factor out of 25 in explaining the 

overall difficulty or ease of organisers’ work, and was the least important of all (and 

non-significant) in explaining changes in membership joining. In fact, “training was 

much more important than experience in explaining the ease or difficulty of 

organizers’ work and membership joining outcomes” (Peetz, et al., 2007, pp. 160-

161). 

Peetz et al. (2002) advocate that training is important for delegate activism because it 

enhances both the (self-perceived) skills and confidence of delegates to deal with the 

demands of their role. In their analysis, training is shown to be strongly associated 

with indexes of both skills and confidence. In contrast, however, experience is only 

associated with enhanced confidence, but not self-perceived skills. This indicates that 

confidence can be increased in the short-term by training, or in the longer-term simply 

by longevity in the role. Skills, on the other hand, were only increased through 

training. 

In turn, Peetz et al. (2002) showed that both skills and confidence were found to be 

correlated with some of the measures of delegate activism; however, in multivariate 

models in which both variables were included, only confidence displayed an 

independent effect with any of the measures of delegate activism, suggesting that 

increasing skills only enhances delegate activism through its effect on confidence. At 
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the same time, longer tenure (experience) played a part by increasing the opportunity 

that delegates had to receive training (and may also have played a smaller role in 

enhancing confidence). Thus it would seem that training enhances the skills that 

delegates have, and both skills and training enhance the confidence of delegates, 

which in turn increases the level of activism. Like confidence though, training also 

has a direct, independent effect on activism (unlike skills), as it remained statistically 

significant in all multivariate models except for high involvement, even after skills 

and confidence were independently controlled for.18 Clearly then, training is having 

an additional effect beyond that which it provides through enhancing skills and 

confidence. Peetz et al. (2002) speculate that “training also motivates participants, 

perhaps by making them more aware of the importance of union activism, and/or by 

making them more aware of the impact that unionism and activism can have” (Peetz, 

et al., 2002, p. 95).  

Communication with, and support from, members 

The theory underpinning the ‘organising’ model would suggest that the stronger the 

relationship between delegates and members, the more likely that the activism of both 

will be high. This is because the factors that build strong relationships between 

members at the workplace (and their delegate representatives) are the factors that lead 

to activism (Bronfenbrenner, 2003; Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998; Crosby, 2005; 

Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994; Heery, et al., 2003). 

In Peetz et al. (2002), activist delegates were more likely to use direct forms of 

communication, such as handing out union notices and updates directly, having a 

notice board they had authority to use and advertise the fact that they were the union 

delegate, rather than more indirect forms of contact. These more direct forms of 

communication were also associated with delegate confidence, suggesting that 

communication style is likely to be a function of delegate activism, rather than a 

determinant of it. 

                                                

18 Why training would not be significant in the model for high involvement, but significant in 

models for current and long-term activism and high and low involvement is difficult to 
disentangle. However, it could be that delegates only need a small amount of training to 

consider themselves ‘very involved’, but require greater amounts of training to be fulfilling 

more tasks and to be displaying greater effort. 
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There is little direct evidence of the relationship between the activism of delegates 

and the activism of members at the workplace, although as already mentioned, they 

are likely to be influenced by the same factors (Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998; 

Crosby, 2005). Indirect evidence of an association comes from Peetz at al. (2007) and 

the fact that a lack of support from members at the workplace had a negative effect on 

local union power. The strong positive association between local union power and 

delegate activism would imply that a lack of support from members is also 

detrimental to delegate activism, although it could be that both are simply influenced 

by the same common factors. 

Role of the union in delegate activism 

This thesis is primarily concerned with examining the influence that unions have in 

relation to the activism of delegates. Sections in the previous chapter have examined 

why unions would be concerned with delegate activism and the mechanisms by which 

unions can influence activism. This next part gets to the nub of the thesis and 

examines the empirical literature about the role that the union plays in the activism of 

delegates. To a large extent, the crucial relationship is between organisers and 

delegates, and this is examined first. However, other aspects of the union role are also 

shown to be important. These include the effectiveness and types of support that the 

union provides (including the extent and type of training and education), the nature of 

the union’s democratic processes and the image that the union presents of itself to 

members and delegates on important social issues. 

Organisers and the development of delegate activism 

In the context of the ‘organising model’, the role of full-time union organisers has 

already been discussed in the previous chapter. While this thesis is not directly 

examining the activism of organisers, it is clear from the theoretical literature and 

from the standard ‘organising’ model that organisers play a crucial role in the 

development of delegate activism and that this is primarily through the identification 

of, and subsequent support provided to, workplace delegates.  

To some extent, the shift to a more organising approach implies some specialisation 

of the organiser’s role. Peetz at al. (2007) found little evidence that this is currently 

happening, with 71 per cent of organisers in their sample indicating that the number 

of roles they perform in their job had increased (in the last two years) and only 4 per 
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cent saying the number of roles had gone down. Half of the delegates indicated that 

they undertook tasks that they felt would be better done by someone else in the union, 

including 17 per cent who prioritised clerical duties as needing to be shifted and 11 

per cent who prioritised servicing tasks, including handling grievances and inquiries 

(2007, p. 159). 

In the context of the organising model, much of the literature has focussed on the 

transition by unions from a servicing approach to an organising approach. The role of 

union organisers in that transition has featured prominently in much of the discussion. 

Sometimes this has been about the resistance of organisers to this change, but often it 

has featured organisers as those most expected to implement the change but often 

without the necessary resources and support from the union, particularly from the 

union leadership (Griffin & Moors, 2004; Oxenbridge, 1997). 

Peetz at al. (2007) considered the progress that has been made toward implementing a 

more organising approach to the work of organisers. In the two years preceding the 

survey (conducted in late 2002, early 2003), they find evidence of a small shift away 

from the proportion of time organisers spent on core servicing activities, towards core 

organising activities (finding workplace delegates, building delegate structures, and 

training and developing delegates). However, it appears to be only one-fifth of the 

shift in time that organisers say they should actually be spending on these tasks (2007, 

pp. 158-159).  

In the same study, organisers were asked to rate issues that were either helpful, or a 

problem for them, in fulfilling their job. In relation to the locating and development of 

workplace activists, the organisers indicate that ‘the ease or difficulty with which they 

can currently identify workplace activists’ and ‘the current level of commitment and 

experience of workplace activists’ were two issues that were more likely to be a 

problem than a help to them. Only 26 per cent of organisers indicated that the ease of 

identifying workplace activists was a help, while 43 per cent indicated the current 

level of commitment and experience of delegates was a help to them doing their job; 
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however, the authors do not report what percentages indicated these issues were a 

problem (Peetz, et al., 2007 Tables 2 and 3).19 

They also identified ‘the workload currently faced by actual and potential workplace 

delegates in their normal job’ as the issue most likely to cause them problems, with an 

overwhelming 84 per cent of organisers nominating this issue as a problem, and 34 

per cent rating it as a major problem.20 

Peetz & Pocock (2007) also exploited the same survey of union organisers used in 

Peetz et al. (2007) to look at the community activist links of organisers and how these 

might (amongst other issues) be useful in the context of an organising approach to 

unionism. After dividing their sample of organisers into two groups – those who had 

prior experience as community or student activists, and those who did not – the 

authors found some evidence that, “on a limited range of matters, organisers with 

backgrounds in community or student activism appeared to have better outcomes than 

organisers without such background” (Peetz & Pocock, 2007, p. 131). Specifically, 

former community or student activists had significantly higher levels of activism on a 

range of matters such as being more easily able to identify workplace activists, as well 

as fewer difficulties in obtaining access to workplaces, and fewer difficulties with the 

current image of the union (with women, young workers etc). They also appeared 

more likely to indicate “there had been increases in the proportions of delegates who 

had organised an action around a workplace issue or who were in workplaces that had 

been ‘mapped’, that is analysed in terms of current and potential union members and 

activists by work area” (Peetz & Pocock, 2007, p. 131, footnote). Each of these 

outcomes addresses specific aspects that are important to the successful 

implementation of the organising model and in the development of workplace 

activists (delegates). It suggests that for unions attempting to recruit organisers with 

more of a focus on the organising model, benefit may be dreived from recruiting those 

applicants with a broader activist experience (Peetz & Pocock, 2007, p. 139).  

                                                

19 But they do indicate there were more respondents who said this issue was a problem than a 

help. 

20 Interestingly though, in further analysis, delegate workloads turned out to be the least 
important factor out of 25 in explaining the overall difficulty or ease of organisers’ work, and 

was the second least important of all (and non-significant) in explaining changes in 

membership joining (Peetz, et al., 2007, pp. 160-161 and Table 4). 
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Contact and support for delegates 

Based on what is known about the organising model, the frequency and type of 

contact that delegates have with their full-time officials (specifically organisers) 

would have an important bearing on their capacity and confidence to undertake an 

activist role. In Peetz et al. (2002), the issue of contact between delegates and 

organisers was not addressed in the main survey, although it was dealt with in the 

follow-up survey of those who had attended a union training course. While the sample 

size is small, it is clear from their Table 5 (Peetz, et al., 2002, p. 96) that those who 

had experienced contact with an organiser since attending their training course, had a 

greater commitment to their role as a delegate than those that had not. The authors 

also report a similar positive finding for the frequency of post-training contact. Post-

training contact was also associated with greater involvement in union activities and 

greater effort (measured by average time on delegate activities) on the part of the 

delegate. 

Peetz et al. (2002) also reported that for delegates who had issues they were working 

to resolve at the time of the survey, there was an increased likelihood that their post-

training commitment had fallen where the organiser was not working with delegate . 

Likewise, there was an increased commitment where the organiser and the delegate 

had developed a strategy to win or deal with the issues. Both of these outcomes 

reinforce the point that appropriate and more frequent contact between organisers and 

delegates is an important influence on delegates’ activism. 

Other support for delegates 

Important as the relationship between organisers and delegates is for workplace 

activism, based on the experience of unions implementing an organising approach, the 

provision of other supports from the union would also be likely to be crucial in 

fostering delegate activism. Unfortunately, there is little direct evidence of such a 

relationship, although there is a large amount of indirect evidence that can be pointed 

to.  

Peetz & Pocock (2006), in their analysis of workplace union power, identify effective 

union support in showing delegates how to develop useful networks of people as an 

important predictor of local union power. Since local union power was also strongly 

associated with a measure of delegate activism (based on the number of tasks 
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undertaken), the effective delivery of this type of support is also likely to influence 

delegate activism. In addition, delegates in the Peetz & Pocock (2006) study were also 

asked to rate the effectiveness of seven other areas in which unions were likely to 

provide support. In a separate analysis, Peetz & Pocock (2006) regress the 

effectiveness rating of all eight types of support against local union power, and 

despite a high level of collinearity amongst the ratings, still find that five of them have 

a significant association. This suggests that other types of support besides help with 

developing networks may also be an important influence on delegate activism. 

Ellem’s analysis of union renewal in the Pilbara region of Western Australia is 

another example where union support was critical in the development of delegate 

activism. Union support, both from individual unions and the ACTU, was of 

fundamental importance in the initial establishment, and then maintenance, of a local 

network of delegate activists (see Ellem, 2002a, 2002b, 2003a, 2003b, 2004). This 

analysis, however, identifies much more than the establishment and maintenance of a 

delegate network; indeed, it is a classic example of a successful union renewal 

strategy along the lines of the ‘organising’ model. This is because, having established 

a core group of activists, it was the local activists that drove the establishment of a 

local union presence (through the establishment of the Pilbara Mineworkers Union) 

and a campaign based on “localised concerns about schooling, healthcare and 

community social facilities” (Ellem, 2003a, p. 437), including winning seats on the 

local council (Ellem, 2002b, pp. 36-37). Union support for delegate activists 

continued to be crucial to the ongoing union renewal process, although its success was 

in part attributable to the local delegates having control of the support and resources 

being provided and owning the renewal strategy. This allowed the emergence of a 

single de facto union where many had operated before, which Ellem indicates was “as 

a direct consequence of the focus of the organising model on broad-based delegate 

participation” (Ellem, 2002b, p. 39). 

More indirect evidence of the importance of union support for delegate activism 

comes from any number of studies identifying successful implementation of the 

‘organising’ model and the key role played by decisive union leadership and an 

appropriate allocation of resources to the task. In their analysis of 14 local unions in 

Northern California that had embarked on a program to implement a more effective 

organising approach, Voss & Sherman (2003) identify strong support for the local 
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leadership from the International Union, including the allocation of resources as one 

of three key factors for success. Other examples of leadership playing a key role in a 

successful transformation process from international studies include Frost (2001), 

Oxenbridge (1997, 2003), Fletcher and Hurd (1998), and Grabelsky and Hurd (1994), 

and in the Australian context Griffin & Moors (2004). 

Training, education, democracy and union image 

Unions also play an important role in enhancing workplace activism through the 

provision of education and training opportunities for delegates and members. Already 

discussed has been the role that training plays in building skills and confidence in 

delegates and how this is likely to have a greater impact on activism than the 

experience that delegates gain from time spent in the role (see Peetz, et al., 2002). The 

importance of educating members in the transition to an organising approach has also 

been stressed by a number of authors (Carter & Cooper, 2002; Conrow & Delp, 

1999b; Cooper, 2001; Crosby, 2002, 2005; Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994; Griffin & 

Moors, 2004; Kumar & Schenk, 2006a). The changed role of the workplace delegate 

and the new expectations placed on members can generate resistance, and prevent 

uptake of the new approach, if reasons behind the changes are not well explained.  

Others have cautioned, however, that moves to implement an organising approach 

through a top-down approach of educating members that does not also entail a 

fundamental realignment of the relationship between members and union officials 

“has the potential to simply push union functions downward, burn out activists and 

possibly see union effectiveness decline further” (Cooper, 2002a, p. 135). Unions 

need to ensure that members and activists embrace the new approach, they have to 

own it as well (Bronfenbrenner & Hickey, 2004; Erickson, 2002; Fletcher & Hurd, 

1998). 

This also points to the need for unions to be genuinely democratic institutions if the 

move to an organising model is to be the most effective. Moody (2000) identifies a 

much greater engagement by members with the union when they have genuine control 

over the tactics and direction that their union is taking, unlike the process that 

Bramble (1995) was so critical of with Australian unions. It is important for members 

to have a sense of ownership over the organising strategy being implemented for it to 

be truly effective (Markowitz, 2000), a point well illustrated in the approach taken by 
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the ACTU in its implementation of an organising strategy to re-introduce unions to 

the Pilbara (Ellem, 2002b, 2003a, 2004). Evidence of the importance of union 

democracy for local union capacity (rather than delegate activism per se) is also 

provided by Peetz & Pocock (2006) in their survey of union delegates. In this study, 

the three variables most strongly associated with local union power (even stronger 

than delegate activism) were all measuring delegates’ perceptions of democracy 

within their union (either the influence of members or the influence of delegates 

within the union). 

A corollary to the influence of internal democratic processes within the union is the 

image that the union presents to its members and delegates about what it stands for 

and how it deals with the changing nature of the modern labour market and of society 

more generally. This was touched on already in the chapter on the organising model 

when examining Pocock’s criticisms of old styles of solidarity in some parts of the 

union movement, as well as its lack of engagement with the activism of female 

members (Pocock, 1995, 1998). Part of the strategy of the ‘organising’ model is the 

engagement with groups that have traditionally not been the focus of a lot of unions, 

such as women, migrants, young workers and casual employees, and while there is a 

long history amongst (mainly feminist) scholars examining the under-representation 

of women’s voices in union strategy and activism (see, for example, the contributions 

in Pocock, 1997), there is surprisingly little empirical research into how this impacts 

on the capacity of unions to operate effectively (and nothing on its impact for delegate 

activism).  

An important part of that engagement is the image of itself the union presents to 

members and potential members as an organization that understands the issues that 

are important to these groups. Peetz & Pocock (2006) test the impact of this with 

respect to women’s issues and its effect on union power and they find a significant 

positive association between a perception that the union is paying attention to 

women’s issues and the degree of local union power. Based on this result, it would be 

expected that a similar positive relationship would be found with the delegate 

activism. 
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Employers and delegate activism 

Employer support or hostility is an important issue for unions generally, and 

organisers specifically, in getting access to workplaces in order to develop a network 

of activists. Much of the preliminary work that is advocated for external organising 

strategies, particularly in the American context, is about preparing for and countering 

the anticipated hostility from employers when unions try and gain formal recognition 

to represent their members (Bronfenbrenner, 2003). But in workplaces where unions 

have access and delegates are already established, what is the effect of management’s 

attitude towards unions on the activism of workplace delegates? 

Peetz et al. (2002) found that, compared to those with a neutral attitude, hostility by 

the workplace manager actually enhanced all measures of delegate activism. In 

contrast, a supportive manager had no effect on delegate activism compared to those 

with a neutral attitude. Whether it is the antagonistic manager that is influencing 

delegates to take a more activist stance, or whether the manager is hostile because 

delegates are already more activist, is not able to be discerned from the model; 

however, the nature of the relationship is clear. 

In Peetz & Pocock ’s (2006) model of union power, the hostility-neutrality-support of 

the delegate’s employer towards their activities is operationalised in a single linear 

variable, which does not allow for the differentiation between the effects of hostility 

and support (compared to neutrality) but assumes they are part of the one scale. It 

shows a positive relationship with union capacity power, suggesting a similar result 

may be anticipated for delegate activism. 

3.2 Literature gaps and research questions 

The previous chapter provided an explanation for why the decline in union influence 

in the latter decades of the twentieth century had occurred (servicing approach) and 

what many unions were now doing to try and arrest and ultimately reverse that decline 

(organising approach). It also set out a theoretical model of workplace-level unionism 

that was consistent with this explanation and provided the theoretical underpinnings 

needed to plot a course towards the future resurgence of unions and the 

implementation of the organising approach. 

This chapter has followed on from this analytical and theoretical discussion of unions 

to focus attention on a specific aspect of the organising approach and the context for 
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the analysis in this thesis, namely the role of workplace delegates and the factors that 

are known to influence delegate activism. Together, these two chapters have provided 

the framework within which this thesis will address the research question of how 

unions influence the activism of workplace union delegates? This chapter finishes by 

considering where the gaps in the literature still lie for this issue and how this thesis 

will be is useful in filling some of them. In doing so, it returns to the research sub-

questions that were briefly introduced in Chapter 1 and provides the justification for 

why this are useful questions for this thesis to address. 

In general terms, the analysis in this thesis makes an important contribution to the 

knowledge base within industrial relations in three key ways. Firstly, as has been 

alluded to previously, research into the role of workplace delegates is not well 

developed in Australia. A focus on the workplace-level influences on delegate 

activism, particularly the influences of the delegate’s union, will throw some light on 

this important aspect of what delegates do. Importantly, it moves the focus of research 

on delegates away from the structural, institutional and individualist nature of much 

of the past research, toward a focus on the role of delegates within the strategic 

approach of unions. 

The crucial strategic approach for unions at present is the organising approach. A lot 

of unions are investing a lot of time, energy and resources in this approach in the 

belief that it provides the best basis for union renewal after several decades of steady 

decline. Arguably, the critical aspect of this strategic approach is the development of 

activists and delegates and the analysis in this thesis provides some important insights 

into how unions can best achieve this it. True insights into the most effective ways of 

developing delegates can only come about by unpacking the nature of the relationship 

that delegates have with the union and looking at what types of contact, processes and 

supports have the biggest influence on the activism of delegates. This is the second 

and probably most profound way in which the thesis will contribute to the research 

base in industrial relations. 

A third way stems from the data sources that will be analysed. Industrial relations 

research in Australia generally, and on delegates specifically, rarely provides the 

opportunity to generalise results to the wider population. The two data sources being 

exploited in this thesis are representative of the whole, or a large proportion of the 

whole, population of unionised workplaces and the delegates within them, which will 
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allow the results obtained to be generalised more broadly. This is a significant 

contribution to the literature because it allows particular aspects of the organising 

approach that have been identified in small-scale studies to be tested to see if they can 

be generalised across the population. 

Finally, while one of the data sources – the 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial 

Relations Survey – is the most representative (and still the most current) data source 

for workplace level industrial relations information in Australia, aspects of it have not 

been particularly well utilised by the research community. One of those aspects is the 

instrument that was directed at workplace delegates, and this thesis arguably provides 

the most comprehensive utilisation to date of the information that delegates provided. 

As well as the general contribution that the research in this thesis makes, there are a 

number of specific issues to do with the groups of factors that influence delegate 

activism that can be expounded. These are the sub-questions that were identified in 

Chapter 1. 

Expanding on the notion that the critical aspect of the organising approach is the 

development of workplace delegates, then examining the relationship between unions 

and delegates and how this influences delegate activism will be of significant interest. 

This includes how important to delegate activism is the nature and frequency of 

contact between the union and delegates and the different types of support that unions 

can provide. Also relevant is whether the delegate-organiser relationship is all-

important, or whether the relationships that delegates have with other parts of the 

union are also influential. In terms of the delegate-organiser relationship, it would be 

useful to unpack and identify those aspects of the relationship that are most critical. 

The role of sub-question 1 (SQ1) is to try and unpack the relationship between the 

delegate and the union in terms of the contact that is sustained and the supports that 

are provided.  

(SQ1) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

These are some of the practical aspects of Pocock’s (2000) ‘mobilising and organising 

power’, some of the structural factors of Burchielli & Bartram’s (2007) model of the 

organising approach, and what provides a basis for unions to develop the collective 

identities of their members and the collective organisation within the workplace 
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(Kelly, 1998). Examining the nature of contact and its effect on activism will allow 

the emergence of a more robust picture of contact’s impact on activism than was 

possible in Peetz et al. (2002) and will also facilitate the direct examination of the 

indirect evidence referred to in Peetz & Pocock (2006). 

The basis for providing workplace delegates with a range of supports is to allow them 

to develop the skills and confidence necessary to take responsibility for organising at 

the workplace (become for active). In the organising approach, appropriate training is 

a crucial aspect of building skills and confidence. In Burchielli & Bartram’s (2007) 

model, it can assist in building the psychological and ideological factors that come 

from the emotive concepts of collective identity, and the commitment that unions are 

trying to develop. It also offers exposure to a range of experiential factors based on 

the assessment of useful campaigning experiences, as well as the potential to 

strengthen structural factors through building networks with other delegates attending 

training. As discussed earlier, educating members about the organising approach was 

an important component of any implementation strategy (Carter & Cooper, 2002; 

Conrow & Delp, 1999b; Cooper, 2001; Crosby, 2002, 2005; Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994; 

Griffin & Moors, 2004; Voss & Sherman, 2003) and training delegates is potentially 

an effective way of facilitating this. Obviously, personal experience, particularly in 

the time as a delegate, can also bolster each of these factors, although Peetz et al. 

(2002) found that training was significantly more important than delegate tenure for 

the level of delegate activism. Using the representative data sources utilised in this 

thesis, and addressing sub-question 2 (SQ2), is a useful way of examining whether the 

results of Peetz et al. (2002) apply more universally. 

(SQ2) What are the inter-relationships between delegate tenure, the confidence and 

skills they perceive that they have acquired, and the amount and type of union-

related training they have undertaken, and how do these influence delegate 

activism? 

If unions are developing the networks amongst members in the same way they are 

building them with delegates, then engagement by the membership in the organising 

process should be lead to greater activism on the part of both members and delegates 

(Bronfenbrenner, 2003; Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998; Crosby, 2005; Grabelsky 

& Hurd, 1994; Heery, et al., 2003). Sub-question 3 (SQ3) addresses this issue by 

unpacking what engagement by members actually means. It also allows for the 
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indirect evidence found in Peetz & Pocock (2007), that greater engagement by 

members leads to greater activism from delegates, to be examined directly. 

(SQ3) How does the engagement of members in the union enable activism by union 

delegates? 

Pocock’s (2000) model of union power introduces the concept that union ‘culture and 

competence’ is an important pre-condition associated with the ability of unions to 

implement an organising approach. Pocock’s earlier writings have discussed the issue 

of problematic cultures for implementing change within unions at length (Pocock, 

1995, 1997, 1998), although this is not an issue  unique to Australian unions (Voss & 

Sherman, 2000, 2003). Sub-question 4 (SQ4) provides the opportunity to directly test 

how aspects of union culture (particularly the messages it sends to its members and 

delegates) influence the activism of delegates. 

(SQ4) How do the messages the union presents to its members and delegates, about 

their role and importance, influence delegate activism? 

Genuine engagement by the membership being considered under SQ3 is more likely 

to occur when they have sense of ownership over the process (Bronfenbrenner & 

Hickey, 2004; Erickson, 2002; Fletcher & Hurd, 1998) and where members believe 

they have a genuine democratic say over the decisions that affect them directly 

(Markowitz, 2000; Moody, 2000). Peetz & Pocock (2006) provide indirect evidence 

that this is also important for the activism of delegates, but sub-question 5 (SQ5) 

provides a means of examining this issue directly. 

(SQ5) How do manifestations of democracy within the union influence delegate 

activism? 

The first five sub-questions detailed here all engage with the research question 

directly about how unions influence delegate activism. However, from mobilisation 

theory and from Pocock’s (2000) model of union power, it is clear that external forces 

play an important role in determining the opportunity set available to unions around 

activism and the taking of collective action. One of the forces is the hostility or 

support unions receive from employers in trying to further the interests of their 

members and the union’s attempt to legitimately represent their members’ interests. 

Although they are not the sole party in this context, unions still can influence the 

nature of the relationship they have with workplace management and so it seems 
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legitimate to include the impact of the relationship, or of the workplace industrial 

relations environment more generally, on delegate activism as a sub-question that the 

thesis can consider. This is what sub-question 6 is attempting to do. 

(SQ6) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 

All this leads to a final and important sub-question that will help tie the thesis together 

and that will flow from the results from the preceding hypotheses, as shown: 

(SQ7) Are the factors that determine delegate activism generally consistent or 

inconsistent with an ‘organising’ approach to unionism?  

If delegate activism is a crucial element of the organising approach, then it is 

important to examine whether the factors that are found to influence activism are also 

consistent with the organising approach. Chapters 5 through 8 analyses the data 

sources that are introduced in the next chapter (Chapter 4) and in doing so examine 

sub-questions 1 to 6. The examination of sub-question 7, however, is left until the 

final chapter when all of the evidence is brought together. 





 

Chapter 4 Data and methodology 

As outlined in the previous chapter, little empirical research into delegate activism has 

been undertaken within Australia to date. Most of the research that has been 

undertaken has been descriptive, focusing on the role of delegates within the 

organising approach. There has been some more detailed empirical work in recent 

years, which was discussed in Section x,x, but in the Australian context, none of it has 

been based on large, national, representative samples of delegates.  

The two data sources that underpin the empirical analysis in this thesis were chosen, 

in part, because they overcome this deficiency. They were also chosen because they 

are the only two Australian sources of survey data that focus on delegates in the 

context of their workplace environment, enabling both the measurement of delegate 

activism (through a variety of proxies) and the identification of factors that are 

associated with activism. As part of that identification, both data sources provide 

different understandings of the relationship delegates have with their union. 

Obviously, this is going to be important if the influence of unions on activism is to be 

explored. 

This chapter describes the two data sources used in this thesis and explains their 

appropriateness for the task. Two sections that describe some basic, individual 

characteristics of delegates in the two studies follow. The thesis sub-questions are 

then revisited and the contribution of each data source to addressing them is explored. 

In doing so, a number of hypotheses that can be tested with the data and which are 

consistent with the sub-questions are identified. The chapter concludes with an outline 

of the analysis that is to be presented in the remaining chapters. 

4.1 Data sources 

The two data sources used in this thesis are surveys of workplace delegates that are 

part of larger, national studies. Both are part of larger collections of data in which 

several instruments were administered to a range of recipients. In one case, multiple 

respondents were surveyed from a single workplace in order to provide a snap shot of 

how industrial relations was conducted there, while the other surveyed respondents 

from different levels within unions to assess the extent to which the organising model 
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was influencing union practice and behaviour. While their purposes were quite 

different, they both contained extensive surveys of workplace delegates, making then 

useful for the questions being addressed in this thesis. The studies were also 

conducted nearly a decade apart, thus providing an opportunity to assess how much 

more pervasive the organising approach had become between the mid-nineties and the 

mid-naughties. 

Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey 

The first data source used in the thesis is the 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial 

Relations Survey (AWIRS95). Like its predecessor conducted in 1990 (see Callus, et 

al., 1991), the AWIRS95 study was undertaken to provide a overview of how 

workplace industrial relations was being conducted in Australia at the time. It relied 

upon structured, face-to-face interviews with key players at the workplace 

(specifically, the general manager, the manager with day-to-day responsibilities for 

workplace relations21 and the most senior delegate from the largest union at the 

workplace) in order to build up a picture of the relationships that operated at the 

workplace and the manner by which industrial relations was practiced (see Morehead, 

et al., 1997 for an overview and results from this study). The face-to-face interviews 

with the three key players comprised the main survey in this study, and were 

conducted in a national, representative sample of 2001 workplaces with 20 or more 

employees.  

The key players interviewed at each workplace were selected based on the positions 

they held as this was expected to provide the greatest insight into the nature of day-to-

day industrial relations practices and relationships.  

The union delegate survey (one of three components of the main survey) was 

administered through a structured, face-to-face interview with the most senior 

delegate from the union with the largest number of members at the workplace. This 

particular respondent was chosen in order to ensure that the perspective of the unions 

at the workplace came from the most senior and most representative union voice 

present. The survey provides detailed information about the delegates themselves and 

about the relationship the delegate has with their union office and union officials. 

                                                

21 In smaller workplaces, this was often the same respondent. 
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Combined with the information garnered from the most senior manager at the 

workplace and the manager most responsible for employee relations, the perspective 

of senior delegates provides a unique set of data on the industrial relations culture of 

Australian workplaces some 18 months to two years after the introduction of 

formalised enterprise bargaining and about 12-18 months prior to the Howard 

Government’s new Workplace Relations Act 1996, which came into effect in early 

1997. The union delegate survey provides the bulk of the items used in the analysis of 

AWIRS95 data, supplemented by items from the two instruments in the main survey 

completed by management respondents. 

From the design of AWIRS95, the main survey is representative of all workplaces in 

Australia in 1995 with 20 or more employees. With the union perspective being 

provided by the most senior delegate from the largest union at the workplace, it is also 

representative of this particular population of delegates. As a consequence, however, 

it is not representative of all delegates at workplaces with 20 or more employees.22 

The delegates that acted as respondents in the main survey were more likely to be 

older and more experienced than the general population of delegates (due to being the 

senior delegate) and were more likely to come from unions that have a concentration 

of members at a particular workplace rather than spread across a range of workplaces 

(due to being from the largest union at the workplace). Due to the occupation or 

industry basis to most Australian unions however, this means that the delegate 

respondents in the main survey were fairly representative of the 20 largest unions in 

Australia, which at the time covered more than 80 per cent of all union members.  

The delegate workplaces used in this analysis account for just over half of all 

workplaces with 20 or more employees that constitutes the AWIRS95 workplace 

population. At unionised workplaces (with or without delegates), workplaces with 20-

49 employees averaged 0.9 delegates per workplace, while those with 500 or more 

employees averaged 12.4 delegates. At workplaces with at least one union delegate, 

the corresponding averages were 1.4 and 13.9 per cent, respectively (Morehead, et al., 

1997, Appendix Table A8.1b). 

                                                

22 Although information is collected from both union delegate and management respondents 

as to the number and characteristics of delegates that are present at the workplace. 
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The AWIRS95 study also comprised an employee survey that was based on a sample 

of more than 19,000 employees from the workplaces that comprised the main survey. 

Of all employees at workplaces with 20 or more employees, AWIRS95 found that 48 

per cent of employees were union members, and of these, 7 per cent were union 

delegates (Morehead, et al., 1997, p. 178, footnote 4).23 While the information in this 

AWIRS95 component is not used in subsequent analysis in this thesis, it is exploited 

in this chapter to compare the characteristics of all union delegates (as found in the 

employee survey) with those of senior delegates that were respondents for the main 

survey (see Section 4.2).  

Representation and Organising Research Project 

The second data source used in this thesis comes from the Representation and 

Organising Research Project (RORP). This was an Australian Research Council 

funded project undertaken by Professors David Peetz (Griffith University) and 

Barbara Pocock (University of South Australia) from 2001 to 2004.24 It contained a 

number of components, including a survey of union organisers, a survey of workplace 

delegates, and interviews with senior union officials. The purpose of the project was 

to examine the changing nature of employee voice and representation within 

Australian workplaces and to explicitly consider the transformative strategies that 

many Australian unions had been implementing at the workplace level around the 

idea of an organising approach to workplace unionism. Research stemming from this 

project, much of which has been discussed in Section 3.1 has already examined the 

extent to which the role of organisers has actually been transformed by the shift to a 

new, organising approach (Peetz, et al., 2007), the role of community activists within 

unions (Peetz & Pocock, 2007), as well as the role of delegates in workplace 

organising (Peetz & Pocock, 2005) and workplace-level union power (Peetz & 

Pocock, 2006).  

                                                

23 This is based on the results from the employee survey. The alternative union density 

estimate, based on information provided by management respondents, was 51 per cent 
(Morehead, et al., 1997, p. 141). 

24 The initial title for this grant was ‘The transformation of workplace representation 

structures in Australian workplaces’: ARC Grant Number: C00107620. 
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In this thesis, the RORP workplace delegate survey is further exploited to examine the 

concept of delegate activism and how unions and other workplace level factors 

influence it. It is clearly the most useful data source for addressing the research 

questions that have previously been posed for this thesis because it has been 

specifically designed to examine the role of delegates in the context of an organising 

approach to workplace unionism. 

The RORP delegate survey was collected through a structured telephone interview 

conducted through the call centre of the Australian Council of Trade Unions in late 

2003–early 2004. Eight, large national unions agreed to participate in the survey and 

subsequently provided the ARC chief investigators with contact details of their 

current workplace delegates from which respondents were randomly sampled until a 

predetermined quota for each union was filled. The eight unions were: the Australian 

Education Union (AEU), Australian Manufacturing Workers Union (AMWU), 

Australian Services Union (ASU), Community and Public Sector Union (CPSU), 

Independent Education Union (IEU), Liquor Hospitality and Miscellaneous Workers 

Union (LHMU), National Tertiary Education Union (NTEU) and Rail, Tram and Bus 

Union (RTBU). Approximately 325 current delegates were surveyed in each of seven 

of the eight unions, with a smaller number coming from the RTBU because of its 

smaller membership base. In total, 2506 workplace delegates completed the survey. 

Details of the survey can be found in Peetz & Pocock (2005). 

At the end of this chapter, Section 4.5 revisits the research questions for the thesis 

raised in Chapter 2 and identifies what variables the two data sources contain that 

would be useful in addressing them. It also identifies a number of hypotheses that the 

data will be able to test. Before then, however, there are two sections that introduce 

the two data sources by identifying the individual characteristics of the delegates that 

are contained within them. 

4.2 Individual characteristics of AWIRS95 delegates 

In the 1995 Australian Workplace industrial Relations Survey (AWIRS95), 

information on delegates was collected in both the main survey (information about 

2001 workplaces with 20 or more employees) and the employee survey (a random 

sample of 19,155 employees at 1896 of the 2001 main survey workplaces). The more 

detailed information about delegates that this thesis will exploit is contained in the 
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main survey. There is, however, some basic individual demographic and employment 

information about delegates available from the employee survey that is useful to 

consider initially as it provides a representative picture of the population of delegates 

that were present at the main survey workplaces (that is, present at Australian 

workplaces with 20 or more employees). 

According to the AWIRS95 employee survey, of the population of employees at 

workplaces with 20 or more employees, 48.4 per cent of employees were union 

members, and of these 6.6 per cent identified themselves as workplace delegates.25 

Table 4.1 and Table 4.2 detail some individual employment characteristics of 

workplace delegates, differentiating between female and male delegates. Table 4.1 

shows that nearly one-third of delegates (31.7 per cent) were aged 45 years and over 

and that more than one-third (34.5 per cent) had not completed Year 12 at high 

school. Another 28.4 per cent had completed a trade or other TAFE qualification. 

Table 4.1 also shows that female delegates, who comprised 35.2 per cent of the 

delegate population, were somewhat younger, less likely to hold a trade qualification 

but more likely to have a degree, and earned less than their male counterparts. 

                                                

25 Figures from the ABS at the time the survey was conducted indicate union density at 

workplaces with 20 or more employees was 45 per cent (Morehead, et al., 1997, p. 160, 

footnote 7). 
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Table 4.1 Individual characteristics of all delegates in AWIRS95 by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All delegates 

Age col % col % col % 

Less than 25 17.5 7.4 11.0 

25-34 24.2 25.9 25.3 

35-44 28.0 34.3 32.1 

45-54 25.7 24.6 25.0 

55 and over 4.7 7.8 6.7 

Education    

Less than Year 12 32.5 35.6 34.5 

Completed Year 12 20.3 15.9 17.4 

Trade or TAFE qualification 18.1 33.7 28.4 

University diploma or degree 29.1 14.8 19.7 

Income    

Less than $200 per week 9.2 2.6 4.9 

$200-$399 per week 27.5 7.2 14.3 

$400-$599 per week 31.4 36.3 34.5 

$600-$799 per week 19.5 27.8 24.9 

$800-$999 per week 8.6 17.7 14.4 

$1,000 per week and above 3.9 8.5 6.9 

Born    

Australia 80.9 78.1 79.1 

Overseas 19.1 21.9 20.9 

Language (spoken at home)    

English 92.1 92.1 92.1 

Other 7.9 7.9 7.9 

Source: AWIRS95 employee questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegates from workplaces with 20 or 

more employees’ 

Table 4.2 focuses on the employment characteristics of delegates and shows that apart 

from managers and administrators, delegates were distributed fairly evenly across 

broad occupational categories. Female delegates were more concentrated amongst 

professionals, clerks and sales and personal service workers, while male delegates 

were more likely to be tradespersons and plant and machine operators and drivers. 

Female delegates were also more likely to be casual employees, much more likely to 

work part-time hours, less likely to work long hours, and had been employed in their 

current workplace for less time than their male counterparts. 
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Table 4.2 Employment characteristics of all delegates in AWIRS95 by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All delegates 

Occupation col % col % col % 

Managers and administrators 
1.7 1.2 1.4 

Professionals 
21.9 8.9 13.5 

Para-professionals 
11.7 12.7 12.4 

Tradespersons 
3.6 19.1 13.6 

Clerks 
16.4 9.4 11.9 

Sales and personal service workers 
23.7 7.8 13.4 

Plant and machine operators and drivers 6.7 21.6 16.4 

Labourers and related workers 14.3 19.4 17.6 

Employment status    

Permanent 80.7 86.8 84.7 

Casual 12.4 4.1 7.0 

Fixed-term 6.9 9.1 8.3 

Hours    

Part-time 21.7 4.9 10.8 

35-40 hours 43.4 43.8 43.7 

41-45 hours 18.8 20.7 20.0 

More than 45 hours 16.1 30.6 25.5 

Tenure at workplace    

Less than 5 years 37.1 30.9 33.1 

5-9 years 43.1 29.5 34.2 

10-14 years 10.5 16.4 14.3 

15-19 years 5.4 11.4 9.3 

20 or more years 3.9 11.8 9.0 

Source: AWIRS95 employee questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegates from workplaces with 20 or 

more employees’ 

Table 4.3 shows the distribution of delegates across broad industry categories broken 

down by gender. Consistent with the distribution of female employment more 

generally, female delegates are concentrated in a few industries – specifically 

wholesale and retail trade, accommodation, cafes and restaurants, finance and 

insurance, education and health and community services (indicated in Table 4.3 by the 

higher percentage of female delegates compared to male). 
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Table 4.3 Industry distribution of all delegates in AWIRS95 by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All delegates 

Industry col % col % col % 

Mining 0.0 2.9 1.9 

Manufacturing 12.9 32.2 25.4 

Electricity, gas & water 0.6 3.3 2.4 

Construction 0.0 3.8 2.5 

Wholesale trade 4.3 3.1 3.6 

Retail trade 19.0 6.1 10.6 

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants 3.7 1.4 2.2 

Transport 1.6 6.9 5.0 

Communication services 2.8 3.3 3.1 

Finance & insurance 2.4 0.4 1.1 

Property & business services 2.6 2.4 2.5 

Government administration 8.1 14.6 12.3 

Education 21.0 7.6 12.3 

Health & community services 17.9 5.9 10.1 

Cultural & recreational services 0.3 2.5 1.7 

Personal & other services 3.0 3.6 3.4 

Source: AWIRS95 employee questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegates from workplaces with 20 or 

more employees’ 

Compared to the population of employees at workplaces with 20 or more employees, 

delegates were older on average, were less likely to be casual employees or work part-

time hours. They were also less likely to have completed year 12 or a university 

degree but more likely to have a trade qualification and more likely to be concentrated 

in the middle range of salaries ($600-$999 per week) rather than at the top or bottom 

of the income distribution. These differences are brought out through a comparison 

between Tables 1.1 to 1.3 with Appendix Tables A.1 to A.3. 

AWIRS95 senior delegates 

The information about delegates taken from the employee survey, while the most 

representative of the individual characteristics of delegates at AWIRS95 workplaces, 

is otherwise fairly limited in its scope and cannot tell us anything about the activism 

of delegates. For delegate activism and its relationship to other aspects of the 

industrial relations environment at AWIRS95 workplace, the data from the main 

survey and in particular the Union Delegate Questionnaire (UDQ) is much more 

useful. In part this is because the UDQ provides a very detailed picture about the role 
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of the delegate in the context of unionism at the workplace; however, it is also 

because the UDQ was designed to complement the information collected from other 

key personnel at the workplace (specifically the General Manager and the Employee 

Relations Manager) so as to provide a comprehensive picture of the industrial 

relations environment at Australian workplaces. 

The population of senior delegates that represent the union perspective at AWIRS95 

workplaces is different from the population of delegates more generally that has just 

been detailed above. In part that is because they are the most senior delegates at 

workplaces (not just any delegate) and so on average would be expected to have more 

experience than other delegates. They will also be different because of the manner in 

which AWIRS95 selected the union representative. In multi-union workplaces the 

union selected was the one with the most members and so this will have biased the 

selection of delegates towards those unions that were more likely to dominate the 

union coverage in workplaces where they had members.26 

The population of senior delegates from AWIRS95 upon which part of the thesis is 

reliant has a similar proportion of delegates who are female (36.8 per cent) compared 

to the general population of delegates (35.2 per cent). The population of senior 

delegates has a higher proportion of managers and administrators, as well as 

professionals than the general population of delegates. It also has a lower proportion 

of para-professionals, tradespersons and labourers and related workers. This can be 

seen in Table 4.4.  

The population of senior delegates has more experience at their current workplace 

than the population of delegates generally, with 37.6 per cent having worked 10 or 

more years at their current workplace compared to 32.6 per cent of all delegates. 

Around one-in-five (26.2 per cent) senior delegates had been working less than 5 

years in their current workplace, compared to a third (33.1 per cent) of all delegates. 

As the employment status and total hours worked by senior delegates was not 

collected, we cannot compare these to the distribution for all delegates. A comparison 

of standard hours, however, indicates a very similar pattern (not shown). 

                                                

26 If the union with the most members at the workplace did not have a union delegate then no 

UDQ was undertaken (even if other unions at the workplace had delegates). 
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Table 4.4 Employment characteristics of senior delegates in AWIRS95 by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All senior 

delegates 

All 

delegates 

(employee 

survey)1 

Occupation col % col % col % col % 

Managers and administrators 3.0 3.4 3.2 1.4 

Professionals 34.6 22.5 27.0 13.5 

Para-professionals 9.1 10.7 10.1 12.4 

Tradespersons 0.5 12.8 8.3 13.6 

Clerks 14.4 8.9 10.9 11.9 

Sales and personal service workers 27.7 4.7 13.2 13.4 

Plant and machine operators and 
drivers 

3.8 25.0 17.2 16.4 

Labourers and related workers 6.9 12.1 10.2 17.6 

Tenure at workplace     

Less than 5 years 31.1 23.4 26.2 33.1 

5-9 years 41.6 33.1 36.2 34.2 

10-14 years 14.2 20.1 17.9 14.3 

15-19 years 8.8 11.4 10.4 9.3 

20 or more years 4.3 12.1 9.3 9.0 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

 1 Last column of Table 4.2 

The industry distribution of senior delegates is also different to the distribution of 

delegates generally because of the method of selection of delegates for the AWIRS95 

main survey. Selecting the most senior delegate from the largest union at the 

workplace to provide the union perspective will bias the sample towards those 

industries where workplaces are likely to be represented by a single or just a few 

delegates and away from those with workplaces that have numerous delegates. From 

Table 4.5 we can see the effect of this is to under-represent the proportion of delegates 

from the mining, manufacturing, construction, government administration and health 

and community services industries and over-represent those from accommodation, 

cafes and restaurants, finance and insurance and education industries. 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
82 

Table 4.5 Industry distribution of senior delegates in AWIRS95 by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All 

delegates 

All 

delegates 

(employee 

survey)1 

Industry col % col % col % col % 

Mining 0.0 1.5 1.0 1.9 

Manufacturing 7.8 24.2 18.2 25.4 

Electricity, gas & water 0.3 3.0 2.0 2.4 

Construction 0.0 2.9 1.9 2.5 

Wholesale trade 1.9 4.3 3.4 3.6 

Retail trade 21.1 3.8 10.2 10.6 

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants 4.4 2.3 3.1 2.2 

Transport 0.6 7.9 5.2 5.0 

Communication services 0.8 4.2 2.9 3.1 

Finance & insurance 5.0 3.2 3.8 1.1 

Property & business services 1.6 2.4 2.1 2.5 

Government administration 6.3 10.0 8.6 12.3 

Education 32.5 19.5 24.2 12.3 

Health & community services 13.7 4.9 8.1 10.1 

Cultural & recreational services 1.6 1.2 1.3 1.7 

Personal & other services 2.4 4.9 4.0 3.4 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

 1 Last column of Table 4.3 

4.3 Individual characteristics of RORP delegates 

This section sets out the individual and employment characteristics of the delegates in 

the Representation and Organising Research Project (RORP). As discussed earlier in 

Section 4.1, this sample of delegates is drawn from eight different unions who agreed 

to participate in the project. Hence, it is not representative of all workplace delegates 

in Australia at the time (unlike the AWIRS95 data). However, the eight unions 

participating were all large, national unions and between them account for a 

significant proportion of all union membership within Australia. 

The concentrations of particular union coverage that result from such a sample are 

readily apparent from the occupational and industry distributions of the delegates, as 

shown in Table 4.6. Females in the RORP delegate survey were heavily concentrated 

in the broad occupations of professionals and intermediate clerical, sales and service 

workers. These two occupations accounted for 81.0 per cent of the female delegate 

sample. A similar percentage of male delegates (81.1 per cent) were found in four 

broad occupational categories: professionals; tradespersons and related workers; 
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intermediate clerical, sales and service workers; and intermediate production and 

transport workers. 

Table 4.6 Occupational and industry characteristics of delegates in RORP by 

gender 

Characteristic Females Males All delegates 

Occupation col % col % col % 

Managers and administrators 1.6 1.1 1.3 

Professionals 54.5 40.2 46.1 

Associate professionals 6.1 7.2 6.8 

Tradespersons and related workers 1.1 18.7 11.4 

Advanced clerical and service workers 1.7 1.9 1.8 

Intermediate clerical sales and service workers 25.5 11.0 17.0 

Intermediate production and transport workers 0.8 11.2 6.9 

Elementary clerical sales and service workers 3.5 3.8 3.7 

Labourers and related workers 5.2 4.9 5.0 

Industry    

Agriculture 0.2 0.2 0.2 

Mining 0.0 0.4 0.2 

Manufacturing 3.1 18.9 12.3 

Electricity, gas & water 0.5 2.1 1.4 

Construction 0.0 1.2 0.8 

Wholesale trade 0.3 0.3 0.3 

Retail trade 0.6 0.4 0.5 

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants 1.5 1.0 1.2 

Transport 3.0 13.5 9.1 

Communication services 0.8 1.5 1.2 

Finance & insurance 0.8 0.6 0.7 

Property & business services 0.9 2.0 1.5 

Government administration 11.5 12.4 12.1 

Education 60.2 37.1 46.6 

Health & community services 11.1 5.2 7.7 

Cultural & recreational services 3.9 2.4 3.0 

Personal & other services 1.4 1.0 1.1 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

The industry base of the eight unions involved in the RORP is also evident in Table 

4.6. Female delegates, in particular, were heavily concentrated in the education 

industry (60.2 per cent), with most of the remaining female delegates in either 

government administration (11.5 per cent) or health and community services (11.1 per 

cent). Male delegates, although not to the same extent, were also strongly represented 

in the education industry (37.1 per cent), but unlike female delegates there was also a 

large proportion of male delegates in manufacturing (18.9 per cent) and transport 
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(13.5 per cent). These last two industry groupings are largely reflected in the earlier 

occupational grouping of tradespersons and intermediate production and transport 

workers. Like female delegates, males were also located in some numbers in 

government and administration, but unlike female delegates were less likely to be in 

health and community services (5.2 per cent). 

The gender split in the RORP sample is 41.1 per cent female to 57.4 per cent male, 

with 1.5 per cent of delegates not having gender data assigned to them. 

It is well known from other research that union members have an older age 

distribution than employees generally and that workplace delegates tend to be older 

than union members generally. This is also reflected in the RORP sample of 

delegates, as shown in Table 4.7. Almost three-quarters (73.7 per cent) of the 

delegates from this project were aged 45 years or older at the time of the survey, with 

more than one-in-five (21.0 per cent) 55 years or older. 

Like union membership more generally, the employment status of workplace 

delegates is primarily that of permanent employees; however, unlike union 

membership generally, delegates are almost exclusively found to be permanent 

employees (Table 4.7). This is not an unexpected result though, as the significantly 

lower job security of casual or fixed-term contract union members would have a 

significant impact on their ability to carry out any more than the most ordinary 

administrative tasks of a workplace delegate. 

Around one-in-three delegates (33.6 per cent) reported that they worked more than 45 

hours per week, while another 27.0 per cent said they worked more than 40 hours per 

week (but not more than 45) excluding union work. A further 30.4 per cent worked 

between 35 and 40 hours per week, whilst the remaining 9.0 per cent indicated they 

worked part-time hours.27  

                                                

27 The RORP delegate survey does not contain information about the actual number of hours 

that delegates work in their jobs, only hours in these four broad bands. 
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Table 4.7 Individual and employment characteristics of delegates in RORP by 

gender 

Characteristic Females Males All delegates 

Age col % col % col % 

Less than 25 0.9 0.3 0.5 

25-34 9.7 9.2 9.4 

35-44 23.3 28.5 26.3 

45-54 46.0 40.4 42.7 

55 and over 20.2 21.7 21.0 

Employment status    

Permanent 95.1 97.5 96.4 

Casual 1.6 0.7 1.1 

Fixed-term 3.2 1.8 2.5 

Hours    

Part-time 17.2 3.0 9.0 

35-40 hours 29.4 31.0 30.4 

41-45 hours 24.7 28.7 27.0 

More than 45 hours 25.8 37.3 33.7 

Education    

Less than Year 12 14.7 17.3 16.1 

Completed Year 12 8.6 11.5 10.4 

Trade or TAFE qualification 12.8 23.9 19.2 

University diploma or degree 63.9 47.3 54.3 

Income    

Less than $30,000 per year 19.3 4.0 10.3 

$30,000-$40,000 per year 18.2 14.9 16.3 

$40,000-$50,000 per year 17.3 23.0 20.6 

$50,000-$60,000 per year 25.9 26.1 26.2 

$60,000-$70,000 per year 15.6 16.6 16.2 

$70,000-$80,000 per year 2.5 8.6 5.9 

$80,000 per year and above 1.4 6.8 4.5 

Location    

Capital city 58.6 58.0 58.4 

Large provincial city 21.6 24.3 23.2 

Smaller regional town or rural area 19.8 17.6 18.4 

Born    

Australia 83.9 79.1 81.1 

Overseas 16.1 20.9 18.9 

Language    

English 94.8 95.3 95.1 

Other 5.2 4.7 4.9 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

4.4 Methodological approach 

The analysis in this thesis uses a mix of bivariate cross-tabulations and correlations 

and multivariate techniques to identify the relationships between variables. In the 

bivariate cross-tabulations, reference categories are chosen and significant differences 
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from the reference category value are indicated by the following: if significant the 10 

per cent level (#); 5 per cent level (*); 1 per cent level (**); and 0.1 per cent level 

(***). These same indicators are also used in all other methodological techniques and 

throughout the thesis. Correlations that are reported in the text of the thesis are also 

accompanied by a significance indicator. 

The primary multivariate technique used is regressions (although ANOVAs are used 

on a few occasions for analysis that is displayed in the Appendix). For the most part, 

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression is use, except where the dependent variable 

is binary, in which case Logistic regression is used. The interpretation of coefficients 

from OLS regressions is straightforward, and represents the change in the dependent 

variable for each 1-unit change in the regressor that is being reported. The only except 

to this is for delegate tenure, which has been recoded so that the coefficient reports the 

change in the dependent variable for a 5-year change in tenure. 

The interpretation of coefficients from the Logistic regressions is also quite 

straightforward. Rather than the less interpretable coefficients being reported, they 

have been converted into probabilities, so that what is reported in the regression table 

is the change in the probably that the particular condition will occur (rather than not 

occur). For example, a figured displayed of 0.037 indicates that the probability of the 

event occurring is 3.7 per cent higher for each 1-unit change in the regressor (or 5-

year change if it is delegate tenure). Due the non-linear nature of Logistic regressions, 

the results for a particular regressor are not independent of the values of the other 

regressors in the model, but rather is dependent on them. In each case, the change in 

the probability of the regressor is calculated at the mean value of the other regressors. 

4.5 Research sub-questions and hypotheses 

Recall, the thesis research question is: 

(RQ) How do unions influence the activism of workplace union delegates?   

In Chapter 1 and again in Chapter 2, a number of sub-questions that underpin the 

thesis research question were identified. These were developed from the literature, 

previous empirical studies and known gaps in our understanding of the issues. This 

section revisits each of the seven sub-questions and briefly sets out what items in the 

two data sources will be useful in addressing them. In doing so, it identifies a number 

of hypotheses that the data will be able to explicitly test. 
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Of crucial importance to empirically answering the RQ are appropriate measures of 

delegate activism. Both the AWIRS95 and RORP data provide a range of useful 

measures that will allow the concept of delegate activism to be investigated in a fairly 

broad way.  

The AWIRS95 data contains three measures of activism that capture the amount of 

effort that delegates put into their role. The three measures focus on the amount of 

time delegates spend, or the range of tasks they perform, when undertaking delegate 

activities. They identify a type of activism that is focussed on the day-to-day role of 

the union at the workplace. These measures are discussed in detail at the beginning of 

Chapter 5. 

The RORP data contains four measures of delegate activism that identify a much 

broader range of concepts than does the AWIRS95 data. The broadest and most 

subjective concept measures activism in terms of how involved delegates are in union 

activities. Here, the term “union activities” is not defined, which leaves it up to 

individual delegates to interpret that term in a way that best reflects their own 

understanding of what delegate involvement in union activities would actually be. For 

some it will be similar to the task-based activities that flow from the day-to-day 

responsibilities of delegates that the AWIRS95 data identifies. For others, union 

activities will be much wider than this, and will include involvement in union 

activities such as political campaigning and attending union conferences, that have a 

much weaker connection to the day-to-day activities at their workplace.  

The second and third measures are more objective measures of activism. One 

measures the range of tasks a delegate is involved with (similar to some of the 

AWIRS95 measures) and another measures a delegate’s involvement in a specific 

type of activism, that of interaction with other workplace delegates. The fourth and 

final measure is one that is more tangential to the day-to-day activities within the 

workplace, and considers the delegates participation within the formal structures of 

the union. All of these activism measures are discussed in detail at the beginning of 

Chapter 7. 

The first sub-question seeks to understand the role of that the support provided by 

unions plays in the activism of workplace delegates: 
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(SQ8) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

Both data sources contain a range of items that measure the frequency and nature of 

contact between delegates and union organisers (full-time officials), as well as other 

officials in the union and the union office generally. The RORP data also contains 

measures of how effective the union is at supporting a range of activities relevant to 

the work of delegates – such as industrial action, training and developing networks – 

some of which will be more useful than others in assisting delegate activism and 

developing an organising approach at the workplace. 

As a consequence, apart from being able to investigate SQ1 generally, these data 

items allow for the testing of a couple of hypotheses, as well. The first tests how the 

frequency of contact influences activism, while the second (using RORP data only) 

tests whether unions are in fact putting their resources into the those areas that will 

bring the greatest benefit in terms of an organising approach. 

(H1) Delegates with a high level of contact with the union will be more 

active than delegates who have less contact (because of the support 

they provide to delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Delegates with a high 

level of contact with the union will be less active than delegates who 

have less contact because intervention by union officials will crowd 

out activism at the workplace). 

(H2) (Because unions will allocate their resources to the activities where 

they have the greatest benefit) the issues where unions are seen as 

being the most effective at delivering support will also be the issues 

that are most critical for delegate activism. 

The second sub-question investigates some issues that Peetz and others have 

previously considered, but with smaller and much less representative samples of 

delegates (Peetz, et al., 2002). It addresses one of the key assumptions of the 

organising approach, which is the building of delegate confidence and skills through, 

amongst other things, appropriately targeted training. 

(SQ9) What are the inter-relationships between delegate tenure, the confidence and 

skills they perceive that they have acquired, and the amount and type of union-
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related training they have undertaken, and how do these influence delegate 

activism? 

Both the AWIRS95 and RORP data have items that measure delegate tenure, 

confidence and skills, and the amount and type of training that delegates have 

received, allowing for some useful comparisons to be made based on the different 

timeframes of the data sources and the different measures of activism that each 

contains. 

The organising model attaches a great deal of significance to the training of delegates 

because (1) it views active workplace delegates as crucial to a successful organising 

approach; (2) increasing delegate confidence is the most effective way of enhancing 

delegate activism; and (3) delegate training is seen as more effective at increasing the 

confidence and skills of delegates than simply learning on the job. Hypothesis 3 (H3) 

below directly tests the third of these propositions, while Hypothesis 4 (H4) is an 

attempt to test the second. Both data sources will be able to directly test these 

propositions. 

(H3) Tenure of a delegate is less important than the amount of union-related 

training for explaining delegate confidence.  

(H4) Delegate activism will increase with tenure, confidence and training.  

However, tenure will be less important than confidence or training. 

A third hypothesis that the data can directly test under SQ2 tries to get behind the 

quantity of training and assess whether particular types of training are more effective 

than others for the implementation of an organising approach at the workplace level. 

Again, both the AWIRS95 and RORP data will be able to make a direct assessment of 

which training is more effective than other training  by testing Hypothesis 5 (H5). 

(H5) Delegate activism will be influenced by both the breadth of training 

(the quantity) and the specific type of training. However, because the 

organising approach is based on developing particular skills at the 

workplace, some forms of training (related to mobilising activism 

amongst members) will be more important than others (and maybe 

more than the breadth of training as such?). 

The efforts of workplace delegates and activists never occur in isolation from a range 

of other workplace factors, including the support and involvement of other members 
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at the workplace. The factors that increase the engagement of members in workplace 

unionism are likely to be many of the same factors that influence the activism of 

workplace delegates. While this thesis is not concerned directly with considering 

issues of member engagement and commitment, sub-question 3 (SQ3) seeks to find 

out what impact the engagement of members in the union has on the activism of the 

delegates that are there to represent them. 

(SQ10) How does the engagement of members in the union enable activism by union 

delegates? 

The RORP data contain some items that measure the level of engagement of the 

workplace membership and so a directly testable hypothesis is the following: 

(H6) Workplaces where the union membership is engaged with the union 

and more willing to undertake union-related activities will enable the 

union delegate to be more activist. 

This is an important issue to address because it follows from implementing organising 

approaches – just as there is a limit on what individual organisers can do (hence the 

importance of mobilising delegates, there are just too many workplaces for organisers 

to deal with all the issues in them), so too there is a limit on what individual delegates 

can do, and so delegates can only find enough ‘room’ to be highly activist if they can 

pass on some of their duties to other members. 

In Chapter 2, there was some discussion about the image that unions present to their 

members and potential members and how this can sometimes be detrimental, 

particularly in the context of the dramatically altered labour market profile of the last 

two to three decades (Pocock, 1995, 1997, 1998). Of equal importance for the 

organising model is the image that a union presents to its delegates and potential 

delegates about their role and importance in the organising approach. The importance 

of these matters for delegate activism is to be addressed in sub-question 4 (SQ4). 

(SQ11) How do the messages the union presents to its members and delegates, about 

their role and importance, influence delegate activism? 

Again, the RORP data source is going to be the most useful for this sub-question, 

because it was designed to investigate those issues that facilitate and impede the 

implementation of an organising approach. Role clarity for delegates (like that for 

organisers and other full-time officials) has been seen as an issue for unions 
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attempting to transition from a servicing model to an organising model of unionism 

(Bartram, et al., 2008; Carter, 2003; Cooper & May, 2005; Griffin & Moors, 2004; 

Heery, Simms, Simpson, et al., 2000; Oxenbridge, 1997; Peetz, et al., 2007; Probert & 

Ewer, 2003; Voss & Sherman, 2003; Walsh & Crawford, 2003). Hypothesis 7 (H7) 

directly tests the importance of this for delegate activism: 

(H7) Delegate activism will be lower where there is uncertainty about the 

role of delegates in the workplace, and higher where there is clarity 

about it.  

In terms of images that unions present that may be out of step with the modern labour 

market, the key one is clearly that of gender. Hypothesis 8 (H8) takes another item 

from the RORP data on the progressiveness of gender issues to test how important 

this issue is for activism. 

(H8) Delegate activism will be greater where the union is seen as taking a 

progressive approach to gender issues, particularly amongst female 

delegates.  

One of the key implications of the organising approach, and one which is often the 

most difficult for unions to adapt to, is the assumption of an increased level, or more 

grass roots driven, democratic process within the union itself. In one sense, this 

implication simply flows from the changing expectations, roles and responsibilities 

that an organising approach implies since greater responsibility is unlikely to be 

achieved without greater say (Cooper, 2000, 2002a). Sub-question 5 (SQ5) is looking 

at what the implications of the democratic process within unions are for the activism 

of delegates. 

(SQ12) How do manifestations of democracy within the union influence delegate 

activism? 

An important part of the union democratic process at the workplace level is the level 

of involvement of members in the selection of workplace delegates. The AWIRS95 

data is able to test how important this is for the activism of delegates by testing 

whether directly elected delegates have different levels of activism compared to those 

that come to their position through other means (such as being appointed by the 

union). 
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(H9) Where union delegates come to their position through democratic 

processes (of election), delegate activism will be higher.  

In the RORP data, there are a number of items that consider the workplace democratic 

process and together these allow its measurement and also its impact on activism, as 

manifested in Hypothesis 10: 

(H10) Where unions are perceived to be more democratic, delegate activism 

will be higher.  

The ability of unions to influence delegate activism is going to be mediated through a 

number of other factors, both at the workplace and general socio-political 

environment. A key workplace factor will be the nature of the industrial relations 

environment operating there and the degree of support or hostility that the 

management displays towards the activities of the union, which is addressed by sub-

question 6: 

(SQ13) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 

The strengths of the AWIRS95 data come into their own in addressing SQ6. 

Providing a snapshot of the industrial relations climate of the workplace is its primary 

goal and there is a plethora of items that can assist in coming to an understanding of 

how the industrial relations environment impacts of delegate activism. 

For the RORP data, the item selection is more circumspect, with just two items that 

identify whether the employer is hostile or supportive of the activities of unions and 

their delegates. However, these two items allow the testing of two related hypotheses, 

namely: 

(H11) Employer support of workplace unions will lead to higher levels of 

delegate activism (because of reduced barriers to activism by 

delegates).  Converse hypothesis: Employer support of workplace 

unions will lead to lower levels of delegate activism (because activism 

relies upon generating conflict in the workplace). 

(H12) Employer hostility towards workplace unions will lead to lower levels 

of delegate activism (because of increased barriers to activism by 
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delegates).  Converse hypothesis: Employer hostility towards 

workplace unions will lead to higher levels of delegate activism 

(because of the greater number of issues that emerge in workplaces 

where employers are hostile to unions – they are also likely to be 

hostile to employees more generally, and so create more opportunities 

for organising at the workplace). 

Hypothesis 11 is testing whether successful organising is dependent, in part, on the 

resources made available to delegates through a supportive workplace environment. 

Conversely, a supportive environment may stifle activism because successful 

organising requires ongoing conflict in the workplace to be sustainable. On the other 

hand, Hypothesis 12 considers the outcome from a hostile workplace environment. 

Does such an environment restrict the ability of delegates to operate or does it 

enhance the opportunities by providing a larger number of ongoing issues that 

organising can successfully exploit? 

The final sub-question is really an assessment of all the analysis that will have come 

before it. 

(SQ14) Are the factors that determine delegate activism generally consistent or 

inconsistent with an ‘organising’ approach to unionism?  

Having identified a range of factors in the thesis that are associated with delegate 

activism, they can then be reviewed against what has been identified as the organising 

approach to unionism to see if they are consistent with it, or whether they are acting in 

the opposite direction. Answering this sub-question is not reliant on any new items 

from the data sources, but will be a synthesis of all that has come before. This sub-

question is addressed in the final chapter. 

Before then, there are four analysis chapters that examine the two data sources – 

Chapters 4 and 5 looking at the AWIRS95 data and Chapters 6 and 7 looking at the 

RORP data. Chapters 4 and 6 introduce all of the items that are likely to be associated 

with delegate activism and that will be useful in addressing the sub-questions and 

testing the hypotheses. Chapters 5 and 7 commence by introducing the measures of 

delegate activism contained in each data source. These are then analysed against 

blocks of the variables factors introduced in the preceding chapter, both in a bi-variate 

sense and also partial multivariate models. After analysing all of the variables with 
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respect to the measures of activism, the final part of these chapters brings the partial 

multivariate analysis together into one complete multivariate model in order to assess 

which of the factors continues to have an independent effect on delegate activism. 

The concluding chapter then synthesises the analysis from Chapters 4 to 7 and 

finishes by addressing sub-question 7 before providing some concluding thoughts. 



 

Chapter 5 Characteristics of AWIRS95 
delegates 

There are many aspects of workplace unionism, but none is more pivotal to the 

survival of Australian unions as the activism of workplace delegates. When we think 

about the activism of delegates there are a range of different activities and behaviours 

that could be considered. How effective delegates are in promoting the interests of the 

union and its members will depend on things such as: 

• the particular tasks that delegates undertake; 

• the range of tasks they undertake; 

• the frequency with which they engage in union activities; 

• the amount of time they spend on particular activities and on union matters 

overall; 

• the extent to which they interact with members at the workplace; and 

• the extent to which they interact with management at the workplace. 

How effective delegates are in undertaking each of these activities will depend on a 

range of things, including: 

• the innate skills and ability of the delegate; 

• the experience of the person as a delegate (which feeds into the first point); 

• the workplace environment in which they find themselves operating, including the 

nature of the industry and the type of work undertaken at the workplace; 

• the approach and attitude of the workplace management to industrial relations 

generally and to unions specifically; 

• the support they receive from the union office and full-time union officials; and  

• the policies and practices of the unions with respect to the role of delegates within 

the union. 

The attributes and experiences of individual delegates will reflect their experiences as 

a delegate in a workplace environment as well as the support and encouragement they 
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have received from their union. Factors that are likely to affect their degree of 

delegate activism at the workplace are:  

• the experience of the delegate (measured by how long they have been a delegate);  

• the manner in which they came to that role (that is, were they elected by the 

membership, appointed by the union, or simply volunteered for the position);  

• the amount and range of training they have received on workplace union issues;  

• how skilled they felt in dealing with union-related matters; 

• the degree and nature of contact they have with full-time officials; and 

• how much support they feel they get from the union office. 

5.1 Union role and support 

The organising approach suggests that the key relationship for delegates and their 

ability to be active in the workplace is the one they have with their union. This section 

analyses the AWIRS95 data to identify the nature of the contact delegates had with 

full-time officials from their union and with the union office more generally. It also 

investigates the level of involvement of full-time officials in the discussions that took 

place at the workplace. This analysis will help develop a basis to answer the first sub-

question to be addressed in this thesis, namely: 

(SQ1) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

There are two hypotheses that underpin this sub-question that are addressed in this 

thesis. To recall, the two hypotheses to be addressed are: 

(H1) Delegates with a high level of contact with the union will be more 

active than delegates who have less contact (because of the support 

they provide to delegates). 

Converse hypothesis: Delegates with a high level of contact with the 

union will be less active than delegates who have less contact because 

intervention by union officials will crowd out activism at the 

workplace. 

(H2) (Because unions will allocate their resources to the activities where 

they have the greatest benefit) the issues where unions are seen as 



 Chapter 5 
 Characteristics of AWIRS95 delegates  

 
97 

being the most effective at delivering support will also be the issues 

that are most critical for delegate activism. 

In order to examine H1, the nature of the contact between delegates and their union 

and the association this has with their levels of activism needs to be identified. 

AWIRS95 contains a number of useful measures of contact that are discussed in this 

section, while in the next chapter the association these have with the measures of 

delegate activism is examined. An examination of H2 requires the identification of 

measures of union support as well as indications of their level of effectiveness. The 

RORP delegate survey has better measures of these concepts and so the examination 

of H2 is more usefully addressed in Chapters 7 and 8. However, AWIRS95 does have 

some overall measures of support from the union office and so it is possible to go part 

of the way in addressing H2 in this and the next chapter. The measures of support are 

introduced in this section and their relationship with the measures of delegate activism 

are examined in Chapter 6. 

Support from full-time union officials 

The relationship between workplace delegates and full-time union officials and its 

impact on delegate activism is an interesting and complex one. A priori, greater 

involvement by full-time officials at the workplace could be seen as both positive and 

negative for the development of delegate activism. On the one hand, a frequent level 

of contact between delegates and full-time officials could reflect a strong union 

culture at the workplace and a high level of delegate activity. On the other, however, 

it could indicate an absence of delegate activism and consequently a need for full-time 

officials to be more involved at the workplace than would be necessary where 

delegates played a larger role. A corollary of this alternative view is that greater 

involvement in the workplace by full-time officials is a result of unions failing to 

develop networks of workplace delegates, with full-time officials undertaking most of 

the negotiations and interactions at the workplace leaving little for the delegates to do 

(and indeed with little expectations that delegates will play much of a role). This is the 

crowding-out scenario referred to in Hypothesis 1. 

There were three measures of full-time official contact with workplaces available in 

AWIRS95 and all were strongly correlated with each other. The first two measure the 

frequency with which delegates had either spoken to full-time officials or that a full-
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time official had visited the workplace in the last year. Responses ranged from ‘at 

least once a week’ to ‘not at all’. As would be expected, delegates had more frequent 

spoken contact from full-time officials than actual workplace visits (see Table 5.1). 

Just over half of delegates (52.1 per cent) indicated that they had at least monthly 

contact from full-time officials; only one-in-five delegates (20.3 per cent) had visits 

from officials this frequently, although nearly half of delegates (47.9 per cent) saw 

their full-time official at least once a quarter. 

Table 5.1 Frequency of contact and visits by full-time union officials 

Frequency of contact Speak to full-time official Visits by full-time official 

 % % 

At least once a week 17.5 3.6 

At least once a month 34.6 16.7 

At least once every 3 

months 

23.0 27.6 

At least once every 6 

months 

5.3 20.1 

Irregularly 14.4 23.7 

Not at all 5.2 8.3 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The third measure of full-time official involvement came from responses by union 

delegates as to how often a full-time official would become involve in discussions at 

the workplace with respect to a range of issues. Specifically, delegates were asked 

whether full-time officials ‘always’, ‘sometimes’, ‘occasionally’ or ‘never’ became 

involved in discussions at the workplace about: 

• the interpretation of an award; 

• the negotiation of a workplace agreement; 

• the interpretation of an existing workplace agreement; 

• pay rates; 

• dismissals; 

• redundancies; 

• rosters or shift arrangements; and 

• overtime. 

Delegates were also given the option of indicating the issue was ‘not applicable’. The 

distribution of responses is given in Table 5.2. It reveals large differences in the extent 
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to which full-time officials got involved in workplace matters, depending on the 

particular issue involved. Discussions around overtime and shift rosters attracted little 

attention from full-time officials, whilst the negotiation of a workplace agreement 

attracted a lot. 

The responses in Table 5.2 were also converted into an ‘index of full-time official 

involvement’. For each issue, the response categories were converted into a scale 

where ‘always’ was represented by the value 3, ‘sometimes’ by 2, ‘occasionally’ by 1, 

and ‘never’ and ‘not applicable’ by 0. Then the average of these scores was calculated 

across all eight issues, with the minimum being 0 and the maximum being 3. The 

‘average’ full-time official involvement score was 1.20, suggesting an average level 

of involvement a little more than ‘occasionally’ but somewhat less than ‘sometimes’. 

As would be expected, the correlation between each of the items was large, with the 

Cronbach ! of the index being 0.85.  

Table 5.2 Frequency of full-time official involvement in workplace 

discussions 

Issue Always Sometimes Occasion-

ally 

Never Not 

applicable 

Average 

assessment 

 % % % % % mean score 

Interpretation of an 

award 

30.4 24.5 26.7 13.9 4.5 1.67 

Negotiation of a 

workplace agreement 

40.6 12.5 16.1 16.5 14.3 1.63 

Interpretation of 

existing workplace 

agreement 

26.1 22.1 21.4 15.4 15.0 1.44 

Pay rates 22.8 13.9 29.8 21.1 12.4 1.26 

Dismissals 27.6 11.9 19.2 28.7 12.6 1.26 

Redundancies 26.4 8.9 16.2 30.4 18.1 1.13 

Rosters or shift 

arrangements 

6.0 11.2 20.1 40.9 21.8 0.61 

Overtime 5.2 11.4 20.9 42.2 20.3 0.59 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Relationship between full-time official contact variables 

As would be expected, the relationship between the level of full-time official 

involvement and the amount of contact delegates had with full-time officials, was 

strongly positive. This relationship is demonstrated in Table 5.3, which shows the 

mean score for the involvement index for different frequencies of contact (speaking or 

visits) by full-time officials. The more frequent the contact (either by phone or 
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through visits) the more involved were full-time officials in discussions at the 

workplace. 

Table 5.3 Index of full-time official involvement by frequency of contact and 

visits by full-time union officials 

Frequency of contact Speak to full-time official Visits by full-time official 

 (mean score) (mean score) 

At least once a week 1.71 1.89 

At least once a month 1.31 1.56 

At least once every 3 months 1.07 1.30 

At least once every 6 months 1.03 1.07 

Irregularly 0.84 1.01 

Not at all 0.43 0.66 

   

Mean FTO involvement  1.20 1.20 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The frequency of contact with a full-time official and visits to the workplace by a full-

time official was also highly correlated: that is, more frequent contact was 

accompanied by more frequent visits. Applying an ordinal metric of 0 for ‘not at all’ 

through to 5 for ‘at least once a week’, the correlation was in excess of 0.5 (!=0.512). 

Given this degree of association, it will be more useful to try and capture the level of 

interaction with full-time officials in a single variable, particularly for subsequent 

multivariate analysis. This was done by adding the two metrics together to create a 

variable that had a low of 0 and a high of 10. The top half of Figure 5.1 shows the 

distribution of the two ‘contact with full-time officials’ variables, with both ‘speaking 

to’ and ‘visits by’ ranging from “never” (0) to “at least once a week” (5). Adding the 

two metrics together produces the index of full-time official contact, which is shown 

in the bottom half of Figure 5.1. This index has been divided into low, medium and 

high full-time official contact. 
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Figure 5.1 Frequency of ‘speaking to’ and ‘visits by’ of FTOs and index of FTO 

contact 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The strong positive association between contact from, and visits by, full-time officials 

and their involvement in workplace activities shown in Table 5.3 is also demonstrated 

in Figure 5.2 for the index of union contact. 
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Figure 5.2 High FTO involvement in the workplace and index of FTO contact 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Support from union office 

Delegates were also asked directly whether they felt they received ‘enough support’ 

from the union office for them to do their job and also whether they feel the union 

keeps them ‘up-to-date’ about issues that are relevant to their workplace. The 

response from delegates was very positive on both these questions, with 80.4 per cent 

indicating they felt they received enough support and 84.6 per cent feeling they were 

kept up-to-date. There was considerable overlap in these responses, with 74.3 per cent 

of delegates feeling they got enough support and were kept up-to-date, and only 9.3 

per cent indicating neither was the case. The remaining 16.4 per cent indicated one or 

other response, but not both. 
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Figure 5.3 Union office support by FTO contact and involvement 

0.57

0.64

0.76

0.83

0.91
0.92

0

.2

.4

.6

.8

1

Low Medium High

Index of FTO contact

Receives

enough
support

Kept

up-to-
date

Support from union office

0.74

0.81
0.79

0.84
0.86

0.89

0

.2

.4

.6

.8

1

Low Medium High

FTO involvement at the workplace

Receives

enough
support

Kept

up-to-
date

Support from union office

 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

There was also a clear relationship between feeling supported and being kept up-to-

date by the union office, and the measures of contact and involvement from full-time 

officials. Figure 5.3 shows how these admittedly high levels of support from the union 

office varied with respect to the index of full-time official contact and the index of 

involvement of full-time officials at the workplace. Although high in both the 

categories of contact and involvement, the proportion of delegates indicating that the 

union office provided adequate support and kept them up-to-date was higher where 

the full-time official was in more frequent contact with delegates at the workplace and 

more involved in the industrial relations activities at the workplace. 

5.2 Tenure, training and skills 

One of the key aspects of the organising model is the development of the skills and 

confidence of workplace delegates so that they are able to initially assist the organiser 

in building a culture of organising and activism and then take-over those 

responsibilities and maintain the organising culture in a sustaining way. We also 

know from Peetz, Webb & Jones (2002) that skills and confidence come from both 
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experience of being a delegate, but also from the training that delegates receive, 

particularly in the nature of workplace organising. Further, delegate activism is not 

only associated with the skills and confidence of delegates, but also the experience 

and training of delegates that builds those skills and confidence (Peetz, et al., 2002). 

Analysing the experience, training and skills of delegates will allow for aspects of the 

second sub-question in this thesis to be addressed, which recall was: 

(SQ2) What are the inter-relationships between delegate tenure, the confidence and 

skills they perceive that they have acquired, and the amount and type of union-

related training they have undertaken, and how do these influence delegate 

activism? 

In this chapter, the inter-relationships between tenure, skills and confidence, and 

training are explored, and in the next chapter the issue of how these factors influence 

delegate activism is considered. As a consequence, this section is able to directly 

address the third hypothesis (H3) and start to develop the analysis that will be needed 

to address the fourth (H4) and fifth (H5) hypotheses. To recall, these hypotheses 

were: 

(H3) Tenure of a delegate is less important than the amount of union-related 

training for explaining delegate confidence.  

(H4) Delegate activism will increase with tenure, confidence and training.  

However, tenure will be less important than confidence or training.  

(H5) Delegate activism will be influenced by both the breadth of training 

(the quantity) and the specific type of training.  However, because the 

organising approach is based on developing particular skills at the 

workplace, some forms of training (related to mobilising activism 

amongst members) will be more important than others (and maybe 

more than the breadth of training as such?). 

Tenure (experience) 

The measure of experience available from the AWIRS95 data is the amount of time 

that delegates have been in their delegate role. Across the AWIRS95 population of 

delegate workplaces, the experience of the senior delegate (at their current or previous 

workplace) ranged from less than a year, up to 37 years, although the higher end of 

the distribution was a lot less common. Perhaps surprisingly, despite the fact that the 
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respondent for the union delegate questionnaire was the most senior delegate (from 

the largest union) at the workplace, most of the distribution for delegate tenure was at 

the lower end.  

Almost half of all delegates (48.0 per cent) had only been in delegate roles for three 

years or less and 8.8 per cent had been in that role less than a year. At the other 

extreme, 17.3 per cent of delegates had been in that role for 10 years or more, whilst 

for 8.3 per cent it had been more than 15 years (see Figure 5.4). The average 

experience of senior delegates (from the largest union at the workplace) was 5.4 

years.  

Recall that delegates not captured by these figures include (i) other delegates from the 

same union; (ii) delegates from different unions at the workplace; and (iii) delegates 

from workplaces where the largest union had no delegates but smaller unions did. At 

first glance, it might be expected that senior delegates would have a greater tenure 

than delegates overall, but as was shown in Chapter 4, this population of senior 

delegates is likely to over-represent delegates that come from workplaces where they 

were the only delegate and under-represent delegates that came from larger, more 

unionised workplaces who on average had greater amounts of experience.
28

  

                                                

28
 At just over half of the delegate workplaces (53 per cent), the senior delegate was also the 

only delegate. 
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Figure 5.4 Number of years as a delegate, senior delegate from the largest union 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Whilst the length of time in the position is an important aspect of a delegate’s 

experience, the ability and confidence with which delegates fulfilled their role as 

advocates for their members would be expected to be strongly influenced by the 

amount and nature of the training they had received. In AWIRS95, delegates were 

asked to indicate which of the following issues they had ever received training on 

through union courses: 

• developing general negotiation/consultation skills; 

• union rules and structures;  

• recruitment skills; 

• equal employment opportunity/affirmative action; 

• sexual and racial harassment; 

• occupational health and safety; and 

• negotiating workplace agreements. 
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Table 5.4 shows that training about ‘union rules and structures’ (48.0 per cent) and 

‘developing general negotiation and/or consultation skills’ (45.2 per cent) were the 

two most likely to have been undertaken by union delegates, followed by training 

about ‘negotiating workplace agreements’ (37.5 per cent). The most frequent training 

issue reflects the practice of delegates receiving an introductory course in the make-up 

of their union as a first step to greater involvement in the union. The emphasis on 

negotiation skills and workplace agreements on the other hand reflects the shift to 

enterprise bargaining that was underway at the time of the survey but these skills 

would also be useful in the move to a more organising approach to workplace 

unionism. Interestingly, developing better recruiting skills was the training least likely 

to have been undertaken by delegates at the time AWIRS95 was conducted (19.9 per 

cent), suggesting that this was not yet a significant priority for unions, at least not in 

relation to their delegate responsibilities.  

Table 5.4 Issues delegates have received training in by tenure 

Issue Less than 

3 years 

3-10 

years 

More 

than 10 

years 

All 

delegates 

 % % % % 

Union rules and structures 37.1 52.0 66.9 48.0 

Developing general 

negotiation/consultation skills 

30.9 52.6 61.3 45.2 

Negotiating workplace agreements 24.3 43.4 55.7 37.5 

Occupational health and safety 22.4 32.8 44.3 30.2 

Equal employment 

opportunity/affirmative action 

16.5 28.5 39.4 25.2 

Sexual and racial harassment 17.1 24.5 32.3 22.6 

Recruitment skills 17.3 21.7 20.7 19.9 

     

None 51.5 27.2 14.7 35.2 

     

Average number of issues 1.6 2.6 3.2 2.3 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The most telling result from Table 5.4 was that more than one-third of delegates (35.2 

per cent) had not received training on any of these issues. Table 5.4 also shows that 

the amount of training was related to the number of years an employee had been a 

delegate, with more experienced delegates being more likely to have undertaken each 
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of the types of training – except for recruitment skills, which was almost equally 

likely at one-in-five across different levels of experience. Despite the level of training 

increasing with delegate tenure, however, even amongst delegates with more than 10 

years experience, nearly one-in-six had not undertaken any of this training. 

Delegates with training 

The extent of training received by delegates can be captured by the variable ‘breadth 

of training’, which counts how many of these issues delegates indicated they had ever 

received training on through union courses. Figure 5.5 shows the distribution of 

training issues for the 64.8 per cent of delegates that had undertaken at least one lot of 

training. The distribution is fairly even, with one-third of delegates (33.0 per cent) 

receiving training on five or more of the seven issues. 

Figure 5.5 Number of issues delegates had ever received training via union 

courses 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

 Excludes delegates who had received no training 

Table 5.5 shows the priorities that were attached to different types of training. For 

those delegates with low levels of training (1-2 issues), nearly half (45.0 per cent) had 
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completed training on union rules and structures. Around a third had training around 

negotiation skills (either generally or in relations to workplace agreements), whilst a 

quarter had training in occupational health and safety. For delegates with low training, 

almost none had training in EEO (5.2 per cent), sexual and racial harassment (2.4 per 

cent) or recruitment (3.6 per cent). 

For those delegates with a moderate amount of training (3-4 issues), around four-in-

five had been introduced to the union’s rules and structure and had general 

negotiation skills, while nearly two-thirds (62.0 per cent) had training in negotiating 

workplace agreements. The levels of occupational health and safety training was 

higher at around one third of delegates, as was EEO training, which had similar levels 

to occupational health and safety. Skills to deal with sexual and racial harassment and 

recruiting new members were still not a priority for this group, with only one-in-five 

having undertaken one or the other. 

In the group with high levels of training (5-7 issues), training about the union and 

general negotiation skills is almost universal and other issues had reached more than 

75 per cent coverage, except recruitment, which had still only been undertaken by 

two-in-three delegates. These results are indicative of a culture in many unions at the 

time of AWIRS95 that failed to prioritise the recruitment of members, particularly as 

part of the activism that it required from its workplace delegates. 

Table 5.5 Issues delegates have received training in (trained delegates) 

Issue 1-2 issues 3-4 issues 5-7 issues 

All 

delegates 

with some 

training 

 % % % % 

Union rules and structures 45.0 81.4 98.3 74.1 

Developing general 

negotiation/consultation skills 

33.0 83.2 95.9 69.6 

Negotiating workplace agreements 36.2 62.0 76.9 57.8 

Occupational health and safety 25.0 37.9 77.9 46.5 

Equal employment 

opportunity/affirmative action 

5.2 31.2 82.1 38.8 

Sexual and racial harassment 2.4 21.5 82.3 34.8 

Recruitment skills 3.6 22.2 67.7 30.6 

     

Average number of issues 1.5 3.4 5.8 3.5 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

 Excludes delegates that had received no training 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
110 

 Delegate skills 

An important aspect of the organising model is the level of confidence that delegates 

have to perform the role that unions require. In AWIRS95, delegate confidence was 

measured through a series of statements about ‘how skilled’ delegates felt they were 

across a range of six different issues.
29

 The six issues were: 

• Grievances from individual employees; 

• Discussions with management about workplace issues; 

• Occupational health and safety matters; 

• Negotiation of a workplace/enterprise agreement; 

• Sexual/racial harassment complaints; and 

• Queries about award conditions. 

Delegates were asked to assess how skilled they were based on the following four-

point scale: 

• ‘I have excellent skills’ (3) 

• ‘My skills are good’ (2) 

• ‘My skills aren’t really good enough’ (1) 

• ‘I have no skills in this area’ (0). 

Based on the mean score response across all delegate workplaces (see Table 5.6), 

senior delegates felt they were most skilled at ‘discussions with management about 

workplace issues’ (mean score 2.04), ‘queries about award conditions’ (mean score 

1.95) and ‘grievances from individual employees’ (mean score 1.84). Overall, they 

felt least skilled at handling ‘sexual/racial harassment complaints’ (mean score 1.27), 

‘the negotiation of a workplace/enterprise agreement’ (mean score 1.34) and 

‘occupational health and safety matters’ (mean score 1.53).  Across all six issues, the 

average mean score for all delegates was 1.67 (from a range of 0 to 3), indicating the 

                                                

29
 In Peetz et al. (2002) the concepts of confidence and skills were operationalised separately. 

Confidence levels were measured in respect of tasks that a delegate may have undertaken 

(such as being involved in a workplace campaign; running a meeting of members; or meeting 

with management about an issue), while the adequacy of skills were in reference to 

capabilities (such as communication, campaigning, presentations, negotiations etc). In this 

thesis, these terms are used interchangeably.  
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average assessment of skill level was somewhat better than ‘my skills aren’t really 

good enough’, but a little bit less than ‘my skills are good’. While less than one per 

cent of delegates felt they had either excellent skills in all areas (a score of 3) or no 

skills in all areas (a score of 0), about one-in-three delegates (35.0 per cent) averaged 

2 or more on the skills index and these are defined as high skill delegates. In contrast, 

15.0 per cent of delegates averaged 1 or less on the skills index and these are defined 

as low skill delegates. 

Table 5.6 Assessment by delegates on their skills to handle a range of issues 

Skill ‘I have 

excellent 

skills’ 

(3) 

‘My skills 

are good’ 

(2) 

‘My skills 

aren’t 

really 

good 

enough’ 

(1) 

‘I have no 

skills in 

this area’ 

(0) 

Average 

assessment 

 % % % % (mean 

score) 

Discussions with 

management about 

workplace issues 

18.8 67.5 12.5 1.1 2.04 

Queries about award 

conditions 

19.5 60.8 14.6 5.1 1.95 

Grievances from 

individual employees 

11.2 65.9 19.0 3.9 1.84 

Occupational health and 

safety matters 

9.2 48.7 28.1 14.1 1.53 

Negotiation of a 

workplace or enterprise 

agreement 

9.8 41.7 21.6 27.0 1.34 

Sexual/racial 

harassment complaints 

8.5 38.1 25.5 27.8 1.27 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The role of tenure and training on delegate skills 

The level of skill that delegates felt they possessed was positively associated with 

both the years of experience a delegate had and the amount of training they had 

undertaken. This can be seen in Table 5.7, which shows tenure and the training index 

increasing as the skill level of delegates increases. 
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Table 5.7 Index of delegate skills by tenure and training 

Skills 

Range of 

composite index Distribution Tenure 

Training 

issues 

Training 

issues
†
 

  % years number 

(0 to 7) 

number 

(1 to 7) 

Low 0 to 1 15.0 4.2 1.2 2.5 

Medium More than 1 to 

less than 2 

50.0 5.2 2.4 3.5 

High 2 to 3 35.0 7.9 3.0 3.9 

      

Overall average 1.67 6.1 2.5 3.6 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: 
†
Restricted to delegates who have received some training. 

The association between tenure, training and skills is shown in Table 5.8. The top half 

of the table considers the two-thirds of delegates (64.8 per cent) that had some 

training. It shows that the association between skills, and both training and tenure, 

was similar and quite strong, but that the association between training and tenure, 

although still positive, was not significant and substantially weaker. This suggests two 

things: firstly, that both training and experience were important for improving the 

skills of delegates in fulfilling their role, although on the strength of these 

associations, training was more important; and secondly, once delegates had 

undertaken some training, longer periods of tenure in the position on their own did not 

lead to substantially more amounts of training being undertaken. 

These points are reinforced by the results in the bottom of Table 5.8, which includes 

all delegates (including those without any formal training). The association of skill 

with both tenure and training was almost identical, with training having the stronger 

association. As well, the association between tenure and training was substantially 

stronger and significant, reinforcing the point that while longer periods of tenure 

increased the likelihood of training being initiated, it did not necessarily increase 

training much beyond the initial uptake.  

Table 5.8 Correlations between skills, tenure and training 

  Skills Tenure 

Tenure 0.180***  
Trained delegates 

Training (1 to 7) 0.241*** 0.046 

    

Tenure 0.181***  
All delegates 

Training (0 to 7) 0.243*** 0.225*** 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 
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The relationships identified in Table 5.7 and Table 5.8 are also illustrated in Figure 

5.6, which shows the proportion of delegates with low, medium and high skill levels 

for different amounts of training and for different years of tenure in the position. Only 

26 per cent of delegates with no training were categorised as having a high level 

skills, but this increased to 51 per cent for those with training in five or more issues. 

Similarly, only 27 per cent of relatively inexperienced delegates had a high level of 

skills while 53 per cent of those with more than 10 years experience had a high level. 

The average across all delegates was 35 per cent.  

Figure 5.6 Skills of delegate by training and tenure 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Research questions 

Bringing these relationships together in a single piece of analysis allows for an 

examination of Hypothesis 3 (H3), which stated, “tenure of a delegate is less 

important than the amount of union-related training for explaining delegate 

confidence”. Firstly, regressing the index of skills against delegate tenure and the 

index of training shows that both tenure and training were significant determinants of 

the confidence that delegates had in their overall skills (Table 5.9). The more 

significant variable, however, was the training index (t-statistic = 7.18), with each 
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additional issue for which delegates received training increasing the skills index by 

0.063. A similar level of increase in the skills index was only achieved for tenure (t-

statistic = 3.16) every 5.6 years. Not only did tenure have a lower level of 

significance, the same impact on skills could only be achieved in a timeframe in 

which it was possible, and in fact likely, that delegates would have undertaken 

multiple amounts of training. In order to have the same impact of undertaking training 

in all seven issues, delegates would have had to be in the position for more than 39 

years, which is longer than any delegate in the AWIRS95 sample. 

Table 5.9 Delegate tenure and training on skills 

 Skills 

(OLS: !  in skills index) 

Constant 1.460*** 

(38.74) 

  

Tenure  

(per 5 years) 

0.056** 

(3.16) 

Training index  

(per issue) 

0.063*** 

(7.18) 

  

R
2
 0.106 

N 1081 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable on the skills index for the units shown in 

the left hand column. The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) 

level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 

A further test of the association of tenure and training on skills can be obtained from 

an ANONA analysis using categorical versions of the tenure (3 categories: low (0-2 

years); medium (3-10 years); high (more than 10 years)) and training (4 categories: 0 

issues; 1-2 issues; 3-4 issues; 5-7 issues) variables. Using an ANOVA test allows for 

a check of both the main effects of the association (that is, the independent effects of 

tenure and training on skills) as well as whether tenure and training worked together 

interactively to have an effect on skills; that is, where the impact of training on skills 

for inexperienced delegates may be different to the impact of training on skills for 

highly experienced delegates. The analysis reveals (see Table 5.10) that the main 

effects were highly significant (the independent impact of tenure and training on skills 

were both significant) with training being substantially more significant than tenure, 

confirming the result from the regression result from Table 5.9. At the same time, the 

interactive effect of tenure and training was not significant, suggesting that the impact 

of training on skills was the same whether the delegate was relatively new to the role 
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or had been there for many years. (The regression result that underpins the ANOVA is 

shown in Appendix Table A.4) 

Table 5.10 ANOVA of tenure and training on skills 

 Partial SS df MS F 

Model 32.893 11 2.9902 12.36*** 

     

Tenure  

(3 categories) 

4.813 2 2.4065 9.95*** 

Training  

(4 categories) 

13.278 3 4.4260 18.30*** 

Tenure*Training 

(12 categories) 

1.825 6 0.3042 1.26 

Residual 

 

258.535 1069 0.2418  

Total 291.428 1080 0.2698  

     

Root MSE 0.492    

Adjusted R
2
 0.104    

N 1081    
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The F-statistics were significant at the 0.1% (***) level. 

A visual representation of the ANOVA analysis and its underlying regression can be 

seen in Figure 5.7, which presents the mean level of skills for various combinations of 

delegate tenure and training issues. What it clearly shows is that higher levels of 

training were associated with higher levels of skills, although for very experience 

delegates (more than 10 years) an increase in skills was only observable for those that 

had undertaken training for 5 or more issues. Figure 5.7 also shows that for a given 

level of training, greater tenure was associated with greater skills (except in one 

instance), but in most cases the increase was more marginal compared to the impact 

of training. Thus H3 is found to be true: tenure of a delegate was less important than 

the amount of union-related training for explaining delegate confidence (which in the 

AWIRS95 data was measured by the confidence a delegate had in their skills to 

handle a range of issues). 
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Figure 5.7 Mean skill level by tenure and training 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Skills, training and full-time official contact and involvement 

Finally, having looked at the relationships between tenure, training and skills in this 

section, consideration is given to how each of these concepts varied with the level of 

union contact and support (discussed in the last section). The level of skills are 

important to the ability of delegates to be activists within the workplace, in part 

because skills provide delegates with the tools they need to be effective operators and 

communicators at their workplace, and also because increasing skill levels builds 

greater confidence. Also, just demonstrated was that both tenure and training were 

important to skills, although the latter was shown to be more so. The question now is 

whether the nature of contact and support from the union toward delegates also had an 

impact on these variables, and specifically on skills. 

Figure 5.8 shows that the proportion of delegates at workplaces with high levels of 

contact or involvement by full-time officials was greater where delegate skill levels 

were higher (left-hand graph) and where the levels of delegate training were higher 

(right-hand graph). In other words, there was a positive relationship between both 
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delegate skills and delegate training, and the amount of contact and involvement of 

full-time officials.
30

 A similar but much weaker relationship was also found when 

examining the association of both contact and involvement with delegate tenure.  

Figure 5.8 Delegate skills and training by FTO contact and FTO involvement 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The left-hand graph in Figure 5.8 indicates that full-time official contact and 

involvement were both associated with delegate skills. Testing their relative 

importance, and extending the analysis around the testing of H3, can be undertaken by 

including both of these factors in the regression previously presented in Table 5.9. 

The results of doing this are provided in Table 5.11. It shows that greater involvement 

by full-time officials in discussions at the workplace did influence delegate skills and 

that it had a significance level similar to tenure. Training, however, continued to exert 

                                                

30
 Based on the index of full-time official contact and the index of full-time official 

involvement. At higher levels of training, the proportion of high involvement workplaces 

levels out. 
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the greatest impact. In contrast, full-time official contact did not have an independent 

effect on skills once full-time official involvement was controlled for. 

Table 5.11 Delegate tenure and training on skills 

 Skills 

(OLS: !  in skills index) 

Constant 1.341*** 

(20.12) 

  

Tenure  

(per 5 years) 

0.054** 

(3.09) 

Training index  

(per issue) 

0.055*** 

(6.64) 

Full-time official  

contact index 

0.011 

(1.22) 

Full-time official  

involvement index 

0.066** 

(2.77) 

  

R
2
 0.122 

N 1081 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable on the skills index for the units shown in 

the left hand column. The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) 

level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 

The relationships in Figure 5.8 and the results of Table 5.11 demonstrate that the 

contact and involvement of full-time officials with delegates, and the levels of 

training and skills (and to a lesser extent tenure) all tended to move in the same 

direction; that is, all were positively associated with each other. As well, from Figure 

5.3 in the previous section it was shown that support from the union office and being 

kept up-to-date were also positively related to the level of contact and involvement of 

full-time officials. The consequence of all these inter-relationships is that, depending 

on the relationship of all these variables with the measures of delegate activism to be 

shown in the next chapter, the associations being tested by H1, H2, H4 and H5 will all 

either be true or all not true. 

5.3 Method of selection 

How a person came to be a delegate at the workplace could be crucial to how their 

role was perceived by members in particular, but also by management. If the delegate 

was elected then this would imply there was some kind of contest for the position and 

a degree of legitimisation for the holder of that position that other methods of 

appointment may not have. It may also imply a degree of activism amongst the 

membership that the delegate was elected to represent. On the other hand, being 
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appointed to the position by the union or simply volunteering to become a delegate 

could imply a degree of apathy amongst the members at the workplace towards the 

role of delegate, therefore suggesting the delegate and the members are less likely to 

be active.  

Examining the manner in which delegates came to occupy their position allows for an 

examination of sub-question 5 of the thesis, which was: 

(SQ5) How do manifestations of democracy within the union influence delegate 

activism? 

In particular, it will allow us to assess Hypothesis 9, which was: 

(H9) Where union delegates come to their position through democratic 

processes (of election), delegate activism will be higher. 

(The other hypothesis that follows from sub-question 5 (H10) is not testable using the 

AWIRS95 data as there were no variables that directly measured perceptions of 

democracy with the union by its members or delegates.) 

Figure 5.9 reveals that just over half of senior delegates (56.7 per cent) had been 

elected by the members to their current position, followed by those who volunteered 

(26.2 per cent) and those who were nominated by members (14.0 per cent). All but 

3.1 per cent of delegates came to their delegate role using one of these three methods.  
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Figure 5.9 Method by which delegate was appointed 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

To get a sense of how the method of appointment might be important for delegate 

activism, appointment method can be compared to the earlier measures of union 

contact and involvement at the workplace. Figure 5.10 shows that the greater the 

involvement by full-time officials in discussions at the workplace (left-hand graph), 

and the greater the level of contact by full-time officials with delegates (right-hand 

graph), the more likely it was that delegates were elected to their position and the less 

likely they were to have volunteered for the position. This suggests a possible link 

between greater workplace involvement by unions and more democratic union 

processes. 
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Figure 5.10 Method of delegate appointment by FTO involvement 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

5.4 The industrial relations climate at the workplace 

One of the great strengths of the AWIRS95 data is its wide variety of variables that 

capture the state of the industrial relations environment at the workplace. These 

include the attitude of management to the presence of unions and the attitude of 

delegates towards management. There were also variables about the presence of a 

closed shop and about whether information was regularly supplied to employees 

through workplace delegates. 

An analysis of the industrial relations workplace environment will allow an 

examination of the sixth sub-question to be addressed in the thesis, namely: 

(SQ6) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 

In turn this sub-question gives rise to the following two hypotheses that the thesis will 

attempt to directly test: 
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(H13) Employer support of workplace unions will lead to higher levels of 

delegate activism (because of reduced barriers to activism by 

delegates).  

Converse hypothesis: Employer support of workplace unions will lead 

to lower levels of delegate activism, because activism relies upon 

generating conflict in the workplace. 

(H14) Employer hostility towards workplace unions will lead to lower levels 

of delegate activism (because of increased barriers to activism by 

delegates).  

Converse hypothesis: Employer hostility towards workplace unions 

will lead to higher levels of delegate activism, because of the greater 

number of issues that emerge in workplaces where employers are 

hostile to unions – they are also likely to be hostile to employees more 

generally, and so create more opportunities for organising at the 

workplace. 

While at first glance these two hypotheses appear to be the mirror image of one 

another, they are in fact testing quite different propositions. This is because in each 

case the counter-hypothesis is considering a different set of countervailing forces. 

In AWIRS95, there were no direct questions of support or hostility towards unions at 

the workplace. However, there were a number of items that measured the attitude of 

management towards the role unions, both as representatives of their members and 

more indirectly through their role in the centralised award-based system, which at the 

time of the survey, still had a significant level of influence on the nature of workplace 

industrial relations. These items provide a more indirect, although still a useful, 

measure of employer support or hostility toward unions. AWIRS95 also had items 

that measured the attitude of delegates towards management, which combined with 

the measures of management’s attitude to unions, provides a fairly comprehensive 

picture of the industrial relations environment in which delegates found themselves 

operating. 

Firstly, the variables to do with the state of industrial relations at the workplace and 

the attitudes of managers and delegates towards each other are looked at. Two were 

ratings of the relationships within the workplace, while another six were statements 



 Chapter 5 
 Characteristics of AWIRS95 delegates  

 
123 

about the attitudes or assessments of management or unions at the workplace to which 

the management or delegate respondent was asked to agree or disagree. The ratings 

were based on a five-point scale from ‘very good’ to ‘very poor’, whilst the responses 

to the statements (again on a five-point scale), ranged from ‘strongly agree’ to 

‘strongly disagree’. 

Assessment of relationships 

Of the two ratings questions, the first was an assessment of the management-

employee relationship at the workplace from the most senior delegate’s point of view. 

The second rating question was directed at employee relations managers, who were 

asked to rate the relationship between management and delegates from the largest 

union at the workplace. As Table 5.12 shows, both delegate and management 

respondents were very likely to indicate workplace relationships were positive. 

Delegates, however, were less positive about the employee-management relationship 

than were management about their relationship with delegates. 

Table 5.12 Ratings of relationships within delegate workplaces 

 ‘Very 

good’ 

‘Good’ ‘Neither 

good nor 

poor’ 

‘Poor’ ‘Very 

poor’ 

 % % % % % 

Delegate rating of 

employee-management 

relationship 

25.6 42.1 18.2 10.4 3.8 

Management rating of 

delegate-management 

relationship 

46.0 42.0 9.4 1.8 0.7 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate and employee relations manager questionnaires 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Perceptions of management, unions and the award system 

The six statements to which respondents were asked to agree or disagree were a 

mixture of positive and negative statements about unions or management at the 

workplace or about the award system. They are listed below, along with the 

respondent who was asked: 

• ‘Unions representing employees here keep their word’ (management respondent); 

• ‘Unions here are seen by management as effectively representing the views of 

their members’ (management respondent); 

• ‘Management here keep their word’ (delegate respondent); 
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• ‘My job as a delegate is made difficult because management here don’t know 

enough about award conditions and industrial relations practices’ (delegate 

respondent); 

• ‘Management here thinks the award system has worked well in the past for this 

workplace’ (management respondent); 

•  ‘Management would prefer to deal with employees directly (individually) rather 

than through a trade union’ (delegate respondent). 

The distribution of responses at delegate workplaces is shown in Table 5.13. 

From the last of these statements, it can be seen that delegates felt management at the 

workplace would probably prefer not to deal with trade unions. Delegates also tended 

to be more negative of management than management were of unions about ‘keeping 

their word’ (second and third rows). At the same time, management was less positive 

about unions ‘representing the views of their members’ than they were about ‘keeping 

their word’ (first two rows).  

On the whole, though, delegates agreed that management ‘keep their word’ and were 

not inclined to be critical of management for not ‘knowing enough about award 

conditions and industrial relations practices’, although about one-in-five delegates 

disagreed with these positive assessments. Finally, management’s (generally positive) 

attitude about the award system (fifth row) was on a par with their attitude about 

unions ‘representing the views of their members’ and ‘keeping their word’ (first two 

rows). 
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Table 5.13 Statements about the workplace industrial relations environment 

Statement ‘strongly 

agree’ 

‘agree’ ‘neither 

agree 

nor 

disagree’ 

‘disagree’ ‘strongly 

disagree’ 

 % % % % % 

‘Unions here are seen by 

management as effectively 

representing the views of their 

members’ (management 

respondent) 

9.5 40.1 27.9 17.9 4.6 

‘Unions representing 

employees here keep their 

word’ (management 

respondent) 

16.1 52.5 20.7 8.9 1.7 

‘Management here keep their 

word’ (delegate respondent) 

13.9 42.5 22.8 15.1 5.8 

‘My job as a delegate is made 

difficult because management 

here don’t know enough about 

award conditions and industrial 

relations practices’ (delegate 

respondent) 

6.5 12.1 18.3 43.1 20.1 

‘Management here thinks the 

award system has worked well 

in the past for this workplace’ 

(management respondent) 

13.8 45.8 21.0 15.7 3.7 

‘Management would prefer to 

deal with employees directly 

(individually) rather than 

through a trade union’ (delegate 

respondent) 

30.6 32.1 16.9 14.7 5.7 

Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

An examination of the relationships between the industrial relations climate variables 

reveals a significant amount of correlation between many of them (see Table 5.14). In 

particular, the three delegate perception variables (management keeps their word, 

management makes life difficult, and the delegate assessment of the employee-

management relationship) were strongly correlated – as were the two management 

assessments about unions (unions keep their word and unions represent their 

members). Exploratory factor analysis based on all eight variables confirmed these 

findings. Of three possible factors identified, one loaded particularly strongly on the 

three delegate-perception variables and another loaded strongly on the two 

management assessments about unions. These relationships are bolded in Table 5.14. 

None of the other variables loaded particularly strongly on any of three factors. 
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As a consequence, two new variables were constructed. The first takes the mean value 

of the three delegate perception variables (after reverse coding ‘management makes 

life difficult…’, so that all three have higher values representing a more positive 

relationship), and represents what delegates think of management’s working 

relationship with them and with employees –this is referred to as the delegate 

assessment index. The second was the mean of the two variables of management’s 

union assessment and represents what management thinks of the largest union at the 

workplace – referred to as management’s union-assessment index. The Cronbach ! 

on these two composite measures was 0.75 for both. These two indexes were 

positively correlated (as shown in Table 5.15), although not overly so. 

The remaining three industrial relations climate variables capture other aspects of the 

industrial relations culture that operated at the workplace. The first of these – 

management’s rating of the relationship it had with delegates from the largest union – 

was also positively associated with both indexes (Table 5.15), although more so with 

the delegate assessment index ("=0.308***) than management’s union-assessment 

index ("=0.214***). These data, along with the correlation between the two indexes, 

indicate that a positive assessment of the working relationship with management by 

delegates was largely matched by a positive assessment of the working relationship 

with delegates that management felt they had. 
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Table 5.15 Correlation of composite and other industrial relations climate 

variables 

 Delegate 

assessment 

index (D) 

Management’s 

union-

assessment 

index (M) 

delegate-

management 

relations (M) 

management 

prefer 

individual 

arrangements, 

not unions (D) 

Management’s 

union-

assessment 

index (M) 

0.209***    

delegate-

management 

relations (M) 

0.308*** 0.214***   

management 

prefer 

individual 

arrangements, 

not unions (D) 

-0.199*** -0.106*** -0.027  

award system 

has worked well 

in the past (M) 

0.047 0.220*** 0.182*** 0.025 

Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

The associations between the last two industrial relations climate variables and the 

two composite indexes are also shown in Table 5.15. Where delegates felt that 

management had a preference for individual arrangements rather than dealing with 

unions, the delegate perception of management was also more likely to be negative 

(!=-0.199***). Unsurprisingly, management’s assessment of unions was also more 

likely to be negative in this context, although what was surprising was how much 

weaker this association was (!=-0.106***). This suggests that there was a distinction 

in the minds of management between a preference for not dealing with unions in a 

general sense and the reality of dealing with the specific unions that operated at the 

workplace; while many managers would prefer not to deal with unions, the 

relationship they had with explicit unions in their workplace was generally positive. 

This was reinforced by the fact that the management rating of the relationship 

between delegates and management was not correlated at all with whether delegates 

believed management preferred individual or collective arrangements. 

Management perceptions that the award system had worked well in the past had no 

relationship with delegate perceptions of management, nor was it related to 

management’s preference between individual and collective arrangements. It was, 
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however, positive associated with management’s assessment of unions (!=0.220***) 

and the management rating of the delegate-management relationship (!=0.182***), 

suggesting that a positive disposition to dealing with unions through awards was 

linked to the nature of the relationship management had with the unions and the 

delegates they had to deal with in an everyday sense.  

Information sharing 

A good working relationship between management and unions could be either 

positive or negative for delegate activism. The previous sub-section reported how 

management felt about unions using both direct statements about unions and 

statements about the award system. Another indicator in AWIRS95 of the relationship 

between management and unions was provided by management’s preparedness to 

share information with delegates (with the express purpose of passing the information 

onto their members).  

Delegates were asked, which issue, if any, from a list of six, did management provide 

information to delegates to specifically pass on to members. Table 5.16 reveals more 

than one-third of delegates (35.5 per cent) indicated that management provided none 

of this information to them in this way. At workplaces were information was provided 

in this way, however, apart from investment plans, between a half and three-quarters 

of delegates (depending on the issue) were provided with information. When 

considered across all delegate workplaces, this translated into information being 

provided in this manner between about a third and about a half of all delegate 

workplaces (as shown in Table 5.16). 

Table 5.16 Issues where management provided information to delegates to 

specifically pass on to members 

Issue % 

Occupational health and safety 47.4 

Workplace performance 41.6 

Future staffing plans 32.3 

Customer or client satisfaction 31.7 

Product or service quality 29.9 

Investment plans 8.2 

  

None of the above 35.5 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 
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The most common information provided to delegates to pass onto members was about 

occupational health and safety (47.4 per cent), followed by workplace performance 

(41.6 per cent). At the other end of the scale, information about investment plans was 

rarely given to employees in this way (8.2 per cent).  

In terms of the number of issues on which information was provided, just under one 

half (49.1 per cent) of workplaces provided no information or information on only one 

of the six issues (where it was mostly with respect to occupational health and safety). 

At 11.0 per cent of workplaces, however, information about five or six of the issues 

was provided to delegates, possibly indicating a high degree of interaction between 

delegates and management (see Figure 5.11). At workplaces where information was 

provided, it was done so on an average of 3.0 issues, whilst across all workplaces the 

average was 1.9 issues. 

Figure 5.11 Number of issues where management provided information to 

delegates to specifically pass on to members 

35.5

13.6
12.5

15.4

12.0

7.7

3.3

0

10

20
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40

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Number of issues delegates received information to pass onto members

Low Medium High

Infomation provided to delegates

 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

This index of information provision through delegates was positively correlated with 

the delegate assessment index (!=0.163***), management’s union assessment index 
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(!=0.118***) and management’s rating of the relationship between management and 

the delegates from the largest union (!=0.115***). It was also negatively correlated 

with management’s preference for individual over collective arrangements (!=-

0.180***).
31

 Collectively these correlations imply that information sharing in this 

manner was more likely where the relationship between management and unions was 

more positive and where management was not ideologically opposed to unions – it is 

a possible indirect measure of employer support for workplace unions and at the 

lower end of the index an indicator of employer hostility (or at least indifference) to 

unions. 

Individually, the provision of one particular type of information stood out as the 

clearest indicator of a positive relationship between management and unions. The 

provision of information on future staffing plans, which occurred at a third (32.3 per 

cent) of workplaces, had the strongest correlation with the delegate assessment index 

(!=0.159***), management’s union assessment index (!=0.208***), management’s 

rating of the relationship between management and the delegates from the largest 

union (!=0.141***) and management’s preference for individual over collective 

arrangements (!=-0.198***). 

Closed shop 

The existence of a closed shop for the union with the most members at the workplace 

could reflect the relative strength of the union within the workplace, or at the very 

least, provide greater scope for the union and its delegates to exert its strength within 

the workplace. At the time of AWIRS95, 21.7 per cent of delegate workplaces had a 

closed shop arrangement covering all of the members of the largest union at the 

workplace. 

The presence of a closed shop for members of the largest union bore no relationship 

with any of the industrial relations climate variables. This implies that either closed 

shops did not have the disruptive influence on the ability of management to run their 

workplace, as is commonly portrayed in the literature, or that both management and 

delegates were taking into account the realities of operating within the constraints of a 

                                                

31
 The relationship with management’s perception of the award system was not significant. 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
132 

closed shop when they were responding to the statements about the industrial relations 

climate. 

At closed shop workplaces, management were more likely to provide information to 

delegates to pass onto members on all issues other than future staffing plans (for 

which there was no difference in the likelihood). This suggests that closed shops were 

at worst benign for the industrial relations climate and potentially of some benefit. 

Recent events at the workplace 

Delegate activism is also likely to be affected by recent events at the workplace that 

may have influenced the industrial relations climate just discussed. One way in which 

activism may have been affected is through attempts by management to introduce 

major organisational change within the workplace. Such organisational change can 

have a lasting effect on relations at the workplace. Depending on how it is handled, 

this may be a cause for discontent within the workforce and thus an opportunity for 

activism amongst workplace delegates. In an environment where management was 

positive about unions and consultative with its employees, it may have provided 

opportunities for delegates to be involved in modifying implementing the changes, 

which would also have been an opportunity for activism.  

AWIRS95 asked delegates whether any of the following four events had occurred at 

the workplace in the last two years: 

• introduction of new office technology; 

• introduction of major new plant, machinery or equipment; 

• major reorganisation of workplace structure; or 

• major changes to how non-managerial employees do their work. 

The frequency with which delegates reported major organisational change at delegate 

workplaces in the two years prior to the survey is shown in Table 5.17. It shows that 

only 15.0 per cent of delegate workplaces did not experience at least one of these 

occurrences of major organisational change. 
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Table 5.17 Incidence of major organisational change in two years prior to survey 

Type of major organisational change % 

Introduction of new office technology 44.0 

Introduction of major new plant, machinery or equipment 28.0 

Major reorganisation of workplace structure 51.2 

Major changes to how non-managerial employees do their work 49.5 

  

None of the above 15.0 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The two types of change most likely to impact on employees and potentially most 

likely to impact on delegate activism were ‘major reorganisation of workplace 

structure’ and ‘major changes to how non-managerial employees do their work’. Each 

of these events occurred at around half of all delegate workplaces, with both events 

occurring at one third (32.3 per cent) of delegate workplaces. The delegate assessment 

of management was marginally lower at workplaces where either of these two events 

had occurred in the last 2 years and the management rating of the delegate-

management relationship was lower where ‘major reorganisation of workplace 

structure’ had occurred.
32

 

Downsizing by companies is one of the more difficult organisational change events to 

manage and will often be strongly resisted by employees. In AWIRS95, managers 

were asked whether any intentional workforce reductions had occurred in the year 

prior to the survey, with 30.1 per cent of managers indicating that it had. Again, 

delegate assessment of management, as well as management’s rating of the 

relationship with delegates, were both lower at workplaces where this had occurred in 

the last year.
33

 

5.5 Summary 

The previous chapter introduced the two data sources being utilised in this thesis and 

examined the individual characteristics of delegates in both. In this chapter, the 

AWIRS95 data was explored to identify which variables may be useful in examining 

                                                

32
 The correlation between ‘major reorganisation of workplace structure’ and delegate 

assessment was -0.154 and with ‘major changes to how non-managerial employees do their 

work’ was -0.105, while the correlation between the rating of the delegate-management 

relations and ‘major reorganisation of workplace structure’ was -0.172. 

33
 !=-0.115 and -0.123, respectively, 
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how unions influence the activism of their workplace delegates. As the measures of 

delegate activism in AWIRS95 are not introduced until the next chapter, the research 

questions that relate to delegate activism (which is most of them) cannot be addressed 

until then; however, many of the variables that will be use to address the research 

questions were introduced in this chapter. As well, Hypothesis 3 was able to be 

explicitly considered in this chapter. 

In this chapter, four broad groups of variables were identified, starting with the nature 

of contact and support from the union to delegates. These variables will be useful in 

addressing sub-question 1 and Hypotheses 1 and 2. In the AWIRS95 data, contact 

between delegates and the union was identified through the frequency with which 

full-time officials (union organisers) spoke to delegates and visited delegates at the 

workplace, as well as how frequency they became involved in the discussions at the 

workplace around industrial relations matters. AWIRS95 also contained two fairly 

crude measures of union support: whether delegates considered they had enough 

support from the union office for them to do their job as a delegate; and whether they 

felt the union kept them up to date about issues that were relevant to their workplace.  

All of these variables were positively correlated with each other and so it is likely that 

if any of them are associated with delegate activism, they all will be, at least to some 

extent. The AWIRS95 contact and support variables will be more useful at answering 

Hypothesis 1 than Hypothesis 2, as the latter not only needs measures of support 

around specific issues but also measures of their degree of effectiveness. AWIRS95 

only contains summary measures of support and as a consequence the RORP data is 

to be relied upon to address Hypothesis 2, as it has better, more specific variables. 

However, to the extent that the AWIRS95 summary support variables can be 

interpreted as providing effective support they will throw some light on this 

hypothesis. 

The second section in this chapter examined the relationships between delegate 

tenure, training and confidence (or skill) at handling aspects of the workplace delegate 

role. These were the key variables for examining sub-question 2 and Hypotheses 3, 4 

and 5. The variables were all positively correlated with each other, as well as with the 

contact and support variables from the first section. As a result, the direction of the 

relationship with the delegate activism variables would be the same for each of them, 

implying that H1, H2, H4 and H5 would either all be true or all be false. This section 
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also resolved that H3 was true: that training was more important for skills than tenure. 

Further, involvement by full-time officials was also important but on a par with 

tenure’s influence. 

The third section introduced just a single variable – how delegates came to be 

appointed to their position. This will be useful in examining sub-question 5 on the 

role of democratic processes within unions and will used to directly answer 

Hypothesis 9 on whether delegates who are elected to their position have higher 

activism. 

Finally, this chapter explored the numerous workplace industrial relations 

environment variables that were the strength of the AWIRS95 data. These variables 

will be useful in examining sub-question 6, which is considering the how the support 

or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the workplace industrial relations 

environment more generally, influences delegate activism. While AWIRS95 does not 

have direct measures of employer support or hostility towards unions, many of its 

industrial relations environment variables can act as proxies in this capacity; however, 

it is the influence of the workplace industrial relations system more generally on 

delegate activism where the AWIRS95 data is likely to provide the most assistance 

after the introduction of the measures of delegate activism in the next chapter. 

Initially, eight variables were identified based on perceptions of management, unions 

and the award system, and relationships between workplace groups (from both a 

delegate and management perspective). Factor analysis revealed strong covariance 

between some of these variables, and with the creation of several indexes, they were 

reduced to five workplace industrial relations environment concepts. Further 

information about the nature of the workplace industrial relations environment was 

obtained by considering the presence of closed shops and the extent to which 

information was provided to delegates by management expressly to pass on to their 

members. Finally, the section examined the nature of recent events at the workplaces: 

specifically, the introduction of major organisational change in the last two years and 

an intentional reduction in the size of the workforce in the last 12 months. 

This is a very diverse group of industrial relations environment variables. This chapter 

has identified how many of them related to each other and how some of them may act 

as proxy measures for employer support or hostility toward unions. When examined 
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in relation to the measures of delegate activism in the next chapter they will assist in 

answering sub-question 6 and its two related hypotheses. 



   

 

Chapter 6 Activism of AWIRS95 delegates 

Delegate activism and its nature within a workplace context are multi-dimensional 

and complex. Any attempt to capture it therefore will need to be multi-dimensional 

and complex as well. While AWIRS95 provides a rich database of the industrial 

relations environment at Australian workplaces, it was not designed to specifically 

address the issue of delegate activism. Consequently, its range of delegate activism 

measures is somewhat narrow. To this end, analysis in this chapter relies on three 

different but related measures to examine the determinants of, and the influences on, 

delegate activism. These measures capture similar aspects of ‘delegate effort’, and 

include the range of tasks performed by delegates and the intensity with which they 

are performed. Also considered is the total amount of time delegates spend on their 

union related activities.  

After discussing the three measures of delegate activism, the bulk of the chapter 

considers the relationship between the measures of delegate activism and the concepts 

likely to have an association with activism that were identifies in the previous chapter. 

In broad terms, these come under the headings of tenure, training and skills, support 

from the union, methods of delegate selection, and the industrial relations climate. 

Also considered is how delegate activism may be associated with a range of 

workplace characteristics. The chapter concludes by bringing together all of the 

concepts associated with delegate activism into a single model. 

6.1 Delegate activism 

As with any face-to-face structured interview survey, it is often difficult to capture the 

true nature of a concept that is of interest using individual variables. Often the 

operationalisation of a concept will only be a crude representation of the concept 

underlying it. This is particularly the case for this analysis (being based on secondary 

analysis of an existing dataset) as the variables used were not specifically designed for 

this particular research project.  

With that in mind, however, the AWIRS95 survey was able to provide three variables 

that do a reasonable task of capturing a specific aspect of delegate activism at 
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workplaces, that of delegate effort. Each variable captures a different aspect of 

delegate involvement in workplace unionism. In summary, these three variables were: 

• the number of tasks (from a predetermined list) that a delegate performed; 

• the number of tasks (from the same list) delegates indicated they ‘spent a lot of 

time on’; 

• the average number of hours per week delegate spent on union activities. 

In the analysis that follows, these items are described as capturing the breadth, depth 

and effort of delegate activism. 

Breadth and depth of activism 

The first two of these variables attempt to capture the breadth and depth of the tasks 

undertaken by a workplace delegate. They were based on what a delegate advised 

were the usual range of tasks encompassing their delegate responsibilities (from a 

predetermined list of 12 tasks). Whilst based on the same list, the two variables are 

differentiated from each by whether the delegate undertook the task at all as part of 

their responsibilities, or whether the delegate ‘spent a lot of time on’ the task. 

These tasks were to: 

• handle communications between the union office and members; 

• recruit members; 

• handle queries about award conditions; 

• handle individual grievances; 

• handle equal employment opportunities issues; 

• monitor and deal with occupational health and safety issues; 

• negotiate wage rises; 

• negotiate about physical working conditions; 

• negotiate about work practices; 

• negotiate workplace/enterprise agreement; 

• participate on a formal consultative committee; 

• prepare newsletters/reports for members at this workplace. 
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Across all delegate workplaces, the ‘handling of communications between the union 

office and union members’ was all but universal (reported by 94.7 per cent of 

delegates). As Table 6.1 shows, it was also the most frequent task that delegates 

indicated they ‘spent a lot of time on’ (50.9 per cent). 

Table 6.1 Relative importance of delegate tasks 

Issue Task 

performed 

(% wpl) 

Task 

performed 

(rank) 

Spent a 

lot of 

time on 

task 

(% wpl) 

Spent a 

lot of 

time on 

task 

(rank) 

Handle comm b'twn union and members 94.7 1 50.9 1 

Handle queries about award conditions 84.1 2 30.8 3 

Handle individual grievances 77.7 3 32.8 2 

Recruit members 64.0 4 11.5 8 

Participate on formal conslt committees 54.6 5 24.2 5 

Negotiate about work practices 53.7 6 16.6 6 

Neg about physical working conditions 46.9 7 11.0 10 

Monitor and deal with OHS issues 45.4 8 14.7 7 

Neg workplace/enterprise agreements 42.9 9 29.5 4 

Prepare newsletters/reports for members 37.1 10 9.8 11 

Handle EEO issues 36.8 11 6.0 12 

Negotiate wage rises 29.8 12 11.1 9 
Source: AWIRS95 Union Delegate Questionnaire 

Notes: All variables have been weighted to reflect population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Table 6.1 also reveals, with two exceptions, that the frequencies of each task 

performed and the frequencies of tasks where delegates ‘spent a lot of time on the 

task’, followed very similar rankings, implying that delegates spent most of their time 

on the tasks that were also the most common to perform. The exceptions to this were 

the ‘recruitment of members’ and the ‘negotiation of a workplace or enterprise 

agreement’. The ‘recruitment of members’ is the fourth most frequent task performed 

(64.0 per cent), but only ranks eighth in terms of tasks where the delegate ‘spent a lot 

of time’ (11.5 per cent) and could easily have ranked tenth but for a fraction of a 

percentage point. Secondly, 42.9 per cent of delegates indicated they undertook the 

negotiation of a workplace or enterprise agreement, which placed it on a ranking of 

ninth. In contrast, 29.5 per cent of delegates said they ‘spent a lot time’ on this task, 

which was the fourth highest ranking. 

Where delegates were involved with the negotiation of enterprise agreements, more 

than two-thirds were also spending a lot of time on it. This reflects the very time-

consuming processes involved with this task compared to other tasks. Indeed, as a 

ratio of the proportion who spend a lot of time on it to the proportion who undertook 
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the task, the negotiation of an enterprise agreement rated as the most time consuming 

task (with a ratio of 0.69). The next highest ratio was for ‘handling communication 

between the union and members’ (0.54), followed by ‘participation on formal 

consultative committees’ (0.44) and ‘handling individual grievances’ (0.42). In 

contrast, the ‘handling of EEO issues’ was the second least performed task (36.8 per 

cent), the task least likely to have ‘spent a lot of time on’ (6.0 per cent) and the task 

with the lowest ratio of these two percentages (0.16). A complete ranking of the tasks 

undertaken by delegates based on this ratio is shown in Table 6.2. 

Table 6.2 Time-consuming activities of delegates 

Issue Ratio of ‘spend a lot of time 

on task’ to ‘task performed’ 

Ranking 

Neg workplace/enterprise agreements 0.69 1 

Handle comm b'twn union and members 0.54 2 

Participate on formal conslt committees 0.44 3 

Handle individual grievances 0.42 4 

Negotiate wage rises 0.37 5 

Handle queries about award conditions 0.37 6 

Monitor and deal with OHS issues 0.32 7 

Negotiate about work practices 0.31 8 

Prepare newsletters/reports for members 0.26 9 

Neg about physical working conditions 0.23 10 

Recruit members 0.18 11 

Handle EEO issues 0.16 12 
Source: AWIRS95 Union Delegate Questionnaire 

Notes: All variables have been weighted to reflect population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

Also revealing from Table 6.2 is the ranking of ‘recruitment of members’ at eleventh. 

Whilst almost two-thirds of delegates indicated they undertook recruitment, less than 

a fifth of these delegates and just on a tenth of all delegates indicated that they spent a 

lot of time on this task. This would reflect the fact that the recruitment of new 

members is not all that time consuming, at least if recruitment means approaching 

only new employees at the workplace. Attempts to recruit existing employees would 

be a more time consuming task and it is possible that at the time the AWIRS95 survey 

was conducted, delegates may have left that to union office strategies and focussed 

more of their efforts on servicing existing members.  

In the organising model, the recruitment of members is primarily the preserve of 

workplace delegates. As discussed in Chapter 2, in the process of transition from 

servicing to organising, recruitment of members tended to be emphasised as a first 

priority for union organisers, rather than the development of workplace activists from 

which recruitment would then flow. Peetz et al. (2007) attempted to measure the 
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extent to which this has now been overcome and found that in 2002-03, a substantial 

proportion of organisers were still indicating that ‘most of the recruiting of members 

in my area of coverage is done by organisers like me’ (43 per cent) rather than 

workplace delegates (31 per cent), with over a quarter indicating it is fairly evenly 

split. Despite this, they also find that organisers are still only spending 10 per cent of 

their time actually doing this, a small decline from 13 per cent two years earlier 

(2007, p. 159). It would therefore seem likely that the recruitment of new members by 

delegates may not be that much higher than was the case at the time of AWIRS95. 

The responses to the list of tasks performed (and detailed in Table 6.1) can be used to 

construct two variables of delegate activism. The first such variable – ‘breadth of 

activism’ – measures delegate activism by a simple count of how many of these tasks 

a delegate indicated they did; while a second variable – called ‘depth of activism’ – 

counts how many items from this same list a delegate indicated they ‘spent a lot of 

time on’ as a delegate. 

The distribution of these two variables across all delegate workplaces is shown in 

Figure 6.1. Potentially, both variables have a range from zero to 12. Whilst only 4.9 

per cent of delegates performed all 12 tasks, the data reveals that just on half of 

delegates (50.3 per cent) performed 7 or more of the 12 tasks. Overall, the ‘breadth’ 

variable was fairly evenly distributed across its range. In contrast, the ‘depth’ variable 

was concentrated at the lower end of the distribution, with more than three-quarters of 

delegates (77.3 per cent) ‘spending a lot of time’ on three or less of the tasks. More 

than 40 per cent of delegates indicated they ‘spent a lot of time’ on none or only one 

of the tasks.
34

 On average, delegates indicated they performed 6.7 tasks and spent a 

lot of time on 2.5 of them. 

Simply summing the tasks is obviously a fairly crude measure of activism, in part 

because it fails to capture the amount of time or effort delegates are actually spending 

on these tasks or the number of times within a given period that a task may have been 

performed. Nor does it take into account differences in the nature of the various tasks. 

However, given the fairly similar rankings of the frequencies from Table 6.1, it is 

                                                

34
 Of the one-third of delegates that indicated they ‘spent a lot of time’ on only one task, for 

36.9 per cent it was ‘handing communication between the union and members’ and for 

another 21.4 per cent it was ‘negotiating a workplace or enterprise agreement’. 
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reasonable to assume that while the two variables are only a proxy for effort, the 

ranking of delegates according to their count across the 12 tasks is a reasonable 

approximation of the ‘ranking of effort’ between delegates across workplaces. 

Figure 6.1 Number of tasks performed by delegates 

 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures have been weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

 ‘breadth of activism’ is a count of the number of tasks undertaken by delegates 

 ‘depth of activism’ is a count of the tasks where delegates spent a lot of time on the task 

Activist overall ‘effort’ 

A third measure of delegate activism is potentially a better proxy for the amount of 

‘effort’ delegates put into their role. This variable was measured by the average 

number of hours per week delegates said they spent on union activities, with the data 

being collected in the survey instrument to the nearest whole hour. Responses ranged 

from zero to 70 hours per week, with the vast majority of delegates concentrated at 

the lower end of the distribution. While the average number of hours per week across 

all delegates in the population was 3.8, 79.1 per cent of delegates reported working 4 

hours per week or less on union activities. 

The distribution of the average hours delegates spent on union-related activities is 

shown in Figure 6.2. Although the horizontal axis in Figure 6.2 is not to scale, it is 

clear that the distribution of hours is highly skewed. Two-thirds (66.6 per cent) of 

delegates spent two hours or less on union activities and around four-in-five (79.1 per 

cent) less than five hours per week on average. The distribution has a very long tail, 
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which drags the mean hours on union activities up to 3.8, although the median figure 

is only 2 hours.  

Figure 6.2 Hours per week spent on union activities by delegates 

 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the distribution of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The true extent of the skewed distribution can be seen in Figure A.1 in the Appendix, 

where the horizontal axis is to scale. Such a distribution is problematic to model in a 

multivariate context and so when this is undertaken throughout this chapter, the 

natural logarithm of hours spent on union activities as the measure of ‘delegate effort’ 

was used as the measure instead. This had two effects: firstly, it transformed the 

distribution to something more closely representing a normal distribution (and this 

can be seen in Figure A.2); and secondly, it means that the coefficients in any 

regressions using the natural logarithm of union hours are interpreted as the 

percentage change in hours (rather than the unit change in hours). 

Relationship between measures of delegate activism 

The relationship between the hours delegates spend on union activities and the 

breadth and depth of activism is shown in Table 6.3. Clearly, the longer delegates 

indicated they spent on union activities per week, the more tasks they were likely to 

have performed and the greater the number of tasks they were likely to have spent a 

lot of time on (in the last 12 months). 
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Table 6.3 Delegate effort and breadth and depth of activism 

Hours of union 

activity 

Distribution Breadth of activism Depth of activism 

 % Mean 

(0 to 12) 

Mean 

(0 to 12) 

0-1 hour 45.2 5.0 1.7 

2 hours 21.4 7.1 2.4 

3-5 hours 18.3 8.2 3.3 

More than 5 hours 15.1 9.2 4.1 

    

Overall average 3.8 6.7 2.5 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the distribution of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

The positive association between the three measures of delegate activism (as well as 

the logarithm of union hours) are shown by the correlations in Table 6.4. All measures 

are significantly correlated at the 0.1 per cent level. As would be expected, the 

stronger correlation was between the two measures based on tasks. Also stronger were 

the correlations involving the natural logarithm of delegate hours compared to 

delegate hours itself. 

Table 6.4 Correlations between measures of delegate activism 

 breadth of 

activism 

depth of 

activism 

delegate effort ln (delegate 

effort) 

breadth of activism 1.000    

depth of activism 0.562*** 1.000   

delegate effort 0.361*** 0.370*** 1.000  

ln (delegate effort) 0.545*** 0.459*** 0.800*** 1.000 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Figures are pair-wise correlations weighted to reflect the population of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

 *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

At the beginning of this section, it was argued that the measures of delegate activism 

available in the AWIRS95 data were all related to the concept of delegate effort: the 

breadth of effort, the depth of effort, and the amount of overall effort (union hours). 

As a final check that these measures are closely related, the Cronbach ! was 

calculated using the logarithm of hours and standardised variables: it was a 

respectable 0.77. 

The rest of the chapter 

In the next section, the strength of the bivariate relationships between the measures of 

delegate activism (breadth, depth and hours) for each of the union contact and support 

variables (as discussed in Section 5.1) is analysed and reported. The bivariate 
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relationships are presented by examining the level of each activism variable at various 

points along the distribution of the variable being considered. Where appropriate, the 

correlation with the measures of activism is reported, and for union hours this is done 

for the unadjusted hours and the logarithm of hours.  

At the end of the section, the simultaneous impact of this group of variables on 

delegate activism is examined using multivariate analysis, with delegate effort being 

measured by the natural logarithm of hours on union activities. This approach is then 

repeated for each broad grouping of variables thought to be associated with delegate 

activism before, in the final section, all variables are considered simultaneously in a 

single model. 

6.2 Union contact and support and delegate activism 

In the previous chapter, it was discussed how the amount of contact with the union 

office may have either a positive or negative impact on delegate activism, depending 

on the reasons full-time union officials were making the level of contact that they do. 

On the one hand, a higher level of contact by officials could reflect a lack of activism 

at the workplace thus requiring a greater level of input from officials to resolve 

disputes and achieve improved industrial outcomes. This suggests a negative 

association between delegate activism and union contact. On the other hand, full-time 

officials were probably more likely to put their resources into locations where they 

have an increased likelihood of success and one of the factors that is important to this 

is whether the membership and the delegates are actively behind the union campaigns, 

or indeed are actively leading campaigns forcing the union office to respond. This 

alternative suggests a positive association between activism and union contact. 

The direction of this association is the crux of what lies behind the broader research 

sub-question 1. Recall that the first sub-question was: 

(SQ2) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

In Section 5.1 in the previous chapter, a number of different forms of support that 

unions provide were identified and for which the AWIRS95 data was able to provide 

some insight. In this section, those forms of support are examined in the context of the 

measures of delegate activism identified in Section 6.1 to address SQ1. In doing so, 
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the two hypotheses that underpin this sub-question are explicitly addressed, which 

were:  

(H3) Delegates with a high level of contact with the union will be more 

active than delegates who have less contact (because of the support 

they provide to delegates). 

Converse hypothesis: Delegates with a high level of contact with the 

union will be less active than delegates who have less contact because 

intervention by union officials will crowd out activism at the 

workplace. 

(H4) (Because unions will allocate their resources to the activities where 

they have the greatest benefit) the issues where unions are seen as 

being the most effective at delivering support will also be the issues 

that are most critical for delegate activism. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, the AWIRS95 data is only able to answer the 

second of these hypotheses (H2) as it only has information about the general level of 

support being adequate and about delegates being kept up-to-date. Effectiveness 

around the delivery of support on specific issues will be addressed in Chapters 7 and 8 

using the RORP data. 

There are six variables considered in this analysis that measure the nature of the 

contact delegates have with full-time union officials and the union office. The first 

two indicate how frequently delegates spoke to a full-time official and received a visit 

from a full-time official. Due to their strong correlation, these are then combined into 

a single index of contact from full-time officials for use in subsequent multivariate 

analysis. The fourth variable is another index, this time measuring the extent to which 

full-time officials became involved in discussions at the workplace. The last two 

variables indicate whether delegates believed the union office provided them with 

enough support, as well as being kept them up-to-date with the issues that were 

important for them to do their job. 

Frequency of delegate contact with full-time officials 

From Figure 6.3, it is clear that more frequent contact from, and visits by, full-time 

officials were positively associated with all three measures of delegate activism. The 

level of activism spikes particularly where verbal contact or visits by full-time 
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officials was at least weekly. To assess the size of the association between frequency 

of contact by full-time officials and the measures of delegate activism, it was 

necessary to convert the ordinal scale of frequency shown in Figure 6.3 to a numeric 

scale. One approach was to convert both measures to binary variables. This was done 

in the upper part of Table 6.5, which shows the level of activism for delegates where 

the full-time official contacted the delegate at least monthly and visited the workplace 

at least quarterly. These splits in the ordinal distribution were chosen because they 

divide the population roughly in half (between those who had more less frequent 

contact than this) and so is indicative of the median level of contact between full-time 

officials, delegates and workplaces. What these binary variables in Table 6.5 show is 

a very strong positive association with delegate activism, with substantially higher 

activism where the contact was more frequent. 

Figure 6.3 Union contacts and visits and delegate activism 
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Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the distribution of ‘delegate workplaces’ 

An alternative way to observe the strength relationship of the ordinal-scaled union 

contact variables and the measures of delegate activism was to use the index of union 

contact that was introduced in Section 5.1 (see Figure 5.1). This index, with a range 
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from 0 to 10, was divided into low, medium and high levels of contact based on a 

combination of the union contact and workplace visit variables. Its relationship with 

the measures of delegate activism is shown in the bottom panel of Table 6.5, again 

revealing a strong positive association between frequency of contact and delegate 

activism. 

Table 6.5 Contact and visits by FTO  and measures of activism 

Contact and visits by FTO Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time 

on) 

Delegate 

effort (hours 

on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

At least monthly contact by 

FTO 

    

No (ref) 47.9 5.4 1.7 2.0 

Yes 52.1 7.9*** 3.2*** 5.3*** 

     

Correlation†  0.424*** 0.352*** 0.250*** 

(0.395***)‡ 

At least quarterly visits by 

FTO 

    

No (ref) 52.1 5.9 2.0 2.4 

Yes 47.9 7.6*** 3.0*** 5.2*** 

     

Correlation†  0.280*** 0.239*** 0.208*** 

(0.297***)‡ 

Index of contact by FTO     

Low 15.4 4.2*** 1.3*** 1.6*** 

Medium (ref) 62.1 6.6 2.4 3.0 

High 22.5 8.6*** 3.7*** 7.2*** 

     

Correlation†  0.421*** 0.268*** 0.217*** 

(0.335***)‡ 

     

Overall average‡‡ 5.5 6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (3-4 issues) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% 

(**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

 ‡‡ Mean of index of contact by FTO 

Involvement by full-time officials in the workplace 

The fourth variable in the grouping of union contact and support concepts was the 

index of union involvement. Recall, this variable was based on transforming a four-

level ordinal scale of how frequently full-time officials became involved in discussion 
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at the workplace across a range of eight different issues (see Table 5.2) into an index 

that ranged from 0 to 3. Table 6.6 shows that as the index increased from low to high 

values, the level of delegate activism also increased, indicating a strong, positive 

relationship, although the association was perhaps not as strong for the hours spent on 

union activities compared to the two task measures. 

Table 6.6 Union involvement and measures of activism 

Union 

involvement Range Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate 

effort (hours 

on union 

activities) 

Index of 8 

variables 

(0 to 3) % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Low 0 to 1 47.4 5.5*** 2.0*** 2.3*** 

Medium 

(ref) 

More 

than 1 to 

2 

36.5 7.5 2.8 4.8 

High More 

than 2 to 

3 

16.1 8.3** 3.4* 5.6 

      

Correlation†   0.421*** 0.268*** 0.217*** 

(0.335***)‡ 

      

Overall 

average 

 1.2 6.7 2.5 3.8 

Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (Medium) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% 

(**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Table 6.6 showed that the ‘index of full-time official involvement’ was strongly 

correlated with each of the three measures of delegate activism (that is, the more 

involved full-time officials were with respect to discussions across a range of issues at 

the workplace, the more active were delegates). Whilst this is interesting, it would 

also be useful to know on which particular issues the involvement by full-time 

officials were most strongly associated with delegate activism and whether these were 

the same issues full-time officials were most likely to be involved in. To examine this, 

Table 6.7 sets out the correlations between the three measures of delegate activism 

and the responses on the individual items that comprise the ‘index of involvement’ by 

full-time officials. The items were coded according to the four-point ordinal scale 

described in the previous chapter, and they are listed in order (from Table 5.2) from 

the issue where full-time officials were most likely to be involved (interpretation of an 
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award) to the least likely (overtime). Six of the eight issues had a mean involvement 

score for full-time officials between 1 and 2, which corresponded to a position on the 

ordinal scale of between “occasionally” and “sometimes”. The remaining two issues 

had a mean score of less than 1, which positioned them between “never” and 

“occasionally”.  

Table 6.7 Correlation between delegate activism and the frequency of 

involvement of full-time officials on particular issues 

 Mean 

involvement 

(0 to 3) 

Breadth of 

activism 
! 

Depth of 

activism 
! 

Delegate 

hours 
! 

Overall index 1.20 0.421*** 0.268*** 0.217*** 

(0.335***)‡ 

     

Interpretation of an award 1.67 0.266*** 0.171*** 0.122*** 

(0.206***)‡ 

Negotiation of workplace 

agreement 

1.63 0.403*** 0.234*** 0.161*** 

(0.276***)‡ 

Interpretation of an existing 

workplace agreement 

1.43 0.311*** 0.196*** 0.144*** 

(0.235***)‡ 

Pay rates 1.26 0.338*** 0.202*** 0.172*** 

(0.271***)‡ 

Dismissals 1.26 0.313*** 0.189*** 0.166*** 

(0.268***)‡ 

Redundancies 1.13 0.298*** 0.198*** 0.171*** 

(0.256***)‡ 

Rosters or shift arrangements 0.61 0.160*** 0.151*** 0.110*** 

(0.148***)‡ 

Overtime 0.59 0.257*** 0.161*** 0.183*** 

(0.228***)‡ 

Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

The three items in the ‘index of full-time official involvement’ with the lowest 

correlations to the ‘breadth’ and ‘depth’ of delegate activism were ‘rosters or shift 

arrangements’, ‘overtime’ and ‘interpretation of an award’. The first two of these 

were also the two issues were full-time officials were least likely to become involved, 

but interestingly the third was the issue were full-time officials were most likely to 

become involved – ‘interpretation of an award’. This is interesting because it suggests 

that full-time officials were expending a lot of time and resources being involved in 

discussions about the interpretation of an award despite it not being an activity that 

was likely to be associated with high levels of delegate activism. Despite this, it was 

the issue they were most likely to be involved in. Table 6.7 suggests that greater 

delegate activism was likely when full-time officials were more involved around 
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issues to do with the negotiation or interpretation of a workplace agreement, and 

around pay rates, dismissals and redundancies. 

A similar pattern of correlations was observed between the issues and hours on 

delegate activities; the exception was ‘overtime’, where a greater involvement of full-

time officials also elicited a greater amount of hours from delegates, perhaps 

suggesting that these were time consuming activities from the view-point of delegates, 

but only in situations where the full-time official needed to be involved. 

Union office support 

The last two union support and contact variables were delegate perceptions that they 

received enough support from, and were kept-up-to date by, the union office. The 

relationship of these binary variables with the measures of delegate activism is shown 

in Table 6.8. In five of the six bivariate relationships, there was a weak but positive 

relationship with delegate activism (although only one of them was significant at the 5 

per cent confidence level). The exception was the number of hours on union activity 

and having enough support – here the relationship was negative but not significant. 

The weakness of the relationships in Table 6.8 suggests they are unlikely to show up 

as significant in subsequent multivariate analysis. 
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Table 6.8 Support and information from union office and measures of activism 

Support and 

information 

from union 

office Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a lot 

of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Enough support     

No (ref) 19.6 6.2 2.2 4.1 

Yes 80.4 6.8# 2.6# 3.7 

     

Correlation†  0.075* 0.059# -0.023 

(0.029)‡ 

Kept up to date     

No (ref) 15.4 6.1 1.9 3.5 

Yes 84.6 6.8# 2.6*** 3.8 

     

Correlation†  0.085** 0.115*** 0.014 

(0.057#)‡ 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (No) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) 

level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Joint impact of union contact and support 

In considering the impact of the union contact and support variables simultaneously 

on the measures of delegate activism, several different specifications were tried 

(based on the relationships identified in Figure 6.3 and Table 6.5, Table 6.6 and Table 

6.8). The best performing specification was found to be where the index of union 

contact was used to capture the frequency of verbal communication and workplace 

visits from full-time officials, along with the index of union involvement in workplace 

issues and the assessment of union official support and being kept up-to-date. This 

specification is shown in Table 6.9 and it reveals that the index of contact with full-

time officials, and the index of involvement of full-time officials, were both strongly 

significant and positive (as would be expected from the earlier bivariate results). Both 

had large t-statistics, particularly the index of contact with full-time officials. Each 1-

unit increase in the index (across its range from 0 to 10) increased the average number 

of tasks performed by nearly a half a task, the number of tasks where a lot of time was 

spent by nearly a third of a task, and the number of hours on union activities by 15.7 

per cent. Based on an average delegate this implies that all else being equal, a shift in 

the index of contact from 0 (no contact and no visits ever) to 10 (at least weekly 
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contact and visits) would increase union hours by 157 per cent, or 5.9 hours more 

from the mean number of 3.8 hours. Similarly, each increase in the index of union 

involvement (across its range from 0 to 3) increased the number of tasks by nearly 1, 

the number of tasks where a lot of time spent by one-third of a task, and the number 

of hours by 20.6 per cent. 

Table 6.9 Delegate activism and union contact, involvement and support 

 

Breadth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Depth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Log (union hours) 

(OLS: %!  in hours) 

Constant 3.01*** 

(7.92) 

0.409* 

(2.02) 

-0.259** 

(-2.71) 

    

Index of contact 

with FTO 

0.467*** 

(10.11) 

0.280*** 

(8.61) 

0.157*** 

(10.91) 

Index of union 

involvement 

0.985*** 

(7.56) 

0.336*** 

(3.51) 

0.206*** 

(4.90) 

Enough union 

office support 

-0.263 

(-0.91) 

-0.287# 

(-1.70) 

-0.183* 

(-2.18) 

Kept up to date by 

union office 

0.149 

(0.43) 

0.426* 

(2.41) 

0.028 

(0.30) 

    

R
2
 0.292 0.163 0.238 

N 1084 1084 1080 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable for the units shown in the left hand 

column. For the breadth and depth regressions, the marginal effects are the change in the 

number of tasks. For the regression of the natural logarithm of union hours, the marginal 

effect is the percentage change in union hours. The marginal effects were significant at 10% 

(#) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 

In contrast, perceptions of getting enough support from, and being kept up-to-date by, 

the union office were less likely to be significant, which is unsurprising given the 

weaker bivariate results of Table 6.8. What was unexpected is the negative 

coefficients on the ‘enough union office support’ variable, given that breadth and 

depth had a positive bivariate correlation with this variable and union hours had a 

negative but very weak correlation. In the multivariate analysis, all coefficients were 

now negative, with significance at the 10 per cent level for depth and at the 5 per cent 

level for union hours. This would suggest that ‘enough union office support’ was 

capturing a range of union relationship concepts and that once full-time official 

contact and involvement was controlled for, a different pattern emerged that indicates 

that sufficient support from the union office was associated with lower levels of at 

least some types of activism (particularly hours spent on union activities). An 

interpretation of this (supportive of union renewal) suggests that where delegates feel 
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supported, they did not have to spend as much time on some activities and on union 

activities generally. An alternative interpretation, however, is that by ‘enough 

support’ many delegates meant appropriate servicing of members needs, and 

adequacy here is in fact associated with lower levels of activity on their part. 

Consistent with the bivariate relationships, a perception of being kept up-to-date by 

the union office was associated with higher levels of delegate activism, although only 

the coefficient for depth was significant. Here the interpretation is unambiguously 

positive for the mobilising approach to unionism. Providing delegates with timely and 

useful information increased the amount of time they spent on union tasks (and 

thereby increased the number of tasks where they felt they spent a lot of time). It 

could be they are doing this, in part, because they felt better informed. 

Research questions 

The analysis in Section 6.2 has focused on the role of union support for delegate 

activism in an attempt to address SQ1. It found that interactions by full-time officials 

with the workplace – whether in the form of contacting the delegate, visiting the 

workplace or becoming involved in discussions about issues at the workplace – had a 

substantial and significant association with all measures of delegate activism. This 

was particularly the case for the frequency of contacts and visits by full-time officials. 

This section also found that despite weak and on the whole positive bivariate 

relationships with delegate activism, having an overall sense of support from the 

union office actually reduced the level of delegate activism in the multivariate case, 

especially in the case of hours on union activities but also marginally for the depth of 

activism. In contrast, weak and positive associations in the bivariate case for being 

kept up-to-date by the union office did not alter the direction of the relationship in the 

multivariate case, although only in the case of depth of activism was being kept up-to-

date found to be a significant relationship. However, this result did imply that 

maintaining good information flows to delegates was associated with them spending a 

lot of time on more activities than in the absence of that information. 

In terms of which supports were the most critical to delegate activism, it was the 

greater involvement of full-time officials in the negotiation of a workplace agreement, 

pay rates and the interpretation of an existing workplace agreement that were 

associated with the highest levels of activism. Interestingly, the issue that delegates 
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were most likely to get involved with – interpretation of an award – was one of the 

issues least likely to be associated with delegate activism, suggesting that unions 

would be better placed to train their delegates to undertake these discussions and so 

focus the energies of full-time officials in other areas. 

H1 is resoundingly accepted based on the evidence in this section and the counter 

hypothesis is rejected – it is clear that greater contact from unions resulted in greater 

activism from workplace delegates. Whilst the AWIRS95 data was unable to address 

the issue of how effective was support provided on specific issues, it was able to 

reveal that an overall sense of sufficient support from the union office had a negative 

impact on union hours and to a weaker extent on the depth of activities. In contrast, 

feeling like you were being kept up-to-date was associated with an increase in the 

depth of activities from delegates. As a consequence, it is a bit of a mixed outcome for 

H2 and so consideration of the evidence from the RORP data will be required to 

adequately assess this hypothesis. 

6.3 Tenure, training and skills 

As well as providing support and information to delegates and maintaining good 

levels of contact, unions also provided workplace delegates with training, which had 

the potential to increase their activism. Section 5.2 in the previous chapter revealed 

that training has the potential to improve the skills of delegates, most likely through 

improving their competence as well as their confidence. Skills were shown to also be 

associated with delegate tenure, although tenure did not impact on skills to the same 

extent as training (H3).  

This section looks at how delegate tenure, training and skills in turn were each 

associated with delegate activism and then consider their joint effect. This will allow 

for the examination of SQ2 on the impact of tenure, training and skills and confidence 

on delegate activism, as well as directly addressing H4 and H5,
35

 which are repeated 

here: 

(SQ3) What are the inter-relationships between delegate tenure, the confidence and 

skills they perceive that they have acquired, and the amount and type of union-

                                                

35
 Recall that H3 was already addressed in the last chapter at the end of section 5.2. 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
156 

related training they have undertaken, and how do these influence delegate 

activism? 

(H15) Delegate activism will increase with tenure, confidence and training.  

However, tenure will be less important than confidence or training.  

(H16) Delegate activism will be influenced by both the breadth of training 

(the quantity) and the specific type of training.  However, because the 

organising approach is based on developing particular skills at the 

workplace, some forms of training (related to mobilising activism 

amongst members) will be more important than others (and maybe 

more than the breadth of training as such?). 

Tenure 

In Table 6.10, delegate tenure is shown to have a strong, positive association with 

each measure of delegate activism, although it is not as strong with respect to depth. 

This suggests that longer serving delegates were in fact more active. The 39.2 per cent 

of delegates that had less than three years experience in the role were averaging 5.7 

tasks, 2.2 of which they spent a lot of time on, and working 2.7 hours on average on 

union activities. In contrast, the 12.7 per cent of delegates with more than 10 years 

experience were significantly more active. This more experienced group averaged 8.2 

tasks (2.9 of which they spent a lot of time on) and spent 6.1 hours on union activities. 

Although the differences between these groups were all significant, the amount of 

variation in the average levels of depth was much lower than for the other two 

activism measures, suggesting that delegate tenure was not as strongly associated with 

depth as it was with the other two measures. This was also reflected in the lower 

correlation of the continuous form of tenure with depth (! = 0.123***), compared to 

the other measures of activism. 

From Section 5.2 longer tenured delegates were more likely to have undertaken more 

training and were more likely to have a greater level of confidence in their ability to 

handle certain workplace situations (termed here, their level of ‘skills’). A question to 

be addressed is whether delegates gain a level of experience that is independent of the 

effect of increased training and greater skills with respect to our measures of delegate 

activism. This is considered in the final part to this section, where the joint effect of 

these variables is examined.  



  Chapter 6 
 Activism of AWIRS95 delegates 

 
157 

Table 6.10 Delegate tenure and measures of activism 

Delegate tenure Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

Years as 

delegate 

(0 to 37) 

% mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Less than 3 years 39.2 5.7*** 2.2* 2.7** 

3-10 years (ref) 48.1 7.1 2.6 4.0 

More than 10 

years 

12.7 8.2** 2.9 6.1** 

     

Correlation†  0.247*** 0.123*** 0.167*** 

(0.192***)‡ 

     

Overall average 5.5 6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (3-10 years experience) were significant at 5% 

(*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Training 

Comparing Table 6.10 with Table 6.11 reveals that delegate training had a 

considerably stronger association with both the breadth and depth of activism than did 

delegate tenure, reflected in both the correlation between the continuous version of 

the training variable and the greater range of values associated with the categorical 

variable displayed in the left hand side of the table. At the same time, the association 

with delegate hours, although also positive, appears to be smaller than it was for 

delegate tenure, although against the logarithm of delegate hours it is clearly stronger. 

This will be important for the multivariate analysis that is to follow. 

Table 6.11 shows that the one-third of delegates (35.2 per cent) without training on 

any of the issues being considered, still had average levels of activism not much less 

than the average across all delegates: at 5.7 tasks for breadth, 2.0 tasks for depth and 

2.9 hours of union activity. These levels of activism rose substantially however for the 

one-fifth of delegates (21.4 per cent) that had training on 5 or more issues: to 7.9 tasks 

undertaken, 3.2 tasks for which they spend a lot of time, and 5.0 hours spent on 

average on union activities. 
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Table 6.11 Delegate training and measures of activism 

Delegate 

training Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

No. of issues 

(0 to 7) 

% mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

0 issues 35.2 5.7* 2.0 2.9 

1-2 issues (ref) 23.0 6.4 2.2 3.4 

3-4 issues 20.5 7.5*** 2.9** 4.3 

5-7 issues 21.4 7.9*** 3.2*** 5.0** 

     

Correlation†  0.311*** 0.241*** 0.123*** 

(0.233***)‡ 

     

Overall average 2.3 6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (3-4 issues) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% 

(**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

An examination of the specific issues that underlie the index of training with respect 

to delegate activism revealed some interesting associations, particularly in terms of 

their connection to the organising model (Table 6.12). The single issue that most 

stands out with respect to its association with delegate activism was training in 

negotiating workplace agreements (37.5 per cent of delegates: !=0.379*** for 

breadth; 0.222*** for depth; and 0.137*** for effort). Despite only being a binary 

variable (and therefore having less variability), the correlation with negotiating 

workplace agreements was even greater than for the index of training as a whole on 

two of the three measures of delegate activism (and on the logarithm of union 

hours).This result reinforces the approach of the organising model, which advocates 

the training (and involvement) of workplace delegates in highly activist processes 

such as negotiating agreements, because it provides opportunities for developing 

collectivist identity and builds capacity for collective action. A similar argument of 

reinforcing the organising model could apply to the issue with the second highest 

associations with delegate activism – developing general negotiation/consultation 

skills (45.2 per cent of delegates) – as these also assist delegates in taking 

responsibility for day-to-day industrial relations matters at the workplace and reduce 

their reliance on full-time organisers to resolve disputes. 
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The issue that AWIRS95 delegates were most trained in was union rules and 

structures (48.0 per cent of delegates) but this had only the fourth highest correlation 

with breadth and depth and the lowset correlation with union hours. While this 

suggests training in the union rules and structures has a moderate effect on tasks, it 

does little to boost the amount of effort that delegates expend in terms of the time they 

spend and so it probably means that although it may have led to more tasks being 

performed, the tasks were more likely to be of a routine nature. 

Table 6.12 Correlation between delegate activism and undertaking training on 

particular issues 

Issue Training Breadth of 

activism 

Depth of 

activism 

Delegate 

hours 

 % ! ! ! 

Training index NA 0.311*** 0.241*** 0.123*** 

(0.233***)‡ 

     

Union rules and structures 48.0 0.188*** 0.172*** 0.052# 

(0.135***)‡ 

Developing general 

negotiation/ consultation 

skills 

45.2 0.275*** 0.219*** 0.115*** 

(0.221***)‡ 

Negotiating workplace 

agreements 

37.5 0.379*** 0.222*** 0.137*** 

(0.247***)‡ 

Occupational health and 

safety 

30.2 0.195*** 0.127*** 0.103*** 

(0.169***)‡ 

Equal employment 

opportunity/ affirmative 

action 

25.2 0.166*** 0.167*** 0.072* 

(0.133***)‡ 

Sexual and racial harassment 22.6 0.157*** 0.143*** 0.063* 

(0.105***)‡ 

Recruitment skills 19.9 0.157*** 0.172*** 0.061* 

(0.126***)‡ 

     

None of the above (no 

training) 

35.2 -0.255*** -0.177*** -0.093*** 

(-0.193***)‡ 
Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

 ** Significant at the 1 per cent level 

 * Significant at the 5 per cent level 

 # Significant at the 10 per cent level 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Skills 

Like tenure and training, the level of skills of a delegate was also associated with 

greater levels of delegate activism (Table 6.13). Like training, the association appears 

to be greater than that for tenure, and for breadth and union hours, and is also greater 

than for training. Delegates with low levels of skills (15.0 per cent) on average 
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performed 4.7 tasks, spent a lot of time on 1.7 of them and undertook 1.9 hours of 

union activity. In contrast, the one-third of delegates with high skill levels (35.0 per 

cent) averaged 7.9 tasks, with 3.0 of them spending a lot of time and 5.1 hours on 

union activities. 

Table 6.13 Delegate skills and measures of activism 

Delegate skills Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

Index of 6 

variables 

(0 to 3) 

% mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Low 15.0 4.7*** 1.7*** 1.9*** 

Medium (ref) 50.0 6.5 2.4 3.4 

High 35.0 7.9*** 3.0** 5.1*** 

     

Correlation†  0.387*** 0.228*** 0.203*** 

(0.275***)‡ 

     

Overall average 1.67 6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (Medium skills) were significant at 5% (*) 

level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Delegates’ confidence in their ability to handle particular issues were all measured on 

a four-point scale from “I have excellent skills” (3), through “My skills are good” (2) 

and “My skills aren’t really good enough” (1), to “I have no skills in this area” (0). 

The positive association with each of these scales with the measure of delegate 

activism indicated that higher activism was associated with higher levels of 

competence on each of these issues. 

The three issues that were most strongly associated with breadth of tasks were the 

negotiation of a workplace agreement (! = 0.366***), handling grievances from 

individual employees (! = 0.347***) and handling queries about award conditions (! 

= 0.295***). These were the same three issues most associated with depth of 

activism, although the ranking was different, and were associated with two of the top 

three issues with respect on union hours. These three issues are interesting from the 

perspective of the organising model, as they are issues that provide opportunities to 

implement an organising approach (negotiation of an agreement) or they reduce the 

need for intervention by full-time officials by having delegates undertake them 
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(handling grievances from individual employees and queries about award conditions). 

Indeed, the latter two can also provide opportunities to build an organising approach 

when delegates and members at the workplace feel empowered to resolve these issues 

without the intervention of full-time officials. 

What is also revealed by Table 6.14 is that the issues that were most likely to be 

associated with delegate activism were not the issues that delegates felt most skilled 

in handling – in fact, confidence in negotiating a workplace or enterprise agreement 

ranked second last in terms of perceived average skills at not much higher than “My 

skills aren’t really good enough”. 

Table 6.14 Correlation between delegate activism and perceived ability for 

particular skills 

Skill Mean 

assessment 

(0 to 3) 

Breadth of 

activism 
! 

Depth of 

activism 
! 

Delegate 

hours 
! 

Skills index 1.67 0.387*** 0.228*** 0.203*** 

(0.275***)‡ 

     

Discussions with management 

about workplace issues 

2.04 0.222*** 0.150*** 0.116*** 

(0.188***)‡ 

Queries about award conditions 1.95 0.295*** 0.174*** 0.114*** 

(0.150***)‡ 

Grievances from individual 

employees 

1.84 0.347*** 0.236*** 0.183*** 

(0.256***)‡ 

Occupational health and safety 

matters 

1.53 0.204*** 0.130*** 0.133*** 

(0.166***)‡ 

The negotiation of a workplace 

or enterprise agreement 

1.34 0.366*** 0.172*** 0.170*** 

(0.224***)‡ 

Sexual/racial harassment 

complaints 

1.27 0.128*** 0.070* 0.090** 

(0.118***)‡ 
Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

 ** Significant at the 1 per cent level 

 * Significant at the 5 per cent level 

 # Significant at the 10 per cent level 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Joint impact of training, skills and tenure 

The joint impact of tenure, training and skills on delegate activism is shown in Table 

6.15 and the size and significance of the effects were consistent with those found in 

the bivariate analyses. The largest and most significant impact came from the skills 

index, with an increase in the skills index by 1-unit (across its range from 0 to 3) 

indicated an increase in the mean number of tasks undertaken by delegates of 1.737 

tasks. The same 1-unit increase in the skills index was also associated with increased 
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numbers of tasks delegates spent a lot of time on of 0.660 tasks, and an increased 

number of hours of 38.6 per cent (or an increase of 1.45 hours from the average 

number of hours of 3.75). In reality, a 1-unit increase in the skills index for a delegate 

would involve a substantial amount of effort as it implies increasing competencies 

from skills not really being good enough to skills being good or from skills being 

good to skills being excellent across all six issues that make up the index. As a short- 

to medium-term proposition, a more likely scenario is likely to be an increase in the 

index of half a unit, which implies an increase in the levels of activism of half those 

suggested by Table 6.14. 

The second most significant impact came from the index of training (as indicated by 

the t-statistics) and the size of the impact shown was for each additional issue for 

which a delegate received training. Again, in a real world scenario, say over a 

medium-term time horizon, it may be expected that delegates would have undertaken 

training in say 2 or 3 issues, implying that the impact on activism was two or three 

times the size of the coefficients shown in Table 6.15. For breadth of activism, based 

on three issues, suggests an increase in tasks of 0.753 or an increase in the depth of 

activism of 0.486 tasks. The impact on hours was around 18.0 per cent above mean 

levels. 

The least significant impact came from the tenure of delegates, and in fact for depth of 

activism the tenure of delegates was no longer significant in this multivariate model. 

The coefficients shown were for a five-year change in the period of tenure, so as to 

consider what the impact would be in a real world situation. Five years is a fairly long 

period of tenure for many delegates and so in most cases the figures in the table 

represent an upper limit to the impact of changes in tenure on delegate activism: 0.394 

tasks for breadth of activism and a 10.0 per cent (or 0.375 hours) increase in mean 

hours on union activities. While these were significant changes at the 0.1 per cent 

level (like the skills and training variables) they were small relative to the likely 

impact of changes in skills or training. 
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Table 6.15 Delegate activism and tenure, training and skills 

 

Breadth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Depth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Log (union hours) 

(OLS: %!  in hours) 

Constant 2.783*** 

(8.06) 

0.913*** 

(3.93) 

-0.157 

(-1.55) 

    

Tenure 

(per 5 years) 

0.394*** 

(4.48) 

0.101 

(1.09) 

0.100*** 

(3.34) 

Training 

(per issue) 

0.251*** 

(4.67) 

0.162*** 

(3.99) 

0.060*** 

(3.84) 

Skills 

(per index unit) 

1.737*** 

(7.33) 

0.660*** 

(4.60) 

0.386*** 

(6.01) 

    

R
2
 0.215 0.087 0.115 

N 1081 1081 1076 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable for the units shown in the left hand 

column. For the breadth and depth regressions, the marginal effects are the change in the 

number of tasks. For the regression of the natural logarithm of union hours, the marginal 

effect is the percentage change in union hours. The marginal effects were significant at 10% 

(#) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 

Research questions 

In terms of addressing SQ2, this section has shown that the level of confidence 

delegates have in their ability to handle issues, the amount of training they have 

undertaken and the length of time they have spent in the role of delegate were all 

positively and significantly related to each of the measures of delegate activism. In a 

multivariate model with all three variables, these relationships continued to hold up, 

except for the impact of tenure on the depth of activism, which was no longer 

significant. 

Previously, Section 5.2 revealed that training was more strongly associated with skills 

than tenure, affirming the H3 hypothesis. In this section, both skills and training were 

more important to delegate activism than tenure, providing evidence that H4 was 

indeed true. While the breadth of training was certainly an important influence on 

delegate activism, evidence in this section pointed to training around negotiating 

workplace agreements and to some extent the development of general negotiation and 

consultation skills as being particularly important issues for delegate activism. This 

finding addresses the issues raised in H5 and points to the importance of these 

building blocks for the success of an organising approach to workplace unionism. 
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6.4 Recruitment of workplace delegates 

The fifth sub-question of the thesis is concerned with how the manifestation of 

democracy within the union impacts on the activism of delegates. In particular, the 

related hypothesis H9 is concerned with the manner by which delegates come to 

occupy their position and poses the proposition: 

(H9) Where union delegates come to their position through democratic 

processes (of election), delegate activism will be higher. 

As shown in the previous chapter, a little over half the senior delegates in the 

AWIRS95 data came to be in their positions through an election by members, with the 

balance being appointed to their position through some other process. Comparing the 

levels of activism for different methods of appointment in Table 6.16 shows that the 

election of members to their position was associated with higher levels of activism 

than other methods. This is confirmed in the lower half of the table with the binary 

variable that compares elected delegates with all others. 

Table 6.16 Delegate appointment  and measures of activism 

Delegate appointment Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent 

a lot of time 

on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on 

union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Elected by members 56.7 7.1*** 2.7* 4.4** 

Volunteered (ref) 26.2 6.0 2.2 2.9 

Nominated by members 14.0 6.5 2.2 3.0 

Appointed by the union 2.6 5.9 2.6 1.9 

Other 0.5 4.1 3.0 2.2 

Binary variable     

Elected by members 56.7 7.1*** 2.7** 4.4*** 

Others (ref) 43.3 6.1 2.2 2.9 

     

Correlation†  0.166*** 0.111*** 0.114*** 

(0.180***)‡ 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (3-4 issues) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% 

(**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the binary version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

In Table 6.17, it can be seen that only elected delegates had a positive correlation with 

the three measures of delegate activism, suggesting that unions that encouraged 
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legitimate democratic processes amongst their membership were more likely to end 

up with activist delegates. The correlations with elected delegates were not all that 

strong though, and in any subsequent multivariate analysis it is unlikely that this 

variable will remain significant, especially as it was shown in Figure 5.10 in the 

previous chapter that elected appointment is correlated with the involvement of full-

time officials. 

Table 6.17 Correlation between delegate activism and the method by which 

delegate was appointed 

 Breadth of 

activism 

Depth of 

activism 

Delegate 

hours  

Elected by members 0.166*** 0.111*** 0.114*** 

(0.180***)‡ 

Volunteered -0.141*** -0.092** -0.075*** 

(-0.131***)‡ 

Nominated by members -0.027 -0.050 -0.044 

(-0.055#)‡ 

Appointed by the union -0.040 0.008 -0.045 

(-0.054#)‡ 

Other -0.063* -0.019 -0.017 

(-0.054#)‡ 
Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: Each correlation is based on a binary variable of the particular category compared to all 

others. 

*** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

 ** Significant at the 1 per cent level 

 * Significant at the 5 per cent level 

 # Significant at the 10 per cent level 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

6.5 Industrial relations climate and delegate activism 

As discussed in Section 5.4 in the previous chapter, the AWIRS95 data contains a 

wealth of information about the state of relations at the workplace and thus facilitates 

an assessment of the impact of the industrial relations climate on delegate activism to 

be made. In so doing, it allows for an examination of the sixth sub-question in this 

thesis, which is: 

(SQ7) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 

In turn this sub-question gives rise to the following two hypotheses that the thesis will 

attempt to directly test: 
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(H11) Employer support of workplace unions will lead to higher levels of 

delegate activism (because of reduced barriers to activism by 

delegates).  

Converse hypothesis: Employer support of workplace unions will lead 

to lower levels of delegate activism, because activism relies upon 

generating conflict in the workplace. 

(H12) Employer hostility towards workplace unions will lead to lower levels 

of delegate activism (because of increased barriers to activism by 

delegates).  

Converse hypothesis: Employer hostility towards workplace unions 

will lead to higher levels of delegate activism, because of the greater 

number of issues that emerge in workplaces where employers are 

hostile to unions – they are also likely to be hostile to employees more 

generally, and so create more opportunities for organising at the 

workplace. 

In the previous chapter, eight variables were described that identified the industrial 

relations climate at the workplace. A number of these variables were closely related, 

and based on exploratory factor analysis, five of the variables were collapsed into two 

composite measures, with the remaining three left as separate variables. The first 

composite measure was based on the delegate’s assessment of management at the 

workplace (two items) and delegate’s rating of the employee-management 

relationship (one item). The second composite measure was based on management’s 

assessment of unions at the workplace (two items).  

Before considering the industrial climate variables in the context of the multivariate 

analysis, it is instructive first of all to look at the relationships between the three 

delegate activism variables and the eight initial industrial relations climate variables, 

as well as the two newly created composite variables. These are shown in Table 6.18 

and Table 6.19. Each industrial relations climate variable was coded on a 5-point 

scale from 1 to 5 and this scale was used to calculate the correlation with the delegate 

activism variables. The tables also show the levels of delegate activism for a 3-

category scale where some categories have been combined and tests whether activism 

at the two extremes differ from the mid-point category (the reference category). 
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Delegate assessment of management 

Table 6.18 shows that for the first three variables, and the corresponding index that 

combines them (shown as shaded), positive assessments about management by 

delegates were all associated with lower levels of delegate activism, where as 

negative assessments were more likely to be associated with higher activism. These 

results suggest that poor management practices or a poor assessment of management 

by delegates was likely to stimulate delegate activism, whereas where management 

was assessed as being more accommodating of, or positive towards unions, there was 

less need for delegates to be as active compared to where management was hostile (or 

less competent). 
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Table 6.18 Delegate statements on industrial relations climate and measures of 

activism 

Delegate statements on 

industrial relations 

climate 

Distribution Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate 

effort (hours 

on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Management keeps word     

Strongly disagree/Disagree 20.9 7.5 3.2 5.0 

Neither (ref) 22.8 6.9 2.8 4.4 

Strongly agree/Agree 56.4 6.3# 2.1*** 3.0* 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.44 -0.143*** -0.180*** -0.123*** 

(-0.169***)‡ 

Management makes job 

difficult 

    

Strongly disagree/Disagree 63.2 6.5 2.3* 3.4 

Neither (ref) 18.3 6.7 2.7 3.3 

Strongly agree/Agree 18.6 7.2 2.9 5.3** 

     

Average/Correlation† 2.42 0.137*** 0.140*** 0.104*** 

(0.118***)‡ 

Employee-management 

rating 

    

Very poor/Poor 14.2 7.6 3.2# 4.7 

Neither (ref) 18.2 7.4 2.7 4.7 

Very good/Good 67.6 6.3*** 2.3* 3.3* 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.75 -0.167*** -0.152*** -0.097** 

(-0.145***)‡ 

Index of delegate 

assessment 

    

Low 19.0 7.5** 3.2*** 5.1* 

Medium (ref) 53.0 6.7 2.4 3.9 

High 28.0 6.0* 2.1 2.5*** 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.59 -0.183*** -0.193*** -0.133*** 

(-0.176***)‡ 

Management prefers 

individual over unions 

    

Strongly disagree/Disagree 20.4 7.6 2.8 5.2* 

Neither (ref) 16.9 7.2 2.6 3.4 

Strongly agree/Agree 62.7 6.2** 2.4 3.4 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.66 -0.181*** -0.074* -0.089** 

(-0.126***)‡ 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (Neither/Medium) were significant at 5% (*) 

level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Individually, none of the associations of the three individual variables were 

particularly strong, although in combination together, the ‘index of delegate 
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assessment’ had a reasonably strong relationship with all three measures of delegate 

activism. For example, the 28.0 per cent of workplaces where the delegate assessment 

of management was high, the average number of tasks was 6.0 and the average hours 

on union activities was 2.5. This contrasted with the 7.5 tasks and 5.1 hours that 

delegates undertook in the 19.0 per cent of workplaces were the delegate assessment 

of management was low.
36

  

Turning to the last variable, however, a somewhat different picture is revealed. 

Whereas the earlier variables provided an insight into the current relations between 

management and unions at the workplace, this was the only variable that directly 

assessed management’s attitude to union involvement at the workplace more 

generally. The negative correlation shows that in workplaces where (according to 

delegates) management would prefer to deal with employees individually and not 

involve unions, delegate activism was likely to be less, suggesting that a negative 

predisposition toward unions may be associated with a dampening of union activism. 

This was in contrast to the earlier variables, where lower activism amongst delegates 

was associated with a more positive delegate assessment of management at the 

workplace.  

This seemingly contradictory result can be reconciled as follows. All but the last 

variable in Table 6.18 reflects the delegate assessment of actual relations at the 

workplace. In contrast, the last variable considers management’s ideological position 

with respect to unions. It is possible for management to prefer not to deal with trade 

unions but, given that it has to because of the industrial realities of the industry in 

which it operates, to have a reasonably positive attitude about the specific unions that 

operate at the workplace. Workplaces that were more ideologically opposed to unions 

may be more able to come to an accommodation with the reality of unions at their 

workplace where unions were less active – which is what is found in these results.  

                                                

36
 Recall from Section 5.4 that the Cronbach ! for this composite variable was 0.75. 
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Table 6.19 Management statements on industrial relations climate and measures 

of activism 

Management 

statements on 

industrial relations 

climate 

Distribution Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate 

effort (hours 

on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Union keeps word     

Strongly disagree/Disagree 10.6 7.0 2.6 7.3** 

Neither (ref) 20.7 6.6 2.3 3.4 

Strongly agree/Agree 68.7 6.7 2.5 3.3 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.73 -0.042 -0.006 -0.122*** 

(-0.050#)‡ 

Union represents members     

Strongly disagree/Disagree 22.5 7.0 2.6 4.7 

Neither (ref) 27.9 7.0 2.7 3.9 

Strongly agree/Agree 49.6 6.4* 2.4 3.2 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.32 -0.084** -0.036 -0.071* 

(-0.045) ‡ 

Index of management 

assessment 

    

Low 33.2 7.0 2.6 4.7* 

Medium (ref) 53.0 6.6 2.5 3.3 

High 19.9 6.4 2.4 3.4 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.52 -0.070* -0.023 -0.105*** 

(-0.052#)‡ 

Awards have worked well 

in past 

    

Strongly disagree/Disagree 19.4 7.7* 3.1* 5.6* 

Neither (ref) 21.0 7.0 2.5 3.7 

Strongly agree/Agree 59.6 6.2* 2.3 3.2 

     

Average/Correlation† 3.50 -0.199*** -0.140*** -0.131*** 

(-0.125***)‡ 

Delegate-management 

rating 

    

Very poor/Poor 2.5 5.5* 2.1# 4.6 

Neither (ref) 9.4 7.4 3.1 5.8 

Good 42.0 7.2 2.6 4.0# 

Very good 46.0 6.2** 2.3* 3.1** 

     

Average/Correlation† 4.31 -0.096** -0.067* -0.105*** 

(-0.110***)‡ 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (Neither/Medium) were significant at 5% (*) 

level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

In contrast, the one-fifth of workplaces that “disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” with 

the statement had significantly higher levels of activism. While it is not possible to 
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separate out cause and effect in a cross-sectional survey such as AWIRS95, it could 

be the case that the greater levels of activism had led to, or were symptomatic of, a 

more cooperative relationship with unions, particularly at the workplace level and so a 

more cooperative relationship between management and unions means more activism 

from delegates. Or it could mean that more active unionism reflects greater union 

strength, which in turn convinces management that trying to impose individual 

arrangements at the workplace is not in the interests of their business and so they 

reject this statement.  

Reinforcing this were the correlations shown in Table 5.14 in the previous chapter, 

which clearly showed a more favourable assessment of management by delegates was 

associated with a rejection of the perception that management would prefer individual 

arrangements rather than working with unions. The results in Table 6.18 show that 

this scenario was one in which delegate activism was also higher. 

Management assessment of unions 

The variables in Table 6.19 focus on the assessments of the industrial relations 

climate that were obtained from management. The first two variables of Table 6.19 

comprise the composite variable that was based on the assessment that management 

made of unions at the workplace (shown as the third variable), whilst the fourth and 

fifth variables are the remaining management assessment variables that did not 

correlate strongly with the other two. 

Management assessments of unions at the workplace were generally not significantly 

correlated with delegate activism, except with respect to unions keeping their work 

(for union hours) and unions being seen to represent their members (for breadth of 

activism). In these two cases, a more positive assessment of unions was associated 

with a lower level of delegate activism (and vice versa). In all cases, however, 

management’s assessment of unions was negatively correlated with activism, but was 

generally weak. Combining these two variables into a single index (Cronbach !=0.75) 

does not improve the associations with delegate activism very much, as the shaded 

part of Table 6.19 shows. 

This generally weak association was not a surprising result, since in multi-union 

workplaces (that comprised 62.7 per cent of unionised workplaces) management 

would have been making an assessment for all unions present, whereas delegates 
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would have been assessing management only with respect to their individual 

relationship with management. Given the delegate activism measure also came from 

the delegate responses, their assessment of management was likely to be more 

sensitive to delegate activism than management’s assessment of unions generally. 

As was shown in Section 5.4, management’s assessment of the award system - at least 

as it applied in the past to the workplace - was generally favourable, with 59.6 per 

cent “agreeing” or “strongly agreeing” with the statement. Being favourably disposed 

to the award system would also have likely meant being generally favourable toward 

a centralised system for determining wages and condition, and in the Australian 

context, the role that unions played in this. Much of the discussion in Chapters 1 and 2 

highlighted why the role of unions within this centralised system, was not conducive 

to delegate activism and not helpful to the long-term survival of unions once the 

centralised approach began to be dismantled.  

This was confirmed by the association of support for the award system with delegate 

activism, as shown in Table 6.19. A greater acceptance of the previous centralised 

award system was found at those workplaces where unions were less active at a 

workplace level, perhaps suggesting that for many workplaces, acceptance of the 

award system was also a proxy for less workplace level activity from unions – which 

is not to say unions were less active in other fora, but it does show that the award 

system was less helpful to an organising approach to unionism. 

The final association for industrial relations climate variables was management’s 

assessment of the relationship they had with the delegates from the largest union at 

the workplace (the same union as the senior delegate). Nearly nine-in-ten managers 

(88.1 per cent) indicated the relationship they had with delegates was “good” or “very 

good”. This variable had an inverted u-shape with all three measures of activism, with 

the most active delegates being at workplaces where managers indicated the 

relationship was “neither poor nor good” and the level of activism decreasing as the 

relationship assessment became poorer or better. As a result, the correlations were 

weak, although still turned out to be significant and negative due to the large 

proportion of the distribution that falls in the positive assessment categories (with 

activism declining as the assessment improves). 
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This is a difficult result to interpret, although it is similar to the weak negative 

assessment that the index of management’s assessment of the unions had with 

activism. On that basis, it is perhaps clear why management may consider less 

activism as being consistent with a better relationship. What is difficult to reconcile is 

why a more negative assessment of the relationship between management and 

delegates was also associated with less activism. The sizes of the negative assessment 

categories, however, were so small (2.5 per cent in total) they can probably be 

ignored. 

Information sharing with delegates 

The sharing of information by management with delegates so that delegates can pass 

that information on to their members is another way in which the relationship between 

management and delegates at the workplace was measured. Section 5.4 showed that 

the provision of information varied from 47.4 per cent of workplaces for the provision 

of occupational health and safety down to 8.2 per cent for investment plans. 

Table 6.20 compares the level of delegate activism for workplaces that received 

information in this manner compared to those that did not. It shows that the provision 

of information was always associated with higher levels of delegate activism, and in 

almost all instances it was a significant difference. Of course, in one sense it is not 

surprising that it would be higher, particularly for the time spent on union activities, 

as the provision of this sort of information was likely to take time. However, there 

were also significant differences for the other two measures of activism, indicating 

that this sort of relationship between management and delegates was associated with a 

higher level of activism more generally. 

With the provision of different types of this information being strongly correlated, the 

concept of information sharing was operationalised by taking a count of the number 

of issues delegates indicated they were given information in this manner. The 

subsequent index, created from adding up the number of these types of information 

provided in this way, was strongly associated with each measure of delegate activism 

(Table 6.21). For example, where none or only one type of information was provided 

(low on the index: 49.1 per cent of delegates) the breadth of tasks averaged 6.0, but 

this increased to 8.4 tasks for those delegates who received 5 or 6 types of information 

(high on the index: 11.0 per cent of delegates). Information provided in this manner 
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had the greatest impact on the breadth of activism and to some extent raised the 

amount of time spent on union activities. It had less of an impact, however, on the 

number of tasks upon which delegates spent significant amounts of time. 
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Table 6.20 Information sharing with delegates and measures of activism 

Information 

sharing with 

delegates Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Occupation health 

and safety 

    

No (ref) 52.6 5.9 2.3 3.2 

Yes 47.4 7.6*** 2.7** 4.3** 

     

Correlation†  0.274*** 0.112*** 0.082** 

(0.128***)‡ 

Workplace 

performance 

    

No (ref) 58.4 6.0 2.4 3.0 

Yes 41.6 7.7*** 2.7* 4.8*** 

     

Correlation†  0.292*** 0.086** 0.129*** 

(0.190***)‡ 

Future staffing 

plans 

    

No (ref) 67.7 6.4 2.4 3.4 

Yes 32.3 7.3*** 2.8* 4.6* 

     

Correlation†  0.154*** 0.087** 0.084** 

(0.128***)‡ 

Customer or client 

satisfaction 

    

No (ref) 68.3 6.3 2.4 3.3 

Yes 31.7 7.6*** 2.7 4.8*** 

     

Correlation†  0.219*** 0.064* 0.104*** 

(0.164***)‡ 

Product or service 

quality 

    

No (ref) 70.1 6.2 2.4 3.2 

Yes 29.9 7.8*** 2.8* 5.0*** 

     

Correlation†  0.249*** 0.087** 0.124*** 

(0.197***)‡ 

Investment plans     

No (ref) 91.8 6.6 2.5 3.6 

Yes 8.2 8.1*** 2.8 5.0# 

     

Correlation†  0.142*** 0.046 0.059# 

(0.054#) 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (No) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) 

level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 
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Table 6.21 Index of information sharing with delegates and delegate activism 

Index of 

information 

sharing with 

delegates Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Low 49.1 6.0*** 2.3 2.9** 

Medium (ref) 39.9 7.1 2.6 4.4 

High 11.0 8.4** 3.0 5.0 

     

Correlation†  0.330*** 0.120*** 0.144*** 

(0.216***)‡ 

     

Overall average 1.92 6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (Medium) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% 

(**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Closed shops 

As shown in the previous chapter, the proportion of workplaces where the senior 

delegate indicated that all eligible employees were required to be members of the 

union was around one-in-five (21.7 per cent). The existence of a closed shop for the 

union with the most members at the workplace may have reflected the relative 

strength of the union within the workplace, or at the very least, provided greater scope 

for the union to exert its strength within the workplace. However, depending on the 

basis by which the closed shop had come about and was sustained within the 

workplace, its existence did not necessarily mean the presence of a higher-level 

delegate activism. Table 6.22 shows that the bivariate correlations between the 

presence of a closed shop and the three measures of delegate activism were not 

particularly strong, although it is clear that the presence of a closed shop was 

associated with higher activism than where no closed shop existed. 
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Table 6.22 Closed shop and measures of activism 

Closed shop Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks 

undertaken) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a lot 

of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

No (ref) 78.3 6.4 2.4 3.6 

Yes 21.7 7.6*** 2.8# 4.3 

     

Correlation†  0.155*** 0.065* 0.045 

(0.095**)‡ 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (No) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) 

level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Usefully, the AWIRS95 data allows for an examination of the main reason why a 

closed shop existed at the workplace. The distribution of responses from delegates 

from the seven pre-coded responses are shown in Table 6.23. In more than half of the 

closed shops, delegates indicated a strong endorsement from management, either 

through an agreement with the union or through an explicit policy of management. A 

further 11.1 per cent were the result of institutional arrangements through the award 

system. Only a third (32.4 per cent) of closed shops were nominated as arising 

primarily from the activities of unions or its members (union policy, peer group 

pressure or custom and practice), with more than half of those as a result of union 

policy. 

Table 6.23 Main reason why closed shop exists for union with most members 

Main reason % wpls 

Award preference clause 11.1 

Agreement between union and management 46.8 

Management policy 7.5 

Union policy 18.0 

Peer group pressure amongst employees 5.1 

Custom and practice 9.4 

Other 2.2 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Whilst it was true that, on average, delegate activism was higher at workplaces where 

the largest union had a closed shop, an examination of the level of delegate activism 

across the different reasons for having a closed shop revealed quite a varied story. The 
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closed shop workplaces with the least active delegates were those based on a union-

management agreement or management policy. As Table 6.24 shows, in terms of 

delegate activism, these workplaces were only marginally more active than 

workplaces without closed shops and statistically not significantly different from 

them. The other two categories of closed shops (union related reasons – which 

includes union policy, peer group pressure amongst employees and custom and 

practice – and an award preference clause) exhibited higher levels of activism and at 

least for ‘breadth of activism’ were significantly different from those workplaces 

without closed shops. For depth and union hours measures of activism, the highest 

activism occurred where the closed shop was the result of an award preference clause, 

although both struggled to achieve a significant difference from workplaces without 

closed shops (just significant at the 10 per cent level for depth and just failing to 

achieve this for union hours). 

Table 6.24 Average delegate activism levels by type of closed shop 

 Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Delegate 

hours 

(hours) 

No closed shop (ref) 6.4 2.4 3.6 

Closed shop – award preference clause 8.2*** 3.5# 5.8 

Closed shop – union-mgt agreement or mgt policy 7.0 2.6 4.0 

Closed shop – union related reason 8.3*** 2.9 4.5 

    

All delegate workplaces (restricted sample) 6.7 2.5 3.8 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: *** Significantly different from ‘no closed shop’ at the 0.1 per cent level 

 ** Significantly different from ‘no closed shop’ at the 1 per cent level 

 * Significantly different from ‘no closed shop’ at the 5 per cent level 

 # Significantly different from ‘no closed shop’ at the 10 per cent level 

It was the nature of the closed shop that was important for activism. Those based on 

agreements between management and the union or management policy, and therefore 

are unlikely to be the result of rank-in-file activism at the workplace, are no different 

from workplaces without closed shops when it comes to delegate activism. Those 

based on union policy, peer group pressure amongst employees and custom and 

practice, and to some extent those achieved through an award condition exhibited 

higher levels of delegate activism. 

Significant events 

Significant events at the workplace have the potential to influence the level of 

activism through their impact on workplace relationships and the opportunities these 
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present to unions to organise. Based on the AWIRS95 data, the impact on activism of 

two types of recent events that have this potential can be examined: the introduction 

of major organisational change and a deliberate decision by management to reduce the 

size of the workforce. 

Major organisational change 

As a means of identifying the nature of workplace relationships and how workplaces 

deal with significant change, AWIRS95 identified whether any major organisational 

change had occurred at the workplace in the last two years; and if it had, it asked a 

series of questions to try and understand the process that occurred in implementing 

that change. Eight-five per cent of workplaces experienced at least one of these types 

of change, which are listed in Table 6.25, along with their individual incidence. Three 

of four types of change displayed a similar pattern of association with the measures of 

delegate activism, with the exception being the introduction of major new office 

technology, which had no association with activism. For the other three, the 

introduction of the major organisational change was associated with a significant 

increase in activism, particularly for the amount of time delegates spent on union-

related activities. 

Along with identifying the type of major organisational change, AWIRS95 also asked 

about the process that accompanied the introduction of the change, including: (a) the 

involvement of the union and employees in the decision to introduce the change; (b) 

the types of consultations that were held about how the change would be 

implemented; (c) the role of the union in the actual implementation of the change; and 

(d) the reaction of the union and employees to the introduction of the change.
37

 

Further examination of all these processes revealed that it was not the introduction of 

the organisational change per se that was most critical for delegate activism, it was 

the third of these – the role that the union played in the implementation of the change 

– that had the most associated with delegate activism.  

 

                                                

37
 Where more than one type of major organisational change was introduced in the previous 

two years, the follow-up questions about the process undertaken focused on the change that 

had the most significant effect on employees. 
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Table 6.25 Major organisational change and measures of activism 

Major 

organisational 

change Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Major new office 

technology 

    

No (ref) 56.0 6.7 2.5 3.9 

Yes 44.0 6.7 2.5 3.5 

     

Correlation†  0.009 0.015 -0.033 

-(0.038)‡ 

Major new plant, 

machinery or 

equipment 

    

No (ref) 72.0 6.4 2.3 3.2 

Yes 28.0 7.4*** 3.0*** 5.1*** 

     

Correlation†  0.153*** 0.162*** 0.130*** 

(0.167***)‡ 

Major 

reorganisation 

of workplace 

structure 

    

No (ref) 48.9 6.2 2.2 3.0 

Yes 51.1 7.2*** 2.7** 4.5*** 

     

Correlation†  0.172*** 0.124*** 0.114*** 

(0.153***)‡ 

Major changes 

to how 

employees do 

their work 

    

No (ref) 50.5 6.2 2.2 3.1 

Yes 49.5 7.1*** 2.8*** 4.4*** 

     

Correlation†  0.158*** 0.157*** 0.103*** 

(0.128***)‡ 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, 

respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Table 6.26 explores the consequences for delegate activism for different levels of 

involvement of the union in implementing the major organisational change 

(irrespective of which change it was). Not discussing the change with the union had a 

similar association with delegate activism as no change being introduced. On the 
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other hand, discussing the change with the union or being dependent on the union’s 

agreement was associated with higher and similar higher levels of delegate activism.  

Table 6.26 Role of union in organisational change and measures of activism 

Role of union in 

organisational 

change Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a lot 

of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

No major 

organisational 

change (ref) 

15.2 6.5 2.0 2.5 

Not discussed 

with union 

43.2 5.9# 2.2 2.5 

Discussed, views 

taken into 

account 

25.5 7.6** 3.0*** 5.0*** 

Dependent on 

union agreement 

16.2 7.7** 3.0*** 6.5*** 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (No major organisational change) were 

significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 Where there was significant organisational change, the exact wording for the role of the union 

available for respondents to choose from was: 

a. Management did not discuss with union representatives 

b. Management discussed with union representatives in a way that took their views into 

account, but left management free to make the decisions 

c. Management negotiated with union representatives and it was dependent upon their 

agreement 

Workforce reductions 

According to the AWIRS95 data, 30.1 per cent of workplaces deliberately reduced the 

size of their workforce in the 12 months prior to the survey. Usually, this would 

present unions with an opportunity to mobilise their membership and to activate their 

delegates. Unfortunately, it is not known whether the downsizing impacted on 

members of the largest union at the workplace as the question did not identify whom 

the downsizing impacted on. However, Table 6.27 shows that for breadth and union 

hours there was a weak positive association with deliberate workforce reductions, 

suggesting that some mobilisation may have occurred. 
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Table 6.27 Workforce reductions and measures of activism 

Workforce 

reductions Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

No (ref) 69.9 6.5 2.4 3.3 

Yes 30.1 7.0# 2.6 4.8** 

     

Correlation†  0.079** 0.044 0.099** 

(0.142***)‡ 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, 

respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

 ‡ Correlation with natural log of union hours. 

Joint impact of industrial relations climate variables 

So far this section has considered the relationship of delegate activism with a range of 

variables that measured the industrial relations climate. Specifically, it has considered 

various assessments by delegates of management, management’s relationship with 

employees and management’s ideology toward unions. It has also considered 

management’s assessment of unions at the workplace, their relationship with 

delegates from the largest union and their evaluation of the award system. Later, the 

section considered the role of information provision by management to delegates in 

order to brief employees and the impact of there being a closed shop. Finally, there 

was a focus on the role of recent events at the workplace, specifically the introduction 

of major organisational change and the role played by unions in its implementation, as 

well as the impact of recent workforce reductions.  

Now it is time to consider the simultaneous impact of all these variables on delegate 

activism by including them in a series of regressions. Table 6.28 reports the results of 

the multivariate models that include each of the operationalised industrial relations 

climate variables. It includes the composite indexes of management and union 

assessment, as well as the three remaining industrial relations climate variables for 

management’s preference for individual arrangements, the evaluation of the award 

system, and the rating of the delegate-management relationship. The indexes are 

included in their continuous form but the other three variables are operationalised as 
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binary variables based on the two most positive responses to the statement (compared 

to the rest). The provision of information to delegates is operationalised using the 

count of how many types of information are provided, while the introduction of major 

organisational change is operationalised using the role that unions played in its 

implementation. The R
2 

of each regression indicates that this is an important group of 

variables for delegate activism. All variables have the expected sign based on the 

earlier bivariate relationships, and most of them remain individually significant. One 

of the strongest associations with all measures of delegate activism was delegate’s 

assessment of management, which revealed that a more positive assessment was 

associated with lower levels delegate activism (and vice versa). Specifically, a 1-unit 

improvement in the five-level index was associated with a 0.893 reduction in tasks 

likely to be performed, a 0.548 reduction in the number of tasks where delegates spent 

a lot of time and a 24.3 per cent reduction in the amount of time delegates will spend 

on union activities (which at the mean of 3.75 hours translates into a reduction of 0.91 

hours). Where delegates “agreed” or “strongly agreed” that management preferred to 

deal with employees directly rather than through trade unions (compared to “strongly 

disagreeing”, “disagreeing” or “neither agreeing nor disagreeing”) delegate activism 

was also substantially less: 1.028 tasks, 0.372 tasks where they spent a lot of time and 

20.3 per cent less time on union activities. 

 Recall that the seemingly contradictory nature of these two variables (where the 

assessment of a positive relationship by delegates of management appears to result in 

an opposite impact on delegate activism) can be explained by the following. The 

index of delegate assessment was delegates’ perception of management’s competence, 

trustworthiness and relationship with employees. The second variable was delegates’ 

assessment of management’s preference for individual versus collective 

arrangements. Just because management had a harmonious relationship with the 

largest union at the workplace as well as employees (associated with a lower need for 

delegate activism), does not mean that given a different set of circumstances 

management would prefer not to have to deal with unions (also associated with lower 

activism). The key lesson from the analysis of these variables is that the day-to-day 

level of delegate activism will be determined by the competence and trustworthiness 

of management (a better relationship translates into lower activism needs) but that the 

ideology of management is potentially very much determined by delegate activism, 
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and that it is in lower (not higher) activist workplaces where management is more 

likely to prefer individual arrangements and less likely to embrace collectivist ones. 

Table 6.28 Delegate activism and industrial relations climate 

 

Breadth of 

activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Depth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Log (union hours) 

(OLS: %!  in 

hours) 

Constant 10.268*** 

(14.54) 

4.187*** 

(7.06) 

1.617*** 

(6.87) 

    

Index of delegate 

assessment 

-0.893*** 

(-6.65) 

-0.548*** 

(-5.11) 

-0.243*** 

(-5.79) 

Management prefers 

individual over unions 

(agree) 

-1.028*** 

(-4.65) 

-0.372* 

(-2.37) 

-0.203** 

(-2.86) 

Index of management 

assessment 

-0.087 

(-0.62) 

0.080 

(0.76) 

-0.022 

(-0.49) 

Award system has 

worked well in past 

(agree) 

-0.946*** 

(-4.23) 

-0.446** 

(-2.68) 

-0.142* 

(-2.07) 

Delegate-management 

rating (good) 

0.063 

(0.18) 

-0.189 

(-0.68) 

-0.101 

(-0.88) 

Closed shop 0.645* 

(2.51) 

0.121 

(0.58) 

0.100 

(1.25) 

Info thru delegates 

index 

0.470*** 

(7.42) 

0.114* 

(2.36) 

0.094*** 

(4.90) 

Workforce reduction in 

last year 

0.053 

(0.24) 

-0.114 

(-0.69) 

0.145# 

(1.94) 

No major 

organisational change 

(ref) 

   

Major change not 

discussed with union 

-0.553# 

(-1.79) 

0.165 

(0.72) 

-0.091 

(-1.01) 

Major change - unions 

views taken into 

account 

1.226*** 

(4.69) 

0.729*** 

(3.36) 

0.435*** 

(4.97) 

Major changes 

dependent on union 

agreement 

1.179*** 

(3.56) 

0.767*** 

(3.32) 

0.521*** 

(5.02) 

    

Joint F-test union role 

in major change 

df=(3,n-3) 

8.34*** 7.05*** 12.52*** 

R
2
 0.276 0.122 0.191 

N 1061 1061 1056 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable for the units shown in the left hand 

column. For the breadth and depth regressions, the marginal effects are the change in the 

number of tasks. For the regression of the natural logarithm of union hours, the marginal 

effect is the percentage change in union hours. The marginal effects were significant at 10% 

(#) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 
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Managements assessment of unions at the workplace in terms of keeping their word 

and representing the views of their members (as captured by the index of management 

assessment) was not significant in any of the multivariate analysis, as was, perhaps 

surprisingly, management’s assessment of the relationship it has with the delegates 

from the largest union (the same union that the delegate respondents were from). An 

assessment by management that the award system had worked well in the past for the 

workplace was significant, however, with agreement being associated with lower 

levels of delegate activism. As described before, one interpretation of this is that 

management had a more favourable disposition toward the centralised industrial 

relations system where unions were not as active at the workplace, but were less 

inclined when unions were able to combine the legitimacy of their voice (irrespective 

of their power) within the centralised system, with the power obtained from active 

delegates. For unions, acceptance of the centralised award system by management 

was not conducive with the requirements of the organising model. 

In the multivariate analysis, the presence of a closed shop was only significant for the 

breadth of activism, increasing the number of tasks performed by 0.645. Restricting 

the closed shop to those that resulted from an award preference clause or as a result of 

union policy, peer group pressure or custom and practice did make the result for 

breadth of activism stronger (coeff=1.053) but failed to make any impression on the 

other two measures of activism. This suggests fairly limited benefits to union activism 

from the presence of a closed shop. 

On the other hand, workplaces that had high levels of information provision from 

management to employees though workplace delegates had substantially more active 

delegates. Each increase in the number of issues (on a scale from 0 to 6) increased the 

number of tasks by 0.470, the number of tasks where a lot of time was spent by 0.114 

and the hours spent on delegate activities by 9.4 per cent. This was an interesting 

result because in one sense, the provision of lots of information to delegates to pass 

onto members could be seen as signifying a highly cooperative relationship between 

unions and managements – but we have already seen with the results of the delegate 

assessment index that positive perceptions of management by delegates was 

associated with lower, rather than higher, levels of activism. The reconciliation of this 

issue, however, is to keep the conception of how delegates perceived management 

separate from how cooperative or workable on a day-to-day basis was the relationship 
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between management and unions. These results show that unions and management 

can have day-to-day cooperative relationships irrespective of how they perceived the 

trust and competence of the other party. 

Finally, in terms of recent events at the workplace, deliberate reductions in the 

workforce in the last year increased only the hours spent on union activities (almost 

significant at the 5 per cent level). Involvement by unions in the implementation of 

major organisational change, however, was highly significant for increased levels of 

delegate activism where union views were taken into account or the decision was 

dependent on their agreement (compared to where it was not discussed with unions or 

their was no organisational change).
38

 For breadth of activism, not discussing the 

implementation with union representatives was significantly lower (at the 10 per cent 

level) compared to the 15.0 per cent of workplaces were no significant change was 

introduced. Overall, the direction of causality may have been in the opposite direction 

for these major organisational change variables – that is, the more active unions and 

delegates were at the workplace, the more likely it is that management would have 

involved them in the implementation discussions around the organisational change. 

Research questions 

At the beginning of this section, the question of how employer support or hostility, as 

well as the workplace industrial environment more generally, would influence 

delegate activism was posed. AWIRS95 contained few variables that measured 

employer support or hostility directly. However, it did contain a large number of 

variables that measured the state of the workplace industrial relations environment, a 

number of which served as indirect measures of employer support or hostility. 

What the analysis in this section revealed was the possibility that the causality 

between delegate activism and employer support or hostility (or delegate activism and 

the nature of the workplace industrial relations environment) runs in the opposite 

direction (or at least in both directions). In other words, the level of delegate activism 

at the workplace may well have influenced the likelihood that employers were hostile 

or supportive, and may well have influenced the nature of the industrial relations 

                                                

38
 For all three regressions, the difference between the ‘major change is dependent on the 

union’ and ‘major change - unions views taken into account’ variables was not significant. 
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environment and how management chose to interact with unions, delegates and 

employees. 

The lower levels of activism where management preferred to deal with employees 

directly rather than through trade unions was an example of this, particularly as it was 

delegates’ perception of management’s ideology that was being measured in that case. 

Management interacting with weak or ill-prepared unions in the context of a 

centralised industrial relations system that was suddenly moving to a more enterprise 

focus and at a time of rapidly falling union membership levels, may well have 

provided employers with the confidence to contemplate a more individualistic 

approach in its dealings with employees. The fact that workplaces with high levels of 

activism were much less likely to record such a position is consistent with this 

interpretation.  

The analysis of management’s perception of the award system in the past provided 

another potential reverse causality example, because it was only in the context of 

fairly weak, low-activity unions that management may have felt that the constraints of 

a centralised award system were not problematic for the organisation – essentially, the 

award conditions and the operation of the system were not acting as a constraint on its 

behaviour. However, in the case of a more active union presence, the rigidity of the 

award system may have been more likely to be seen as a hindrance and so 

management were less likely to see it as beneficial. 

A further example was the strong positive association for the provision of information 

through delegates. Greater delegate activism may have been the catalyst that created 

the environment where management were more likely to participate in information 

sharing of this kind. The organising approach would predict that greater activism by 

delegates would go hand-in-hand with greater activism from members and a greater 

capacity for collective action, which in turn would be associated with greater 

expectations of a say in the running of the workplace. 

A final example of this reverse causality was the modelling of the union role in the 

implementation of major organisational change. One interpretation of those results is 

that the more involved the union was in the implementation of the change, the more 

active delegates would be; however, an alternative, perhaps more plausible 

interpretation was that the more active the union and delegates were at a workplace, 
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the more likely management would have involved the union, presumably because they 

saw it as in their best interests. 

All of these ‘reverse causality’ examples have an implicit underlying industrial 

relations environment of trust, cooperation and working together, brought about by 

the greater activism of delegates and members and resulting in the greater potential 

for collective action and union power. Consequently, in examining SQ6, it could be 

said that the results of some of the variables examined were consistent with what is 

already known about union behaviour in the context of different behaviour from 

management. What it has also revealed is that the behaviour of unions and their 

delegates was also likely to influence the behaviour exhibited by management. 

The impact of the hostility or support of employers on delegate activism was difficult 

to ascertain from the AWIRS95 data and so it was difficult to come to a conclusion 

about the hypotheses presented at the beginning of the section. The management 

assessment of unions (in terms of keeping their word and representing the views of 

their members) and the rating of the delegate-management relationship were both 

insignificant with respect to all measures of delegate activism. While it may be 

possible to imply an indirect measure of hostility or support from some of the 

variables, this is probably best left to the RORP delegate survey, where more direct 

measures of employer hostility and support are available. 

6.6 Full regression model 

Following the discussion of the AWIRS95 delegate activism variables in Section 6.1, 

this chapter has examined four groups of variables, all introduced in the previous 

chapter, that were considered likely to be associated with delegate activism and were 

considered useful in addressing a number of the research questions from the thesis. In 

this final section of the chapter, all four groups of variables are brought together into a 

single model so as to examine whether the bivariate and multivariate relationships 

previously identified remain the same after controlling for everything else. Before 

describing the results of these multivariate models, however, this section describes 

some control variables that will also be included in the models. 

Control variables 

The control variables that are used in the full model are workplace sector 

(public/private) and workplace size. These are standard control variables used in most 
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multivariate analyses in the industrial relations field; the sector variable because it 

maps many of the institutional arrangements, and the workplace size variable because 

industrial relations practice and environment varies so dramatically across the 

geographic scale of operations, particularly in the analysis of unions and delegates.  

In the AWIRS95 data, there were two other variables available that are commonly 

used to capture the structural and institutional arrangements: organisational size and 

industry. These variables, however, were not used in the analysis here. Organisational 

size was found to interact with workplace size to some extent and on its own was not 

found to be useful in explaining delegate activism. Industry dummies, on the other 

hand, were highly significant and correlated strongly with a number of other key 

variables in the model. In a sense, industry acts as a proxy for many of the variables 

being used in the model because so many institutional and customary arrangements 

are so industry dependent or specific. The analysis was more revealing by relying on 

the actual concepts of interest rather than having industry dummies act as a proxy for 

many of them, thus making them insignificant in the multivariate modelling. 

Table 6.29 displays the level of activism for the three measures of activism against 

each category of the control variables. Interestingly, despite its institutional 

importance in industrial relations environment, sector would appear to have no 

relationship with delegate activism, with delegates in the public and private sectors 

having relatively equal activism. Workplace size has the distribution with delegate 

activism that would be expected, with a large variation between the activism in small 

workplaces compared to larger ones. Senior delegates in workplaces with 20-49 

employees tended to have levels of activism below the average, where as those in 

workplaces with 500 or more employees had breadth and depth measures 30 and 50 

per cent higher than the average and the time spent on union activities was 350 per 

cent of the average. 
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Table 6.29 Control variables and measures of activism 

Control variables Distribution 

Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on 

union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Sector     

Private (ref) 53.0 6.7 2.5 3.5 

Public 47.0 6.6 2.5 4.0 

Workplace size     

20-49 employees (ref) 40.2 5.7 2.0 2.3 

50-99 employees 28.4 6.9*** 2.5** 3.1# 

100-199 employees 17.5 7.2*** 2.8*** 4.0*** 

200-499 employees 9.7 8.3*** 3.4*** 7.3*** 

500 or more 

employees 

4.2 8.8*** 3.7*** 13.3*** 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category were significant at 10% (#) level, 5% (*) level, 

1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

A number of other workplace characteristics and individual delegate characteristics 

were initially considered for inclusion as control variables but were ultimately not 

included in the final model. The workplace characteristics considered were concerned 

with the distribution of employee characteristics within the workplace: specifically, 

the proportion of female employees, casual employees, and employees on individual 

contracts. The individual characteristics considered were those described in Chapter 4 

when the AWIRS95 data was first introduced (see Section 4.2): the delegate’s gender, 

work hours, tenure at the workplace and occupation.  

At first glance, the bivariate analysis of the gender-based variables seem to indicate 

that female delegates, or delegates from workplaces with a high proportion of female 

employees (more than 70 per cent),
39

 were less active than their male counterparts or 

delegates from male-dominated workplaces (see Appendix Table A.5 and Table 

A.6).
40

 This apparent gender effect disappeared once the occupation of the delegate 

was controlled for. Further analysis revealed that the occupation of the delegate was 

                                                

39
 Fifty-nine per cent of delegates at female-dominated workplaces were themselves female, 

compared to an average of 36.8 per cent across all workplaces and 6.7 per cent in male-

dominated workplaces. 

40
 This was the case even when delegate hours of work were controlled for (given that female 

delegates were more likely to work part-time hours). 
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closely matched by the most prominent occupation covered by the union at the 

workplace, indicating that dominant occupation plays an important role in 

determining the level of activism of delegates at the workplace level. Broad 

occupational categories, however, are a lot like broad industry categories – while they 

tend to have a large significant association in much industrial relations analysis, they 

tend to act more as a proxy for a particular set of underlying workplace and job 

structure characteristics, rather than providing useful, independent insight. As was the 

case with industry variables, the occupational categories have not been included as 

they tend to hide more than they reveal and that it was more useful to identify the 

underlying concepts that the occupational variables would otherwise mask. 

In summary then, the final model does not contain control variables for the proportion 

of female, casual and contract employees, nor the gender, work hours and length of 

workplace service of delegates, in large part because their impact disappeared once 

occupation was controlled for.  

Full model of AWIRS95 variables 

The full model of the AWIRS95 data brings together all of the groups of variables 

from each of the preceding sections into one model to see which variables were still 

associated with the measures of delegate activism once everything else, including the 

additional control variables, were simultaneously taken into account. Whilst the 

association of a range of different variables with respect to delegate activism have 

been considered in this chapter, the variables that were included in the full model 

regression were those that appeared in the multivariate analysis at the end of each 

section. 

The regression results are presented in Table 6.30 in the order in which the variables 

were discussed in the chapter. As before, Ordinary Least Squares regression is used in 

each case and the dependent variable used to operationalise union hours is its 

logarithm. This means the interpretation of the coefficients in this regression is of the 

percentage change in hours (from the average level of hours). 

All three regressions performed reasonably well, with R
2
 values of 0.48, 0.23 and 0.37 

with respect to breadth, depth and hours, and only about 30 observations lost due to 

missing values on some variables. 
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Union contact, involvement and support 

As was the case in the earlier partial multivariate model (see Table 5.9), the index of 

contact with full-time officials was one of the strongest and most significant variables 

in the full multivariate model across all three measures of delegate activism. As would 

be expected, the size of the coefficient and the level of significance was lower than for 

the partial multivariate model in Table 5.9 due to the introduction of additional 

variables correlated with union contact; however, it was still substantial. The 

coefficient suggests that delegates with a maximum value on the index of 10 (at least 

weekly contact and visits from full-time officials) compared to the minimum value of 

0 (never any contact or visits from full-time officials) undertook 2.91 more tasks, 

spent a lot of time on 1.86 more tasks and spent 97 per cent more time on union 

activities (compared to the average). While this is obviously an extreme example, it 

highlights the strength of this variable and the importance of regular contact by the 

union for delegate activism. 

The index of union involvement (how involved do full-time officials get in 

discussions at the workplace on a range industrial relations issues) was also very 

strong and highly significant in the partial multivariate model. In the full model 

(Table 6.30), however, it only remains significant for the breadth of activism measure, 

with its impact on the other two measures reduced substantially (it was weakly 

significant at the 10 per cent level for union hours).  

For breadth of activism, each one-unit increase in the index (on a scale of 0 to 3) 

increased the number of tasks by 0.596. For the other two measures, the substantial 

reduction in significance was partly due to the index’s strong correlation with the 

index of contact with full-time officials (! = 0.416), which was not sufficient to 

reduce significance in the partial multivariate model, but was in the full model. The 

index of union involvement was also strongly correlated with workplace size and 

removing these variables from the model revealed an improvement in significance 

across the measures, making the coefficient in the delegate effort regression 

significant at the 5 per cent level (not shown).  
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Table 6.30 Impact of all variables on measures of delegate activism 

Variable Breadth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Depth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Log (union hours) 

(OLS: %!  in 

hours) 

Constant 4.046*** 

(5.37) 

1.100# 

(1.79) 

0.005 

(0.02) 

    

Index of contact with 

FTO 

0.291*** 

(6.30) 

0.186*** 

(4.46) 

0.097*** 

(6.36) 

Index of union 

involvement 

0.596*** 

(4.51) 

0.097 

(0.97) 

0.076# 

(1.67) 

Enough union office 

support 

-0.207 

(-0.84) 

-0.264 

(-1.64) 

-0.162* 

(-2.11) 

Kept up to date by 

union office 

0.192 

(0.63) 

0.464** 

(2.75) 

0.015 

(0.18) 

    

Delegate tenure 

(per 5 years) 

0.244*** 

(3.65) 

0.010 

(0.12) 

0.053* 

(2.27) 

Breadth of training 

(per issue) 

0.078# 

(1.89) 

0.082* 

(2.16) 

0.022 

(1.53) 

Skills index 

(per index unit) 

1.153*** 

(5.82) 

0.472*** 

(3.61) 

0.196*** 

(3.37) 

    

Delegate was elected 0.289 

(1.51) 

0.192 

(1.27) 

0.188** 

(3.07) 

    

Index of delegate 

assessment 

-0.506*** 

(-4.10) 

-0.340*** 

(-3.26) 

-0.103** 

(-2.79) 

Management prefers 

individual over unions 

(agree) 

-0.679*** 

(-3.66) 

-0.169 

(-1.14) 

-0.076 

(-1.26) 

Index of management 

assessment  

-0.085 

(-0.75) 

0.060 

(0.60) 

-0.020 

(-0.50) 

Award system has 

worked well (agree) 

-0.523** 

(-2.62) 

-0.313* 

(-2.05) 

-0.031 

(-0.52) 

Delegate-management 

rating (good) 

-0.066 

(-0.26) 

-0.218 

(-0.90) 

-0.148 

(-1.58) 

Closed shop 0.305 

(1.27) 

-0.014 

(-0.07) 

0.044 

(0.64) 

Index of information 

provided thru delgs 

0.297*** 

(5.48) 

0.019 

(0.44) 

0.047** 

(2.72) 

Workforce reductions 

in last year 

-0.086 

(-0.46) 

-0.193 

(-1.27) 

0.071 

(1.05) 

No major 

organisational change 

(ref) 

   

Major change not 

discussed with union 

-0.396 

(-1.54) 

0.144 

(0.70) 

-0.122 

(-1.47) 

Major change - unions 

views taken into 

account 

0.151 

(0.56) 

0.615* 

(2.43) 

0.123 

(1.24) 

Major changes 

dependent on union 

agreement 

0.167 

(0.51) 

0.630* 

(2.40) 

0.206* 

(1.97) 
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Variable Breadth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Depth of activism 

(OLS: !  in no. 

tasks) 

Log (union hours) 

(OLS: %!  in 

hours) 

Control vars    

Public sector 

workplace 

0.141 

(0.70) 

0.088 

(0.53) 

0.144* 

(2.22) 

Workplace size: 20-49 

employees (ref) 
   

Workplace size: 50-99 

employees 

0.239 

(0.94) 

0.178 

(0.86) 

0.063 

(0.78) 

Workplace size: 100-

199 employees 

0.419 

(1.56) 

0.213 

(0.93) 

0.131 

(1.59) 

Workplace size: 200-

599 employees 

0.419 

(1.56) 

0.385 

(1.44) 

0.427*** 

(4.13) 

Workplace size: 500 

or more employees 

-0.021 

(-0.06) 

0.304 

(0.86) 

0.700*** 

(5.13) 

    

Joint F-test union role 

in major change 

df=(3,n-3) 

2.21# 3.45* 6.20*** 

Joint F-test workplace 

size df=(4,n-4) 

0.94 0.53 9.02*** 

    

Mean 6.73 2.52 3.83" 

R
2
 0.475 0.234 0.374 

Observations (n) 1053 1053 1049 
Source: AWIRS95 main survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

 ** Significant at the 1 per cent level 

 * Significant at the 5 per cent level 

 # Significant at the 10 per cent level 

 " Mean hours, not mean natural log of hours 

Further analysis indicated that the union’s role in the implementation of major 

organisational change was related to the measure of union involvement, and the 

removal of these variables also substantially improves the significance: delegate effort 

became significant at the 1 per cent level and depth of activism was now significant at 

the 10 per cent level (results not shown). This suggests that the involvement of the 

union in implementing major organisational change is similar to the role of full-time 

officials in discussions at the workplace, at least in terms of delegate activism; and 

that both of these concepts were related to the amount of contact delegates had with 

full-time officials. Effectively, the stronger the relationship between workplace 

delegates and full-time officials, the more active delegates will be and the more input 

unions will have in the way workplaces operate. 

Completing this group of variables was whether delegates felt they received enough 

support from the union office to do their job as a delegate, and whether they felt the 
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union kept them up-to-date regarding issues relevant to their workplace. In the partial 

model the values of these two variables were somewhat surprising. Receiving enough 

support was negatively related to delegate activism (although it was not significant for 

breadth) and being kept up-to-date was positively related, but only significantly so 

with depth of activism. Interestingly, similar relationships are repeated in the full 

model and with fairly minimal variation in the coefficient values and levels of 

significance (although the union support coefficient for depth of activism is now only 

just approaching significance at the 10 per cent level). This is because, other than each 

other (! = 0.438), these two variables were not particularly correlated with any others 

in the full model.  

The explanation of this result is also interesting and consistent with the organising 

model interpretation of workplace unionism. At the time of AWIRS95, the concept of 

an organising approach to workplace unionism was very much in its infancy and 

many unions and their delegates would have been in the servicing model mindset 

where support from the union meant full-time organisers dealing with the day-to-day 

issues at the workplace. In this context, delegates feeling they had adequate support 

probably meant they had less to do themselves because the union dealt with many of 

the issues that in an organising approach delegates would now be expected to handle – 

hence the negative relationship. 

The positive association between depth of activism and being kept up-to-date is also 

interesting because a priori it might have been expected that information provision in 

this way is a subset of the support delegates would have anticipated from their union; 

thus, given the result for support, a negative relationship may have also been 

expected. The highly significant positive result for depth of activism indicates how 

important it is for delegates to be adequately informed if they are to spend additional 

time on the tasks expected of them. 

Tenure, training and skills 

In the partial multivariate analysis examining tenure, training and skills (Table 6.15) 

each of these variables was strongly significant with each measure of delegate 

activism, (except for tenure’s relationship with depth of activism, where there was no 

relationship). In the full model (Table 6.30), the strength of these associations was 

significantly reduced, particularly with respect to the training index, which was now 
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only significantly associated with the depth of activism and weakly associated with 

the breadth of activism. Tenure continued to play a strong, independent role on the 

breadth of activism, and while it was still significant for delegate hours, its size and 

significance was greatly reduced. The size of the impact of the level of skills was 

reduced but remained strongly significant for all three measures. 

What these changes reflect is the relative importance of these variables for delegate 

activism. The skills to handle a range of issues that a delegate believed they possessed 

was clearly the most important, and was one of the most significant variables in the 

full model. An average increase in skills of 1-unit (on the 4-unit nominal scale) was 

on average associated with 1.153 tasks, 0.472 where delegates spend a lot of time and 

a 19.6 per cent increase in the time spent on union activities. In the context of the 

overall model, these were substantial results. 

The previous chapter (Section 5.2) identified that skills were strongly influenced by 

training and to a lesser extent tenure. It was also shown in the partial multivariate 

model (Table 6.15) that training had a strong association on all measures of activism 

that was stronger than that of tenure (and independent of its effect on skills). In the 

full model, the independent effect of training on activism are greatly diminished 

compared to that of tenure (which continues to be significant for both delegate 

breadth and hours). This is because, other than skills, training had an association with 

many of the other variables in the model that also had a significant association with 

the measures of activism, while this was much less so for tenure. Other than skills, 

training had strong associations with the index of full-time official contact (! = 

0.286***), the index of union involvement (! = 0.194***), having enough union 

office support (! = 0.190***), being kept up-to-date (! = 0.159***) and information 

provision through delegates (! = 0.168***). In contrast, the strongest association that 

tenure had with other variables in the model is with the index of full-time official 

contact (! = 0.135***) and was higher in larger workplaces. 

Not only does this explain the substantial decline in significance of training in the full 

model, it highlights the importance of delegate training - not just for activism - but 

also for many of the other variables that are important for activism. Consistent with 

the approach of the organising model, training was a key element in boosting delegate 

activism. 
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Recruitment of workplace delegates 

Earlier bivariate analysis indicated that delegates who were elected to their position, 

compared to any other method of appointment, had significantly higher levels of 

delegate activism (see Table 6.16). In the full model, this variable was only significant 

with respect to delegate hours, where the elected delegates had an 18.8 per cent higher 

level of hours than delegates who were appointed through some other method. This 

reduction in association for the other two measures indicates that the associations 

found in the earlier result were now being captured in other variables. Further 

examination revealed these variables were the union contact and union involvement 

variables. This would imply that the same processes and environments that lead to 

delegates being elected to their positions are the same as those that lead to higher 

levels of contact and involvement at the workplace by full-time officials.  

Industrial relations climate 

In the partial multivariate model examining the relationships between the industrial 

relations climate variables and delegate activism (Table 6.28), the index of delegate 

assessment was negative and highly significant across all three measures of activism. 

In the full multivariate model, this continued to be the case. However, due to the 

expanded number of variables, the impact of activism was not as strong. In the full 

model (Table 6.30), each unit of increase in the index (which ranges from 1 to 5) 

reduced the breadth of activism by 0.506 tasks, the depth of activism by 0.340 tasks, 

and the time spent on union activities by 10.3 per cent. As in the partial multivariate 

model, this meant that the more positive were delegate perceptions of management 

trust, competence and the relationship with employees, the less likely delegates were 

to be active in the workplace.  

The other variable acting as a proxy for a good cooperative working relationship 

between management and unions was the index of information provided through 

delegates, but in this case, the relationship with delegate activism was in the opposite 

direction. Recall from the previous section, however, that high levels of cooperation 

between management and unions at the workplace could be quite independent of what 

management and union thought of each other (as in the delegate assessment index).  

The partial model saw greater levels of the index associated with greater delegate 

activism across all three measures. In the full model, the impact of activism on depth 
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was no longer significant, but for breadth of activism each additional issue of 

information provided in this way increased tasks performed by 0.297 and the time 

spent on union activities by 4.7 per cent. The reduction in significance from the partial 

to the full multivariate model was in part due to the association this variable had with 

delegate training (! = 0.168***), delegate skills (! = 0.189***), and full-time official 

contact (! = 0.170***).
41

 Higher levels of each of these union-controlled 

arrangements increased delegate activism, which in turn, was likely to increase the 

provision of information to delegates from management. 

What these results again reinforced was the appearance that cooperative relationships 

at the level of workplaces depend more on the strength of workplace activism of 

delegates and members (although only delegate activism was being measured here), 

than on whether management or unions considered each other to be trustworthy and 

competent. 

Management’s assessment of unions and management’s rating of the delegate-

management relationship had no impact on delegate activism in the full multivariate 

model (consistent with the partial multivariate results). Also having no impact was the 

presence of a closed shop and workforce reductions in the past year, reducing the 

partially significant results seen earlier in the partial model (for breadth of activism 

and time on union activities, respectively). 

The remaining three industrial relations climate variables (union role in major 

organisational change, management’s perception of the award system and 

management’s preference for individual over collective arrangements), like the index 

of information provided through delegates, provided some important insights into the 

potential reverse causality between the industrial relations environment and delegate 

activism. Indeed, union participation in the process of change was substantially 

correlated with the index of information provided through delegates, suggesting that 

they were proxies for a cooperative (or uncooperative) relationship between 

management and unions, and in both cases, the nature of the relationship was itself 

dependent on the strength of union activism at the workplace. 

                                                

41
 It was also due in part to the inclusion of the control variables, at least for time spent on 

union activities, where workplace size was strongly associated with union hours (see Table 

6.29). 
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The effect of different levels of union involvement in major organisational change 

was measured with respect to those workplaces that did not experience change (the 

reference category).  Compared to the partial multivariate model, where any 

involvement by unions was associated with higher activism for all three activism 

measures, in the full model that was found to be the case only for the depth of 

activism. However, as a group of categorical variables, both depth of activism and 

time spent on union activities had a significant effect, as shown by the group F-tests at 

the bottom of Table 6.30. In fact, the relationship was stronger for delegate hours. The 

reduction in significance across the measures compared to the partial model was 

predominantly the consequence of correlations with the index of involvement of full-

time officials and the index of information provided through delegates, implying that 

both were strong proxies for union involvement in major organisational change.  

In the partial multivariate model, both management’s perception of the award system, 

and management’s preference for individual over collective arrangements, were 

negative and highly significant across all three measures of activism. In the previous 

section, it was suggested that, like the previous two variables just discussed, the 

direction of causality for these two variables was reversed. Weak union presence and 

low delegate activism created the environment in which management could entertain 

the idea that individual rather than collective arrangements would be preferred, and 

that the award system may well have worked well in the past (in part because there 

was no strong union presence to enforce the award or bargain for over-award pay and 

conditions). Only at workplaces in which the union presence was more pronounced 

would management be forced to reassess these beliefs. This was sometimes because 

greater potential for collective organisation meant the award system was too 

restrictive within a workplace that also had to deal with highly organised employees. 

Alternatively, it was because pursuing individual rather than collective arrangements 

would not have been in the interests of the business, making the fostering of a 

cooperative relationship with the union and its members was a more sensible 

approach. 

In the full multivariate model, some of these associations were no longer significant. 

The perception that the award system worked well was no longer significant for union 

hours, while a preference for individual over collective arrangements was only 

significant for breadth of activism. The reason for the decline in significance in the 
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full model for a preference for individual over collective arrangements was not easy 

to identify. This variable had reasonable associations with some other industrial 

relations climate variables (union role in major organisational change, index of 

information provided through delegates and the index of delegate assessment) but 

these were all present in the partial model as well. The only additional variables were 

the level of delegate training and public sector workplaces, both of which had fairly 

moderate negative correlations, but which offer little in the way of explanation. The 

causes of multicollinearity for the award system working well in the past was much 

more obvious – a negative correlation with full-time official involvement (! = -

0.166***) indicated management were more satisfied with the award system where 

unions were not so involved in the day-to-day operations of the workplace (that is, 

where a more servicing approach to unionism was the norm). 

Control variables 

This section on the full multivariate model finishes by briefly examining the impact of 

the control variables. Perhaps surprisingly, given the lack of significant difference 

shown earlier in Table 6.29, the amount of time spent on union activities was 

significantly higher in public sector workplaces, by a reasonably large 14.8 per cent. 

While it had a strong correlation with a number of variables in the model, it is its 

interaction with workplace size that seems to be the key to its significance. Workplace 

size was in fact also highly significant for the time spent on union activities, with a 

very large joint F-statistic (F4,955 = 9.37***). These results imply that union delegates 

spent more time on union activities the larger the workplace, and that for any given 

sized workplace, delegates in the public sector spent more time on union activities 

than their private sector counterparts. 

Somewhat surprisingly, given the strong bivariate relationships in Table 6.29, 

workplace size was not significant for either the breadth or depth of activism, 

indicating that workplace size, although a common control in much industrial 

relations analysis, was just a proxy for a number of underlying concepts that were 

successfully captured in the analysis. 

6.7 Summary and discussion 

This chapter has examined the determinants of delegate activism using the data from 

the 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey (AWIRS95). After 
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initially examining the measures of delegate activism available in the AWIRS95 data, 

this chapter analysed the four different groups of variables that were first introduced 

in the preceding chapter, to identify what association each has with activism. 

The AWIRS95 data contained three measures of delegate activism, all closely related 

to the concept of delegate effort. These were the breadth of tasks that delegates 

performed, the depth of tasks (tasks that delegates spent a lot of time on) and the 

amount of hours (time) they spent on union activities. These were then used to 

identify variables that were associated with activism based on four broad group of 

variables: union contact and support; tenure, training and skills; recruitment of 

delegates; and the industrial relations environment. 

The types and forms of support that unions provided to their delegates and the way 

that support shapes workplace activism was the basis for sub-question 1 in the thesis, 

and was discussed in Section 6.2. High levels of contact between the union and the 

delegate, whether that is conversations with, or visits by, the organiser, or the 

organiser getting involved in discussions at the workplace, was associated with higher 

levels of delegate activism. This was consistent with Hypothesis 1, and demonstrated 

that high contact was the result of organisers providing delegates with a lot of support, 

which means they were involved in union related activities at the workplace. The 

converse hypothesis is therefore rejected: greater organiser contact with delegates was 

not leading to the crowding out of delegate activity. 

Delegates were also asked if they had enough support from the union office and 

whether they were kept up-to-date about issues that were relevant to them. The 

interesting result for these variables was the negative association that enough support 

from the office had on union hours (and was approaching significance for depth of 

activism), particularly after the bivariate relationships were found to be weakly 

positive. The negative association was revealed after controlling for the amount of 

contact and involvement of organisers at the workplace (shown in the partial 

multivariate model) and suggested that in the pre-organising model approach to 

workplace unionism that was prevalent when the survey was conducted, delegates 

associated adequate union office support with them having less to do rather than 

supporting them in being more active in their role. 
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The most critical forms of union support for delegate activism was not easily 

addressed by the AWIRS95 data due to appropriate questions not being asked. In 

terms of the greater involvement of full-time officials at the workplace, however, the 

issues that were most associated with higher activism were those that potentially 

required a lot of time and effort – the negotiation of a workplace agreement, pay rates 

and the interpretation of an existing workplace agreement – and which were more 

likely to provide an opportunity to built an organising culture within the membership. 

Interestingly though, the issue that full-time officials were most likely to get involved 

with at the workplace (interpretation of an award) was an issue not strongly associated 

with delegate activism. 

The strong inter-relationships between tenure, training and skills were shown in the 

previous chapter in Section 5.2. This section confirmed H3, i.e. that tenure was less 

important than training for explaining delegate confidence (which in the AWIRS95 

data was measured by the level of skills delegates perceive themselves to have in 

dealing with a range of issues). In this chapter, the relationship of each of these with 

delegate activism was demonstrated in Section 6.3, where it was shown that all 

increased the level of activism, but that tenure’s role was less than that of training, 

which was less than that of skills (thus confirming H4). In the full model, the impact 

of the breadth of training was greatly reduced; however, this was not because tenure 

was more important than training, but rather that training was strongly associated with 

a large number of other variables that increased activism (thus reducing the 

independent effect of training). The specific types of training that impacted most on 

activism (H5) were those to do with negotiating workplace agreements and 

developing negotiation and consultation skills, both of which were very useful for 

delegates in the context of an organising approach to workplace unionism.  

The key finding from the analysis of these variables was that the skills and confidence 

of a workplace delegate was one of the most critical elements for being an active 

delegate. It was one of the strongest variables in the full model, both in size and 

significance. Importantly, a key component of the level of skills and confidence of a 

delegate was training. 

The AWIRS95 data was able to shed light on one aspect of union democracy and how 

it influenced delegate activism (SQ5). Hypothesis 9 stated that where union delegates 

came to their position through the democratic process of being elected, their activism 
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would be higher. The evidence from the full model is that this is true, at least for the 

amount of time that delegates spent on union activities. Strong, bivariate associations 

were found for the other two measures of activism, but joint associations with the 

union contact variables saw these relationships captured in other variables of the full 

model. 

The final group of variables considered in this chapter were those that described the 

industrial relations climate at the workplace. This group of variables contributed to 

the understanding of sub-question 6, although they could only indirectly address 

Hypotheses 11 and 12 because AWIRS95 did not contain any measures that directly 

asked about employer support or hostility. 

There were three key outcomes that stemmed from the analysis of the large number of 

industrial relations variables in the full model. The first was that the more delegates 

believed that management’s word could be trusted, the more competent they believed 

management was in dealing with the industrial environment at the workplace; and the 

more positive they saw management’s relationship with employees (index of delegate 

assessment), the less active they were across each measure of delegate effort. A 

positive, constructive assessment of management by delegates reduced the need for 

delegates to perform as many tasks or spend as much time on union activities. Of 

course, the converse is also true – a lack of trust, an assessment of incompetence and 

poor relations with employees, meant delegates were more active. An interesting 

corollary of this result was that management’s assessment of union’s trustworthiness 

and relevance (index of management assessment) and their assessment of the 

relationship management have with workplace delegates (delegate-management 

rating) had no bearing on the activism of delegates, be it positive or negative. It was 

only delegate’s assessment of their situation that has any bearing on whether they are 

active or not. 

The second outcome was that the presence of a closed shop at the workplace had no 

impact on delegate activism. Even the significant result for task activism that was 

present in the partial multivariate model was no longer discernable in the full model. 

Closed shops only brought benefits in terms of activism if they were coupled with the 

other issues that were important for activism, such as full-time organiser contact and 

involvement, and that once these were controlled for, the independent impact of a 

closed shop dissipated. 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
204 

The third key outcome related to the amount of influence or power unions had at the 

workplace and how this related to the activism of delegates. Where management 

preferred to deal with employees individually, rather than through trade unions and 

where they agreed the award system had worked well in the past at their workplace, 

the breadth of activism was significantly lower, and for the latter, the depth of 

activism was also significantly lower. These were attitudes that were likely to prevail 

in the context where unions were weak and not active in a workplace context (even 

though they may have been active in the context of a centralised industrialisation 

system). At the same time, where activism was strong, management was more likely 

to be providing information to delegates to pass onto their members (except for depth 

of activism) and were more likely to be consulting with unions and taking their views 

into account in the context of major organisational change. 

These results, from four different variables in the full model, all point to examples of 

reverse causality – that it is the level of delegate activism that was determining the 

amount of influence or power the union was able to exert at the workplace, which in 

turn was influencing management’s attitudes (about the award system and not dealing 

with unions) and behaviours (in terms of providing information and consulting about 

major organisational change). In terms of addressing SQ6, these results suggested that 

to some extent, the wording of the question needs to be reversed and instead needed to 

be asking ‘how does delegate activism influence the nature of the workplace industrial 

relations environment?’. The answer was that greater delegate activism (and because 

of what goes with greater delegate activism such as more contact from the union and 

greater collective voice from employees) was likely to be associated with both greater 

support for the role of the union in the workplace context, as well as greater hostility 

from management, particularly at those times when the interests of management and 

employees did not coincide. 

In summary then, the AWIRS95 data have been useful in considering sub-questions 1 

and 2 and some aspects of SQ5. They have also provided an important outcome for 

SQ6. Unfortunately, the data is unable to address SQ3 and SQ4, but these will be 

addressed in the next two chapters when the data from the Representation and 

Organising Project’s delegate survey is considered. The analysis of SQ7 is left until 

the end of Chapter 9, when all of the evidence has been presented. 

 



   

 

Chapter 7 Characteristics of delegates from 
the RORP delegate survey 

This chapter introduces the delegates that participated in the delegate survey 

component of the Representation and Organising Research Project (RORP). As 

described in more detail in Chapter 4, this survey was conducted in late 

2003!early2004 and relies on responses from eight unions.  

7.1 The role of tenure, training and confidence 

A key aim for any union in shifting to the organising model is the development of a 

highly skilled and confident network of workplace delegates. A key means by which 

such an objective can be achieved is through providing delegates with appropriate 

forms of training rather than merely allowing them to acquire experience on the job. 

The exploration of this inter-relationship between time on the job (tenure), training 

and skills and confidence (and their influence on delegate activism) is the basis for the 

second sub-question in the thesis (SQ2). Recall, three hypotheses stem from SQ2. 

These are: 

(H6) Tenure of a delegate is less important than the amount of union-related 

training for explaining delegate confidence.  

(H7) Delegate activism will increase with tenure, confidence and training.  

However, tenure will be less important than confidence or training.  

(H8) Delegate activism will be influenced by both the breadth of training 

(the quantity) and the specific type of training.  However, because the 

organising approach is based on developing particular skills at the 

workplace, some forms of training (related to mobilising activism 

amongst members) will be more important than others (and maybe 

more than the breadth of training as such?). 

The last two hypotheses consider the relationship between delegate activism and one 

or more of the variables discussed in this section. The first hypothesis, however, is 

concerned with the relationship between the three variables other than activism – 

specifically, the relative influence of tenure and training on confidence. After the 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
206 

three variables are introduced in this section, it will be possible to make a direct 

assessment of H3. 

Tenure 

As has already been shown using the AWIRS95 data (see Section 6.3) and from the 

work of Peetz, Webb & Jones (2002), the activism of a given delegate is likely to be 

related to the length of that delegate’s tenure in the role. In the RORP delegate survey, 

there was a wide distribution in terms of the length of time delegates have been in 

their roles. At one extreme of the distribution, 6.8 per cent of delegates had less than 

one year’s experience in the role of delegate and nearly one-in-three (29.7 per cent) 

had less than three years experience (Figure 7.1).
42

 Most commonly, delegates were in 

their third year of tenure (accounting for 12.5 per cent of the distribution), after which 

the percentage of delegates with an additional year’s tenure declined. At the other 

extreme of the distribution, 17.1 per cent of delegates had more than 10 years tenure, 

with 2.6 per cent having more than 20 years tenure. The average duration of tenure for 

delegates in the sample was 6.3 years, although this was strongly influenced by the 

long tail to the distribution (the maximum number years as a delegate was 44). The 

median period of tenure was 4 years and nearly two-thirds of the sample had only 

been delegates since the commencement of the Workplace Relations Act in early 

1997. 

                                                

42
 This is slightly different to the sum of the first three bars shown in Figure 7.1 due to 

rounding. 
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Figure 7.1 Delegate tenure 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Delegate tenure is measured in completed years. For example, 2 delegate years refers to those 

who had at least 2 but less than 3 years delegate tenure (in other words, they were in their third 

year). 

Training 

An important element for unions developing activist delegates is the provision of 

training on what activism is. The RORP delegate survey asked delegates whether they 

had received any formal training on a range of 10 issues, which are set out in Table 

7.1. The training courses asked about were different to those in the AWIRS95 data 

and were much more likely to pick up the greater emphasis in union training on skills 

relevant to the organising approach. 

The training may have been a course in its own right, or the issue could have been 

covered as part of a larger course. The last column of Table 7.1 shows the percentage 

of delegates that indicated they received training on each of the issues explicitly 

considered in the survey. Unsurprisingly, and as was also indicated in the AWIRS95 

data, the most frequently received training was of a general introductory nature. This 

sort of training had been received by half of all delegates (49.2 per cent). Of the more 

specific issues, less than 10 percentage points separated the least and most prevalent 
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training, with around 30-40 per cent of delegates indicating they had received formal 

training in each area. 

Table 7.1 also revealed an increase in the likelihood of training on each issue, the 

greater delegate’s experience. Whilst this pattern was unsurprising, what was 

interesting was that the relative prevalence of training (on particular) issues remained 

fairly static, although more recently recruited delegates seemed to have had a 

relatively greater emphasis on training around promoting activism and the 

involvement of members. Again, this was not unexpected given the greater emphasis 

on the organising model of delegate behaviour in recent years. Around two-in-five 

inexperienced delegates (less than three years in the position) had received some 

general introductory training from their union. 

Table 7.1 shows that relatively inexperienced delegates reported having received 

training on between 20 and 30 per cent of these issues. This jumped to between 30 

and 40 per cent for more experienced delegates (3-10 years tenure) and was between 

40 and 50 per cent for long-term delegates (more than 10 years tenure). 

Table 7.1 Issues delegates have received training in by tenure 

Issue 

Less than 

3 years 3-10 years 

More than 

10 years 

All 

delegates 

 % % % % 

General introductory training 38.1 50.1 62.5 49.2 

     

Recruitment skills 27.1 40.3 48.0 37.7 

Promoting activism and involvement 

by members 

30.2 37.4 46.4 36.8 

Communication skills 26.7 37.9 48.0 36.3 

Grievance resolution 23.3 36.1 49.6 34.7 

Enterprise bargaining 21.8 36.4 49.9 34.4 

Occupational health and safety 22.6 34.0 49.6 33.3 

Managing meetings 21.0 30.5 47.3 30.6 

Developing union networks and 

structures 

22.8 31.1 40.0 30.2 

Campaigning skills 20.2 29.5 41.2 28.8 

     

None 56.7 39.9 23.4 42.1 

     

Average number of issues 2.5 3.6 4.8 3.5 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

The most critical result from Table 7.1, however, was that more than two-in-five 

delegates (42.1 per cent) had not received any training across these issues and for 
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inexperienced delegates it was significantly more than half (56.7 per cent). Even 

amongst long-term delegates, almost a quarter of delegates had received no training 

on these issues, although this may not be such a crucial result if the years of 

experience of the delegate act as a substitute for formal training. Many of these 

delegates would have commenced their roles in an era when less of an emphasis was 

placed on delegate training and they may have picked up sufficient practical 

experience that they may not need to undertake formal training. However, previous 

research and the results from the analysis of the AWIRS95 data indicate that long-

term tenure is a poor substitute for training in terms of delegate activism (see Section 

6.2; also see Peetz, et al., 2002). The large proportion of delegates with no training, 

however, means the average number of issues for which delegates have received 

training was only 3.5 out of 10 and for more than half the sample the number of issues 

was 3 or less. 

Delegates with training 

Focussing now on the 57.9 per cent of delegates that had undertaken some form of 

formal training since becoming a delegate, Figure 7.2 shows the number of issues 

upon which delegates had received training. This table reveals that delegates, once 

they had received formal training of any kind, tended to be exposed to a number of 

other training issues from Table 7.1. Delegates who received training on just one or 

two issues were relatively scarce. This could be because having experienced some 

formal training, delegates were likely to attend a number of follow-up training 

courses, or it could be that delegate training covered a number of these issues in some 

training courses; that attending one or two training courses exposes delegates to a fair 

proportion of these issues. Or it could be a combination of both of these these factors. 

As a consequence, the average number issues across which training has been received 

(for delegates with any training) was 6.1 and so more than half of the trained sample 

had received training on 6 or more of these 10 issues, whilst 84.8 per cent of them had 

received training on four or more. 

The vast majority of the ‘trained’ group of delegates had received some type of 

general introductory training (84.9 per cent – see Table 7.2). On other issues, the 

incidence of training on specific issues ranged from half the group, for training on 

campaigning skills (49.7 per cent), up to two-thirds having received training on 

recruitment skills (65.1 per cent). For those delegates with lower levels of training 
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(three issues or less), apart from general introductory training (which 66.5 per cent 

had undertaken), the most common training issues were: occupational health and 

safety (29.4 per cent); recruitment skills (24.9 per cent) and enterprise bargaining 

training (24.0 per cent), with none of the remaining issues reaching 20 per cent (see 

Table 7.2). 

Figure 7.2 Number of issues delegate have received training on 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Population is senior delegates that have received training (57.9 per cent of all senior delegates) 

Delegates who had received union training of any kind were asked to rate the training 

in an overall sense, based on a five-point scale from 1 ‘none of it was useful’ to 5 ‘all 

of it was useful’. As the distribution in Figure 7.3 shows, delegates were 

overwhelmingly positive about the usefulness of the training they had received, with a 

third of delegates (32.8 per cent) indicating that all of the training was useful and 

more than three-quarters of delegates (77.8 per cent) giving the top two ratings.
43

 

Interestingly, the 3.6 per cent of delegates that rated overall union training in the 

bottom two categories were more likely to be those that had received training on only 

a few of the issues discussed earlier from Table 7.1. Of the delegates who had 

                                                

43
 This is marginally different to the sum of the top two bars in Figure 7.3 due to rounding. 
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received training on only 1-3 of the issues, 8.8 per cent had rated the training in the 

bottom two categories (compared to 3.6 per cent of all delegates). 

Table 7.2 Issues delegates have received training in (trained delegates) 

Issue 1-3 issues 4-7 issues 8-10 issues 

All 

delegates 

with some 

training 

 % % % % 

General introductory training 66.5 83.9 95.8 84.9 

     

Recruitment techniques 24.9 61.7 90.9 65.1 

Promoting activism and involvement 

by members 

16.7 60.9 91.3 63.6 

Communication skills 10.4 60.4 92.4 62.7 

Grievance resolution 17.6 54.7 89.8 59.9 

Enterprise bargaining 24.0 55.1 84.2 59.3 

Occupational health and safety 29.4 51.3 82.0 57.5 

Managing meetings 9.0 47.6 83.5 52.9 

Developing union networks and 

structures 

10.4 45.3 84.6 52.2 

Campaigning skills 6.8 41.1 85.7 49.7 

     

Average number of issues 2.2 5.6 8.8 6.1 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Restricted to delegates with some training. 
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Figure 7.3 Usefulness of delegate training 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

Confidence 

The ability of delegates to perform three particular tasks was tested in the survey by 

asking delegates how confident they felt about undertaking them. These three tasks 

were: answering queries from members; participating in a meeting of delegates; and 

being involved in a workplace campaign. Delegates were asked to rate their 

confidence on a five-point scale from 1 ‘not at all confident’ to 5 ‘being very 

confident’ and the distribution of responses is shown in Table 7.3. 

Table 7.3 How confident delegates felt to undertake particular tasks 

Task 

Not at 

all 

1 2 3 4 

Very 

5 

Average 

score 

 % % % % % mean 

(1 to 5) 

Answering queries from 

members 

1.6 6.0 21.6 43.2 27.5 3.89 

Participating in a meeting of 

delegates 

2.6 5.8 14.4 36.4 40.7 4.07 

Being involved in a workplace 

campaign 

2.3 7.2 18.6 38.7 33.2 3.93 

Source: RORP delegate survey 
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On average, delegates expressed a high degree of confidence in performing these 

tasks. Between two-thirds and three quarters of delegates reported their confidence in 

the highest two categories and the average scores were all close to 4. Less than 10 per 

cent of delegates expressed a low level of confidence (either of the bottom two 

categories for each task). 

Whilst these were only three tasks from a wide range of tasks that delegates may be 

required to fulfil, they go to the crux of the skills that are required for an effective 

organising delegate. As a group they capture the three aims of being a local resource 

for members, interacting and building networks with other activists (delegates) and 

involvement in activities beyond the passive servicing approach. Taken together, they 

provide a good measure of delegate confidence generally and provide a good guide as 

to the organising capabilities of this sample of delegates. An index based on their 

average scores has a Cronbach ! = 0.79. The index contains 17 values between 1 and 

5, which after inspection has been divided into a three-level categorical variable for 

further analysis as shown in Table 7.4. The table also shows the average tenure of 

delegates with each level of confidence and the average number of issues for which 

the delegate had received training.  

Table 7.4 Index of delegate confidence by tenure and training 

Confidence 

Range of 

composite index Distribution Tenure 

Training 

issues 

Training 

issues
†
 

  % years number 

(0 to 10) 

number 

(1 to 10) 

Low 1 to 3 16.0 4.3 1.8 5.1 

Medium More than 3 to 4 41.3 5.6 3.1 5.7 

High More than 4 to 5 42.7 7.7 4.6 6.5 

      

Overall average 3.96 6.3 3.5 6.1 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: 
†
Restricted to delegates who had received some training. 

Relationship between confidence, tenure and training 

It is clear from Table 7.4 that there was a strong positive association between 

confidence, tenure and training. These relationships were further brought out by the 

correlations between these three variables, set out in Table 7.5. The top half of the 

table is based on the 57.9 per cent of delegates that had received some formal union 

training. It revealed that tenure and training correlate almost equally with confidence, 

suggesting that confidence comes from a combination of experience in the delegate 
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role and specific training. Interestingly, the correlation between training and tenure is 

quite weak amongst the trained delegates. This suggests that having been exposed to 

some training, delegates with longer histories in the position were only marginally 

more likely to receive training on more issues compared to more recent recruits to the 

delegate role. 

Table 7.5 Correlations between confidence, tenure and training 

  Confidence Tenure 

Tenure 0.232***  
Trained delegates 

Training (1 to 10) 0.243*** 0.065* 

    

Tenure 0.234***  
All delegates 

Training (0 to 10) 0.311*** 0.193*** 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Top-half of the table restricted to delegates who had received some training. 

 *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

 *    Significant at the 5 per cent level 

The bottom half of the table considers the same correlations but for the whole sample 

of delegates (that is, with delegates without any formal training now included). The 

correlation between confidence and tenure is basically unchanged, but the correlation 

between confidence and training increased substantially, suggesting that there is a 

boost in confidence for delegates attending their first formal training course, which 

then increased more incrementally as they received training in additional issues. 

These relationships are illustrated in Figure 7.4, which shows the proportion of 

delegates with low, medium and high confidence (as defined in Table 7.4) for 

different training levels and different periods of delegate tenure.  

While only 16.0 per cent of delegates reported a low level of confidence across the 

three issues, such low confidence was mostly concentrated in those delegates with 

low levels of training and fewer years of tenure. Conversely, the more than two-in-

five (42.7 per cent) delegates with high confidence were more likely to be found 

amongst delegates with greater levels of training and with more years of experience.  
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Figure 7.4 Confidence of delegates by training and tenure 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

The higher correlation between training and tenure in the full sample shown in Table 

7.5 is also interesting. It implies that the main role of tenure in explaining confidence 

was that experience increased the likelihood that delegates undertook an initial course 

of training. However, its effect on training in additional issues was much more 

limited.
44

 

Figure 7.4 showed the bivariate relationships between confidence, on the one hand, 

and training and tenure, on the other. The joint impact of tenure and training on 

delegate confidence can also be examined through multivariate analysis. Regressing 

the level of delegate confidence against both tenure and training provides a direct test 

of Hypothesis 3, which states that the ‘tenure of a delegate is less important than the 

amount of union-related training for explaining delegate confidence’. This regression 

is shown in column (1) of Table 7.6. It shows that both length of time in the position 

(tenure) and the number of issues upon which training had been received, were both 

strongly significant with respect to delegate confidence. It also shows that delegate 

                                                

44
 The correlation between tenure and having received any training (or not) is 0.194, almost 

identical to that between tenure and the amount of training (0.193) shown in Table 7.5. 
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training was more important than tenure in explaining confidence, both in terms of the 

levels of significant (where training was stronger) and in the magnitude of the 

coefficients. Each increase in the index of training was equivalent to 2.6 years of 

delegate tenure, which was a period of time in which it would be relatively easy for 

delegates to undertake training in more than one issue.  

To look at it another way, compared to a newly commencing delegate with no 

training, the average delegate in the sample will have been in their role 6.3 years and 

will have undertaken training in 3.5 issues, which works out to training in a new issue 

every 1.8 years. Consequently, based on the coefficients in column (1) of Table 7.6, 

delegates will accumulate more benefit in terms of confidence in that time from 

training in new issues than from experience in the role. Further, the benefit of training 

was found to be independent of the time that delegates had been in the position, 

revealed by the insignificance of an interaction term for training and tenure in an 

ANOVA model (see Appendix Table A.7). Of course, both training and experience in 

the role are important to the development of delegates, but to the extent that the 

benefits of tenure and training on confidence can be differentiate, training appears to 

provide more of a benefit – and so Hypothesis 3 would appear to be true. Of course, 

the relative effects of tenure and training (and indeed of confidence) in terms of 

delegate activism will be explored in the next chapter. 



  Chapter 7 
 Characteristics of delegates from the RORP delegate survey 

 
217 

Table 7.6 Delegate tenure and training on confidence 

 Confidence 

(OLS: !  in index) 

(1) 

Confidence 

(OLS: !  in index) 

(2) 

Confidence 

(OLS: !  in index) 

(3) 

Constant 3.576*** 

(136.69) 

3.569*** 

(135.21) 

3.844*** 

(70.67) 

    

Tenure  

(per 5 years) 

0.128*** 

(9.46) 

0.133*** 

(9.85) 

0.129*** 

(8.75) 

Training index  

(per issue: 0 to 10) 

0.066*** 

(14.54) 

- - 

Restricted training index  

(per issue: 0 to 7) 

 0.086*** 

(13.85) 

0.058*** 

(6.30) 

Usefulness of training 

Rating: Not useful (1) to (3) 

  -0.358*** 

(-7.51) 

Usefulness of training 

Rating: (4) 

  -0.117** 

(-2.90) 

Usefulness of training 

Rating: All useful (5) (ref) 

   

    

Usefulness of training 

Joint F-test (df=2,1537) 

  28.56*** 

Adjusted R
2
 0.128 0.121 0.113 

N 2498 2498 1542 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable on the confidence index for the units 

shown in the left hand column. The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 

0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 

Before moving to the next group of variables, the analysis elaborates on the above 

analysis by checking that the result is not a consequence of the way in which the 

training index has been constructed. A number of the issues that make up the training 

index were similar to the competencies captured by the index of confidence. Recall 

from Table 7.3 that the index of confidence measured delegates’ ability to answer 

queries from members, participate in a meeting of delegates, and their involvement in 

a workplace campaign. While training in many of the issues contained in the training 

index (specified in Table 7.1) was likely to be useful to delegates in performing these 

tasks, training in three particular issues was likely to be of particular benefit. These 

three issues were grievance resolution, campaigning skills, and managing meetings. 

Removing these three issues from the index gives a more restrictive measure of 

training intensity and this is what is shown in column (2) of Table 7.6. The effect on 

the regression, however, is fairly minimal, with training continuing to be more 

significant than tenure. In fact, it now takes 3.2 years of delegate experience to have 
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the same impact on the confidence index that each increase in training issues does, 

rather than the 2.6 years in the first model.  

Usefulness of training and confidence 

Finally in this section, consideration is given for what impact the usefulness of 

training had on delegate confidence compared to the breadth of training. Recall from 

Figure 7.3 that delegates were overwhelmingly positive in their assessment of the 

usefulness of the training that they had received, with a third (32.8 per cent) indicating 

it was ‘all useful’, and only 22.2 per cent indicating that none of it had been useful (1 

on the 5-point scale) or that it was neutral (3 on the 5-point scale). Collapsing the 

lower three categories together and including the ‘usefulness of training’ categories 

into the regression for confidence, column (3) of Table 7.6 shows that the usefulness 

of training was indeed an important covariate of confidence. The joint F-test was 

highly significant and delegates who rated their training as category 4 (-0.118) or 

categories 1 to 3 (-0.371) had significantly lower levels of confidence than those who 

rated their training as ‘all useful’ (category 5 – reference category). The effect of a 

poor rating on the usefulness of training was an important result and more than offset 

the positive impact of training on confidence, even where substantial amounts of 

training had been undertaken. 

The breadth of training and delegate tenure also remained highly significant, although 

with the impact of training now spread over a couple of dimension (usefulness as well 

as breadth) the significance of the breadth of training was now lower than that of 

tenure. Taking into account the negative impact that less than useful training had on 

confidence, the effect on confidence of each increase in the training index was now 

equivalent to 2.2 years of delegate tenure. While this is lower than in the first two 

models, it was still a substantial period of time and unions that are attempting to 

increase the confidence of their delegates would still be better served increasing the 

level of training delegates receive than waiting for delegates to acquire their 

experience on the job. 

7.2 Union role and support 

A critical role for unions in building an organising approach is the type and amount of 

support they provide to their workplace delegates. The type of support delivered is 

critical if unions are to successfully develop the necessary collective identity and 



  Chapter 7 
 Characteristics of delegates from the RORP delegate survey 

 
219 

commitment needed to implement the organising approach. As well as the training 

discussed in the previous section, delegates and activists at the workplace need 

guidance and support. This helps build some of the key structural factors that 

Burchielli & Bartram (2007) describe in their model of the organising approach. Once 

in place, unions can use experiential factors around the processes of organising to 

build the psychological and ideological factors (motivation, commitment and social 

identification) that sustain activism in the longer term; what Kelly (1998) refers to as 

the development of collective interests and McAdam (1988) refers to as cognitive 

liberation. 

Support for delegates primarily comes from the contact and relationships that 

delegates develop with union organisers, but it can also come from other officials 

within the union and from the union office more generally. Support in not just about 

personal contact, but is also about providing guidance and options for delegates as 

they attempt to build collective structures and identities within the workplace. 

Sub-question 1 of the thesis explores the nature and types of support that unions 

provide to delegates and attempts to identify what is critical and what is effective. 

(SQ4) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

Like the AWIRS95 data, the RORP delegate survey contains information about the 

frequency of contact between delegates and organisers. This information is useful in 

addressing Hypothesis 1 concerning the level of contact and its relationship to 

activism. However, the RORP data also contains information about the initiation of 

contact between delegates and organisers and the role of organisers as mentors, which 

allows us to expand on the issue of the role of the union, as described in SQ1, and the 

ways in which activism is shaped in the context of a shift to an organising approach. 

The RORP data also contains much more detailed information than AWIRS95 on the 

kinds of support delegates received from the union and its broader social and political 

role. It identified a range of issues upon which delegates could receive support and 

asked delegates how effective the union had been in providing such support. These 

variables will be important in addressing Hypothesis 2 on the effectiveness of union 

support and the relationship of the support for delegate activism.  
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The RORP data also contains information about the image that the union presents to 

members and delegates, which will allow for an examination of SQ4 on the effects of 

the messages that the union presents. 

(SQ4) How do the messages the union presents to its members and delegates, about 

their role and importance, influence delegate activism? 

Support from organisers 

One way of measuring the support organisers provide to workplace delegates is to 

look at the frequency of contact between organisers and delegates. The frequency of 

such contact is likely to be a function of a number of factors, including the history of 

bargaining at the workplace, the point the workplace is at in the bargaining cycle, the 

nature of the industrial relations climate and the issues currently facing the union and 

its members.  

In the RORP data, delegates were asked how many times per month (on average) they 

had personal contact with an organiser. Responses were coded at the time of interview 

into one of five ordinal categories, which are shown on the horizontal axis in Figure 

7.5, along with the distribution across all delegates. One-in-ten delegates (9.9 per 

cent) said they never had personal contact with an organiser. At the other extreme, 

one-in-eight delegates (12.7 per cent) had personal contact five or more times a 

month. The most common level of contact was one to two times per month, reported 

by around a third (35.8 per cent) of delegates.  

To aid further analysis, these categories can be further classified into three groups. 

Delegates who indicated they had personal contact with an organiser less than once a 

month (39.0 per cent) were classified as low contact (blue bars in Figure 7.5). Those 

in the modal group (1-2 times per month: 35.8 per cent) were classified as having 

medium contact (green bar), while those having more than two contacts a month were 

classified as having high contact (25.2 per cent of delegates, shown by the red bars in 

Figure 7.5). 
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Figure 7.5 Frequency of delegate contact with union organiser 
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As well as the frequency of personal contact with organisers, delegates were asked 

who most often initiated such contact. Of the 90.1 per cent of delegates that had at 

least some contact with an organiser, just over half (52.3 per cent) indicated that 

contact was initiated fairly equally between themselves and organisers, suggesting the 

potential for good reciprocal communication. A further 31.6 per cent of delegates said 

that they were more often the party who initiated contact, suggesting a relationship 

where the delegate were slightly more proactive and organisers were more reactive to 

the needs of the workplace; perhaps where organisers were more likely to rely on 

delegates to advise them when issues arose. A further 14.5 per cent of delegates 

indicated that organisers were the ones to usually initiate the contact, suggesting a 

more reactive set of delegates who relied upon organisers to maintain the relationship. 

Just under one per cent (or 22 observations) were coded into an ‘other’ category by 

interviewers, most of which (17 observations) were cases in which delegates and 

organisers had set regular or prearranged meetings and so there was no ‘initiation’ as 

such from either party.  

Figure 7.6 uses these ‘initiation’ categories to map where the most active relationship 

between delegates and organisers came from. Interestingly, contact between delegates 
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and organisers was likely to be greater where either party had a fairly even chance of 

initiating the contact, with 35 per cent of this group having high contact and only a 

quarter (24 per cent) having personal contact with an organiser less than once a 

month. It is probably reasonable to assume that where delegates indicated that contact 

between themselves and the organiser was just as likely to be initiated by either party, 

communication level between them was good and that this facilitated greater levels of 

contact. 

Figure 7.6 Initiation of contact with organisers by frequency of contact 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The ‘prearranged/regular meetings’ category contains only 17 observations and should be 

treated with caution. Figure excludes the 10 per cent of delegates who indicated they never 

had contact with organisers. 

On the other hand, where delegates were more often the ones initiating contact there 

was a mix of proactive delegates (24 per cent having high contact and 38 per cent 

having medium contact) and inactive delegates (39 per cent having contact less than 

once a month). Where the contact was mostly initiated by organisers, the prevalence 

of low contact relationships increased to around half of the delegates, with only 14 per 

cent having high contact with organisers. Finally, those delegates with prearranged or 

regular meetings were overwhelmingly meeting with organisers once or twice a 
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month (76 per cent) although these results need to be treated with caution given they 

are only based on 17 observations. 

Organiser mentoring 

While the frequency of contact that delegates had with their organiser is potentially 

important for delegate activism, other aspects of the relationship between delegate and 

organiser are also likely to play an important role. A useful summary measure of the 

delegate–organiser relationship is the concept of mentoring. The nature of the 

mentoring relationship between delegates and organisers was captured by responses to 

the statement: ‘My organiser has taught me many valuable things about being a 

delegate’. Table 7.7 gives the distribution of responses to this statement on a 5-point 

scale from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ and shows a fairly even spread of 

responses, with slightly more delegates agreeing than disagreeing with the statement 

(also reflected in the average score of 3.18). 

Table 7.7 Organiser mentoring 

Statement 

‘Strongly 

disagree’ 

(1) 

‘Mostly 

disagree’ 

(2) 

‘Neutral’ 

(3) 

‘Mostly 

agree’ 

(4) 

‘Strongly 

agree’ 

(5) 

Average 

score 

 % % % % % mean 

(1 to 5) 

Organiser 

taught valuable 

things 

12.9 19.3 23.3 26.2 18.3 3.18 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Distributions are based on responses to the following statement: ‘My organiser has taught me 

many valuable things about being a delegate’. 

The relationship between mentoring and personal contact with organisers is shown in 

Figure 7.7. This table shows that amongst delegates with high contact with organisers 

(three or more times a month), two-thirds agreed that the organiser had been a 

positive mentor to them and only one-in-seven (14 per cent) disagreed. For delegates 

with a medium level of personal contact with organisers, half agreed that the organiser 

had been a positive mentor, although a quarter disagreed. For low contact delegates, 

around half did not feel their organiser was a positive mentor, with just over a quarter 

agreeing with the statement. 
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Figure 7.7 Organiser mentoring by frequency of personal contact with organiser 
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Support from the union office 

Apart from personal contact and mentoring from organisers, workplace delegates can 

also receive support from the union office and from other union officials. Delegates 

were asked to rate, on a 5-point scale, how effective their union was in providing a 

range of different supports to them. The proportion rating their union as 4 or 5 on a 

scale from 1 to 5 for each issue is shown in Figure 7.8. On most issues, two-thirds or 

more of delegates rated their union’s effectiveness as a 4 or a 5. Interestingly, the 

issue on which delegates felt unions were most effective was supporting industrial 

action, closely followed by the provision of news and information. Around two-thirds 

of delegates rated their union as 4 or 5 on the provision of advice and expertise, 

directly dealing with individual grievances and speedily responding to an issue.  
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Figure 7.8 Issues delegates received effective support on from union 

 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Delegates indicated that unions were less effective in terms of maintaining contact 

and providing training, although more than half still rated union effectiveness on these 

issues highly. The one issue upon which few delegates rated union effectiveness 

highly was showing delegates how to develop networks of people who could help 

them, with only 30 per cent of delegates saying their union was effective (4 or 5 on 

the scale). 

These last three results are important for the discussion of the organising model. 

Figure 7.4 has shown that the confidence of delegates is enhanced with increased 

levels of training. Further, in analysis in the next sub-section looking at union support 

and delegate confidence, it will be shown that confidence is higher where contact 

from the union (either through the organiser, other union officials or the union 

generally) is also high (see Figure 7.13). Worryingly, these are the issues over which 

delegates rated union effectiveness as the second or third worst.  

Also important to the organising model is the development of networks by delegates 

(Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998; Burchielli & Bartram, 2007; Fletcher & Hurd, 

1998; Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994), which delegates rated the worst issue in terms of 
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effective support. While 30 per cent said their union was effective at helping them 

develop such networks, 37 per cent of delegates rated their union as ineffective in this 

area (ratings 1 or 2 on a scale of 1 to 5). Unions were rated as ineffective in terms of 

making training available and maintaining contact by 21 and 18 per cent of delegates, 

respectively. 

Figure 7.8 showed the proportion of delegates that rated their union as effective 

(rating 4 or 5 on a scale from 1 to 5) for eight different issues. A summary measure of 

these ratings (using the full scale on each issue) can be constructed by taking the 

mean rating across all eight issues. The distribution of the measure, effectively an 

index of support from the union, is shown in Figure 7.9. For the purposes of further 

analysis, the index of union support has been divided into low (18.1 per cent), 

medium (46.7 per cent) and high (35.1 per cent) effective support categories.
45

 

Figure 7.9 Index of support from union office 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

                                                

45
 This is a somewhat arbitrary division. An alternative categorisation could have been low: 1 

to less than 3 (14.7 per cent); medium: 3 to less than 4 (43.0 per cent); and high: 4 to 5 (42.4 

per cent). Further analysis did not appear to be sensitive to which categorisation was chosen. 
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Apart from organisers, delegates can also have personal contact from other persons 

from the union office. Categorised the same way as organiser contact, Figure 7.10 

shows the amount of contact with others from the union office was significantly less 

on average per month than that with organisers. A much larger proportion of delegates 

had low contact with the union (other than with the organiser), with 68.1 per cent 

indicating they had personal contact less than once a month. Only 12.4 per cent had 

high contact with the union, being three or more times a month. However, this was 

not surprising, as organiser contact would be expected to be the main form of contact 

that delegates have with the union. 

Figure 7.10 Frequency of delegate contact with union (other than organiser) 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

There is, however, a positive relationship between contact organisers and contact with 

others from the union office, as shown in Figure 7.11. More than two-thirds (71 per 

cent) of delegates that had high (non-organiser) contact with the union also had high 

organiser contact (of three or more times per month). Conversely, around half (52 per 

cent) of those with low non-organiser contact also had low contact with organisers (of 

less than once a month). It would appear that a good relationship with an organiser 

goes hand-in-hand with a similar one with others from the union. 
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Figure 7.11 Frequency of delegate contact with organisers by frequency of (non-

organiser) union contact 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

Union approach 

In addition to the amount of contact and support that unions provide their workplace 

delegates, the general approach that a union takes to its workplace delegates and its 

member is also likely to be important aspect of building collective commitment and 

identity. SQ4 addresses the messages that the union presents, both to its delegates, to 

its membership, and to the wider community. The RORP delegate survey contains a 

single example of each that can be used in this context, each of which provides for a 

hypothesis that can be tested by the data: 

(H17) Delegate activism will be lower where there is uncertainty about the 

role of delegates in the workplace, and higher where there is clarity 

about it.  

(H18) Delegate activism will be greater where the union is seen as taking a 

progressive approach to gender issues, particularly amongst female 

delegates.  
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An indicator of the first of these is found in how clearly the union sets out what is 

expected of its workplace delegates. From Table 7.8, it would seem that delegates 

were, on the whole, very clear about what was expected of them in their role as 

delegates. Nearly three-quarters (73.1 per cent) of delegates mostly or strongly agreed 

with the statement that their role as a delegate was clear to them, and only 12.0 per 

cent disagreed to some extent. 

Table 7.8 Union approach 

Statement 

Strongly 

disagree 

Mostly 

disagree Neutral 

Mostly 

agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Average 

score 

 % % % % % mean 

(1 to 5) 

Delegate role 

clear 

2.4 9.6 15.0 44.2 28.9 3.88 

Attention to 

women’s issues 

3.0 8.2 31.1 36.0 21.8 3.65 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Distributions are based on responses to the following statements: ‘It is clear to me what is 

expected of me as a delegate’ and ‘This [part] of the union pays a lot of attention to women’s 

issues amongst its members’. 

Interestingly, delegate’s clarity around the expectations of their role as delegates was 

more highly correlated with perceptions around union support (!=0.401***) than with 

the frequency of contact with organisers (!=0.236***) or other union officials 

(!=0.113***). While all exhibited significant, positive correlations, the correlation 

with the index of union support was by far the strongest and the strength of the 

relationship is reflected in Figure 7.12. Those delegates with high union support 

overwhelmingly agreed (89 per cent) that they had clear expectations about their role. 

And while just over half of those with low union support also agreed with the 

statement about role clarity, the other half were more equivocal about this and 27 per 

cent disagreed with the statement. 

Looking at the individual items that comprise the index of union support, the issue 

that correlated highest with the responses to the statement about role clarity was about 

showing delegates how to develop networks of people who can help them 
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(!=0.374***).
46

 Not only is this the issue over which unions were rated as being the 

least effective in providing support, it is also critical to the organising approach.  

Figure 7.12 Clear delegate role by index of union support 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

An indicator of the union’s general approach is reflected in its attitude towards 

women’s issues. A poor rating on this issue possibly reflects a poor union culture that 

Pocock has consistently highlighted and subsequently argued can single handedly stop 

a union from successfully transitioning to an organising approach (Pocock, 1998, 

2000). Again, the majority of delegates felt that their union paid significant attention 

to women’s issues amongst its members, with 57.8 per cent mostly or strongly 

agreeing with this statement (Table 7.8). Only one-in-ten (11.2 per cent) disagreed 

with this perception. Interestingly, the average assessment between male and female 

delegates was not significantly different (males = 3.65, females = 3.67), although the 

responses from female delegates did differ significantly from delegates across the 

distribution of 5-levels ("2
4= 10.308*). This was because the responses from female 

                                                

46
 Also highly correlated was providing advice and expertise (!=0.331***) and making 

training available (!=0.346***). 
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delegates were more concentrated in both ends of the distribution; females were 

marginally more likely to agree with the statement than were males, but they were 

also more likely to disagree. 

Union support on confidence 

So far, this section has considered three types of union support: personal contact with 

organisers, personal contact with other union officials and an index of the support 

provided generally by the union. It has also looked at a couple of outcomes from this 

support, namely whether delegates felt organisers had acted as a mentor (taught them 

a lot) and whether the union had provided sufficient clarity around their role. This 

sub-section looks at the relationship of these variables to delegate confidence. 

A priori, it would appear reasonable to expect each of these support variables to have 

a positive relationship with delegate confidence, and this is in fact the case. In the left-

hand side of Figure 7.13, higher levels of delegate confidence were associated with 

greater amounts of contact with delegates, with other union officials and with the 

index of union support. To demonstrate the relationships, Figure 7.13 actually shows 

the proportion of delegates reporting high contact or support for each level of delegate 

confidence. 

In the right-hand side of Figure 7.13, the proportion of delegates agreeing that their 

organiser had taught them many valuable things about being a delegate (mentoring) 

and agreeing that it was clear what was expected of then as a delegate (role clarity) 

are shown for different levels of delegate confidence. Again, the strong positive 

relationship between these variables is clear. Indeed, of the five variables shown in 

Figure 7.13, the variable most strongly correlated with delegate confidence was role 

clarity (!=0.451***), suggesting that the most important thing a union can do for the 

confidence of its delegates is make it absolutely clear what their role is and what is 

expected of them.  
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Figure 7.13 High organiser and union support by delegate confidence 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

This was confirmed by multivariate analysis where delegate confidence was regressed 

against each of the five binary variables in Figure 7.13, the results of which are 

presented in Table 7.9, column (1). While all variables were highly significant in their 

association with delegate confidence, role clarity was by far the strongest relationship 

and nearly twice the size of the next largest coefficient. 

The other regressions in Table 7.9 expand the number of covariates for delegate 

confidence by considering the influence of tenure and training that was introduced in 

the previous section (Table 5.9). Introducing delegate tenure and the restricted 

training index into the regression in column (2) maintains the strong associations 

identified in column (1) and reveals that both tenure and training also maintained their 

strong significance from the previous section. Unlike the second regression in Table 

5.9, however, the restricted training index is no longer more significant than delegate 

tenure. However, the impact of the breadth of training was still more substantial, with 

delegate tenure only having an equivalent impact on confident for each increase in the 

training index every 1.9 years of being in the role. 
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In the third regression (column 3), the usefulness of the training received continues to 

be an import factor affecting confidence. The impact of rating the usefulness of 

training at category 4 rather than category 5 is fairly minor though. Rating training as 

neutral to not useful, however, reduces the confidence index by 0.216 (compared to 

those who rated it as ‘all useful’). All the union support variables continued to have a 

significant impact, although the effectiveness of union office support looses much of 

its impact, primarily because it is highly correlated with training. 

Table 7.9 Union contact and support, mentoring, role clarity, tenure and 

training issues on delegate confidence 

 Confidence 

(OLS: !  in index) 

(1) 

Confidence 

(OLS: !  in index) 

(2) 

Confidence 

(OLS: !  in index) 

(3) 

Constant 3.321*** 

(109.71) 

3.182*** 

(97.82) 

3.381*** 

(51.37) 

    

Organiser contact  

(high) 

0.291*** 

(7.52) 

0.246*** 

(6.41) 

0.222*** 

(5.50) 

Union office support  

(high) 

0.146*** 

(4.27) 

0.124*** 

(3.71) 

0.084* 

(2.21) 

Union office contact  

(high) 

0.184*** 

(3.70) 

0.138** 

(2.83) 

0.149** 

(2.88) 

Organiser mentoring  

(agree) 

0.236*** 

(6.97) 

0.199*** 

(5.90) 

0.181*** 

(4.76) 

Role clarity  

(agree) 

0.543*** 

(14.99) 

0.468*** 

(12.91) 

0.399*** 

(8.57) 

Tenure  

(per 5 years) 

 0.101*** 

(7.87) 

0.103*** 

(7.30) 

Restricted training index  

(per issue: 0 to 7) 

 0.038*** 

(6.02) 

0.034*** 

(3.30) 

Usefulness of training 

Rating: Not useful (1) to (3) 

  -0.216*** 

(-4.34) 

Usefulness of training 

Rating: (4) 

  -0.093* 

(-2.36) 

Usefulness of training 

Rating: All useful (5) (ref) 

   

    

Usefulness of training 

Joint F-test (df=2,1434) 

  9.44*** 

Adjusted R
2
 0.228 0.263 0.239 

N 2309 2305 1444 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable on the confidence index for the units 

shown in the left hand column. The marginal effects were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) 

level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 

7.3 Union democracy and member activism 

The concepts of union democracy and member support are important aspects of the 

organising model. For the transition to an organising approach to be successful, 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
234 

members must be given the opportunity to own and embrace the new approach 

(Bronfenbrenner & Hickey, 2004; Erickson, 2002; Fletcher & Hurd, 1998) rather than 

having the approach pushed onto them from above (Cooper, 2002a). Peetz & Pocock 

(2006) have already demonstrated that union democracy was the most important 

variable in the RORP delegate survey for explaining union power and a similar result 

is anticipated for delegate activism. 

An analysis of union democracy forms the basis for addressing sub-question 5 in the 

thesis and its associated hypotheses, H9 and H10. SQ5 states: 

(SQ5) How do manifestations of democracy within the union influence delegate 

activism? 

Its associated hypotheses were: 

(H19) Where union delegates come to their position through democratic 

processes (of election), delegate activism will be higher. 

(H20) Where unions are perceived to be more democratic, delegate activism 

will be higher.  

Along with delegate activism, member activism is one of the key outcomes from an 

adoption of the organising model. Indeed, a key part of achieving greater member 

activism is through training and mentoring workplace delegates in the skills of 

workplace activism. However, addressing the ways in which unions achieve a greater 

level of member activism would require a whole other study. This thesis only 

observes how member activism influences delegate activism. In reality, though, they 

are going influence each other but as the information for most of the determinants of 

member activism is not available, and so in this analysis it is treated as exogenous. 

Analysing how member activism influences delegate activism will allow an 

examination of sub-question 3, which was: 

(SQ3) How does the engagement of members in the union enable activism by union 

delegates? 

Related to the sub-question is the sixth hypothesis: 

(H6) Workplaces where the union membership is engaged with the union 

and more willing to undertake union-related activities will enable the 

union delegate to be more activist. 
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After introducing the concepts of union democracy and member activism, this section 

concludes by considering how union democracy and member activism were related in 

the RORP data. The connections to delegate activism will be considered in the next 

chapter.  

Union democracy 

There are number of variables in the RORP delegate survey that attempt to capture the 

concept of union democracy. The variables were based on statements to which 

delegates were asked to agree or disagree on a 5-point scale. The statements are 

shown in Table 7.10, along with the correlations between the corresponding 

categorical variables. The correlations show that only the last two variables were 

strongly correlated, probably reflecting the fact that these two variables relate to 

democracy operating at the workplace level, while the first statement was more about 

democracy within the operations of the union. This separation of concepts was 

confirmed through factor analysis. As a result of this correlation structure, a 

composite variable of union democracy could not be constructed and so the variables 

were analysed individually. 

Table 7.10 Union democracy statements and correlations 

 Not enough 

consultation 

Delegates lots 

of influence 

There is not enough consultation with members before 

decisions are made by this [part] of the union 

  

Delegates have a lot of influence in this [part] of the union -0.179***  

In an enterprise bargaining campaign, members here have a 

lot of say in determining the content of the claim 

-0.214*** 0.336*** 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

The distribution of the three union democracy indicators is shown in Table 7.11 and 

all were fairly similar. If the first statement was reverse coded so that it reflected a 

positive statement about consultation, then its mean score would be 3.56 out of 5, 

which was very similar to the other two positive statements.  
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Table 7.11 Distributions of union democracy components 

Statement 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Mostly 

disagree 

(2) 

Neutral 

(3) 

Mostly 

agree 

(4) 

Strongly 

agree 

(5) 

Average 

score 

 % % % % % mean 

(1 to 5) 

Not enough 

consultation 

26.6 31.1 19.7 16.6 6.0 2.44 

Delegates lots of 

influence 

7.3 15.5 30.6 34.4 12.2 3.29 

Members have 

say in EB claim 

6.7 15.0 18.5 36.2 23.6 3.55 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Distributions are based on responses to the following statements: ‘There is not enough 

consultation with members before decisions are made by this [part] of the union’; ‘Delegates 

have a lot of influence in this [part of the union]’; and ‘In an enterprise bargaining campaign, 

members here have a lot of say in determining the content of the claim’. 

After considering some measures of delegate activism in the next chapter, these 

statements will be useful in addressing SQ5 and testing H10. Unfortunately, the 

RORP delegate survey, unlike the AWIRS95 data, contains no information on the 

manner by which delegates came to occupy their position. As a consequence, the 

RORP data is unable to elaborate on the findings for H9 that the AWIRS95 data has 

already considered. 

Member activism 

The RORP delegate survey also contains two measures of activism, as perceived by 

delegates, amongst the union members at the workplace. As Table 7.12 shows, the 

distributions across the two statements on a 5-point scale were very similar and the 

correlation between the ordinal categorical variables was high (!=0.460***). What 

was striking from the distributions in Table 7.12 was the large proportion of delegates 

who disagreed either that members were generally active (45.8 per cent), or that it was 

easy to get members to help share in union tasks (54.8 per cent). 
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Table 7.12 Member activism components 

Statement 

Strongly 

disagree 

(1) 

Mostly 

disagree 

(2) 

Neutral 

(3) 

Mostly 

agree 

(4) 

Strongly 

agree 

(5) 

Average 

score 

 % % % % % mean 

(1 to 5) 

Members here 

generally active 

15.2 30.6 21.1 23.7 9.4 2.81 

Easy to get 

members to help  

24.4 30.4 19.4 19.4 6.6 2.53 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Distributions are based on responses to the following statements: ‘Members here are generally 

active’ and ‘I find it easy to get other members here to help share in union tasks’. 

An index of member activism, based on the average of the two responses, has a 

Cronbach ! of 0.63, which although not ideal, is still sufficient to combine them for 

analysis purposes. The distribution of this index is shown in Figure 7.14 and 

illustrates that high activism amongst members was reported by less than one-in-five 

delegates (18.8 per cent). Low member activism (where delegates, on average, 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with the two membership activism statements) was 

reported by more than half of the delegates (54.2 per cent) in this study. 

Figure 7.14 Index of member activism 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 
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Union democracy and member activism 

Active memberships and democratic unions go hand in hand and the data from the 

RORP delegate survey is no exception. Using the three separate statements related to 

union democracy in the previous section (Table 7.11), Figure 7.15 shows that greater 

levels of membership activism was associated with a higher proportion of delegates 

indicating democratic processes within their union. As the first statement was couched 

in the negative, it is the proportion of delegates who disagreed that will indicate better 

democratic processes. 

Figure 7.15 Union democracy items by member activism 

0.53

0.34

0.51

0.62
0.58

0.65 0.66 0.67

0.77

0

.2

.4

.6

.8

Low Medium High

Member activism
 

Union democracy by member activism

Not enough consultation
before decisions made
(disagree)

Delegates have a
lot of influence
(agree)

In EB campaign
members have a
lot of say
(agree)

Union democracy statements

 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

The same relationships were observable by examining the correlations between the 

index of membership activism and each of the 5-level democracy statements. 

Delegate perceptions of membership activism was most closely aligned with whether 

or not delegates felt they had a lot of influence in (their branch of) the union (! = 

0.360***), followed closely by whether they felt members had a say in determining 

the content of the claim in an enterprise bargaining campaign (! = 0.250***). Perhaps 

surprisingly, it was only moderately aligned with delegate perceptions that there was 

not enough consultation with members before decisions were made by (the branch of) 
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the union (! = -0.113***). What this illustrates, however, is that member activism is 

much more influenced by democratic processes relating to events at the workplace 

than by what happens internally within the union – members are more likely to react 

to, and change their behaviour based on, union politics operating at the workplace 

than they are to react to, or change their behaviour based on, politics happening within 

the union itself. 

7.4 Attitudes about union time and responsibilities 

One of the constraints that unions face in achieving a greater level of activism 

amongst their members and getting more members to take on the role of workplace 

delegates is a potential perception that being a workplace delegate takes up a lot of 

time and/or that the union places too much responsibility on the role of workplace 

delegates. The RORP delegate survey contains statements about the time union work 

takes and the level of responsibility expected of delegates by their union. Delegates 

were asked to what extent they agreed with the statements ‘doing union work takes up 

too much time’ and ‘this union puts too much responsibility onto delegates’. Whilst 

the majority of delegates disagreed that union work took up too much time (50.2 per 

cent) and that delegates were given too much responsibility (61.1 per cent), around a 

quarter of delegates were non-committal or neutral on these statements and a 

substantial minority felt there was some validity to the propositions (Table 7.13). 

Around a quarter (25.2 per cent) agreed that union work took up too much time and 

more than one-in-six (15.6 per cent) felt the responsibilities of their role were too 

onerous. 

This, of course, does not mean that union members more broadly do not consider 

these statements to be true. It may be that workplace delegates self-select into these 

roles because they have a greater affinity or dedication to the task of being a delegate 

than the broader population of union members, or workers more generally, and thus, 

union delegates are systematically less likely to agree with these statements. 
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Table 7.13 Difficulties with delegate role 

Statement 

Strongly 

disagree 

Mostly 

disagree Neutral 

Mostly 

agree 

Strongly 

agree 

Average 

score 

 % % % % % mean 

(1 to 5) 

Union work takes 

up too much time 

18.7 31.5 24.6 17.1 8.1 2.64 

Too much 

responsibility put 

onto delegates 

23.5 37.6 23.3 11.6 4.0 2.35 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Distributions are based on responses to the following statements: ‘Doing union work takes up 

too much time’ and ‘This [branch/division] of the union puts too much responsibility onto 

delegates’. 

Despite the potential for such self-selection, it might be expected that delegates who 

felt constrained in the amount of time they had available to spend on delegate 

activities were more likely to agree with the first of these statements. One factor likely 

to bear on whether delegates felt time constrained was the number of hours delegates 

worked. As described in Chapter 4 (Section 4.3), around one-in-three RORP delegates 

(33.7 per cent) reported that they worked more than 45 hours per week, while another 

27.0 per cent said they worked more than 40 hours per week (but not more than 45) 

excluding union work. A further 30.4 per cent worked between 35 and 40 hours per 

week, whilst the remaining 9.0 per cent indicated they worked part-time hours. 

As Table 7.14 shows, the percentage of delegates that ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ 

with the statement that union work takes up too much time does differ according to 

the hours delegates worked. Delegates who worked in excess of 45 hours per week (in 

excess of 40 hours per week at the 10 per cent significance level) were significantly 

more likely to agree that union work takes up too much time, compared to delegates 

working standard full-time hours of 35-40 hours per week. While the differences were 

significant, the size of those differences was quite small and perhaps less than would 

be expected, giving weight to the argument that union members who take on the role 

of a workplace delegate do so knowing the time commitment the role entails. If this is 

the case, then it could be argued that the 25 per cent of delegates who agreed that 

union work takes up too much time were either in particularly onerous roles as 

delegates and/or found themselves in these roles somewhat reluctantly.  
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Table 7.14 Delegates who agreed with statements by hours of work 

Statement 

Part-time 

hours 

35-40 hours 

per week 

(ref) 

41-45 hours 

per week 

More than 45 

hours per 

week 

 % % % % 

Union work takes up too 

much time 

21.1 21.9 26.3# 28.5** 

Too much responsibility 

put onto delegates 

14.5 16.2 15.6 15.2 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Based on responses to the following statements: ‘Doing union work takes up too much time’ 

and ‘This [branch/division] of the union puts too much responsibility onto delegates’. 

 Differences in proportions from reference category (35-40 hours per week) were significant at 

10% (#) level and 1% (**) level, respectively. 

Table 7.14 also shows that whether delegates felt they had too much responsibility 

was unrelated to the hours they worked. On one level this is not at all surprising 

because the responsibilities of a delegate are not necessarily related to the amount of 

time that a delegate spends on union activities. On the other hand, it is conceivable 

that some delegates equated the concept of having too much responsibility with that 

of having too great a workload, especially where the delegate in question was the only 

delegate at their workplace representing a given union, and thus, had sole responsible 

for all matters that required delegate input. Restricting the analysis to delegates that 

were the only delegate at their workplace, however, made no difference to the 

relationship between perceived excessive delegate responsibilities and work hours. 

The results from Table 7.14 would, therefore, lend weight to the argument for a 

degree of self-selection amongst those members who take on the responsibilities of 

being a workplace delegate. In taking on the responsibilities of the role, the majority 

of delegates had a good appreciation of what was involved in fulfilling the role and 

had taken into account the amount of hours they worked relative to what was expected 

in their role as a delegate. 

7.5 Community activism 

Many of the techniques now being advocated and applied in the renewal of unions 

under the banner of the organising model come from the techniques used by activists 

in other social movements. Indeed, the theoretical model upon which the organising 

approach is based (i.e. mobilisation theory) comes directly from social movement 

theory (Kelly, 1998; Klandermans, 2002; McAdam, 1982, 1988; Tilly, 1978). 

Additionally, links between unions and other social movements have become an 

important aspect of the union renewal process (Brown & Jarley, 2004; Buttigieg, et 
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al., 2007; Cornfield, McCammon, McDaniel, & Eatman, 1998; Ellem, 2003a; 

Erickson, et al., 2004).  

Delegates were asked if they held an activist position within a social group or 

community association and 13.2 per cent of them indicated that they did. A priori, one 

might expect that activists in external groups would tend to be more active in their 

role as union delegates compared to those who were not. In part, this is because the 

holding of both positions would signal a strong level of commitment to social justice 

issues, and would expose the delegate to a wider range of experiences and 

opportunities for activism that they could bring to their role as workplace delegates. 

The influence of community activism on workplace delegate activism is addressed in 

the next chapter. Presently, however, the link between community activism and some 

of the variables detailed earlier in the chapter, including tenure, type and breadth of 

training, confidence, union contact and mentoring will be examined. Of all these 

variables, only the union contact variables (both contact with organisers and contact 

with other officials from the union) have even a moderate association with community 

activism. In both cases, greater contact was associated with an increased proportion of 

community activists. It is expected, however, that much of this association flows from 

community activism to union contact (that is, community activists are likely to seek 

out these relationships) rather than the other way round. 

7.6 Employer attitudes to union activities 

The overall research question being addressed by this thesis is the manner by which 

unions influence the activism of workplace delegates. However, a key constraint on 

the activities of unions and indeed on the activism itself of delegates will be the 

attitude of employers to the activities of unions and delegates (see Section 2.3 on 

mobilisation theory to see how constraints in this context are the opportunity that 

Kelly (1998) refers to). Sub-question 6, and more particularly Hypotheses 11 and 12, 

address this issue. Recall, the AWIRS95 data was only able to address the nature of 

the workplace industrial relations environment in SQ6, as it did not contain variables 

that directly assessed employer hostility or support. SQ6 was: 

(SQ6) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 
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In contrast to the AWIRS95 data, the RORP data does contain questions that directly 

assess employer hostility and support and so can more readily address the following: 

(H21) Employer support of workplace unions will lead to higher levels of 

delegate activism (because of reduced barriers to activism by 

delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Employer support of workplace 

unions will lead to lower levels of delegate activism, because activism 

relies upon generating conflict in the workplace).   

(H22) Employer hostility towards workplace unions will lead to lower levels 

of delegate activism (because of increased barriers to activism by 

delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Employer hostility towards workplace 

unions will lead to higher levels of delegate activism, because of the 

greater number of issues that emerge in workplaces where employers 

are hostile to unions – they are also likely to be hostile to employees 

more generally, and so create more opportunities for organising at the 

workplace)  

In addition to the attitude of an organisation to the activities of unions, the attitude of 

immediate supervisors is also an important determinant of activism among workplace 

delegates, as supervisors monitor the behaviour of delegates on a day-to-day basis. In 

the RORP delegate survey, delegates were asked whether their organisation was 

supportive, neutral or hostile of their activities as a delegate. They were also asked 

about their supervisor’s attitude to their activities. 

The overall responses are provided in Figure 7.16, which indicates that supervisors 

were more likely to be supportive and less likely to be hostile towards the activities of 

delegates compared to organisations generally. More than a half (53.7 per cent) of 

supervisors were rated as supportive compared to a little more than a third of 

organisations (37.2 per cent). At the same time, around one-in-six (14.9 per cent) 

supervisors were categorised as hostile compared to nearly one-in-four (22.7 per cent) 

organisations. Around 55 per cent of delegates rated their supervisors attitude as the 

same as their organisations. In contrast, approximately 10 per cent of delegates rated 

their supervisor and organisation as taking diametrically opposed attitudes, with three-

quarters of these indicating supervisors were supportive and the organisation was 

hostile. 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
244 

Figure 7.16 Employer attitudes to delegate activities 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

A common way in which organisations are perceived as supporting delegate activism 

is by allowing workplace delegates to take paid time off work to undertake union 

activities, such as union training or representing members in workplace negotiations. 

Figure 7.17 shows that the prevalence of paid time off for delegates to undertake 

union activities was higher in supportive organisations (63 per cent) than in hostile 

ones (40 per cent). What is interesting is that even in hostile organisations, the 

prevalence of paid time off for delegates was still quite high. 
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Figure 7.17 Paid time off by organisation's attitude to union activities 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

7.7 Constraints on being more involved in union activity 

In this, the penultimate section of this chapter, a number of constraints that delegates 

may face in fulfilling their responsibilities - factors with the potential to impact on 

their level of activism – are identified. Delegates were asked whether any issues (from 

a predetermined list) ‘stopped [them] from being more involved in the union’. First, a 

number of the issues related to topics that have already been covered in this chapter, 

will be briefly revisited. Other issues related to constraints that stem from workload 

issues and time constraints or family responsibilities, will be addressed in the next 

sub-section. 

By way of summary, Table 7.15 shows the percentage of delegates who reported that 

a particular issue stopped them from being more involved in the union. A high 

workload was the constraint most likely to be identified by delegates as preventing 

greater involvement in the union (61.7 per cent). This was followed by not feeling as 

confident or being as well trained as they would like (48.8 per cent), not getting 

enough support from other members at the workplace (46.0 per cent) and a preference 

for doing other things in their spare time other than union related activities (45.5 per 
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cent). Around a third of delegates identified family responsibilities as acting as a 

constraint on further activities (34.7 per cent), while only a quarter identified their 

boss as an obstacle. Finally, 17.1 per cent of delegates indicated that a lack of support 

from the union office was a limiting factor in terms of their involvement in the union. 

Table 7.15 Issues that stopped delegates being more involved in the union 

Issues All 

delegates 

 % 

Not enough support from the union office 17.1 

Delegate’s boss is an obstacle 25.1 

Not enough support from members 46.0 

Does not feel as confident or as well trained as would like 48.8 

Family responsibilities prevent more involvement 34.7 

Workload prevents more involvement 61.7 

Delegate would rather be doing other things with spare time 45.5 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

In Section 7.1, nearly two-thirds of delegates were found to have a high level of 

confidence, suggesting a high degree of confidence among workplace delegates, at 

least for the issues to which the confidence index related. Delegate confidence, it was 

also shown, was strongly related to the amount of training delegates had undertaken.  

Thus, it is interesting that only 58 per cent of delegates had undertaken training in any 

of 10 issues for which information was collected. This suggests a large training gap 

and running somewhat counter to the confidence indicator.  

In Table 7.15, nearly half of delegates indicated that insufficient confidence, or not 

being as well trained as they would like, had stopped them being more involved in the 

union. For those with low confidence, this proportion was much higher (81 per cent.) 

Interestingly, however, even among those with high confidence, 37 per cent indicated 

a lack of confidence and training had stopped them being more involved. Among 

those with no training, the percentage nominating this issue as a constraint was 62 per 

cent, and while not as high as those with low confidence, was still substantial. The 

percentage of delegates nominating this as a constraint to further involvement with the 

union was inversely related to the amount of training they had undertaken. For those 

with training in 4 or 5 of the 10 issues discussed in Section 7.1, the percentage fell to 

51 per cent, while for those with the most training (9 or 10 of the issues) the rate was 

25 per cent. Again, this is quite a high proportion of delegates nominating this 

constraint even though they had extensive training experience. 
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In Section 7.2, the degree of union support delegates felt they had from the union 

office was measured with an index based on indicators of effective support across 

eight different issues. Comparing the index of union office support to the proportion 

of delegates who nominated a lack of support from the union office as stopping them 

being more involved in the union (nominated by 17.1 per cent of all delegates) reveals 

the following: Half of the delegates who rated union office support as low on the 

index also indicated that this stopped them being more involved with the union. This 

compares to only 4 per cent in the case of delegates who rated union office support as 

high. 

In Section 7.3, it was shown that activism amongst the membership at the workplace 

was considered low by most workplace delegates (54.2 per cent) and only high among 

around one-in-five delegates (18.8 per cent). Consistent with this, 46.0 per cent of 

delegates had nominated this lack of support from the membership as a constraint on 

them being more involved in the union. Among delegates with low member activism, 

however, it was 61 per cent. This contrasts with the 18 per cent of delegates with high 

member activism who nominated this issue as a constraint. 

In Section 7.6, around one-in-six delegates indicated that their supervisor was hostile 

towards their activities as a delegate, compared to more than half who indicated their 

supervisor was supportive. This categorisation also correlated strongly with whether 

delegates felt their boss was an obstacle to their being more involved in the union 

While overall, 25 per cent of delegates nominated their boss as such an obstacle, 

among delegates with hostile supervisors the figure was 75 per cent; but among 

delegates with supportive supervisors it was only 10 per cent. 

Other constraints 

The remaining constraints preventing delegates from being more involved in union 

activities concerned family responsibilities, time constraints and a degree of apathy to 

the role of workplace delegate. Table 7.15 shows that a third of delegates (34.7 per 

cent) felt their family responsibilities were a constraint on their being more involved 

in union activities, whilst three-in-five delegates (61.7 per cent) cited workload issues 

as a constraint. Nearly half of delegates (45.5 per cent) indicated that they would 

rather be doing other things. 
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Table 7.16 examines whether delegates were more likely to indicate these issues were 

a constraint on their being more involved in the union to the number of hours they 

worked. This table reveals that delegates who worked longer full-time hours were 

more likely to report that each of these constraints was a significant barrier to their 

being more involved in union activities, although this relationship was only 

significant (at conventional levels) for workload issues. In this case, 70.7 per cent of 

delegates working more than 45 hours per week reported that their workload was a 

significant constraint on their being involved in more union activities. This compares 

to 53.8 per cent of delegates who worked 35-40 hours per week, which in itself is an 

indicator that workload was one of the key issues unions faced in attempting to 

increase activism amongst their delegates.  

Delegates’ family responsibilities and their preference for using their spare time to 

undertake activities not related to their union commitment were also key barriers for 

unions trying to increase activism amongst their delegates, although among full-time 

workers these factors were not related to the hours that delegates work. This is likely 

to reflect a self-selection issue, with most delegates factoring in their work hours, 

their family responsibilities and their preferences for doing other things before taking 

on the role of workplace delegate. This is also probably why constraints on greater 

involvement due to family responsibilities and preferences for doing other things are 

actually higher among delegates who work part-time compared to most delegates who 

work full-time. 

Table 7.16 Percentage of delegates who indicated constraints stopped them from 

being more involved in the union by hours of work 

Constraint 

Part-time 

hours 

35-40 hours 

per week 

(ref) 

41-45 hours 

per week 

More than 45 

hours per 

week 

All 

delegates 

 % % % % % 

Family 

responsibilities 

36.1 32.7 34.5 36.3 34.7 

Workload 53.0 53.8 62.1** 70.7*** 61.7 

Rather be doing 

other things 

46.6 42.6 46.1 47.3# 45.5 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Based on responses to the following question: Do any of the following stop you from being 

more involved in the union? My family responsibilities prevent me; my workload prevents 

me; and I’d rather do other things with my spare time.  

Differences in proportions from reference category (35-40 hours per week) were significant at 

10% (#) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (**) level, respectively. 
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Paid time off for union activities 

Delegates in some industries and occupations have a long history of receiving paid 

time off to facilitate certain union functions.
47

 In the RORP delegate survey, this 

information was collected by asking delegates to indicate on a 5-point scale from 1 

‘strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly agree’ whether they were ‘allowed to take paid time 

off work to do union activities’. More than half of the delegates (54.8 per cent) agreed 

that they were, whilst a third (32.6 per cent) disagreed. 

It might be expected that having access to paid time off to undertake union activities 

would relieve some of the time pressure that delegates would otherwise feel and so 

reduce the likelihood that delegates would consider union work too time consuming 

or report that time-constraint issues had stopped them being more involved in union 

activities. Table 7.17 does indeed reveal such a pattern. It combines the statements 

from Table 7.13 on the difficulties of the delegate role, the constraints on greater 

union involvement in Table 7.16 and access to paid time off. Significantly fewer 

delegates who agreed that they got paid time off also agreed that the work of the 

union took up too much time. Those who got paid time off were also less likely to 

agree that the union places too much responsibility upon delegates (initially discussed 

in Section 7.4), although the difference was not large. This could be a time constraint 

issue or it could be that workplaces where delegates get paid time off were also 

workplaces where delegates play a greater role anyway due to being more legitimised 

by management and are therefore less likely to feel they are being given too much 

responsibility. 

The reporting of time-constraint issues that stopped delegates from being more 

involved in the union were also less prevalent where delegates agreed they got paid 

time off to do union activities (Table 7.17). Around half of delegates (53.4 per cent) 

with paid time off indicated their workload precluded greater involvement on their 

part, but it was three quarters (74.6 per cent) of those without access to paid time off. 

The reporting of family responsibilities or a preference for doing other things as 

                                                

47
 While more recent figures are not available, AWIRS95 reported that paid time off for 

delegates to attend union training courses had actually increased over the early 1990s, from 

64 per cent of delegate workplaces in 1990 to 74 per cent in 1995 (Morehead, et al., 1997, 

Appendix Table A8.5). 
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issues that stopped delegates from being more involved were also less prevalent when 

delegates received paid time off. 

Table 7.17 Constraints on being more involved in the union by access to paid 

time off for union activities 

Access to 

paid time 

Union too 

much 

time
1
 

Too much 

responsibility
1
 

Family 

responsibilities
2
 Workload

2
 

Rather do 

other 

things
2
 

 % % % % % 

Disagree 32.7*** 18.7* 41.0*** 74.6*** 51.8*** 

Neutral 23.2 13.6 33.6 67.5*** 44.3 

Agree (ref) 22.4 14.7 31.8 53.4 40.9 

      

Overall 25.9 15.9 35.0 62.0 44.9 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: 
1
Percentage of delegates who ‘mostly agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ with the statement. See 

notes to Table 7.13 for statement wording. 

 
2
Percentage of delegates who indicated issue stopped them being more involved in the union. 

See notes to Table 7.16 for question wording.  

 Differences in proportions from reference category (agree) were significant at the 5% (*) level 

and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

7.8 Summary 

The primary role of this chapter was to introduce a range of variables from the RORP 

delegate survey that, based on prior research, were expected to be associated with 

delegate activism. The RORP delegate survey is part of a larger project that surveyed 

organisers and union office holders in an attempt to understand the extent to which 

Australian unions were moving toward an organising model of unionism and how far 

along they were in that process. The RORP data used in this (and the next) chapter 

was collected in late 2003!early 2004, nearly a decade after the collection of the 

AWIRS95 data, and at a time when many unions were attempting to move towards an 

organising approach. 

The introduction of each group of variables from the RORP data included discussion 

about which sub-questions of the thesis and associated hypotheses would be informed 

by the variables. The introduction of the measures of delegate activism has been left 

to the beginning of the next chapter (Section 8.1), and following that, each of the sub-

questions of the thesis will be addressed and the bulk of the associated hypotheses 

tested. 

The chapter commenced with the introduction of the RORP measures of delegate 

tenure, the type and breadth of training delegates had received, and the confidence 
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that delegates perceived they had to tackle a range of tasks that were each important 

in the context of delegate competencies and the organising approach. When combined 

with the measures of delegate activism (Section 8.2), these variables will allow an 

examination of SQ2 and H4 and H5. Hypothesis 3 is the only sub-question or 

hypothesis that is not concerned with delegate activism, but rather, whether tenure and 

training have the same impact on delegate confidence. The analysis presented in 

Section 7.1 was consistent with the findings for similar variables in the AWIRS95 

data (Section 5.2) that tenure had less of an impact on confidence than did training, 

particularly for those delegates that had already been exposed to some training. 

Section 7.2 introduced the RORP data illustrating the type and frequency of contact 

between delegates and the union, including the nature of the organiser–delegate 

relationship as captured by organiser mentoring. These will be useful items in 

addressing SQ1 and testing H1 in the next chapter. The section also introduced the 

types and effectiveness of supports provided by the union, which will be crucial for 

analysing H2. Finally Section 7.2 considered variables that go to the messages that the 

union presents, both to its delegates and to its members (and potential members). SQ4 

and H7 and H8 will be illuminated by the use of these variables in the context of 

delegate activism. 

Section 7.3 addressed union democracy and member activism and discussed a number 

of variables with a bearing on SQ3 and SQ5. The RORP data contained two measures 

of member activism, which were correlated to a sufficient degree to allow their 

combination into a single index of member activism. These variables will be used to 

test H6 on the role of member activism for delegate activism. The RORP data also 

contained 3 measures of union democracy, which did not correlate sufficiently to 

justify their combination into an index, but will be very useful in considering H10. 

Unlike AWIRS95, however, the RORP data contained no measure of how delegates 

were appointed to their role and so H9 cannot be addressed with this data. 

Section 7.4 provided information about how delegates felt about the responsibilities 

and time commitment involved in being a delegate, while Section 7.5 looked at the 

prevalence of community activism amongst the RORP sample of delegates. While 

these variables did not relate to any of the thesis sub-questions, their relationship with 

the measures of delegate activism will be important in understanding the full story. 
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Section 7.6 looked at the variables that captured the hostility and support of the 

workplace environment, including the attitude of management toward the role of 

unions, while Section 7.7 introduced a range of constraints under which delegates 

may operate as a result of the work they do or the workplace environment. These will 

be useful in considering SQ6 in the next chapter, along with the related H11 and H12 

hypotheses. 

Having introduced, set up and examined these many groups of variables, it is now 

appropriate to explicitly turn our attention to the notion of delegate activism and how 

this is captured within the RORP data. This will be done in the next chapter, where 

the measures of activism will be introduced. Subsequent sections in the next chapter 

will explore the association of the measures with each group of variables introduced 

in this chapter, and in so doing, will allow the above sub-questions and hypotheses to 

be tested and explored. 



   

 

Chapter 8 Activism of delegates from 
RORP delegate survey 

The Representation and Organising Research Project (RORP) delegate survey, as 

would have been clear from the previous chapter, is a much richer source of data than 

the AWIRS95 data for examining issues to do with the organising approach and the 

role of delegates. The measures of delegate activism that are available are also richer 

and allow for the examination of a broad spectrum of concepts with respect to what 

delegate activism actually entails. 

The analysis presented in this chapter mirrors the approach taken in Chapter 6 in 

using the AWIRS95 data. The first section introduces the measures of delegate 

activism that were available from the RORP delegate survey. Subsequent sections 

then examine the relationship between these measures and the expected influences on 

activism that were detailed in the previous chapter. As with the analysis in Chapter 6, 

each section analyses a group of variables by examining the bivariate relationship 

with the measures of activism through cross-tabulations and correlations. Each section 

concludes with a partial multivariate model that examines the relevant group of 

variables with respect to activism, simultaneously. The penultimate section then 

brings all of the groups of variables together into a single model to explore what 

relationships are still significant once all influences are considered simultaneously. 

The chapter ends with a summary and discussion of the findings. 

8.1 Measures of delegate activism 

The RORP data contains four measures of activism amongst delegates. The first is 

based on the number of tasks delegates indicated that they undertook in the six 

months prior to the survey (from a predetermined list of six tasks). Adding up the 

number of these tasks performed provides a measure of the breadth of delegate 

activism. The second is based on the amount of contact delegates had with other 

delegates, either from their own union or another union and within their own 

workplace or beyond. The third and fourth measures of activism reflect the extent of 

involvement in union activities, both in a general sense and also in activities beyond 

those directly related to the role of a workplace delegate.  
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Breadth of delegate activism 

Delegates were asked to indicate which of six specific tasks they had undertaken in 

the previous six months. The tasks are shown in Table 8.1. The most common task 

performed was answering queries from members (93.0 per cent), followed by 

gathering input from colleagues to feed back to the union office (75.5 per cent), whilst 

the least common was mobilising colleagues for some form of collective action (53.8 

per cent).  

Table 8.1 Tasks performed by delegates in past six months 

Delegate task 

All 

delegates 

 % 

Answered queries from members 93.0 

Gathered input from colleagues to feed back to the union office 75.5 

Recruited someone to the union 69.4 

Participated in a delegate meeting 68.4 

Handled a dispute for a member or members 55.2 

Mobilised colleagues for some form of collective action (eg signing 

petitions/going on strike) 

53.8 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

The measure of delegate activism used in this chapter is the number of these different 

tasks that a delegate performed in the past six months. This is similar to the breadth 

measure of activism analysed in the AWIRS95 data, although with a lower range of 

tasks. The distribution of this measure is shown in Figure 8.1, which indicates that 

five tasks was the most common for delegates to have performed in the past six 

months (27.3 per cent of delegates), closely followed by six tasks (21.2 per cent) and 

four tasks (21.1 per cent). With an average number of tasks of 4.1, these data indicate 

that this list of tasks was relatively common for delegates to undertake in a six-month 

period. This is also reflected in the frequency of each particular task, as shown in 

Table 8.1, where even the least common task was performed by more than half of the 

delegates. 

Figure 8.1 indicates that almost half of delegates (48.6 per cent) had performed five or 

six of the specified tasks in the past 6 months. These delegates are defined in 

subsequent analysis as having ‘high’ task activism. A further 35.5 per cent of 

delegates had performed three or four different tasks and are subsequently defined as 

having ‘medium’ task activism. ‘Low’ task activism was defined as those delegates 

performing less than three different tasks in the past six months and they constituted 
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15.9 per cent of the sample. The three different levels of task activism, as defined 

above, are shown in Figure 8.1 by the three different sets of coloured bars. The 

percentage of delegates with high, medium or low task activism is found by adding 

together the bars of the same colour that correspond to the relevant activism level. 

 

Figure 8.1 Number of different tasks performed by delegates in past 6 months 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

By definition, the high task activism delegates performed all or almost all of the six 

tasks being considered. However, what is of interest are the tasks that delegates had 

not performed for those with low or medium task activism. Consistent with being the 

most frequent task performed by all delegates (as shown in Table 8.1), almost two-

thirds of delegates with low task activism reported answering queries from members 

in the past 6 months (63.1 per cent – see Table 8.2). Around a quarter of delegates 

with low task activism reported they had gathered information from colleagues to feed 

back to the union office and less than one in six (17.9 per cent) had recruited someone 

to the union. Handling disputes for members and mobilising colleagues for industrial 

action were much less frequent in this group, with around 10 per cent or less 

performing these tasks in the past six months.  
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What this reveals is a propensity for low task activism to be mainly characterised by 

passive delegate activity – the answering of queries from members – or no delegate 

activity. More proactive tasks, such as gathering information for the union office, 

recruiting members or participating in delegate meetings, were fairly rare in this 

group; and tasks that reflect a significantly greater level of commitment and 

interaction, such as handling a dispute for a member or mobilising members for 

industrial action were all but absent.  

Table 8.2 Tasks performed by delegates in past six months, by task activism 

 Task activism 

Delegate task Low Medium High 

 % % % 

Answered queries from members 63.1 96.9 99.9 

Gathered input from colleagues to feed back to the union office 25.1 70.7 95.5 

Recruited someone to the union 17.9 61.5 91.8 

Participated in a delegate meeting 14.3 59.2 92.7 

Handled a dispute for a member or members 7.1 38.0 83.4 

Mobilised colleagues for some form of collective action (eg 

signing petitions/going on strike) 

10.6 35.1 81.3 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

For medium delegate task activism, the passive task of answering member’s queries 

becomes almost universal and the more proactive tasks jump considerably in 

frequency to around 60-70 per cent. Those requiring greater interaction and 

commitment also increase substantially, but are still not performed by much more 

than a third of delegates. Amongst high task activism delegates, Table 8.2 essentially 

reveals which task is the one that was not performed by delegates in the past 6 

months. Again, it is the high commitment, high interaction tasks of handling disputes 

and mobilising members for industrial action that were the most likely to be neglected 

even amongst this highly active group of delegates, although more than four out of 

five delegates had in fact done so. 

Interactions between delegates 

The second measure of delegate activism in the RORP data reflects the amount of 

contact that delegates had with other delegates, both within their own workplace and 

elsewhere, and with delegates from their own union and from other unions. The 

measure is an index based on three 5-level items that measures the extent to which 

delegates agreed that they had a lot of contact with: 

• other delegates at the workplace; 
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• delegates from the same union at other workplaces; and 

• delegates from other unions. 

Each statement was coded on a 5-point scale from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly 

agree’, with delegates more likely to ‘mostly agree’ or ‘strongly agree’ that they had a 

lot of contact with other delegates at the workplace (51.2 per cent) than they were to 

have a lot of contact with delegates from the same union at other workplaces (23.7 per 

cent) or have a lot of contact with delegates from other unions (12.1 per cent) – see 

Table 8.3.  

Table 8.3 Intra-delegate contact components 

Statement 

Strongly 

disagree 

(‘None’) 

(1) 

Mostly 

disagree 

(‘Little’) 

(2) 

Neutral 

(‘Some’) 

(3) 

Mostly 

agree 

(‘Moderate’) 

(4) 

Strongly 

agree 

(‘A lot’) 

(5) 

Average 

score 

I have a lot of 

contact with: 

% % % % % mean 

(1 to 5) 

Other delegates 

at this 

workplace 

20.0 15.6 13.2 25.6 25.6 3.21 

Delegates from 

this union in 

other 

workplaces 

34.0 27.5 14.8 16.4 7.3 2.35 

Delegates from 

other unions 

54.8 23.1 10.0 8.7 3.4 1.83 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Reading from left-to-right across the top line of Table 8.3, it would not be 

unreasonable to reinterpret the responses to these statements as: no contact; little 

contact; some contact; moderate contact; and a lot of contact. Reinterpreting this way 

would imply that more than three-in-five delegates (61.5 per cent) had little or no 

contact with delegates from their own union from other workplaces, and more than 

three quarters of delegates (77.9 per cent) had little or no contact with delegates from 

other unions. It also implies that more than a third of delegates (35.6 per cent) had 

little or no contact with other delegates at their own workplace, although this may be 

because the workplace had no other delegates to interact with. Unfortunately, whether 

this is the case, it is difficult to establish definitively as delegates were not asked if 

there were delegates from other unions at their workplace. They were asked, however, 

whether there were other delegates from their own union at the workplace, and 56 per 

cent indicated that there were. Delegates from workplaces in which there were no 
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other delegates from their union were much more likely to say they had little or no 

contact with other delegates at their workplace. This is shown in Figure 8.2. 

Presumably, where delegates had some contact with other delegates at the workplace 

and they were the only delegate from there union present at the workplace, the contact 

would have been with delegates from other unions. 

Figure 8.2 Intra-workplace delegate contact by delegates from same union 

0.06 0.11 0.12 0.33 0.37

0.41 0.21 0.15 0.14 0.09

0 .2 .4 .6 .8 1
Proportion of delegates

yes

no

Strongly disagree
"No contact"

Disagree
"Little contact"

Neutral
"Some contact"

Agree
"Moderate contact"

Strongly Agree
"A lot of contact"

I have a lot of contact with other delegates at this workplace

 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

The correlations between the items in Table 8.3 were strong (ranging from 0.233*** 

to 0.391***) and so it was appropriate to develop a composite index of intra-delegate 

contact as a second measure of delegate activism. Whilst an index based on the 

average score across the three items provides a summary measure of delegate 

interaction, it does not necessarily provide the best indicator of how active a delegate 

was in terms of working with other delegates because some delegates may not have 

had the opportunity to interact with delegates at their workplace as they were the only 

delegate present. In these cases, a low score on the first item does not reflect low 

activism, but rather a lack of opportunity for activism of this type. Given it is activism 

that is of interest here and not just interaction per se, and given that it is not possible 

to definitively control for the presence or otherwise of other workplace delegates, a 
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more appropriate measure of intra-delegate activism would be to take the maximum 

value of the three items that make up the index.
48

  

Apart from the potential issue for some delegates of not having other delegates at the 

workplace to interact with, taking the maximum value across the three measures can 

also be justified for the following reason: Each of the three items in the index captures 

the extent of contact for a different type of delegate interaction, whether it is focussed 

on the workplace or beyond the workplace, or whether the contact is intra-union or 

inter-union. Not all of these types of contact will be appropriate for all delegates in all 

workplaces, so taking an average of them does not necessarily reflect how active a 

particular delegate may be with respect to interacting with other delegates. Active 

delegates will interact with other delegates in the context that makes the most sense to 

their workplace situation. By taking the maximum value for any of the three items, the 

activism measure is more likely to focus on the type of interaction that is most 

appropriate to the circumstances of each delegate. 

Taking the maximum value of the three items provides a 5-level index (ranging from 

1 to 5) and its distribution is set out in Figure 8.3. Based on the earlier reinterpretation 

of the responses, Figure 8.3 indicates that around a quarter (26.9 per cent) of all 

delegates had a lot of contact with other delegates in the course of their delegate 

responsibilities, whilst a similar amount (28.7 per cent) have little or no contact with 

other delegates. As indicated by the coloured bars in Figure 8.3, these delegates are 

classified as having ‘high’ and ‘low’ intra-delegate contact, respectively. The 

remaining 44.5 per cent of delegates had some or a moderate amount of contact and 

this is classified as a ‘medium’ level of intra-delegate contact.  

                                                

48
 The correlation between an index based on the maximum value on any of the three items 

and an average of the three items is still very high (0.835). Cronbach’s ! for the average of 

the three items is 0.57. 
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Figure 8.3 Measure of intra-delegate contact 
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Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The distribution is based on the highest level response to the following three statements: ‘I 

have a lot of contact with other delegates at this workplace’; ‘I have a lot of contact with 

delegates from this union in other workplaces’; and ‘I have a lot of contact with delegates 

from other unions’. Delegates were asked to respond to these statements on a five-point scale 

from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly agree’. For these statements, this five-point scale has 

been reinterpreted as the five categories shown on the horizontal access. 

Table 8.4 shows the relationship between the intra-delegate contact index and the 

average number of tasks performed in the past 6 months. A second measure of tasks 

performed is also shown that excludes the task of ‘participating in a delegate meeting’ 

as this is a similar concept to the measure of intra-delegate contact and will obviously 

correlate strongly with it.
49

 Both measures were positively correlated with intra-

delegate contact, with both having close to the average number of tasks for the 

‘medium’ level of intra-delegate contact, which is also where the average level of 

contact (3.43) is located. Inspection of the individual tasks also reveals that the 

‘medium’ level of intra-delegate contact corresponds almost exactly with the average 

proportion of delegates performing each task in the past 6 months (including 

                                                

49
 The task of attending delegate meetings in the last 6 months had a correlation of 0.387, 

which was the highest of all the tasks. The next highest correlation was 0.211 for gathering 

information to feed back to the union office. 
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participating in a delegate meeting); all of which suggests the construction of the 

intra-delegate contact variable is appropriate and consistent with the construction of 

the delegate task activism variable, at least in terms of identifying an average level of 

delegate activism. 

Table 8.4 Intra-delegate contact and average delegate tasks 

Intra-delegate contact Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Restricted 

number of tasks
1
 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(0 to 5) 

Low  28.7 3.4 2.9 

Medium  44.5 4.3 3.6 

High  26.9 4.7 3.8 

    

Overall average 3.43 4.1 3.5 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: 
1
 Restricted count of tasks excludes ‘participating in a delegate meeting’. 

Involvement in union activities 

The previous two measures of delegate activism related to the breadth of tasks that 

delegates undertook and the degree to which they had contact with other delegates. A 

third measure of activism was also available in the RORP delegate survey that 

provides an overall measure of delegate activism. It is based on the responses to a 

statement about involvement in union activities and is measured on the same 5-point 

scale as that used to measure the items that make up the intra-delegate contact index 

(from 1 ‘strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly agree’). The statement was ‘I feel that I am 

very involved in union activities’, and in the same way that it was reasonable to 

reinterpret the responses to the intra-delegate contact items, it is also reasonable to 

reinterpret this 5-point scale as: no involvement; little involvement; some 

involvement; moderate involvement; and a lot of involvement. 

Due to its generality, this self-reported level of involvement in union activities can be 

considered to be a measure of overall delegate activism. Although involvement in 

union activities is likely to be interpreted in a number of ways by delegates – 

sometimes focussing on workplace responsibilities only and other times considering a 

broader union involvement – this does not matter for the purposes here. As an overall 

measure of involvement, delegates were free to interpret the statement in whatever 

way they thought about the concept of union involvement and presumably would take 

into account their own experiences as a delegate and union member and what the 

culture of delegate involvement was for their particular union, or part of the union. 
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The distribution of the responses to the statement can be seen in Figure 8.4, which 

shows that the largest group of delegates responded with ‘agree’ to the statement, 

indicating a moderate degree of involvement in union activities on the reinterpreted 

scale (30.7 per cent). Figure 8.4 also shows that a fifth of delegates had a lot of 

involvement in union activities (20.2 per cent), whilst nearly a quarter had little or no 

involvement (23.0 per cent). Again, these are grouped in further analysis as ‘high’ and 

‘low’ levels of union involvement respectively, as shown by the different coloured 

bars. The remaining bulk of delegates (56.8 per cent) had a ‘medium’ level of 

involvement in union activities. 

Figure 8.4 Measure of involvement in union activities 
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30.7

20.2

0

10

20

30

None Little Some Moderate A lot

Involvement in union activities
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Involvement delegate feels in union activities

 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The distribution is based on the following statement: ‘I feel that I am very involved in union 

activities’. Delegates were asked to respond to this statement on a five-point scale from 1 

‘strongly disagree’ to 5 ‘strongly agree’. For this statement, the five-point scale has been 

reinterpreted as the five categories shown on the horizontal access. 

The relationship between the degree of involvement in union activities and the number 

tasks performed by delegates and intra-delegate contact is shown in Table 8.5. It 

shows that the average level of union involvement (3.43 on a scale of 1 to 5) was in 

the ‘medium’ level of involvement and coincides fairly closely with the average 

number of tasks and the average level of intra-delegate contact. 
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Table 8.5 Involvement in union activities, average delegate tasks and average 

intra-delegate contact 

Union involvement Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

Low (‘None/Little’) 23.0 3.0 2.48 

Medium (‘Some/Moderate’) 56.8 4.2 3.52 

High (‘A lot’) 20.2 5.1 4.33 

    

Overall average 3.43 4.1 3.44
1
 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: 
1
 The overall average for intra-delegate contact is slightly different to that reported in Table 

8.4 due to missing values. 

For many delegates, their involvement in union activities extends beyond their role as 

a union delegate. For some this also involves playing an active role in the union 

organisation itself. This involvement in union activities beyond the role of a delegate 

provides a fourth, binary measure of delegate activism. As part of the RORP delegate 

survey, delegates were asked whether they held any formal positions within the union 

itself, such as delegate to a union branch council. Some 15.8 per cent of delegates 

indicated that they did (see Table 8.6). As would be expected, these delegates would 

be more likely to ‘strongly agreed’ that they were very involved in union activities: 49 

per cent of them were classified as having high involvement in union activities (‘a lot’ 

of involvement in union activities) and another 48 per cent with medium level 

involvement in union activities (‘some’ or ‘moderate’ involvement in union activities). 

Table 8.6 Formal position with union, average delegate tasks and average intra-

delegate contact and involvement in union activities 

Formal position 

within union Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

Involvement in 

union activities 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

Mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

No 84.2 4.0 3.32 3.26 

Yes 15.8 5.1 4.11 4.31 

     

Overall average  4.1 3.45
1
 3.43 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: 
1
 The overall average for intra-delegate contact is slightly different to that reported in Table 

8.4 due to missing values. 

Compared to other delegates, those holding a formal activist position within the union 

outside their workplace delegate responsibilities also reported undertaking a greater 

number of tasks in the previous six months (5.1), greater intra-delegate contact (4.11) 
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and a higher likelihood to report being very involved in union activities (4.31) – see 

Table 8.6. 

Relationships between delegate activism measures 

The four measures of delegate activism (task activism, intra-delegate contact, 

involvement in union activities and holding a formal union position) were all strongly 

correlated with each other (Table 8.7), with involvement in union activities having the 

strongest correlations with the other three measures, justifying its consideration as an 

overall, general measure of delegate activism. 

Table 8.7 Correlations between delegate activism measures 

 Task activism Intra-delegate contact Involvement in 

union activities 

Intra-delegate contact 0.339***   

Involvement in union 

activities 

0.483*** 0.480***  

Formal position within 

union 

0.266*** 0.212*** 0.334*** 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

The relationships between the four measures can also be seen in Table 8.4, Table 8.5, 

and Table 8.6. Along with the correlations in Table 8.7, these tables provide some 

confidence that the four measures were related and measuring different aspects of a 

similar phenomenon. As a final check, Cronbach’s ! based on standardised scores of 

the four measures
50

 was 0.66, indicating a strong degree of consistency between the 

four measures if they were to be combined into a composite index.  

Further analysis of the Cronbach ! statistic, however, suggests that the binary item of 

holding a formal position within the union is the least similar of the four measures. 

This not that surprising as holding a formal position within the union is quite a 

different type of activism compared to the other three measures. It relates to a very 

specific type of commitment that is also much less related to the role of the delegate 

in a workplace context and in fact could be completely disconnected from the day-to-

day delegate role. Excluding it from a composite index decreases Cronbach’s !, but 

                                                

50
 Since the task activism measure has a different metric to the other two measures and the 

formal position within the union is binary, the scores were standardised first to ensure each 

measure has equal weight in the calculation of Cronbach’s !. Also, the task of ‘participating 

in delegate meetings’ was first removed from the task activism measure. 
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only very marginally (! = 0.66 after rounding), indicating its contribution to the index 

is very minor. This status is further confirmed by the correlations in Table 8.7, where 

although the correlations with the other measures were fairly reasonable in size, they 

were also the smallest of the pair-wise correlations between the measures. However, 

the fact that it correlated reasonably well with the other three measures is justification 

enough for maintaining it in the analysis as an important, if more peripheral aspect of 

delegate activism. 

The strongest measure of delegate activism is the 5-level measure of involvement in 

union activities. It had the strongest correlations with the other three measures, and 

can be considered a good subjective measure of overall delegate activism. It has the 

potential to capture the workplace-specific aspects of activism reflected in task 

activism and intra-delegate contact, as well as those aspects external to the day-to-day 

role of delegates reflected in holding a formal position within the union. More 

importantly, it allows delegates to interpret involvement in union activities in 

whatever way makes most sense to their individual circumstances, whether this is 

broadly in terms of the political, social and institution aspects of union activities 

(including those beyond the workplace), or whether it is with a narrower focus of 

activism that is more workplace-specific. 

The next strongest measure of delegate activism was task activism, and with its 

specific focus on the day-to-day activities of delegates, it provided a good objective 

measure of delegate activism. It was somewhat limited in that it only counts whether 

each task was undertaken within a six-month period – not how many times each task 

was undertaken – and so does not provide a measure of the intensity of the activism. It 

is potentially also limited by only six tasks being asked about and there were 

potentially a range other tasks that delegates also performed. However, they were all 

tasks highly relevant to activism in the workplace and so this was not seen as too 

much of a problem. 

The third measure of delegate activism (intra-delegate contact) was also a good 

objective measure of activism, but was focussed on just one particular aspect of 

activism – delegate contact and networking. While contact here may have involved 

delegates from other workplaces, the key point of this measure was its potential to 

build capacity for workplace activism by linking delegates up, developing delegate 

networks and learning from each other’s experiences. Although more specific than 
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task activism and involvement in union activities, it represents a crucial aspect of the 

organising approach that unions are attempting to develop (Burchielli & Bartram’s 

(2007) structural factors, although the process whereby delegates make contact could 

also be part of their experiential factors). 

8.2 The role of delegate tenure, training and confidence 

Section 7.1 in Chapter 7 detailed the strong inter-relationship between tenure, training 

and confidence. In this section, the relationship between these three delegate attributes 

and the measures of delegate activism is explored, which will allow the second sub-

question (SQ2) to be subsequently considered: 

(SQ2) What are the inter-relationships between delegate tenure, the confidence and 

skills they perceive that they have acquired, and the amount and type of union-

related training they have undertaken, and how do these influence delegate 

activism? 

and formally test Hypotheses 4 and 5: 

(H4) Delegate activism will increase with tenure, confidence and training.  

However, tenure will be less important than confidence or training.   

(H5) Delegate activism will be influenced by both the breadth of training 

(the quantity) and the specific type of training. However, because the 

organising approach is based on developing particular skills at the 

workplace, some forms of training (related to mobilising activism 

amongst members) will be more important than others (and maybe 

more than the breadth of training as such?). 

(The formal test of Hypothesis 3 was undertaken in the previous chapter – Section 

7.1.) 

Tenure 

The previous chapter reported that RORP delegates, on average, had been in their role 

for 6.3 years, although this was heavily influenced by the long tail of the distribution, 

with a substantial number of delegates having been in their role for more than 10 

years (17.1 per cent) and a small number having been in their role more than 20 years 

(2.6 per cent). This long tail was revealing of the lower median level of experience of 

only 4 years (compared to the mean) and the fact that nearly two-thirds of the sample 
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had only ever been a delegate since the commencement of the Workplace Relations 

Act 1996 (Cwlth) in early 1997. 

The analysis summarised in Table 8.8 suggests that length of time in the role of 

delegate (experience) is important for delegate activism, with all four measures of 

activism displaying a positive relationship with it; that is, longer tenure as a delegate 

was associated with greater delegate activism. The strongest relationship was with 

whether delegates also hold a formal position within the union (other than being a 

workplace delegate), with the likelihood of holding such a position increasing from 

about one-in-twenty (5.6 per cent) for delegates with low levels of experience, to less 

than one-in-four (26.6 per cent) for delegates with high levels of experience (that is, 

more than 10 years).  

For the other measures of activism shown in Table 8.8, delegates with either low or 

high levels of experience had significantly lower or higher levels of activism, 

respectively, but in each case the change in the average level of activism was not 

particularly large. For example, delegates with low experience (less than 3 years) had 

undertaken 4.0 tasks on average in the previous six months, while high experience 

delegates (more than 10 years) had undertaken 4.4 tasks on average. 

Table 8.8 Delegate tenure (years) and measures of delegate activism 

Delegate experience Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Less than 3 years 29.7 4.0** 3.22** 3.22** 0.056*** 

3-10 years (ref) 53.2 4.2 3.43 3.43 0.178 

More than 10 years 17.1 4.4** 3.81*** 3.76*** 0.266*** 

      

Correlation†  0.079*** 0.142*** 0.144*** 0.177*** 

      

Overall average 6.3 4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (3-10 years experience) were significant at 1% 

(**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

These significant but small changes in activism between low and high experience 

delegates were also reflected in the correlations shown in Table 8.8. The figures 

shown are for pair-wise correlations between the continuous (rather than categorical) 
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version of the experience variable and each of the delegate activism variables.
51

 

Different metrics on the delegate activism variables makes it difficult to compare 

correlation values across the activism measures; however, what is clear is that the 

correlations were all relatively low, except perhaps for holding a formal position 

within the union, which is binary and so would have a lower correlation anyway. 

Training 

The level of training of delegates also displays a strong, positive relationship with 

each of the measures of delegate activism (Table 8.9). As detailed earlier in Section 

7.1, delegates without any training on the 10 issues being examined in the RORP data 

comprise the largest group, making up 42.1 per cent of the sample. Recall that nearly 

one-in-four delegates in this group also had extensive experience (more than 10 years) 

and, based on the analysis presented in Table 8.8, this is keeping the level of activism 

in the no-training group reasonably high. On all activism measures, however, any 

training (and then greater levels of training) was associated with substantial and 

significant increases in delegate activism. For example, comparing those delegates 

with no training with the 10.1 per cent who had training on nine or ten issues, the 

mean of the index of intra-delegate contact rises from 3.04 to 4.23 (max 5), while the 

percentage holding a formal position within the union rose from 7.5 per cent to one-

third of delegates, more than twice the overall average. 

                                                

51
 Correlations shown in comparable tables through out this chapter follow a similar approach. 
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Table 8.9 Delegate training (issues) and measures of delegate activism 

Delegate 

training Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

No issues 42.1 3.7*** 3.04*** 2.97*** 0.075*** 

1-3 issues 8.8 4.0** 3.23* 3.29* 0.115# 

4-5 issues (ref) 14.3 4.3 3.46 3.53 0.169 

6-8 issues 24.7 4.5* 3.83*** 3.80*** 0.217# 

9-10 issues 10.1 4.8*** 4.23*** 4.10*** 0.333*** 

      

Correlation†  0.249*** 0.304*** 0.359*** 0.230*** 

      

Overall average 3.5 4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (4-5 issues) were significant at 10% (#) level, 

5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

The degree of training also correlated strongly with the delegate activism measures, 

particularly with involvement in union activities, suggesting that providing a wide 

breadth of training opportunities was an effective way to identify with the union and 

feel more involved in its broad activities.  

While the breadth of training was important to delegate activism, the testing of H5 

requires an identification of how training on different issues impacts on activism. As 

was done with the AWIRS95 data in Chapter 6, the analysis displays the correlation 

of each measure of activism with whether delegates undertook a particular type of 

training and observe which were the most influential. Table 7.1 shows the correlations 

and reveals that training in campaigning skills, despite being the training least 

undertaken by delegates, had the largest impact on task activism and holding a formal 

position in the union and the second largest impact on intra-delegate contact and 

involvement in union activities. In the latter two cases, training in enterprise 

bargaining was slightly more strongly correlated.  
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Table 8.10 Correlation between delegate activism and undertaking training on 

particular issues 

Issue Training 
Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position 

with union 

 % ! ! ! ! 

Training index 

 

NA 0.249*** 0.304*** 0.359*** 0.230*** 

      

General introductory 

training 

49.2 0.184*** 0.219*** 0.268*** 0.157*** 

Recruitment 

techniques 

 

37.7 0.184*** 0.213*** 0.248*** 0.171*** 

Promoting activism 

and involvement by 

members 

36.8 0.191*** 0.224*** 0.281*** 0.174*** 

Communication skills 

 

36.3 0.146*** 0.236*** 0.231*** 0.097*** 

Grievance resolution 

 

34.7 0.181*** 0.213*** 0.248*** 0.187*** 

Enterprise bargaining 

 

34.4 0.193*** 0.269*** 0.309*** 0.164*** 

Occupational health 

and safety 

33.3 0.170*** 0.183*** 0.220*** 0.119*** 

Managing meetings 

 

30.6 0.179*** 0.218*** 0.230*** 0.158*** 

Developing union 

networks and 

structures 

30.2 0.191*** 0.238*** 0.269*** 0.211*** 

Campaigning skills 

 

28.8 0.227*** 0.257*** 0.292*** 0.244*** 

      

None 42.1 -0.216*** -0.245*** -0.311*** -0.180*** 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

For all measures of delegate activism, the training issues most strongly correlated 

with activism were those that were most useful in the development of the organising 

model of workplace unionism, namely: campaigning skills; enterprise bargaining; 

developing union networks and structures; and promoting activism and involvement 

by members.
52

 Apart from the influence of campaigning skills on holding a formal 

                                                

52
 The only exceptions to where these were not the top four correlated training issues were for 

intra-delegate contact, where communication skills just edges out promoting activism and 

involvement by members for fourth spot, and for holding a formal position in the union, 

where enterprise bargaining was actually sixth largest. 
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position in the union, none of the individual training issues had a greater influence on 

the measures of activism than did the aggregated breadth of training index.  

Confidence 

In Table 8.11, the level of confidence of delegates, like both tenure and training, was 

also positively related to all measures of delegate activism, and like training, appeared 

to exert a stronger impact on activism than tenure. Delegates with low and high 

confidence had substantially lower and higher levels of activism, respectively, than 

those in the reference category (of medium confidence) compared to the impact of 

tenure (shown in Table 8.8). For example, the average number of tasks undertaken in 

the previous six months by low and high confidence delegates was 3.0 and 4.7, 

respectively. Also, the proportion of delegates with a formal union position was only 

3.8 per cent of those with low confidence, but rose to 24.3 per cent where delegates 

had high confidence.  

Table 8.11 Delegate confidence and measures of delegate activism 

Delegate 

confidence 

Distributi

on 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Low 16.0 3.0*** 2.48*** 2.48*** 0.038*** 

Medium (ref) 41.3 4.0 3.30 3.25 0.116 

High 42.7 4.7*** 3.91*** 3.95*** 0.243*** 

      

Correlation†  0.403*** 0.398*** 0.499*** 0.221*** 

      

Overall average 3.96 4.1 3.44 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (medium confidence) were significant at 0.1% 

(***) level. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

Compared to the tenure of delegates, Table 8.11 also shows that the correlation 

between confidence and the activism measures was substantially higher, even for the 

binary measure, indicating that confidence was a more important influence on 

activism than tenure. Other than for holding a formal position in the union, the 

correlations with confidence were also higher than they were for the training index, in 

part most likely because delegate confidence was itself strongly influenced by tenure 

and particularly training – see Section 7.1. In other words, the impact of delegate 

confidence on activism also contained the indirect impacts of tenure and training (that 
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act through confidence). As with training, it was the involvement in union activities 

that had the strongest correlation with confidence. 

The individual components of the confidence index identify delegate activities that 

were important for unions concerned with implementing an organising approach. 

Similar to the training index, each component of confidence can be examined to 

identify which has the greatest association with the measures of delegate activism. 

Table 8.12 restates the correlation of the confidence index with each measure of 

activism and also shows the correlation for each of the confidence components. Like 

the confidence index, the strongest associations were with the involvement in union 

activities and the weakest were with the binary measure of holding a formal position 

in the union. Confidence with participating in a meeting of delegates was the 

component with the strongest association with each activist measure, except 

involvement in union activities, where confidence in being involved in a workplace 

campaign had a marginally stronger influence. Overall though, the analysis in Table 

8.12 indicated each of the three measures was influencing each measure of activism to 

a fairly similar degree. 

Table 8.12 Correlation between delegate activism and components of confidence 

index 

Issue Confidence 
Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position 

with union 

 mean 

(1 to 5) 

! ! ! ! 

Confidence index 

 

3.96 0.403*** 0.398*** 0.499*** 0.221*** 

      

Answering queries 

from members 

3.89 0.294*** 0.292*** 0.394*** 0.162*** 

Participating in a 

meeting of delegates 

4.07 0.368*** 0.371*** 0.428*** 0.220*** 

Being involved in a 

workplace campaign 

3.93 0.353*** 0.334*** 0.437*** 0.177*** 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: *** Significant at the 0.1 per cent level 

Joint impact of tenure, training and confidence  

It was clear from the correlations shown in Table 7.5 that more experienced delegates 

displayed more confidence (at least for the three issues that make up the confidence 

index: answering queries from members; participating in a meeting of delegates; and 

being involved in a workplace campaign). It was also clear that greater levels of 
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training were also associated with greater confidence, and that delegates with longer 

experience were more likely to have undertaken training. Recall from Section 7.1 that 

experience correlated well with the amount of training across all delegates, but less so 

for the 58 per cent of delegates that had some training. This suggests that greater 

experience increased the likelihood that delegates will have undertaken some (initial) 

training, but it played less of a role in the number of issues for which delegates had 

received training. 

In order to assess the relative importance of each of these attributes for delegate 

activism, each measure of activism was regressed against the continuous versions of 

the tenure, training and confidence variables. The results are reported in Table 6.15 

and are presented in two different formats, depending on the estimation type. For the 

OLS regressions (number of tasks, intra-delegate contact, involvement in union 

activities), Table 6.15 reports the regression coefficients since these reflect the 

magnitude of the marginal effect for each variable. The remaining measure – holding 

a formal position within the union – is a binary dependent variable and requires a non-

linear regression technique, in this case a logistic regression. Rather than report 

coefficients from this regression, which are difficult to interpret, the table displays the 

change in the marginal probability of holding a formal position in the union for the 

specified change in the independent variable. As is standard in this approach, the 

calculation was made holding the other variables constant at their mean values. 

For experience, the marginal effect in each regression (OLS and Logistic) shows the 

impact for each 5-year increase in the role. For confidence, the impact shown is for a 

1-unit increase in the index (range is from 1 to 5) and for training the impact shown is 

for each additional issue on which training was received. 

The standard t-statistic for the OLS regressions and the equivalent z-statistic for the 

logistic regression are shown in parentheses under each marginal effect. 

What Table 6.15 shows is that controlling for all three variables reduced the influence 

of tenure to insignificant levels, except in the case of holding a formal position within 

the union, where its significance level was on a par with the confidence index and the 

count of training issues. In this case, each 5-year period of tenure increases the 

probability that delegates will hold a formal position within the union by 2.5 per cent, 

which was consistent with what would be expected as positions of authority within 
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unions tend to be filled by people who have had longer periods of active service with 

the union. 

Table 8.13 Delegate activism and tenure, confidence and training 

 

Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Probability 

Constant 1.247*** 

(9.02) 

0.988*** 

(8.26) 

0.808*** 

(8.20) 

— 

     

Tenure 

(per 5 years) 

-0.045# 

(-1.80) 

0.032 

(1.50) 

0.004 

(0.24) 

0.025*** 

(4.98) 

Training 

(per issue) 

0.063*** 

(7.31) 

0.076*** 

(10.21) 

0.072*** 

(11.79) 

0.015*** 

(7.54) 

Confidence 

(per index unit) 

0.689*** 

(18.91) 

0.541*** 

(17.17) 

0.592*** 

(22.73) 

0.075*** 

(7.55) 

     

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.180 0.195 0.292 0.109 

N 2498 2494 2337 2328 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable for the units shown in the left hand 

column. For the OLS regressions, the marginal effects are the coefficients from the estimation. 

For the logistic regression, the marginal effect is the change in the probability of holding a 

formal position in the union, evaluated at the mean values of the other independent variables. 

The marginal effects were significant at 10% (#) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with 

t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in parentheses. 

In the other three regressions, however, tenure had no independent effect on delegate 

activism, although for task activism it was approaching significance at the 5 per cent 

level and unexpectedly, the coefficient was negative. This would imply that after 

controlling for the levels of training and confidence, longer-term delegates were likely 

to undertake marginally less tasks than those new to the position. Of course, overall 

all, longer-term delegates would be more likely to have undertaken more training and 

be more confident and so on average would actually have higher levels of task 

activism than less experienced delegates. 

In all four regressions, the index of confidence and the count of training issues were 

both highly significant, with the confidence index having the substantially stronger 

effect based on the levels of significance. In the three OLS regressions, the confidence 

index was substantially more significant than the training variable, although in the 

logistic regression the significance of these two variables was almost identical. 

From the results in Table 6.15, it would seem that delegates holding formal positions 

within the union were likely to be those who were more confident, have undertaken 
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more training and have had more experience in their role as a delegate. In their 

activities as a delegate though (tasks, intra-delegate contact and involvement in union 

activities), longer serving delegates were no more active than those who had come to 

the role more recently. What was important then for day-to-day activism was 

appropriate union training (which may have been somewhat higher for those with 

more experience) and, in particular, confidence in the requirements of the delegate 

role. While both experience and training were likely to increase a delegate’s level of 

confidence, only training exerted an effect on activism independent of confidence. 

Research questions 

Section 7.1 in the previous chapter identified the inter-relationships between delegate 

tenure, training and confidence. It was shown that each was positively related to the 

other and that training had a stronger relationship with confidence than tenure, 

particularly for delegates that had undertaken at least some training. In other words, 

longer tenure increased the likelihood that some form of training would be undertaken 

(that would in turn have increased confidence) but for trained delegates, additional 

amounts of training had a much greater impact on confidence than additional time in 

the role. 

Despite the impact of training and tenure on confidence, what this section has 

demonstrated was that training continues to have an independent impact on delegate 

activism beyond the very large positive impact that was exerted by confidence. 

Tenure, on the other hand, did not continue to have an independent impact on delegate 

activism once training and confidence were controlled for, at least for some of the 

delegate activism measures. The exceptions were holding a formal union position, 

where tenure continues to exert a small positive influence and task activism, where 

tenure actually has a small (albeit marginal) impact on activism once training and 

confidence were taken into account. 

The RORP data was indicating that H4 is essentially true: that training and confidence 

did exert a greater amount of influence over delegate activism than tenure and that, in 

part, this was due to the impact of tenure and training on confidence that also made 

H3 true (as demonstrated in Section 7.1). The only sense in which H4 is not true is 

that for some measures of activism, tenure had no independent influence or had a 

marginally negative influence. 
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The RORP data also indicated that H5 was true: the particular training issues that 

were most associated with delegate activism were those that would be most useful in 

mobilising the activism amongst members, namely training in campaigning skills, 

enterprise bargaining, developing union networks and structures, and promoting 

activism and involvement by members. What was informative though was that two of 

these training issues were the least likely of the 10 issues being consider that delegates 

had actually undertaken (at around 30 per cent).While this is a concern for a union 

movement that is trying to increase the activism of its delegates and members, it 

points to an obvious set of policies for unions to follow if they are to improve the 

current situation. 

8.3 Union role and support 

It has already been discussed extensively why the support delegates receive from their 

union is crucial in their ability to perform their role well. Empirically, this was also 

demonstrated with respect to delegate activism using the AWIRS95 data (Section 

6.2). The RORP data has a more extensive range of union support variables than 

AWIRS95 and so returning to this issue in this chapter should provide some further 

insights. 

Section 7.2 in the previous chapter considered a range of union contact and support 

variables likely to assist delegates fulfil their role as workplace activists. These 

included the regularity of contact delegates had with an organiser and with the union 

more generally, as well as delegates’ views on how effective the union was in 

supporting them on a range of issues. The attention the union pays to women’s issues 

and the clarity with which it articulates the expected role of delegates were also 

presented as proxy measures for the general approach unions may take with respect to 

its workplace delegates and its members.   

In this section, examination of the association of the union contact and support 

variables with the measures of delegate activism provides the opportunity to re-

examine sub-question 1: 

(SQ15) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

and the two related hypotheses: 
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(H1) Delegates with a high level of contact with the union will be more 

active than delegates who have less contact (because of the support 

they provide to delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Delegates with a high 

level of contact with the union will be less active than delegates who 

have less contact because intervention by union officials will crowd 

out activism at the workplace.)   

(H2) (Because unions will allocate their resources to the activities where 

they have the greatest benefit) the issues where unions are seen as 

being the most effective at delivering support will also be the issues 

that are most critical for delegate activism. 

The RORP data were particularly useful in addressing H2, as they not only contain 

information about the supports provided by unions to delegates, but also assessments 

as to the effectiveness of that support. 

In the second part of the section, there is an examination of the association between 

the general approach of unions to their delegates and members and delegate activism, 

which allows a consideration of sub-question 4: 

(SQ16) How do the messages the union presents to its members and delegates, about 

their role and importance, influence delegate activism? 

SQ4 includes two specific hypotheses testing the importance of two particular aspects 

of a union’s approach, one that relates to its approach to delegates and the other to its 

approach to members and to the community more generally: 

(H7) Delegate activism will be lower where there is uncertainty about the 

role of delegates in the workplace, and higher where there is clarity 

about it.  

(H8) Delegate activism will be greater where the union is seen as taking a 

progressive approach to gender issues, particularly amongst female 

delegates.   

The section is concluded by some multivariate analysis considering the joint effect of 

union contact and support and union approach variables on delegate activism. 
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Contact 

The frequency of contact between delegates and organisers and delegates and the 

union more generally were two of the variables most strongly associated with the 

measures of delegate activism. The strength of these associations is clearly shown in 

Table 8.14 for organiser contact and Table 8.15 for contact with the union (other than 

the organiser) through both the mean of the activism variables for each category of the 

contact variable and the bi-variate correlation.
53

 Contact with the organiser showed a 

stronger association for the count of delegate tasks, intra-delegate contact and the 

degree of involvement in union activities, but was also reasonably strong with holding 

a formal position in the union. The correlations shown were some of the largest for 

any variables considered in this chapter.
54

 

In contrast, holding a formal position in the union had a stronger association with 

contact with the union more generally (not with the organiser), with more than two-in-

five delegates (42.9 per cent) who contacted the union three or more times per month 

holding such a position. While it was not surprising that delegates holding such 

positions would have a large amount of contact with the union, it is worth noting that 

this was the largest correlation for this measure of activism of any of the variables 

under consideration in this chapter. 

                                                

53
 Note that the frequency of organiser contact and frequency of other union contact was 

collected as a 5-level categorical variable. Both have been recoded so that the continuous 

version of the variable is represented by: 0 ‘never’; 1 ‘less than monthly’; 2 ‘once or twice a 

month’; 3 ‘3-4 times per month’; and 4 ‘5 or more times per month’. Obviously, the 

categorical version of the variable shown in the analysis has collapsed some of these 

categories. 

54
 While the 5-level version of this variable is not strictly an exact count of the level of contact 

between the delegate and the organiser, only in the upper most category (12.7 per cent of the 

sample) is there any substantial truncation of the true underlying count. This is unlikely affect 

the correlations greatly but could potentially be reducing its true size. 
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Table 8.14 Delegate monthly contact with organiser and measures of delegate 

activism 

Monthly contact  

with organiser 

Distributi

on 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Less than once 39.0 3.3*** 2.96*** 2.84*** 0.060*** 

Once or twice 

(ref) 

35.8 4.4 3.51 3.57 0.154 

Three or more 

times 

25.1 5.1*** 4.05*** 4.14*** 0.314*** 

      

Correlation†  0.481*** 0.330*** 0.470*** 0.292*** 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (once or twice) were significant at 10% (#) 

level, 5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

Some care needs to be used, however, in interpreting the impact of these contact 

variables on delegate activism due to the possibility of some reverse causality. It 

could be the case that some of the contact between the delegate and the organiser and 

the delegate and other members of the union was occurring because the delegate was 

so active; that in fact it is the activism of the delegate that was leading to the contact 

with officials of the union. Attempts were made to try and isolate the size of this 

effect for the organiser contact variable using a follow-up item that asked who usually 

initiated the contact: mostly by the delegate; mostly by the organiser; or about half 

and half.
55

 Considering these categories in turn, it was found that high contact (three 

or more times per month) was over-represented where the contact was initiated about 

half and half, was under-represented where the organiser initiated the contact and was 

about average where the delegate initiated the contact (see Figure 7.6 in the previous 

chapter).  

                                                

55
 Although these three responses were the only ones read out to the respondent, other 

responses were accepted if they were provided. A small number of delegates (less than 1 per 

cent) indicated that they had prearranged meeting dates with their organiser. 
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Table 8.15 Delegate monthly contact with union (other than organiser) and 

measures of delegate activism 

Monthly contact  

with union (not 

organiser) 

Distributi

on 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Less than once 68.1 3.8*** 3.23*** 3.17*** 0.084*** 

Once or twice 

(ref) 

19.5 4.7 3.69 3.86 0.245 

Three or more 

times 

12.4 5.1*** 4.11*** 4.18*** 0.429*** 

      

Correlation†  0.327*** 0.225*** 0.341*** 0.323*** 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (once or twice) were significant at 1% (**) 

level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

Even with these results, however, it was still highly problematic to identify contact 

from the organiser that was independent of the activism of the delegate. Even 

knowing exactly how many contacts were delegate initiated and how many were 

organiser initiated would still not help as contact by the organiser was likely to be 

influenced by the activism of the delegates where they have responsibility; and more 

likely than not, active delegates will have received a lot more contact from an 

organiser than those who were inactive. 

In an attempt to isolate high effort by organisers to maintain contact with delegates, a 

binary variable was constructed that identified delegates reporting three or more 

contacts per month (high contact) where the contact was initiated either by the 

organiser or about half and half. Nearly 20 per cent of delegates fulfilled these 

criteria. The correlations with each of the measures of activism was lower than the 

initial contact variable (shown previously in Table 8.14) but not by a great deal, 

ranging from 0.216 for holding a formal position with the union to 0.318 for 

involvement in union activities (which now has a slightly higher correlation that task 

activism). This variable is used in the subsequent multivariate analysis, as it will be 

less likely to suffer from the problem of reverse causality (although it is by no means 

perfect in this regard). 

A similar variable could not be constructed for contact with other union officials 

because no follow-up question about who initiated the contact was asked and so it is 

dropped from the subsequent multivariate analysis. 
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Support 

As well as the frequency of contact with the union or the organiser, delegates were 

asked to consider how effective the union was in providing them with support on a 

range of issues. The effectiveness of each issue was rated on a 5-point scale from 1 

‘not at all effective’ to 5 ‘very effective’ and then combined in an overall index of 

(effective) support from the union by taking the mean value of these ratings.  

The bi-variate associations of the index with the measures of delegate activism are 

shown in Table 8.16 and once again there were some strong relationships, particularly 

with involvement in union activities. The association with holding a formal position in 

the union is much weaker though than the other three measures, suggesting that the 

covariates of holding a formal position in the union were not related to the day-to-day 

supports that unions provide to delegates. 

Table 8.16 Index of union support and measures of delegate activism 

Support from 

union 

Distributi

on 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Low 18.1 3.5*** 2.98*** 2.86*** 0.109# 

Medium (ref) 46.8 4.1 3.32 3.32 0.139 

High 35.1 4.5*** 3.81*** 3.86*** 0.208*** 

      

Correlation†  0.235*** 0.243*** 0.347*** 0.109*** 

      

Overall 

average 

3.71 4.1 3.44 3.43 0.158 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (medium) were significant at 1% (**) level and 

0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

In order to better understand what is driving the associations between the measures of 

delegate activism and the index of union support, Table 8.17 displays the correlations 

between the measures and the individual issues that make up the index.
56

 The issues 

were ordered from most effective to least effective based on the proportion of 

delegates who rated the effectiveness as 4 or 5 on a scale of 1 to 5 (also see Figure 

7.8).  

                                                

56
 The table also includes correlations for an additional question considering overall 

effectiveness of union support. It is not one of the items that made up the index. 
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The support delegates indicated was the least effectively provided by unions was for 

showing them how to develop networks of people that could help them. Only 30 per 

cent rated unions as effective on this issue, well below the next least effective support 

of making training available, of which more than half of delegates (54 per cent) rated 

their union as effective in. Of concern though, developing networks of people was 

also the support that would most likely have the greatest potential to increase the 

activism of delegates as demonstrated by the correlations shown for this issue – they 

are clearly the largest in the table. This was especially true, unsurprisingly, for intra-

delegate contact. 

Other supports that correlated strongly with delegate activism were the provision of 

advice and expertise, and keeping in contact with the delegate (with both of these 

results reinforcing the importance for activism of appropriate and regular contact with 

the delegate). Unions that were effective at making delegate training available also 

had an impact on intra-delegate contact and involvement in union activities.  
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Table 8.17 Effectiveness of union support and measures of delegate activism 

(correlations) 

Support issue 

Rating 

4 or 5 

Number of 

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position 

with union 

 % ! ! ! ! 

Supporting industrial 

action 

79.4 0.133*** 0.107*** 0.187*** 0.043* 

Providing news & 

information 

77.8 0.059*** 0.100*** 0.136*** 0.044* 

Providing advice and 

expertise 

69.8 0.228*** 0.183*** 0.304*** 0.101*** 

Directly dealing with 

individual grievances 

67.0 0.144*** 0.096*** 0.220*** 0.060*** 

Speedily responding to 

an issue 

65.8 0.142*** 0.109*** 0.202*** 0.046* 

Keeping in contact with 

me 

60.1 0.204*** 0.186*** 0.275*** 0.104*** 

Making training 

available 

53.8 0.130*** 0.216*** 0.243*** 0.053* 

Showing me how to 

develop networks of 

people who can help me 

30.0 0.245*** 0.325*** 0.351*** 0.145*** 

      

Overall effectiveness of 

support from union 

70.3 0.179*** 0.175*** 0.290*** 0.070*** 

      

Correlation with index 

of union support 

 0.235*** 0.243*** 0.347*** 0.109*** 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: All correlations (!) were significant at 0.1% level (marked ***), except those marked (*), 

which were significant at 5% level. 

The correlations of the support items with holding a formal position within the union 

were interesting and perhaps lower than would be anticipated. In part, this could be an 

expectations effect, whereby delegates who hold such positions may have more inside 

information about the nature and quality of the support their union provides. This may 

have led them to have higher expectations than others regarding the support that was 

provided to delegates and/or they may have better information about what was 

actually provided and so be less impressed by the efforts of the union in this regard.  

It might also refect the different nature of this particular measure of activism. 

Members will become active in other parts of the union for ideological reasons as 

well, or because they want to advance politically. As discussed in Section 8.1, the 

determinants of holding a formal position within the union will be more driven by 

individual than workplace factors compared to the other measures of activism. 
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Section 7.2 also identified the mentoring role that organisers can play by considering 

delegates’ responses to the statement: ‘My organiser has taught me many valuable 

things about being a delegate’ (see Table 7.7). Mentoring is another aspect of the 

nature of the relationship that delegates have with organisers other than the frequency 

of contact.  

While nearly a third of delegates ‘disagreed’ or ‘strongly disagreed’ that their 

organiser had taught them many valuable things about being a delegate, a larger 

proportion were in agreement (44.5 per cent). Figure 7.7 also indicated a strong 

relationship between this mentoring item and the amount of contact delegates have 

with organisers, with the level of agreement higher the more contact delegates had 

with their organiser. For delegates with low contact with their organiser (less than 

once per month), 27 per cent agreed their ‘organiser taught them many valuable 

things’, but this rose to 66 per cent when the delegate-organiser contact was high 

(three or more times per month). 

Table 8.18 shows this measure of organiser mentoring was strongly associated with 

all measures of delegate activism, particularly the general, overall measure of 

involvement in union activities. The correlations with the continuous version of the 

item were even stronger than those for the index of union support and on a par with 

those for the frequency of delegate contact, making them some of the strongest in this 

chapter. 

Table 8.18 Organiser mentoring and measures of delegate activism 

Support 

from union Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Disagree 32.2 3.6*** 2.83*** 2.75*** 0.094 

Neutral (ref) 23.3 4.0 3.45 3.40 0.113 

Agree 44.5 4.6*** 3.91*** 3.95*** 0.231*** 

      

Correlation†  0.324*** 0.357*** 0.477*** 0.171*** 

      

Overall 

average 

3.18 4.1 3.44 3.43 0.158 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (neutral) were significant at 0.1% (***) level. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 
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Union message 

Other than variables measuring the support of, contact with, and mentoring of 

delegates, this section considers the types of messages that a union presents to its 

delegates and its members and whether this has any impact on delegate activism. As 

detailed in Section 7.2, one way of capturing the message that unions present to their 

workplace delegates was by considering whether delegates feel they know what was 

expected of them in their role. The vast majority of delegates ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly 

agreed’ (73 per cent) that it was clear to them what was expected. In Table 8.19, the 

categorical and continuous versions of this variable also correlate strongly with all 

measures of delegate activism, suggesting that clarity of expectations is important for 

delegates to be effective. 

Table 8.19 Union messages and measures of delegate activism 

Union approach Distribution 

Number 

of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Expectations of 

delegates are clear 

     

Disagree 12.0 3.4# 2.52*** 2.59*** 0.098 

Neutral (ref) 15.0 3.7 2.97 2.95 0.116 

Agree 73.1 4.3*** 3.67*** 3.66*** 0.177** 

      

Correlation†  0.259*** 0.359*** 0.428*** 0.132*** 

Union pays attention 

to women’s issues 

     

Disagree 11.2 3.8** 3.10*** 2.90*** 0.137 

Neutral (ref) 31.1 4.2 3.49 3.38 0.120 

Agree 57.8 4.3 3.54 3.59*** 0.196*** 

      

Correlation†  0.099*** 0.107*** 0.214*** 0.102*** 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.160 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (neutral) were significant at 10% (#) level, 1% 

(**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

A proxy for the messages unions present to their members comes from delegates’ 

perceptions of whether the union pays (a lot of) attention to women’s issues. While 

more than half of delegates ‘agreed’ or ‘strongly agreed’ with this statement, its 

association with the measures of delegate activism was complex (Table 8.19) – 

although the direction of the association is what would be expected. For task activism 
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and intra-delegate contact, the differentiation was between those who disagreed with 

the statement and the rest, with those disagreeing having lower activism. For holding 

a formal position in the union, it was the other way around, with those agreeing with 

the statement more likely to hold a position compared to the rest. The association with 

involvement in union activities was more conventional (monotonically positive), and 

as a result this association had the strongest correlation. In each case though, the 

association was positive. 

Table 8.20 Approach to woman's issues and measures of delegate activism 

Union pays a lot 

of attention to 

women’s issues Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Female delegates      

Disagree 12.5 3.7# 3.01# 2.58*** 0.111 

Neutral (ref) 27.6 4.0 3.28 3.27 0.098 

Agree 59.9 4.4 3.43 3.52** 0.177** 

      

Correlation†  0.096** 0.113*** 0.291*** 0.111*** 

Male delegates      

Disagree 10.2 3.9* 3.20** 3.20* 0.164 

Neutral (ref) 33.6 4.3 3.61 3.44 0.136 

Agree 56.2 4.4 3.62 3.65** 0.215*** 

      

Correlation†  0.103*** 0.104*** 0.152*** 0.096*** 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.160 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (neutral) were significant at 10% (#) level, 5% 

(*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

The message that unions present with respect to women’s issues could be expected to 

have a greater impact on female delegates than male delegates (as with all female 

members) because they have more of a direct, vested interest. Table 8.20 investigates 

the union’s attention to women’s issues and finds no difference in the pattern of 

responses between female and male delegates for task activism, intra-delegate contact 

and holding a formal position within the union; and the only difference in the value of 

the measures was that female delegates were universally lower in activism, a result 

that will be explored in more detail in Section 8.7 when the full model of delegate 

activism is analysed. 
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The female and male delegate results for involvement in union activities were also 

consistent with the earlier result for all delegates (in Table 8.19) in terms of their 

pattern – that is, they are the strongest results and the only ones that are monotonically 

positive and also universally lower for female delegates than male delegates. 

However, the size of the impact was substantially stronger for female delegates than 

male delegates, shown by the spread of the measure across the categories and the 

magnitude of the correlation. 

Joint impact of union contact, support and message 

From the bi-variate relationships described in this section, it is clear that regular 

contact with the union, and particularly with an organiser, was important for delegate 

activism. Also important was an effective level of support for delegates, particularly 

around developing networks, providing advice and expertise and the union keeping in 

contact with delegates. Finally, the messages that the union presents to its delegates 

and to its members also seem to have an association with delegate activism, although 

the messages presented to members (reflected by paying attention to women’s issues 

amongst members) was stronger for some aspects of activism than others. 

As in the previous section, it is helpful to test whether the associations described 

above were maintained when each of the variables were simultaneously controlled 

for. As before, this was achieved by a series of regressions, which are reported in 

Table 8.21. In line with the earlier discussion about the strong possibility of some 

reverse causality with the union contact variables, these were excluded from the 

models. However, the alternative binary organiser contact variable that attempts to 

identify organiser-initiated, high-contact delegates was included instead. The union 

support index, based on the average effectiveness across the eight different topics, 

was also included. There was a single ‘overall effectiveness of support’ variable 

collected as part of the RORP delegate survey, but as shown at the bottom of Table 

8.17, it did not correlate as strongly with the delegate activism variables as the more 

complex support index. This is partly because the index has some 76 different 

values
57

 between 1 and 5, while the summary measure has only 5, but also because 

                                                

57
 Although the support index is made up of the average of 8 items, each with a 5-point scale, 

the number of values on the support index is greater than 40 because the index takes the 
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the index synthesises a greater range of items. As a result, the support index was 

preferred.  

The organiser mentoring variable (Table 8.18) was also included in the regression; 

however, this variable correlated very strongly with the union support index (! = 

0.494), which had some significant impacts on the latter’s performance. Finally, the 

messages presented by the union to its delegates and its members was captured by the 

5-level variables detailed in Table 8.19. 

Turning to the results of the multivariate analysis, it was found that the binary 

measure of organiser-initiated high-frequency contact with delegates was substantial 

in size and highly significant in all four regressions (Table 8.21). For intra-delegate 

contact and involvement in union activities, this type of contact increased the measure 

of activism by more than half a point on the respective 5-point scales, compared to 

delegates with less frequent contact.
58

 For task activism the impact is almost a 1-unit 

increase in tasks, and it increases the probability of holding a formal position within 

the union by almost 15 per cent. While capturing union-initiated contact using this 

item alone is less than perfect, the strong results here still demonstrate that this type of 

relationship between the union and its delegates plays a substantial role in a delegate’s 

level of activism. 

The remaining four variables in the regressions were found to be strongly inter-related 

and so need to be discussed as a group. As already mentioned, the index of union 

support was strongly correlated with the organiser-mentoring item (! = 0.494***). 

The index of union support was also strongly correlated with both the clarity of 

delegate’s role (! = 0.401***) and paying attention to women’s issues (! = 

0.357***), although interestingly, the correlation between these latter two variables 

was not so strong as to make the inclusion of both of them in the regressions 

problematic (! = 0.250***). However, the inclusion of either the organiser-mentoring 

item or the delegate’s role clarity item (or both) had a substantial impact on the size 

                                                                                                                                       

average of the item scores even when delegates did not provide a response to all 8 support 

items. 

58
 Recall that this binary variable excludes high-frequency contact that was primarily initiated 

by delegates in an attempt to remove some of the potential reverse causality that is likely to be 

associated with the organiser contact variable shown in Table 8.14. Had this contact been 

included then the impact of this binary variable would have been even more substantial. 
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and significance of the support index variable across all four regressions. Further 

analysis reveals that Cronbach’s ! for these three variables was high (0.67). To see 

the size of this impact, alternative specifications to those in Table 8.21 that exclude 

the organiser-mentoring item (Table A.8) and then also the clarity of the delegate’s 

role (Table A.9) are provided in the Appendix. 

For all four regressions in Table 8.21, the organiser-mentoring item and the clarity of 

the delegate’s role were both significant, with both displaying a fairly similar level of 

significance. In contrast, paying attention to women’s issues was only significant for 

the involvement in union activities and holding a formal position within the union and 

at a much lower level of significance (although both were approaching significance at 

the 1% level).  

Table 8.21 Delegate activism and union contact, support and approach 

 

Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Probability 

Constant 2.266*** 

(12.84) 

1.428*** 

(9.43) 

0.961*** 

(8.17) 

— 

     

Organiser-

initiated high-

contact 

0.859*** 

(10.68) 

0.537*** 

(7.78) 

0.544*** 

(10.11) 

0.147*** 

(6.11) 

Union support 

index 

0.098* 

(1.98) 

0.012 

(0.28) 

0.074* 

(2.22) 

-0.007 

(-0.52) 

Organiser 

mentoring 

0.209*** 

(7.28) 

0.219*** 

(8.89) 

0.259*** 

(13.52) 

0.027*** 

(3.65) 

Delegate role 

clear 

0.199*** 

(5.79) 

0.335*** 

(11.38) 

0.276*** 

(12.06) 

0.024* 

(2.54) 

Union pays 

attention 

women’s issues 

-0.014 

(-0.42) 

-0.028 

(-1.01) 

0.056* 

(2.55) 

0.021* 

(2.49) 

     

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.163 0.203 0.330 0.068 

N 2135 2132 2128 2119 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. For the OLS regressions, the marginal effects are the coefficients from the estimation. 

For the logistic regression, the marginal effect is the change in the probability of holding a 

formal position in the union, evaluated at the mean values of the other independent variables. 

The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with 

t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in parentheses. 

In all four regressions, however, both the organiser-mentoring item and the clarity of 

the delegate’s role had a dramatic effect on the size and significance of the index of 

union support. In the case of intra-delegate contact and holding a formal position 
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within the union the effect was large enough to reduce the union support index to an 

insignificant level; and in the other two cases, the significance had dropped to the 5 

per cent level. The largest impact was from the inclusion of the organiser-mentoring 

item, reducing the size of the union support index by more than half (see Table A.8 in 

the Appendix). However, even the impact of the clarity of the delegate’s role was 

substantial, as can be seen when both these variables are excluded from the 

regressions (see Table A.9 in the Appendix). These results therefore imply that 

ensuring that delegates have clear expectations about their role and feeling as though 

your organiser has taught you some valuable things about your role as a delegate is 

similar to providing effective support to delegates on a range of issues – effectively, 

they are strong proxy measures of union support. The implication of these three 

variables is that where delegates feel well supported, their workplace activism would 

be substantially higher. 

Effect of union approach on gender 

The significant impact of paying lots of attention to women’s issues on delegate 

involvement in union activities and holding a formal position within the union begs 

the question as to whether women delegates responded differently to male delegates 

for this measure of activism. This can be tested by the inclusion of a new variable into 

the regressions that interacts gender with paying attention to women’s issues.
59

 The 

results of such a regression are shown in Table 8.22 and for involvement in union 

activities they clearly demonstrate that the impact of paying attention to women’s 

issues was significantly greater for female delegates than for males. Since the gender 

variable identifies females, the paying attention to women’s issues variable now 

represents the impact on involvement in union activities for male delegates, while the 

interaction term represents the difference of this effect for female delegates from their 

male counterparts. As Table 8.22 shows, the effect for female delegates was 

positively and significantly greater than that for male delegates (a 0.089 unit change 

in the activism measure for each 1-unit increase in the pays attention to women’s 

issues variable). The net effect for female delegates is 0.103 (rounded), which was 

                                                

59
 It is also necessary to include a gender main effects variable, otherwise the gender 

interaction with paying attention to women’s issues term will capture all gender differential 

effects, not just those related to paying attention to women’s issues. 
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also significantly different from zero (as would be expected). For male delegates, the 

impact was not significantly different from zero, indicating that in this regression, this 

variable does not have a separate independent effect for male delegates.  

For holding a formal position within the union, the impact on male delegates was now 

only marginally significant (at the 10% level) and the impact for female delegates was 

not significantly different to their male colleagues. The net impact for female 

delegates (0.025) is almost significant at the 5% level. 

Table 8.22 Delegate activism and union contact, support, approach and gender 

 

Involvement in union 

activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position with 

union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Probability 

Constant 1.159*** 

(8.31) 

— 

   

Female delegate -0.475*** 

(-3.06) 

-0.048 

(-0.75) 

Organiser-initiated high-contact 0.540*** 

(10.02) 

0.146*** 

(6.02) 

Union support index 0.091** 

(2.69) 

-0.004 

(-0.34) 

Organiser mentoring 0.251*** 

(13.05) 

0.026*** 

(3.53) 

Delegate role clear 0.272*** 

(11.83) 

0.024* 

(2.48) 

Union pays attention women’s issues 0.013 

(0.47) 

0.019# 

(1.74) 

Union pays attention women’s issues x 

female delegate 

0.089* 

(2.18) 

0.006 

(0.36) 

   

Union pays attention women’s issues 

(female delegates) 

0.103*** 

(3.29) 

0.025# 

(1.89) 

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.336 0.070 

N 2110 2101 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. The marginal effects were significant at 10% (#) level, 5% (*) level, 1% (**) level 

and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in 

parentheses. 

 ‘Union pays attention to women’s issues’ was also interacted with ‘female delegate’. In this 

context, the first entry for ‘Union pays attention to women’s issues’ represents the association 

of this variable for male delegates and the interaction term represents the extent to which 

female delegates differ from their male counterparts. The association of this variable for 

female delegates needs to be calculated separately (essentially adding them together and 

calculating its significance) and this is shown in the lower part of the table. 
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Research questions 

It is clear from the analysis in this section that the support that unions provide to 

delegates was fundamental to the activism displayed. It is also clear different forms of 

support impact on activism differentially and that identifying the most effective forms 

of support associated with activism was a useful piece of analysis to undertake, 

especially for unions that are attempting to build a more organising approach. 

The analysis was quite unequivocal in finding that Hypothesis 1 was true and that its 

converse was therefore not true. Greater levels of contact were associated with greater 

levels of delegate activism and that was found to be the case whether contact was 

measured as the frequency of union contact (through the organiser or other full-time 

officials) or the nature of the organiser–delegate relationship as measured by 

mentoring. 

The issues that were most associated with greater delegate activism were, however, 

not the issues where unions were seen as providing the most effective support. Three 

of the four issues most associated with activism for intra-delegate-contact and 

involvement in union activities were the three issues where unions were considered to 

be the least effective at supporting delegates, namely keeping in contact with 

delegates (60.1 per cent of delegates rated their union as effective); making training 

available (53.8 per cent); and showing delegates how to develop networks of people 

who can help them (30.0 per cent). For the other two measures of activism, two of 

these least effectively provided supports – keeping in contact with delegates and 

showing delegates how to develop networks of people who can help them – were two 

of the three issues most associated with delegate activism. 

Providing advice and expertise was seen by delegates as being better supported (69.8 

per cent indicated it was effective) and it was the remaining top third or fourth issue 

most associated with activism (depending on which activism measure was being 

considered). This was the third most effective issues as rated by delegates and so on 

this issue unions were putting adequate resources into a support that was also 

providing the greatest assistance to activism. The remaining issues that were 

considered to be the most effectively supported – supporting industrial action (79.4 

per cent), providing news and information (77.8 per cent), directly dealing with 

individual grievances (67.0 per cent), and speedily responding to an issue (65.8 per 

cent) – were issues that benefited delegate activism less and yet these were four of the 
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top five issues where unions were rated as being most effective at supporting 

delegates.  

The fact that supporting industrial action was seen as the issue that unions most 

effectively supported, but was not in itself strongly associated with activism was an 

interesting result. What it suggests is that the type of industrial action being support 

was not the type that was most beneficial to activism and that it may reflect industrial 

practices more associated with service unionism rather than the organising approach. 

Appropriate support of industrial action that stems from a well organised workplace 

campaign that has implemented good organising principles should, in fact, lead to 

greater levels of delegate activism.  

The other three of these issues were also more associated with the service delivery 

approach to unionism and so it is not surprising that unions were seen as effective in 

supporting them; however, given the weaker associations with delegate activism they 

should now be a lower priority for unions and resources should be put into more 

effectively supporting those issues that do provide the greatest benefit. 

The RORP data would therefore indicate that Hypothesis 2 is not true and that the 

unions that represent the delegates in this data were not allocating their resources to 

where they could have the greatest benefit (toward activism).  

This section has also considered how the messages that unions present to their 

delegates and their members can impact on the activism of delegates. It found that the 

clarity with which it articulates the role that delegates play was very important to 

activism, with greater clarity leading to greater activism. Importantly, role clarity was 

found to be strongly associated with the measures of union contact and support, 

particularly the index of (effective) union support, implying that role clarity was 

similar in effect the provision of another type of support. It also found that the 

messages that it presents to members in terms of progressive policies towards women 

had the potential to impact on at least some aspects of delegate activism. More 

importantly, the impact was larger on women delegates than on male delegates. These 

findings indicate that both H7 and H8 were found to be true. 

8.4 The influence of union democracy and member activism 

The commitment and support of members is a crucial aspect of the organising 

approach. In fact, it could be argued that it is the linchpin of the model because the 
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activism that is being developed and supported by the structures and processes of the 

union is being generated from the needs and concerns of the members themselves. For 

the activism be effective and enduring, however, the activist strategy must be owned 

and embraced by the members (Bronfenbrenner & Hickey, 2004; Erickson, 2002; 

Fletcher & Hurd, 1998) – they must have a say in the development of the activist 

agenda and strategy. A direct corollary of this, therefore, is that the democratic 

processes of the union must be perceived by the membership as providing them with a 

voice that is consistent with the degree of ownership of the activist agenda and 

strategy that is implied from the organising approach (Bramble, 1995; Crosby, 2002; 

Ellem, 2003b; Frost, 2000; Sharpe, 2004). To address these issues in the context of 

the thesis, this section considers the effects of delegate perceptions of union 

democracy, as well as the engagement of union members, on the activism of 

workplace delegates. 

In Section 7.3, three variables capturing democracy within unions were identified in 

the RORP delegate survey, but as they were not strongly correlated they could not be 

combined into a single index. All three variables were based on statements to which 

delegates were asked to agree or disagree with on a 5-point scale and collapsed 

versions of these distributions can be found in Table 8.23. Examination of these 

variables will allow sub-question 5 to be considered, which deals with how 

democratic processes and perceptions of democracy within the union influence 

delegate activism: 

(SQ5) How do manifestations of democracy within the union influence delegate 

activism? 

One of the hypotheses stemming from SQ5 asks whether being elected to a position of 

workplace delegate was indicative of a union where its delegates were more active 

(H9). Unfortunately, the RORP delegate survey contains no information on how 

delegates came to be appointed to their roles; however, this was dealt with using the 

AWIRS95 data in Sections 5.3 and 6.4. On the other hand, Hypothesis 10 asks the 

more general question as to whether perceptions of greater democracy may be 

indicative of unions where delegates were more active: 

(H23) Where unions are perceived to be more democratic, delegate activism 

will be higher. 
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and this can be examined using RORP data. 

Section 7.3 identified two similar statements on the activism of union members at the 

workplace. They were strongly correlated and so an index of member activism was 

constructed. In this section, the impact of membership activism on delegate activism 

is also examined in order to address sub-question 3: 

(SQ3) How does the engagement of members in the union enable activism by union 

delegates? 

and more specifically, test the idea that greater engagement by the membership is 

beneficial to the activism of delegates, as set out in Hypothesis 6: 

(H6) Workplaces where the union membership is engaged with the union 

and more willing to undertake union-related activities will enable the 

union delegate to be more activist. 

Section 7.3 also demonstrated that active union memberships and democratic unions 

go hand in hand. This section therefore concludes with an examination of both union 

democracy and active membership on delegate activism using multivariate analysis. 

Union democracy 

In the first union democracy variable (Table 8.23) the relationship with activism is 

negative due to the way the statement was worded. It shows that for those disagreeing 

with the statement that ‘there is not enough consultation with members before 

decisions are made in the union’ tend on average to have higher levels of activism 

(compared to those who were neutral on the statement). In effect, this translates into 

better consultation being associated with greater activism.  
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Table 8.23 Union democracy components and measures of delegate activism 

Democracy 

measure 

Distributi

on 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Not enough 

consultation 

     

Disagree 57.7 4.2** 3.53*** 3.52*** 0.173* 

Neutral (ref) 19.7 4.0 3.26 3.26 0.126 

Agree 22.6 4.1 3.37 3.37 0.157 

      

Correlation†  -0.063** -0.078*** -0.095*** -0.038# 

Delegates lots of 

influence 

     

Disagree 22.8 3.6*** 2.83*** 2.74*** 0.095 

Neutral (ref) 30.6 3.9 3.30 3.25 0.120 

Agree 46.6 4.6*** 3.86*** 3.90*** 0.221*** 

      

Correlation†  0.284*** 0.331*** 0.434*** 0.154*** 

Members have say 

in EB claim 

     

Disagree 21.7 3.8*** 2.90*** 2.85*** 0.112* 

Neutral (ref) 18.5 4.1 3.33 3.30 0.163 

Agree 59.8 4.3# 3.69*** 3.67*** 0.176 

      

Correlation†  0.149*** 0.262*** 0.336*** 0.086*** 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.160 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (neutral) were significant at the 10% (#) level, 

5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

Perhaps surprisingly though, the reverse did not seem to also be true, as those who 

agreed with the statement also had higher activism (compared to those that were 

neutral); however, in each case the greater activism was not significantly different 

from the neutral category. As a result, the overall correlations for this union 

democracy variable were negative although not strongly. 

The other two union democracy statements (‘Delegates have a lot of influence in this 

[part] of the union’ and ‘In an enterprise bargaining campaign, members here have a 

lot of say in determining the context of a claim’) were more strongly correlated with 

each other (! = 0.336***). This was probably because they were more directly 

reflective of day-to-day workplace activities. Both display positive associations with 

the measures of activism and for most the association was relatively strong. Not 

surprisingly, the statement about delegate influence was the one most strongly 
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associated with delegate activism. Nonetheless, it is an important finding that 

delegates who perceived themselves (and others like them in their union) to have 

influence in the union were more likely to be active within their workplace. 

Member activism 

Generating activism amongst members is one of the hardest tasks that a union can 

undertake, but it is exactly this activism that is at the heart of the organising approach 

to workplace unionism. And in the more mature versions of the this approach it is 

workplace delegates who play the most crucial role in developing, nurturing and 

directing that activism, not only to improve the working conditions of the members 

but also to grow the union in an ongoing and self-sustaining manner. 

Based on the combined, two-item index of member activism, Table 8.24 shows that 

less than one-in-five (18.8 per cent) delegates rated the activism of the members at 

their workplace as high, and more than half indicated that it was in fact low. Where it 

was higher, however, so were most of the measures of delegate activism, particularly 

for intra-delegate contact and involvement in union activities. The exception was 

holding a formal position within the union, which did not display any association with 

delegate activism, again indicating that this measure was more dependent on 

individual factors (compared to workplace factors) than the other measures. 

Table 8.24 Member activism and measures of delegate activism 

Level of 

member 

activism Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Low 54.2 4.0* 3.19*** 3.20*** 0.151 

Medium (ref) 27.0 4.2 3.62 3.56 0.175 

High 18.8 4.5** 3.86** 3.88*** 0.152 

      

Correlation†  0.136*** 0.241*** 0.276*** 0.018 

      

Overall 

average 

2.66 4.1 3.44 3.43 0.158 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (medium) were significant at the 5% (*) level, 

1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 
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Joint impact of union democracy and member activism 

The joint impact of union democracy and member activism on the measures of 

delegate activism closely reflects the associations shown in the bivariate relationships 

in Table 8.23 and Table 8.24. As Table 8.25 shows, the first of the union democracy 

variables (not enough consultation with members) was not significant in any of the 

regressions, reflecting the weak associations and correlations shown in Table 8.23. In 

contrast, where delegates indicated they had a lot of influence in the union and where 

members have a lot of say in the content of an enterprise bargaining claim, the impact 

on delegate activism was substantial. This was especially so where delegates have a 

lot of influence, which was strongly significant in all four regressions and substantial 

in size.  Members having a say in enterprise bargaining claims was only marginally 

significant with respect to holding a formal position in the union, but was strongly 

significant in the three OLS regressions (albeit smaller in impact than ‘delegates 

having a lot of influence’). 

The index of member activism was not significant for task activism, which was not 

surprising given its fairly moderate correlation in the bivariate analysis (Table 8.24). 

However, it was strongly significant for intra-delegate contact and involvement in 

union activities suggesting that greater involvement and activism from amongst the 

membership at the workplace allows the delegate to be more involved in relationships 

with other delegates and more involved in union activities more broadly. The 

association with holding a formal position in the union appears perverse at first 

glance. It was negative and significant at the 5 per cent level, which was not at all 

consistent with the bivariate relationship. One explanation is that, having controlled 

for the democratic processes within the union, the presence of other active members 

within the workplace suggests there were a range of people who could take on the 

formal role within the union and so less need for a particular delegate to fulfil this role 

as well. It is likely that in larger workplaces, some of these more active members will 

themselves be delegates. 
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Table 8.25 Delegate activism and union democracy and member activism 

 

Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Probability 

Constant 2.677*** 

(17.41) 

1.455*** 

(11.29) 

1.242*** 

(11.48) 

— 

     

Not enough 

consultation 

-0.013 

(-0.51) 

0.015 

(0.71) 

0.018 

(0.97) 

-0.005 

(-0.70) 

Delegates lots 

of influence 

0.350*** 

(11.00) 

0.294*** 

(11.02) 

0.344*** 

(15.46) 

0.055*** 

(6.68) 

Members have 

say in EB claim 

0.077** 

(2.74) 

0.173*** 

(7.34) 

0.198*** 

(10.07) 

0.013# 

(1.83) 

Member 

activism index 

0.041 

(1.31) 

0.151*** 

(5.76) 

0.118*** 

(5.36) 

-0.017* 

(-2.24) 

     

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.082 0.148 0.236 0.032 

N 2326 2323 2184 2174 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. For the OLS regressions, the marginal effects are the coefficients from the estimation. 

For the logistic regression, the marginal effect is the change in the probability of holding a 

formal position in the union, evaluated at the mean values of the other independent variables. 

The marginal effects were significant at the 10% (#) level, 5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 

0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in parentheses. 

Research questions 

The analysis in this section lends significant weight to supporting Hypothesis 10 that 

perceptions of union democracy will be associated with higher delegate activism. The 

concept of union democracy was captured through three questions that focused on the 

amount of influence that delegates and members had in their every day interactions 

with the union  (‘delegates have a lot of influence in this union’ and ‘members have a 

lot of say in determining the content in any enterprise bargaining claim’) as well as 

the adequacy of those interactions (‘there is not enough consultation with members 

before decisions are made by the union’).  

Like the relationship of democracy with membership activism discussed at the end of 

Section 7.3, it was the democratic processes around the level of influence that were 

more important for delegate activism than the processes around the adequacy of that 

influence. The fact that the adequacy of influence (consultation) was not significant 

may be because delegates (activists) had a high expectation as to what was adequate 

consultation and so were more likely to indicate that it as inadequate (even if they 

agree that there was a lot of influence). Alternatively, the influence of delegates 

within the union and the say of the membership in an enterprise bargaining claim may 
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have a greater relationship with the measures of activism because they evoke more 

concrete images in the respondents minds about the implied day-to-day activities 

underpinning them. In contrast, the adequacy of consultations around (unspecified) 

decisions within the union was less evocative in terms of everyday interaction, and 

although delegates may have thought consultation was important, there was a less of a 

connection to delegate activities.  

This section also provided strong evidence that the engagement of members in the 

union was beneficial to the activism of delegates and that effectively, H6 was found to 

be true.  

8.5 The influence of community activism 

In Chapter 2, it was stipulated that much of the basis for the organising model comes 

from social movement theory and that much of the practical applications of the 

approach have been adopted from those used in social and community campaigns. It 

would therefore seem likely that delegates that were also involved in community 

activism of one kind or another would be more likely to exhibit greater levels of 

delegate activism. As Section 7.5 first suggested, this could be because being 

involved in community activism indicates a level of commitment to community and 

social justice issues that would enhance activism. It could also be because the skills 

learned through the experiences of community activism would be expected to enhance 

the abilities and confidence of workplace delegates and as a result raise the level of 

activism. Previous research has also highlighted that activists with a background in 

community activism may provide unions with more effective collective resources in 

terms of advancing an organising approach (Peetz & Pocock, 2007; also see 

contributions from the same publication that highlight this issue: Buttigieg, et al., 

2007). 

Table 8.26 does indeed show that the 13.2 per cent of delegates that had an 

involvement in community activism were in fact more active than those who did not. 

The binary nature of the variable and the relatively small proportion of the sample 

with this characteristic, however, means that the correlation of community activism 

with the measures of delegate activism were relatively small (although significant). 
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Table 8.26 Involvement in community activism and measures of delegate 

activism 

Community 

activist Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

No (ref) 86.8 4.1 3.43 3.40 0.150 

Yes 13.2 4.3* 3.60* 3.63** 0.211* 

      

Correlation  0.050* 0.043* 0.067** 0.057** 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.45 3.43 0.159 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (no) were significant at 5% (*) level and 1% 

(**) level, respectively. 

8.6 Constraints on delegate activity (including employer 
attitudes) 

This section analyses those variables from Chapter 6 that potentially constrained the 

ability of delegates to undertake union activities. These included the usual hours that a 

delegate works and the workload of a delegate’s regular job, whether delegates 

perceived their delegate duties took up too much time or involved too much 

responsibility, their family responsibilities, as well as the attitude of their employer to 

the activities of delegates. Also considered is whether having access to paid time off 

to undertake union activities enhanced the activism of delegates. 

In part this section is addressing the sixth sub-question and Hypotheses 11 and 12: 

(SQ6) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 

(H24) Employer support of workplace unions will lead to higher levels of 

delegate activism (because of reduced barriers to activism by 

delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Employer support of workplace 

unions will lead to lower levels of delegate activism, because activism 

relies upon generating conflict in the workplace)  

(H25) Employer hostility towards workplace unions will lead to lower levels 

of delegate activism (because of increased barriers to activism by 

delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Employer hostility towards workplace 

unions will lead to higher levels of delegate activism, because of the 
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greater number of issues that emerge in workplaces where employers 

are hostile to unions – they are also likely to be hostile to employees 

more generally, and so create more opportunities for organising at the 

workplace)  

The RORP data was able to directly address the two hypotheses because it has 

measures of employer support and hostility to the activities of deleagtes at the 

workplace. However, the remaining variables in this section also address the broader 

impact of the workplace environment on delegate activism that SQ6 postulates. The 

RORP data, unlike the AWIRS95 data, has no variables directly measuring the 

industrial relations environment, but it does have variables on aspects of the 

delegate’s work environment that delegates faced and so consideration can be given to 

what impact, if any, they had on delegate activism. 

Constraints on being more involved 

The first constraint that can potentially impact on delegate activities was finding the 

time to fulfil the role due to the commitment of their regular job. This could be 

because of the hours they worked or the workload their job entailed, or a combination 

of the two. Table 8.27 shows that delegate activity was lowest for those delegates that 

work part-time hours, which is not surprising given these delegates will be in the 

workplace less often than their full-time colleagues. For those working 35 or more 

hours per week, longer hours were sometimes associated with greater activism and 

sometimes it was associated with a reduction in the level of activism, depending on 

the measure. As the hours of work increased, so did the average number of tasks 

undertaken by delegates, perhaps indicating that many of these tasks were ones able to 

be undertaken as part of the normal course of the working day and so the longer 

delegates were at work the more opportunity there was to perform them. This was 

actually consistent with the findings from the AWIRS95 data that looked at the 

number of tasks and hours worked – see Appendix Table A.2. An alternative 

explanation for this result in both the AWIRS95 and RORP data, however, could be 

that workplaces that have longer hours as standard practice may have a greater need 

for these types of delegate services.  

In contrast to task activism, however, delegates working longer than standard hours 

(35-40 hours per week) had reduced levels of activism in terms of their interaction 



  Chapter 8 
 Activism of delegates from RORP delegate survey 

 
303 

with other delegates and with involvement in union activities. These types of activism 

were more likely to involve a commitment of time that was independent of working 

hours and so the longer a delegate was working, the less opportunity there would be to 

undertake them. 

For the same reason, it may be expected that the proportion of delegates holding a 

formal position in the union would also decline as working hours increased. In fact, 

while the proportion declines at first as hours increase from standard, it then increased 

again for those delegates working more than 45 hours; however, these differences 

were not significantly different from the proportion for standard hours and so not a lot 

should be read into these results.  

Table 8.27 Hours of work and measures of delegate activism 

Hours of work Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Part-time 9.0 3.9 3.08*** 3.38 0.089** 

35-40 (ref) 30.4 4.0 3.61 3.52 0.158 

41-45 27.0 4.1 3.46* 3.38* 0.142 

More than 45 33.6 4.3*** 3.34*** 3.40* 0.189 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (35-40 hours) were significant at 1% (**) level 

and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

The associations in Table 8.27 were reinforced by those in Table 8.28, which 

illustrates two issues delegates identified as preventing them from becoming more 

involved in union activities (than they already were). Three-in-five delegates (61.7 per 

cent) indicated that their workload prevented them from being more involved in the 

union and this was associated with more task activism and a higher proportion holding 

a formal position in the union, but lower levels of intra-delegate contact and 

involvement in union activities. Taken together, the results in Table 8.27 and Table 

8.28 suggest that longer hours and higher workloads reduced the ability of delegates 

to participate in delegate meetings and their overall involvement in union activities, 

but did not impact on their ability to perform the tasks identified by task activism (if 

anything, it enhanced it). Perhaps surprisingly, workload had a positive impact on 

holding a formal position in the union, and coupled with the weak results with respect 
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to hours, suggests that delegates who held such positions were likely to have a strong 

commitment to both the union and their work and were possibly ‘over achievers’. 

Table 8.28 Constraints on being more involved in the union and measures of 

delegate activism 

Statement 

response Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Family 

responsibilities 

     

No (ref) 65.3 4.1 3.47 3.47 0.162 

Yes 34.7 4.2 3.39 3.35* 0.150 

      

Correlation†  0.014 -0.030 -0.050* -0.016 

Workload      

No (ref) 38.3 4.0 3.59 3.53 0.140 

Yes 61.7 4.2* 3.36*** 3.37** 0.171* 

      

Correlation†  0.052* -0.085*** -0.067** 0.042* 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.45 3.43 0.159 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (no) were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) 

level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

Where delegates indicated family responsibilities prevented them from being more 

involved in the union, the impact was similar to that of the workload issue, although 

the size of the impact was smaller and was only significant for involvement in union 

activities. Although not significant, the impact for family responsibilities actually 

reduced the probability of holding a formal position within the union. 

It needs to be kept in mind that delegates were not being asked about barriers to being 

involved in the union, but rather about being more involved in the union than they 

currently are. It is therefore possible that delegates with both high and low 

involvement in the union could indicate that workload and/or family responsibilities 

prevented them from increasing their involvement and so these items were unlikely to 

be good discriminators of the level of delegate activism. Rather, they were useful 

items in the context of identifying barriers to activism because they point to aspects of 

a delegate’s circumstances that inhibit greater involvement than was currently the 

case. 
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Difficulties with union role and paid time off 

Delegates were also asked whether they agreed or disagreed (on a 5-point scale) with 

the statements: ‘doing union work takes up too much time’ and ‘[the] union puts too 

much responsibility onto delegates’. Given the results above for other constraints, it 

might be expected that associations would follow a similar pattern for these two 

statements; however, the results in Table 8.29 reveal a different pattern.  

Rather than agreement with the statement ‘union work takes up too much time’ being 

associated with lower levels of activism, the opposite was true. Those who disagreed 

had the lower activism, while those who agreed had higher levels of activism, 

revealing relatively high positive correlations, particularly for task activism and 

holding a formal position within the union. The pattern of activism shown in Table 

8.29 was the same whether delegates indicated that their workload prevented them 

from being more involved in the union or not,
60

 which suggests that delegates were 

more likely to feel that ‘union work takes up too much time’ precisely because they 

were so active in this role. 

Table 8.29 also shows that delegates who agreed that ‘the union puts too much 

responsibility’ onto them were also the most active, although the associations were 

not as strong as for ‘union work taking up too much time’. This was partly because 

the relationship was no longer a monotonic positive one – those who disagreed with 

the statement also had higher activism than those who were neutral, although the 

differences were small and not significant. Again, this sense of too much 

responsibility seems to have been brought about because of the high level of activism 

within this group – that is, the most active delegates were the ones given the most 

responsibility by their union. While this is not surprising behaviour on the part of 

unions, it does point to the need for unions to adequately support these high 

performing delegates, as well as putting resources into building up a larger network of 

well trained and confident delegates to support them. 

These results suggest that these two variables exhibit a degree of reverse causality – 

that it is the high active delegates who were likely to indicate that ‘the union puts too 

much responsibility on delegates’ and that ‘union work takes up too much time’ – and 

                                                

60
 Separate analysis not shown. 
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it is precisely because of this greater activism and commitment that delegates were 

making this assessment. 

Table 8.29 Union constraints and measures of delegate activism 

Statement Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Union work takes 

up too much time 

     

Disagree 50.2 3.82*** 3.35 3.27* 0.123 

Neutral (ref) 24.5 4.23 3.38 3.41 0.143 

Agree 25.2 4.68*** 3.63** 3.76*** 0.246*** 

      

Correlation†  0.231*** 0.081*** 0.153*** 0.132*** 

Too much 

responsibility 

     

Disagree 61.1 4.1 3.44 3.42 0.152 

Neutral (ref) 23.3 4.1 3.38 3.38 0.147 

Agree 15.5 4.5*** 3.53# 3.56* 0.210* 

      

Correlation†  0.097*** 0.014 0.013 0.043* 

Access to paid 

time off 

     

Disagree 32.6 4.2* 3.15* 3.30 0.149 

Neutral (ref) 12.6 4.0 3.37 3.28 0.134 

Agree 54.8 4.2* 3.68*** 3.58*** 0.177# 

      

Correlation†  0.027 0.195*** 0.142*** 0.046* 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (neutral) were significant at 10% (#) level, 5% 

(*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the continuous version of the left hand variable. 

The last panel of Table 8.29 considers activism and whether delegates agreed or 

disagreed that they were ‘allowed to take paid time off work to do union activities’. 

Intra-delegate contact had a monotonic positive relationship with this statement, 

indicating that greater agreement was associated with greater activism. For the other 

three measures of activism, however, the relationship was not linear, with 

disagreement with the statement also revealing marginally higher levels of activism, 

although only significantly so for task activism. 

Employer attitudes 

Table 8.30 shows delegates’ rating of the attitude of their supervisor and their 

organisation, respectively, to their activities as a delegate. It reveals that both hostile 
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attitudes and supportive attitudes were associated with higher levels of activism 

compared to attitudes that were rated as neutral. Most associations were significant, 

and in most cases attitudes rated as hostile had higher activism than those rated as 

supportive. This indicates that both hostile and supportive environments for delegates 

will generate greater levels of activism than where the environment is more benign. 

Table 8.30 Supervisor and organisation attitude to unions and measures of 

delegate activism 

Attitude 

Distributi

on 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Supervisor 

attitude 

     

Hostile 14.9 4.6*** 3.57** 3.70*** 0.186* 

Neutral (ref) 31.4 4.0 3.34 3.30 0.137 

Supportive 53.7 4.1# 3.44# 3.43* 0.162 

      

Correlation†  -0.070*** -0.014 -0.047* -0.007 

Organisation 

attitude 

     

Hostile 22.9 4.4*** 3.47 3.49** 0.164 

Neutral (ref) 39.7 4.0 3.39 3.29 0.149 

Supportive 37.4 4.2* 3.46 3.52*** 0.162 

      

Correlation†  -0.040* 0.001 0.027 0.001 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category (neutral) were significant at the 10% (#) level, 

5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

 † Correlation with respect to the categorical variable (1 = ‘hostile’ 2 = ‘neutral’ 3 = 

‘supportive’) 

The non-linear relationships between the measures of delegate activism and 

supervisor and organisational attitude to unions, indicates that both hostile and 

supportive attitudes should be operationalised separately, rather than viewing them as 

a continuous metric. This is what is done in the next sub-section. 

Joint impact of constraints and employer attitudes on union 
activity 

The discussion of constraints and employer attitudes earlier in this section identified a 

number of different patterns of association with the measures of delegate activism. 

For some measures, the potential constraint (workload, family responsibilities, longer 

hours) was associated with lower activism, whereas for other measures it was higher 
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(takes up too much time and too much responsibility) and was also suggestive of 

some reverse causality. In the case of employer support or hostility, the impact was 

higher activism for both support and hostility, compared to a more neutral attitude, 

across all measures. And having access to paid time off for union activities 

(effectively, a type of employer support) was universally associated with higher levels 

of activism, but the reverse was not always true for those without access. 

In order to identify the joint impact of all these effects, the measures of delegate 

activism were again regressed against each of these items. The strong likelihood of 

reverse causality for ‘the union puts too much responsibility on delegates’ and ‘union 

work takes up too much time’ means these variables were dropped from this part of 

the analysis. 

The regression models are shown in Table 8.31. Although there were a number of 

significant variables in each regression, none have particularly large R
2
 values 

indicating that although there were some significant relationships found, as a group 

these variables did not explain a lot of the variation in the measures of activism.  

The effect of the hours delegates work on activism is little changed from the 

relationships in Table 8.27. Those working part-time hours were less likely to hold a 

formal position within the union and had less intra-delegate contact (compared to 

those working standard hours of 35-40 hours per week). Those working longer than 

45 hours per week undertook more tasks than others, but had less intra-delegate 

contact. As a group, the hours binary dummy variables were highly significant for all 

regressions except involvement in union activities, where they appeared not to play a 

part. 

After controlling for other constraints, delegates that indicated that ‘family 

responsibilities stopped them from being more involved in union activities’ were no 

less active than other delegates. Delegates who had a ‘workload that stopped them 

from being more involved in union activities’ had lower levels of intra-delegate 

contact, presumably because such contact was time consuming and their high 

workload reduced their capacity to participate. In contrast, a workload constraint was 

associated with a higher likelihood of holding a formal position in the union and had a 

marginally positive influence on task activism.  
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Table 8.31 Delegate activism and delegate constraints and employer attitudes 

 

Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Probability 

Constant 3.551*** 

(28.61) 

3.486*** 

(32.61) 

3.235*** 

(35.40) 

— 

     

Part-time hours -0.140 

(-1.09) 

-0.487*** 

(-4.39) 

-0.105 

(-1.10) 

-0.066* 

(-2.60) 

35-40 hours (ref) 

 

— — — — 

41-45 hours 0.103 

(1.18) 

-0.110 

(-1.47) 

-0.091 

(-1.42) 

-0.010 

(-0.49) 

More than 45 hours 0.328*** 

(3.93) 

-0.160* 

(-2.22) 

-0.050 

(-0.82) 

0.031 

(1.54) 

Family responsibilities -0.015 

(-0.21) 

-0.005 

(-0.08) 

-0.080 

(-1.53) 

-0.019 

(-1.14) 

Workload 0.119# 

(1.66) 

-0.132* 

(-2.14) 

-0.087# 

(-1.65) 

0.039* 

(2.38) 

Access to paid time off 

(disagree) 

0.094 

(0.87) 

-0.211* 

(-2.25) 

0.004 

(0.05) 

0.012 

(0.43) 

Access to paid time off 

(neutral) (ref) 

— — — — 

Access to paid time off 

(agree) 

0.280** 

(2.73) 

0.301*** 

(3.41) 

0.293*** 

(3.89) 

0.053* 

(2.08) 

Supervisor hostile 0.555*** 

(5.17) 

0.299*** 

(3.23) 

0.397*** 

(5.03) 

0.065* 

(2.15) 

Supervisor neutral (ref) — — — — 

Supervisor supportive 0.095 

(1.22) 

0.088 

(1.32) 

0.046 

(0.81) 

0.024 

(1.29) 

Organisation hostile 0.258** 

(2.87) 

0.084 

(1.09) 

0.123# 

(1.87) 

0.008 

(0.36) 

Organisation neutral 

(ref) 

— — — — 

Organisation supportive 0.155* 

(1.98) 

-0.005 

(-0.08) 

0.192*** 

(3.32) 

0.004 

(0.20) 

Joint F-tests/ 

!2
 test (logistic) 

    

Hours  

df F(3, N-11-1)/ !
2
(3) 

7.45*** 6.65*** 0.83 11.14** 

Paid time off 

df F(2, N-11-1)/ !
2
(2) 

5.19** 30.74*** 16.27*** 7.34* 

Supervisor attitude  

df F(2, N-11-1)/ !
2
(2) 

13.88*** 5.21** 13.62*** 5.58# 

Organisation attitude 

df F(2, N-11-1)/ !
2
(2) 

4.59* 0.74 5.72** 0.14 

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.029 0.045 0.035 0.016 

N 2192 2188 2186 2173 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. For the OLS regressions, the marginal effects are the coefficients from the estimation. 

For the logistic regression, the marginal effect is the change in the probability of holding a 

formal position in the union, evaluated at the mean values of the other independent variables. 

The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with 

t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in parentheses. 
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A hostile attitude from a delegate’s supervisor towards their activities was associated 

with large and significantly higher levels of activism (compared to supervisors with a 

neutral attitude) and was the strongest of the employer attitude dummy variables for 

all four measures. Interestingly, a supportive supervisor attitude was not significant 

for any measure. A hostile attitude from the organisation significantly increased task 

activism and was marginally significant and positive for involvement in union 

activities. The reverse was the case for an supportive organisational attitude, with task 

activism and involvement in union activities both significantly higher.  

Taken together, these results suggest that hostility of the supervisor towards delegate 

activities has the largest impact on delegate activism and operates independently of 

the organisation’s attitude (either supportive or hostile). As a group, the supervisor 

attitude dummies were strongly significant in all regressions. In contrast, the 

organisation attitude dummies were only strongly significant for task activism and 

involvement in union activities. 

Finally, the impact of a delegate having access to paid time off for union activities 

acts like the opposite of a constraint. In all four regressions, this variable is positive 

and significant. As this is a 5-level variable, to reveal the average impact of a delegate 

who indicated ‘strongly agree’ compared to one who indicated ‘strongly disagree’, the 

coefficients need to be multiplied by 5. 

Research questions 

The first finding that can be taken from the analysis in Table 8.31 is that the attitude 

of a delegate’s supervisor was more important for the level of delegate activism than 

the attitude of the organisation. This was reflected in the size and significance of the 

supervisor variables in the regressions compared to the organisation variables 

(especially with respect to hostile attitudes), and also in the significance of the joint F-

test statistics.  

A hostile environment from the employer was associated with a higher level of 

activism, although its impact was greater where the hostility was from the supervisor 

than from the organisation. Supervisor hostility was significant and substantial for all 

measures of activism, but organisation hostility was only significant (or approaching 

significance) for task activism and involvement in union activities.  
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The second finding is that employer support for the activities of delegates had much 

less effect on delegate activism than did employer hostility. The impact of having a 

supportive supervisor was not significantly different from that of a neutral supervisor 

for all measures of delegate activism. The support of the organisation was marginally 

significant for task activism (approaching 5 per cent) and was highly significant for 

involvement in union activities but was insignificant for the other two measures. In 

both cases, the impact was positive (like hostility). 

Together these findings mean that H11 – that employer support will lead to higher 

levels of activism – is found to be partially true, although it is the support of the 

organisation that is important, not the supervisor, and that employer support impacts 

only on task activism and involvement in union activities. The findings also mean that 

it is the converse hypothesis for H12 – that employer hostility will lead to higher 

activism – that is found to be true. In this case, however, it is the hostility of the 

supervisor that has the more pronounced effect, with associations with all four 

measures of activism, although organisational hostility did have an influence on some 

measures, namely task activism and involvement in union activities. 

Access to paid time off is also a form of employer support and was found to confirm 

H11, with access to paid leave (that is, greater employer support) leading to greater 

activism. Access to paid leave was more associated with organisation support than 

supervisor support, with its removal from the regressions improving the size of the 

organisation support variable in each regression but having little effect on the 

supervisor support variable.  

8.7 Combined model of delegate activism 

The earlier sections of this chapter have introduced the specific measures of activism 

contained in the RORP delegate survey and then analysed their association with 

different groups of variables suggested by the literature to be important (and that had 

previously been introduced in Chapter 7). For each group of variables, each section 

analysed the bivariate relationships with the activism measures and then considered 

their joint effect using multivariate OLS and logistic regressions. 

In the penultimate section to this chapter, all the variables considered in this chapter 

are brought together into a single model of delegate activism to see which variables 
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maintained their significance and to observe how much of the variation in the 

activism measures was explained by the variables that have been assembled.  

Control variables 

Before describing the results from the full model, however, two control variables that 

are to be included in the models are introduced. These control variables are the gender 

of the delegate and the size of the workplace (which was collected as a 4-level 

categorical variable). Both gender and workplace size were found to be important 

determinants of delegate activism for the AWIRS95 data and the same is expected 

here.  

Table 8.32 indicates that in the absence of controlling for other factors, female 

delegates had significantly lower average levels of activism than their male 

counterparts.
61

 It also shows a very clear relationship between workplace size and 

delegate activism, with delegate activism increasing monotonically with each increase 

in workplace size. 

Table 8.32 Gender and workplace size and measures of delegate activism 

Statement Distribution 

Number of  

tasks 

Intra-

delegate 

contact 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

Formal 

position with 

union 

 % mean 

(0 to 6) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(1 to 5) 

mean 

(proportion) 

Delegate gender      

Male (ref) 58.3 4.2 3.53 3.51 0.171 

Female 41.7 4.0*** 3.29*** 3.31*** 0.142# 

      

Correlation  -0.072*** -0.088*** -0.084*** -0.040# 

Workplace size      

Less than 20 (ref) 16.8 3.3 2.92 3.05 0.098 

20-99 45.2 4.2*** 3.35*** 3.39*** 0.149** 

100-499 26.1 4.4*** 3.78*** 3.60*** 0.182*** 

500 or more 12.0 4.5*** 3.81*** 3.75*** 0.233*** 

      

Overall average  4.1 3.43 3.43 0.158 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category were significant at 10% (#) level, 1% (**) level 

and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 

                                                

61
 The difference was only significant at the 10 per cent level for holding a formal position 

within the union. 
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Full model of RORP variables 

All the variables from each of the earlier sections are now brought together into the 

one model to examine how each was associated with the measures of delegate 

activism after controlling for everything else. While a large number of variables have 

been examined in this chapter, the variables that were included in the full model were 

those that appeared in the multivariate analysis at the end of each section (as was the 

approach in Chapter 6 for the AWIRS95 full model). Variables that were considered 

to display a degree of reverse causality were excluded, as were variables that were 

used to construct composite indexes (with the composite variable being the measure 

included). 

The full regression results are presented in Table 8.33, with variables presented in the 

same order that they were discussed in this chapter. As with the earlier partial 

multivariate analyses using the RORP measures of activism, Ordinary Least Squares 

(OLS) regression is used for the first three variables (number of tasks, intra-delegate 

contact and involvement in union activities), while the binary variable of holding a 

formal position within the union is analysed using a logistic regression. The OLS 

regressions present the change in the measure of activism for a 1-unit change in the 

variable being considered (which comes directly from the regression coefficients).
62

 

The logistic regression presents the change in the probability that the delegate is 

holding a formal position within the union for each 1-unit change in the variable being 

considered, while holding all the other variables in the model at their mean values.
63

  

Given that task activism is a 7-level ordinal variable, that the intra-delegate contact 

and involvement in union activities are both 5-level ordinal variables and that holding 

a formal position within the union is a binary variable, overall the four regressions 

have performed well.
64

 This is particularly true for the most general measure of 

delegate activism (involvement in union activities), which had an adjusted-R
2
 of 0.41. 

                                                

62
 The only exception applies to the tenure of the delegate in their position, where the 

coefficient shows the impact of a 5-year change in value. 

63
 As stated before, the calculation of the probability of an event occurring (such as holding a 

formal position within the union) is a non-linear relationship and is dependent on the values of 

all the variables in the model, not just the variable in question. 

64
 The smaller the number of data points on the dependent variable that the explanatory 

variables can correlate with, the less precise will be the regression. 



Workplace Delegate Activism 

 
314 

The number of tasks performed by a delegate and the extent of intra-delegate contact 

had an adjusted-R
2
 of 0.26 and 0.27, respectively, while the binary holding a formal 

position within the union had a pseudo-R
2
 of 0.15. Missing values on the two control 

variables (delegate gender and workplace size) result in the loss of about 150 

observations, which when combined with missing values from the other explanatory 

and dependent variables, provided a sample of between 1861 and 1865 of the original 

sample of 2506 delegates. 

Tenure, training and confidence 

The partial multivariate model examining tenure, training and confidence (Table 6.15) 

revealed strong associations between each measure of activism and the indices of 

training and confidence. Similar associations were found in the full model (Table 

8.33), with only marginal reductions in the size of coefficients and significance of the 

associations. The association of training and confidence with the measures of activism 

were some of the strongest in the full model, with delegate confidence in particular 

having the strongest impact of all the variables on delegate activism.
65

 

For delegate tenure, the impact was less dramatic. Only holding a formal position 

within the union correlated with tenure to any reasonable extent in the bivariate 

relationships, and this was also the only association that was strongly significant in 

the partial multivariate analysis. This continued to be the case in the full model, with 

each 5 years of tenure increasing the probability of holding a formal position within 

the union by 2.9 per cent (for delegates with an average level of training and 

confidence, as well as the average of all other characteristics). In the partial 

multivariate analysis, tenure was marginally significant for task activism and 

interestingly, was negative in sign. This indicated that although tenure had a weak 

positive association for task activism in the bivariate analysis, once the levels of 

training and confidence of delegates were controlled for, longer serving delegates 

were found to have marginally less activism than more recent delegates. This 

reinforced the idea that tenure was acting on activism primarily through its association 

with training and confidence; that longer serving delegates were more likely to have 

higher levels of both, but when these were controlled for, longer serving delegates 

                                                

65
 For holding a formal position in the union, confidence was the second strongest association, 

bettered only by the association for training. 
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actually had less activism. Interestingly, the small, negative relationship persisted into 

the full model, although it was now no longer significant, even marginally. So 

effectively, other than longer serving delegates being more likely to hold a formal 

position within the union, once training, confidence and other variables were 

controlled for, the length of tenure in the delegate position played no role in how 

active delegates were. 

Union role and support 

Variables that reflected the role of the union and the levels of support delegates felt 

they received from the union included the amount of contact between organisers and 

delegates, the amount of contact between delegates and other people from the union 

(other than the organiser), delegates perception of the effectiveness of support they 

received across a range of issues, whether delegates felt they had learnt a lot from the 

organiser (mentoring), whether delegates felt their role was clear, and whether the 

union pays enough attention to women’s issues. Analysis of these variables (in 

Section 8.3) revealed a potential issue with reverse causality for the organiser 

frequency and other union contact frequency variables. Analysis also revealed 

significant correlations between the union support index and the mentoring and role 

clarity variables.  

The reverse causality issues was dealt with by dropping the ‘other union contact’ 

variable and reconfiguring the organiser contact variable into a binary variable that 

identified only organiser-initiated contact with the delegate where the frequency of 

contact was categorised as high (3 or more times a month). The high correlation 

between some variables was a consequence of having three variables that were all 

measuring different types of support for delegates. In Section 8.3, various 

combinations of these support variables were examined (see Table 8.21 and Appendix 

Table A.8 and Table A.9). As the union support index represents the widest possible 

range of union supports for delegates, the full model (Table 8.33) maintains this 

variable and drops the mentoring and role clarity variables to reduce the significant 
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problem of multicollinearity.
66

 Therefore, this makes the results in the full model 

comparable with the partial multivariate analysis shown in Appendix Table A.9. 

 As in the partial multivariate results, organiser-initiated high-contact in the full model 

was strongly positive and highly significant. In fact, this variable had the second or 

third most significant association with any measure of delegate activism, making it 

similarly important to training and confidence. The size and significance were 

reduced a bit from the partial model (Appendix Table A.9) but this is not surprising 

given its strong correlation with training (!=0.220***) and with confidence 

(!=0.240***).  

In the full model, the impact of the union support index is somewhat reduced from the 

partial model. The union support index was still large and highly significant for task 

activism and involvement in union activities but was only marginally significant for 

intra-delegate contact and was close to zero for holding a formal position within the 

union. For intra-delegate contact, three of the four components of the union support 

index that had the largest association with this measure of activism (see Table 8.17) 

had similar concepts reflected in other variables in the model (that is, ‘keeping in 

contact with me’ reflected in the organiser contact variable, ‘making training 

available’ reflected in the training index and ‘showing me how to develop networks of 

people who can help me’ reflected in the dependent variable). This may be the 

explanation for the reduction in significance from the partial model. 

Compared to the partial multivariate analysis, there was also a substantial decline in 

the impact of whether the union pays a lot of attention to women’s issues in the full 

model. In Appendix Table A.9, this variable was highly significant for involvement in 

union activities and holding a formal position within the union, but in the full model 

only the later was significant and only just at the 10 per cent level. This variable was 

most strongly correlated with the union support index (!=0.357***), although this 

does not explain its reduction in significance as this variable was also in the partial 

                                                

66
 As well as its correlation with the union support index (!=0.494***), the mentoring 

variable also correlated strongly with training (!=0.378***), confidence (!=0.353***) and 

organiser-initiated high-contact (!=0.270***). The role clarity variable was also highly 

correlated with the union support index (!=0.401***), training (!=0.322***), confidence 

(!=0.456***) and organiser-initiated high-contact (!=0.171***), as well as, of course, the 

mentoring variable (!=0.404***). 
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model. Further analysis revealed that this variable also correlated reasonably strongly 

with confidence and also the three union democracy variables (to be discuss next).
67

 

Removal of the confidence variable or the three union democracy variables makes 

whether the union pays a lot of attention to women’s issues significant again, but the 

greater improvement in significance is with the removal of the union democracy 

variables.
68

 Whether the union pays a lot of attention to women’s issues and the way 

in which the union provides a democratic voice to its membership are arguably 

similar because they get to the heart of the lived experience of the union for members 

and delegates. 

                                                

67
 Correlations were: confidence !=0.191***; not enough consultation !=-0.164***; 

delegates have lots of influence !=0.247***; and members have a say in EB claim 

!=0.191***. 

68
 Removal of the confidence variable AND the union democracy variables improves the 

significance considerably more. 
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Table 8.33 Impact of all variables on measures of delegate activism 

 

Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Probability 

Constant 0.163 

(0.60) 

0.341 

(1.44) 

-0.505** 

(-2.79) 

— 

     

Tenure 

(per 5 years) 

-0.041 

(-1.56) 

0.027 

(1.18) 

0.012 

(0.69) 

0.029*** 

(4.71) 

Training 

(per issue) 

0.042*** 

(4.42) 

0.053*** 

(6.41) 

0.050*** 

(7.84) 

0.014*** 

(5.59) 

Confidence 

(per index unit) 

0.479*** 

(10.70) 

0.338*** 

(8.64) 

0.365*** 

(12.16) 

0.062*** 

(4.75) 

Organiser-initiated 

high-contact 

0.712*** 

(8.82) 

0.357*** 

(5.05) 

0.418*** 

(7.71) 

0.108*** 

(4.46) 

Union support index 0.132** 

(2.68) 

0.081# 

(1.88) 

0.158*** 

(4.80) 

-0.006 

(-0.49) 

Union pays attention 

women’s issues 

-0.036 

(-1.08) 

-0.043 

(-1.49) 

0.030 

(1.37) 

0.016# 

(1.69) 

Not enough 

consultation 

0.001 

(0.03) 

0.036 

(1.55) 

0.035* 

(1.98) 

-0.002 

(-0.30) 

Delegates lots of 

influence 

0.161*** 

(4.78) 

0.146*** 

(4.94) 

0.151*** 

(6.70) 

0.022* 

(2.49) 

Members have say in 

EB claim 

-0.019 

(-0.66) 

0.068** 

(2.68) 

0.106*** 

(5.45) 

-0.001 

(-0.08) 

Member activism 

index 

0.065* 

(2.05) 

0.166*** 

(6.00) 

0.134*** 

(6.32) 

-0.013 

(-1.60) 

Community activist 0.053 

(0.60) 

0.012 

(0.16) 

0.088 

(1.47) 

0.025 

(1.08) 

Part-time hours -0.011 

(-0.09) 

-0.368*** 

(-3.34) 

-0.004 

(-0.05) 

-0.064** 

(-2.61) 

35-40 hours (ref) 

 

— — — — 

41-45 hours 0.110 

(1.36) 

-0.114 

(-1.62) 

-0.056 

(-1.04) 

-0.001 

(-0.07) 

More than 45 hours 0.262*** 

(3.41) 

-0.197** 

(-2.93) 

-0.079 

(-1.53) 

0.023 

(1.18) 

Family responsibilities 0.046 

(0.69) 

0.035 

(0.61) 

0.006 

(0.13) 

-0.000 

(-0.01) 

Workload 0.177** 

(2.64) 

-0.036 

(-0.61) 

0.000 

(0.00) 

0.050** 

(3.15) 

Access to paid time 

off (disagree) 

0.313** 

(3.14) 

0.018 

(0.21) 

0.231*** 

(3.46) 

0.035 

(1.20) 

Access to paid time 

off (neutral) (ref) 

— — — — 

Access to paid time 

off (agree) 

0.077 

(0.82) 

0.139# 

(1.70) 

0.115# 

(1.83) 

0.019 

(0.79) 

Supervisor hostile 0.363*** 

(3.62) 

0.097 

(1.11) 

0.182** 

(2.71) 

0.025 

(0.89) 

Supervisor neutral 

(ref) 

— — — — 

Supervisor supportive 0.062 

(0.85) 

0.025 

(0.39) 

-0.021 

(-0.42) 

0.018 

(0.98) 
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Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

Organisation hostile 0.016 

(0.19) 

-0.032 

(-0.44) 

-0.031 

(-0.54) 

-0.013 

(-0.65) 

Organisation neutral 

(ref) 

— — — — 

Organisation 

supportive 

-0.031 

(-0.43) 

-0.104 

(-1.64) 

0.041 

(0.84) 

-0.011 

(-0.63) 

Female delegate -0.032 

(-0.48) 

0.000 

(0.01) 

-0.076# 

(-1.71) 

0.014 

(0.82) 

Workplace size 

Less than 20 (ref) 

— — — — 

Workplace size 

20-99 

0.501*** 

(5.53) 

0.106 

(1.34) 

0.083 

(1.37) 

0.023 

(0.83) 

Workplace size 

100-499 

0.541*** 

(5.42) 

0.332*** 

(3.80) 

0.104 

(1.55) 

0.039 

(1.25) 

Workplace size 

500 or more 

0.602*** 

(5.02) 

0.330*** 

(3.15) 

0.238** 

(2.96) 

0.048 

(1.25) 

Joint F-tests/ 

!2
 test (logistic) 

    

Hours  

df F(3, N-25-1)/ !
2
(3) 

4.34** 5.10** 0.89 7.61# 

Paid time off 

df F(2, N-25-1)/ !
2
(2) 

6.86** 2.41# 6.35** 1.60 

Supervisor attitude  

df F(2, N-25-1)/ !
2
(2) 

6.84** 0.62 5.13** 1.26 

Organisation attitude 

df F(2, N-25-1)/ !
2
(2) 

0.16 1.35 0.79 0.57 

Workplace size 

df F(3, N-25-1)/ !
2
(3) 

12.76*** 7.10*** 3.00* 2.42 

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.265 0.272 0.413 0.148 

N 1865 1862 1861 1865 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. For the OLS regressions, the marginal effects are the coefficients from the estimation. 

For the logistic regression, the marginal effect is the change in the probability of holding a 

formal position in the union, evaluated at the mean values of the other independent variables. 

The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with 

t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in parentheses. 

Union democracy, member activism and community activism 

The three union democracy variables were essentially of two types. First there was a 

more general statement about whether the union consults sufficiently with members 

before decisions get made and this variable had little association with delegate 

activism. In the partial multivariate model it was insignificant for all measures of 

activism (Table 8.25) and this was repeated in the full model (Table 8.33), except for 

involvement in union activities, which it had an unexpected significant and positive 

coefficient. At first glance this appeared to imply that a lack of general consultation 
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leads to greater involvement by delegates, but further analysis suggests this result was 

more likely a spurious correlation brought about by correlations with other variables 

in the model (especially the other democracy variables) and the u-shaped relationship 

this variable exhibited in the bivariate analysis (see Table 8.23). 

This democracy variable also had little association with the others variables that were 

associated with delegate activism, except for the effectiveness of union support (!=-

0.298***) and whether the union pay’s a lot of attention to women’s issues (!=-

0.164***), suggesting that it was quite different to the other two democracy variables, 

which as will be shown now, had quite a strong connection with the other variables in 

the model.  

The other two union democracy variables provide a different story, as they were more 

specific about what they were asking delegates to assess. While the first statement 

asked about unspecified consultation with members around unspecified types of 

decisions (which may or may not have had an influence on a members day-to-day 

experience at the workplace), the other two statements referred to more explicit 

arrangements around the union’s democratic processes – either the influence of 

delegates within the union or the influence of members over the enterprise bargaining 

process.  

These more specific democratic process variables were also interesting because they 

correlated reasonably strongly with many other influential variables in the full 

model.
69

 This is shown in Table 8.34. Together they imply that unions that had more 

highly trained and confident delegates, that provided a high level of contact and 

effective support to delegates, that paid a lot of attention to women’s issues and had 

more active members, also tended to be more democratic in terms of the influence 

that delegates had within the union and the say that membership had in matters that 

directly affect them (such as enterprise bargaining claims). So in a sense, effective 

democratic processes that provided real influence for members and delegates at the 

workplace level acted as a proxy for the many other things that unions do that were 

associated with greater levels of delegate activism. 

                                                

69
 Only delegate confidence had a greater number of strong correlates. 
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As in the partial multivariate model, the full model revealed that delegates’ 

perceptions of having influence within the union had a greater impact and were more 

significantly associated with the measures of delegate activism than whether delegates 

perceived members had a say in the enterprise bargaining process – that is, delegate 

influence within the union was more critical to delegate activism than member 

influence. Like the partial model, delegate influence was significant in all four 

regressions. Member influence over the enterprise bargaining process was only 

significant for intra-delegate contact and involvement in union activities. In other 

words, how much say members had at the workplace was not an influence on the 

range of tasks that delegates performed or whether they held additional union 

positions; however, a greater say by members was also indicative of greater delegate 

interaction and greater involvement by delegates generally. 

Table 8.34 Correlation of union democracy variables with other key variables 

 

Not enough 

consultation 

Delegates lots of 

influence 

Members have say in 

EB claim 

 ! ! ! 

Training 

(per issue) 

-0.031 0.234*** 0.167*** 

Confidence 

(per index unit) 

-0.104*** 0.363*** 0.280*** 

Organiser-initiated 

high-contact 

-0.076*** 0.179*** 0.167*** 

Union support index 

 

-0.298*** 0.389*** 0.320*** 

Union pays attention 

women’s issues 

-0.164*** 0.247*** 0.191*** 

Member activism 

index 

-0.113*** 0.360*** 0.250*** 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: Correlations were significant at the 0.1% (***) level. 

Table 8.34 shows that the influence that members had in the union’s democratic 

processes was strongly associated with the activism they displayed at the workplace 

(!=0.250***), which in turn was associated with greater activism amongst delegates. 

In the full model, the activism of members was positively associated with task 

activism, intra-delegate contact and involvement in union activities, with the strongest 

associations being with the latter two. In this case, greater membership activism did 

increase (to a small extent) the tasks performed by delegates, but its greater influence 

was on encouraging interactions between delegates and greater delegate involvement. 
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The negative relationship between member activism and holding a formal position 

with the union that was shown as significant in the partial model (more active 

members means less need for delegates to take this position) was still present but no 

longer significant in the full model. 

While a history of activism within community groups had been found to be an 

important discriminator in other studies, involvement in community activism was not 

found to be a significant variable for these data. 

Constraints and employer attitudes 

The hours that delegates worked in their regular jobs had a significant impact on the 

measures of activism, except for the overall measure of involvement in delegate 

activism, where it appeared to play no part. Task activism that delegates performed 

was positively related to the hours that they worked. Part-time delegates had the 

lowest number of tasks (although the number was not significantly less than what 

delegates working standard hours performed). Delegates working more than 45 hours 

per week performed a significantly higher number of tasks (than those on standard 

hours). These results would imply that the longer delegates are at work, the more 

tasks they are able to undertake (in a similar way to the AWIRS95 data mentioned 

earlier). 

For intra-delegate contact, the greatest activism came from delegates that worked 

standard hours, with part-time delegates and delegates working more than 45 hours 

per week having significantly lower levels of activism. This would imply that 

maintaining relationships with other delegates was something that happened outside 

of the regular work tasks and so those delegates that worked particularly long hours or 

were not at work as much because they worked part-time hours, found developing and 

maintaining these relationships more problematic. For the holding of a formal position 

with the union, there was no difference in probability for delegates that worked full-

time hours. Instead, it was part-time delegates that had a 6.4 per cent lower 

probability of holding such a position, implying that delegates working part-time 

hours found it more problematic to hold such positions. 

Delegates that indicated that family responsibilities stopped them from being more 

involved in the union were found to be no less active than other delegates. In contrast, 

those that indicated that their workload stopped them from being more involved in the 
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union actually performed a significantly greater number of tasks and were more likely 

to hold a formal position within the union, which is consistent with the earlier finding 

that showed a positive relationship for these two measures. 

Hostility or support from employers towards the activities of delegates was captured 

in the RORP data from the delegate’s perspective of both their organisation and their 

supervisor. Another form of support (or lack of) was also identified as the presence 

(or absence) of paid time off for union delegates for union activities. Both hostility 

and support were modelled separately (as was the presence and absence of paid time 

off) due to the previously identified u-shape relationships with the measure of 

delegate activism (see Table 8.29 and Table 8.30). Overall, the attitude of a delegate’s 

supervisor had more impact on delegate activism than did the attitude of the 

organisation, while access to paid time off had about the same impact as the attitude 

of the supervisor.
70

 This is reflected in the size and significance of the coefficients and 

in the joint F-tests and !2
 tests shown at the bottom of Table 8.33. 

In the full model, supervisor hostility had a substantial, positive impact on task 

activism that delegates performed and increased their involvement in union activities, 

but unlike the partial model, was not associated with the other two measures (Table 

8.33). The support of the supervisor played no part in delegate activism in the full 

model, nor did organisational support or hostility.
71

 Access to paid time off for union 

activities led to a marginally significant increase in intra-delegate contact and 

involvement in union activities. A lack of access, however, was associated with 

significantly greater involvement in union activities and also a greater number of 

tasks. In summary then, it was an adversarial (rather than supportive) approach by the 

employer – whether through their attitude to delegate activities or access to paid time 

off – that was likely to impact on delegate activism and where it did it was likely to 

increase it. 

                                                

70
 Where delegates agreed they had access to paid time to do union activities, they were more 

likely to report supportive (rather than hostile) attitudes to their activities from both 

supervisors and the organisation, with the latter being the marginally stronger association. 

71
 In the partial model (Table 8.31), both organisational hostility and support had a positive 

impact on the number of tasks and involvement in union activities. 
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Finally, Table 8.33 reveals the impact of the two control variables – delegate gender 

and workplace size. In the RORP data, once all other variables were controlled for, 

there was essentially no significant difference between male and female delegates. 

The only minor exception was for involvement in union activities, where female 

delegates had a very small (and marginally significant) lower level of activism than 

their male counterparts. Even if the hours of delegates were excluded from the model 

(since part-time hours may be acting as a proxy for female delegates), the results were 

little changed.
72

 

Workplace size, on the other hand, was highly significant in all regressions, except 

holding a formal position within the union. This latter result is a bit surprising as the 

bivariate results for holding a formal position within the union were very strong (see 

Table 8.32). In each case, there was a trend to greater activism from delegates in 

larger workplaces, although the point where higher activism kicked in varied for each 

measure of activism. For task activism, delegates at workplaces with less than 20 

employees had lower activism, but there was no difference between delegates at 

larger workplaces. For intra-delegate contact, there was a difference between 

delegates from workplaces with 100 or more employees, while for involvement in 

union activities the higher activism was not evident until delegates came from 

workplaces with 500 or more employees. 

Influence of gender on union approach (to women’s issues) 

As a final piece of analysis in this section looking at the full model of delegate 

activism, the union’s approach to women’s issues was examined to see if it impacted 

differentially on male and female delegates. Recall from Section 8.3 (Table 8.22) that 

for involvement in union activities, female delegates responded differently to this 

variable compared to males, with the higher values of the variable (that is, greater 

agreement that the union pays a lot of attention to women’s issues amongst its 

members) being associated with significantly greater activism amongst female 

delegates but essentially having no impact on male delegates. 

                                                

72
 In fact, removing hours from the regression for involvement in union activities sees the 

female delegate decline to insignificant levels. 
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A similar approach is taken here, adding in an extra variable that interacts ‘female 

delegate’ with ‘union pays attention to women’s issues’. This was done for each of 

the measures of delegate activism, but again it was only for involvement in union 

activities where there was a significant difference between how male and female 

delegates responded and so only this regression is reported. The full analysis is shown 

in Table 8.35. The coefficients are essentially unchanged from the full model 

regression in Table 8.33, except for the female delegate variable, the ‘union pays 

attention to women’s issues’ variable and the ‘union pays attention to women’s 

issues’ interacted with the female delegate variable. Each of these variables are 

highlighted in green in Table 8.35 along with the calculated net impact for female 

delegates. 
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Table 8.35 Impact of all gender interaction (for union approach) on delegate 

activism 

 

Involvement 

in union 

activities 

(OLS) 

 Involvement 

in union 

activities 

(OLS) 

 Coefficient  Coefficient 

Constant -0.202 

(-1.05) 

Access to paid time off 

(neutral) (ref) 

— 

Tenure 

(per 5 years) 

0.013 

(0.71) 

Access to paid time off (agree) 0.111# 

(1.77) 

Training 

(per issue) 

0.050*** 

(7.80) 

Supervisor hostile 0.182** 

(2.71) 

Confidence 

(per index unit) 

0.368*** 

(12.33) 

Supervisor neutral (ref) — 

Organiser-initiated high-contact 0.434*** 

(8.02) 

Supervisor supportive -0.024 

(-0.49) 

Union support index 0.159*** 

(4.84) 

Organisation hostile -0.033 

(-0.60) 

Union pays attention women’s 

issues 

-0.051# 

(-1.81) 

Organisation neutral (ref) — 

Union pays attention women’s 

issues x female delegate 

0.185*** 

(4.53) 

Organisation supportive 0.031 

(0.65) 

Not enough consultation 0.037* 

(2.07) 

Female delegate -0.752*** 

(-4.83) 

Delegates lots of influence 0.150*** 

(6.67) 

Workplace size 

Less than 20 (ref) 

— 

Members have say in EB claim 0.101*** 

(5.19) 

Workplace size 

20-99 

0.085 

(1.41) 

Member activism index 0.135*** 

(6.41) 

Workplace size 

100-499 

0.104 

(1.56) 

Community activist 0.093 

(1.56) 

Workplace size 

500 or more 

0.244** 

(3.06) 

Part-time hours 0.009 

(0.11) 

Linear combination (t-test)/  

Joint F-tests 

 

35-40 hours (ref) 

 

— Union pays attention women’s 

issues (female delegates) 

0.134*** 

(4.22) 

41-45 hours -0.060 

(-1.11) 

Hours  

df F(3, N-25-1)/ !
2
(3) 

1.05 

More than 45 hours -0.082 

(-1.60) 

Paid time off 

df F(2, N-25-1)/ !
2
(2) 

6.79** 

Family responsibilities -0.004 

(-0.09) 

Supervisor attitude  

df F(2, N-25-1)/ !
2
(2) 

5.20** 

Workload 0.001 

(0.03) 

Organisation attitude 

df F(2, N-25-1)/ !
2
(2) 

0.62 

Access to paid time off 

(disagree) 

0.235*** 

(3.54) 

Workplace size 

df F(3, N-25-1)/ !
2
(3) 

3.19* 

  R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.419 

(continues next column)  N 1861 

Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, 

respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 

The first entry for ‘Union pays attention to women’s issues’ represents the association of this 

variable for male delegates and the interaction term represents the extent to which female 

delegates differ from their male counterparts. The association of this variable for female 

delegates can be calculated separately and this is shown in the lower part of the table. 
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What Table 8.35 shows is that after controlling for everything else in the full model, 

male delegates tended to be marginally less likely to be involved in union activities (-

0.051#) for each 1-unit increase in the ‘union pays attention to women’s issues’ 

variable (that is, as the variable moves from ‘strongly disagrees’ to ‘strongly agrees’, 

for example, the activism of male delegates was marginally reduced by 0.051). At the 

same time, female delegates were found to be significantly different from males (by 

0.185***) and so the net effect was that female delegates tended to be significantly 

more likely to be involved in union activities (0.134***)
73

 for each 1-unit increase in 

the ‘union pays attention to women’s issues’ variable (that is, as the variable moves 

from ‘strongly disagrees’ to ‘strongly agrees’, the activism of female delegates is 

increased by 0.134) – unions that pay a lot of attention to women’s issues will 

increase the involvement of female delegates. 

8.8 Summary and discussion 

This chapter completes the analysis of data from the RORP delegate survey. It 

commenced by identifying a range of measures that capture different aspects of 

delegate activism, before analysing how these measures were associated with the 

groups of RORP data variables that were introduced and discussed in Chapter 7. 

The most compelling measure of activism in the RORP data was a 5-level subjective 

assessment of involvement in union activities. It was the most compelling because it 

was an overall measure of involvement that encapsulated activities to do with the 

delegate’s role in the context of the workplace industrial relations environment, as 

well as any relationship they may have had with the union itself. As it was very 

general and based on self-perception, it was capable of being answered by all 

workplace delegates since they could interpret ‘involvement in union activities’ in 

whatever manner made most sense to their perceptions of the role of a delegate. 

Whether the respondent identified with a narrow view of the role of a workplace 

delegate (strictly focused on the workplace environment) or they had a broader, more 

social and political interpretation of the role of a delegate, this general self-perception 

question could be meaningfully answered by them. The usefulness and generality of 

this measure meant that it displayed the strongest associations with each of the groups 

                                                

73
 -0.051 + 0.185 = 0.134, which was significant at the 0.1 per cent level. 
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of variables considered in this chapter and in the full model (shown in Table 8.33) and 

it was the measure with the greatest amount of its variation explained by the variables 

that had previously been identified as associated with delegate activism. 

The RORP delegate survey also contained two objective measures of activism that 

focused on particular aspects of delegate activity. The first captured the breadth of 

tasks that delegates performed (number of tasks), while the other identified the extent 

of contact with other delegates, whether that was with delegates from the same union 

or other unions (intra-delegate contact). Task activism was not a sum of all tasks 

undertaken, but simply recorded whether delegates performed any of six key tasks in 

the preceding six months – in essence, more a measure of the range of tasks than the 

frequency of tasks. Intra-delegate contact measured the extent to which delegates had 

a lot of contact with either: other delegates at the workplace; delegates from the same 

union at other workplaces; or delegates from other unions. To avoid the problem that 

a lack of contact on any one of these measures reflected a lack of opportunity (that is, 

they were the only delegate from a particular union at the workplace) rather than a 

lack of activism, the intra-delegate contact variable was based on the maximum value 

for any one of these three types of delegate contact. Thus the maximum value of 

delegate contact reflected the type of contact that was most pertinent to each 

delegate’s situation. 

For most variables, these two measures of activism displayed similar associations, and 

in the full model the amount of variation of the two measures explained was almost 

identical. Where they differed was around the variables representing constraints, 

particularly around potential free time at work. Where long hours and high workload 

reduced the possibilities for intra-delegate contact, they actually enhanced the 

potential for tasks, which presumably reflected the fact that one type of activism was 

complimentary to a delegate’s regular work, while the other is in conflict with it. 

The fourth and final measure of delegate activism in the RORP data was different to 

the other three in that it was not related to activism at the workplace but rather 

activism within the union. Holding a formal position within the union was a binary 

variable that captured involvement in the political processes of the union and while it 

represented a level of commitment to the ideology of unionism, it was the variable 

that was least associated with the types of activism that were indicative of the 

organising model of workplace unionism. While it was not inconsistent with the 
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organising approach, it did not fully capture the ideals that the organising approach is 

advocating. The different nature of this type of activism, combined with the binary 

metric of the variable, meant that this measure has the least associations with the 

variables examined in this chapter and at times, displayed relationships that were 

different to those shown for the other three measures. 

The second sub-question for the thesis considered the inter-relationships between 

delegate tenure, confidence (skills) and the amount and type of union-related training 

that delegates had been exposed to. Strong associations between these variables were 

found in the RORP data, with training and tenure influencing the level of delegate 

confidence. In the previous chapter (see Section 7.1), tenure was found to be less 

important than the amount of union-related training in explaining delegate confidence 

and so Hypothesis 3 was found to be true for this data.  

The remaining two hypotheses associated with SQ2 examined the relationship of 

tenure, training and confidence to delegate activism (undertaken in Section 8.2). In 

considering Hypothesis 4, the analysis revealed that delegate activism increased with 

increasing levels of tenure, training and confidence. It also revealed that tenure was 

less important for increasing delegate activism than were training and confidence and 

that in the full model tenure only had an effect that was independent of the amount of 

training and confidence in the context of holding a formal position within the union. 

Effectively, delegate tenure only impacted on the relationships delegates had within 

the union (with office holders more likely to be longer serving delegates) but had no 

impact on their activism at the workplace.  

Confidence was found to be more influential than the amount of training, in part 

because training was an important aspect of delegate confidence. However, the 

amount of training continued to have an influence independent of the level of 

confidence across all measures of activism. Overall then, H4 was found to be true. 

Hypothesis 5 was also found to be true. While the breadth of training was important 

for all measures of delegate activism, some particular types of training were found to 

be more influential than others. Importantly, these turned out to be those that were 

most useful in developing organising skills for delegates in the context of the 

organising model of workplace unionism, namely: campaigning skills; enterprise 
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bargaining; developing union networks and structures; and promoting activism and 

involvement by members. 

Sub-question 4 and Hypotheses 7 and 8 considered the messages that a union presents 

to its delegates and members and found these influenced the activism that delegates 

display. The message that a union presented to its delegates was captured by the 

extent to which unions were able to clarify what the role of the delegate was within 

the union. The clarity with which unions established the role of delegates was shown 

to be strongly associated with activism delegates (see Section 8.3). As a result, 

Hypothesis 7 that ‘delegate activism will be lower where there is uncertainty about 

the role of the delegates in the workplace, and higher where there is clarity’ was found 

to be true. This result was also consistent with the organising approach, where being 

explicit about the roles and responsibilities of all positions within the union 

(including, or perhaps even especially, delegates) was crucial for operating in an 

environment in which unions were trying to rebuild in the context of little institutional 

support. The size of the association between role clarity and delegate activism was 

similar to the importance of the mentoring role played by organisers. In fact, role 

clarity and organiser mentoring were shown in Section 8.3 to be closely related: in 

effect, providing role clarity and the mentoring role played by organisers were two 

different forms of union support, similar in concept to the frequency of organiser 

contact and the effectiveness of union support (as measured by the index of 

effectiveness). So similar were they, in fact, that both role clarity and organiser 

mentoring had to be dropped from the full multivariate model in Section 8.7 so as not 

to swamp the impact of the union (effective) support index, which was a much 

broader measure of union support than the other two. 

The message that a union presents to its members was captured by the perception of 

how much the union pays a lot of attention to women’s issues. The impact of the 

union being seen to take a progressive approach to gender issues (Hypothesis 8) was 

found to only be significantly associated with one of the measures of delegate 

activism, involvement in union activities. As this is the most general and most 

explained of the measures, however, the result was fairly important. In addition, 

applying a gender interaction term to the multivariate analysis indicated that the 

impact was more significant for female delegates than for males, suggesting that at 

least on this issue, it could be important in attracting and retaining female activists. 
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Although analysed in separate sections earlier in this chapter, sub-question 3 (how the 

engagement of members in the union enables activism by the delegate) and sub-

question 5 (how manifestations of union democracy influence delegate activism) were 

found in the full multivariate model of Section 8.7 to be closely related. Where unions 

were perceived to be more democratic (especially with regard to the influence of 

delegates and members), members were also more involved – and together these two 

influences were associated with greater delegate activism, thus confirming 

Hypotheses 6 and 10. 

More revealing though, perceptions of greater union democracy (through the greater 

influence of delegates and members) was found to be a good proxy for a substantial 

number of other factors identified as impacting on delegate activism. These included 

the amount of training that delegates received, delegate confidence, the frequency of 

organiser-initiated contact, greater effective union support and presenting a 

progressive image to members around women’s issues. These results suggest that 

providing greater influence for delegates and members acts as a marker for a whole 

range of other factors that were important for higher delegate activism and important 

for the implementation of an organising approach to unionism. It was not possible to 

draw any inference about cause and effect from these findings, or whether in fact all 

of these impacts, including a greater democratic voice within the union, were the 

consequence some other unspecified influence. None the less, the associations found 

here were interesting. 

Sub-question 6 considered the role of employer support or hostility for delegate 

activism and was assessed through the association of three variables: the support or 

hostility of the delegate’s supervisor towards the delegate’s union activities; the 

support or hostility of the organisation towards these activities; and the delegate’s 

access to paid time off for union activities. In the bivariate analysis, it was clear that 

both supportive and hostile employer attitudes to union activities (compared to a 

neutral stance) were associated with higher levels of delegate activism, although 

hostile environments generated greater delegate activism than did supportive ones. 

Similarly for paid time off, where delegates agreed or disagreed that they had access 

to paid time off for union activities (compared to a neutral or mixed position) they 

generally had greater activism, although in this case the greater impact on activism 

was where paid time off was available. While it would have been tempting to assume 
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that access to paid time off was also an indicator of support from the organisation, the 

analysis revealed that paid time off was only marginally more likely in organisations 

that delegates rated as supportive compared to hostile. 

In the full multivariate model, it was only supervisor hostility that continued to have 

an independent impact on activism and then only for some measures. In contrast, both 

access to and a lack of access to paid time off for union activities increased the 

activism of delegates (but again, only on some measures), although it was the lack of 

access that had the larger effect. In addressing Hypotheses 11 and 12, the results from 

the RORP data lead us to the following conclusion.  

Hypothesis 11 (employer support will lead to higher levels of delegate activism) was 

somewhat true, at least in terms of access to paid time off for union activities, and in 

the bivariate case, was true for supervisor and organisational support. Importantly, the 

converse hypothesis was not true (employer support will lead to lower levels of 

delegate activism). Hypothesis 12 (employer hostility will lead to lower levels of 

delegate activism) was not true, whereas the converse hypothesis was true, for a 

number of measures of activism (explicitly, number of tasks and involvement in union 

activities). The outcome of this was that both support and hostility of the employer 

can lead to higher levels of activism but that the stronger results can be attributed to 

hostility. 

Taken together, the complete set of results from this chapter allow for an assessment 

of the final sub-question (SQ7) as to whether the factors that determine delegate 

activism were generally consistent or inconsistent with an ‘organising’ approach to 

activism. This discussion will be taken up in the next and concluding chapter. 



   

 

 

Chapter 9 Discussion and conclusion 

This thesis sits squarely within the stream of industrial relations research examining 

the process of union renewal that has followed the period of significant and pervasive 

membership decline in the latter decades of the twentieth century. The process of 

union renewal is usually characterised as a shift from a ‘servicing’ to an ‘organising’ 

model of union behaviour, and had its beginnings in certain unions in the United 

States in the early to mid-1980s. The ideas that underpin the shift to an organising 

model of unionism, otherwise known as the ‘organising approach’, have been 

characterised as a return to the unionism that operated at an earlier time, primarily the 

later part of the nineteenth and early part of the twentieth centuries. The transition to 

an organising approach within contemporary unions involves a move away from the 

provision of industrial and representational services and towards the re-activation of 

the membership base. This re-activation in part involves transforming the roles of 

organisers and workplace delegates, which in the case of delegates, involves a move 

towards greater leadership and responsibility for the day-to-day industrial relations 

environment at the workplace. If the move to an organising approach is successful, 

the issues that energise and draw on the resources of the union will be those identified 

at the workplace level, and will be solved through the activism of those upon which 

they directly impact.  

The role of workplace delegates in the context of the organising approach is complex, 

and various methodological approaches can be taken. Measuring the degree of 

commitment to, or implementation of, the organising approach in a workplace context 

is problematic. For large-scale workplace-level surveys, which are the basis of this 

thesis, the focus has been on measuring the activism of delegates. This is because 

delegate activism, though not necessarily a direct measure of the organising approach, 

is a necessary precondition of the approach, with active delegates being central to its 

success and to the process of union renewal. 

Taking the precondition that delegate activism is a necessary aspect of the shift to an 

organising approach, the key research question for this thesis has been to consider the 

manner in which trade unions can influence the activism of their workplace delegates. 
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In addressing this question, the focus of the thesis has been on the day-to-day 

workplace-level interactions between delegates and their union, the activism-

facilitating resources that unions and delegates bring to the relationship, and the 

constraints on activism that delegates may face in the workplace context.  

In addressing this key research question, a number of sub-questions that assist in 

identifying interactions and relationships that are significant in terms of delegate 

activism – and the importance of the context in which those interactions and 

relationships operate – were posed and investigated. These sub-questions considered 

the nature of union support, the role of member engagement and union democracy, 

the skills, training and confidence of delegates, the message and approach of the 

union towards its delegates and members, and the attitude of the employer toward the 

delegate’s role. Using the 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey 

(AWIRS95) and the delegate survey from the Representation and Organising 

Research Project (RORP) as secondary data sources, the preceding four chapters 

(Chapters 5 and 6 on AWIRS95 and Chapters 7 and 8 on RORP) investigated specific 

sub-questions as they related to a particular data source. 

This final chapter reviews the findings for each of the sub-questions, bringing 

together the results from the two data sources and indicating how each of the sub-

questions is useful in addressing the overall research question of the thesis. 

Consideration of these results will facilitate the examination of an additional sub-

question not examined in the earlier chapters. Namely, whether the factors that 

determine delegate activism are generally consistent or inconsistent with an 

‘organising’ approach to unionism. This, inturn, will provide a justification for the 

earlier claim that examining the determinants of delegate activism provides a 

legitimate approach to understanding the process of union renewal. 

9.1 Data sources 

Preceding analysis of the research question was based on an examination of two 

representative databases of Australian workplace delegates.  

The 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial Relations Survey (AWIRS95) was 

conducted more than decade ago, but to date remains the most current, comprehensive 

database available of industrial relations practices in Australian workplaces. One of 

the AWIRS95’s components, the Union Delegate Questionnaire (UDQ), is the most 
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representative database available for Australia that considers the role of union 

delegates in a workplace context. Interestingly, the UDQ instrument, which was 

directed at the most senior delegate from the union with most members at the 

workplace, was not designed to investigate workplace delegates per se. Rather, like 

all of the AWIRS95’s components, the instrument was designed to map the industrial 

relations situation within Australian workplaces at the time by providing a voice for 

the key actors in the workplace environment. As a result, the UDQ instrument 

represents a rich source of information about the day-to-day role of senior workplace 

delegates and their relationships with both their union and with workplace 

management. 

The delegate survey contained within the Representation and Organising Research 

Project (RORP) is the second source of data upon with the thesis is based. Conducted 

in late 2003–early 2004, the RORP delegate survey was specifically designed to 

examine the role of delegates in the context of an organising approach to workplace 

unionism, and thus, is uniquely placed to address the determinants of delegate 

activism and the manner in which unions are able to influence such activism. 

Undertaken by Professors David Peetz (Griffith University) and Barbara Pocock 

(University of South Australia), the RORP was part of a larger ARC funded project 

that examined the changing nature of employee voice and representation within 

Australian workplaces, and involved 2506 CATI interviews with eight large national 

unions.  

9.2 Measures of activism 

Across the two data sources the analysis identified seven distinct measures of delegate 

activism, three from AWIRS95 and four from the RORP delegate survey. The three 

from AWIRS95 were similar in that they were all objective measures of delegate 

effort centred on delegate activities. Two of these measures recorded the range of 

tasks undertaken in a 12-month period (differentiated by whether they were done at 

all (task breadth) and whether the delegate spent a lot of time on them (task depth)). 

The third measured the average amount of time spent on all delegate activities 

(measured in one hour units). The breadth of tasks measure had the strongest 

association with the widest range of determinants considered in this thesis, followed 

closely by the time spent on delegate activities; associations with the depth of tasks 

were less prevalent. 
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The RORP delegate survey contained a similar objective ‘range of tasks’ measure of 

activism to the AWIRS95 breadth of tasks measure, although this measure was based 

on a smaller group of activities and was referenced over six, rather than 12, months. 

The specific focus on organising in the RORP study, however, meant that each task 

was highly relevant to the activism of the organising approach, whereas the tasks 

listed in the AWIRS95 task measures included some activities that were less focussed 

on this. The RORP delegate survey also contained a second objective measure that 

was based on a specific aspect of delegate activism as it pertains to the organising 

model, namely the degree of contact with other delegates. This building of networks 

between activists is viewed by many as a critical aspect of developing the necessary 

structure for union renewal (Bronfenbrenner, et al., 1998b; Crosby, 2005; Fairbrother 

& Yates, 2003b; Grannis, et al., 2008; Hurd, 1998; Kelly, 1998; Milkman & Voss, 

2004; Peetz & Pocock, 2006; Peetz, et al., 2007; Weil, 2005). Interestingly, these two 

measures explained similar amounts of variation in the full regression models, 

although not necessarily always for the same influences. The key difference appears 

to revolve around the time constraints of work. Hours worked and access to paid time 

off appear to impact differently on these two measures, but otherwise they have quite 

similar determinants. 

A third measure of activism in the RORP delegate survey was more subjective and 

referred in a general sense to the level of involvement in union activities. The 

generality of this measure rendered it universally interpretable by all delegates, who 

could attach whatever meaning they wished to the notion of ‘union activities’, ranging 

from a very narrow definition of the role of a delegate in a workplace context to a 

much broader concept of union involvement encompassing political and ideological 

engagement with the wider union movement. While this differential interpretability 

meant that delegates were not likely to be applying the concept of ‘union 

involvement’ in the same manner, it also meant that it was being interpreted in a way 

that made sense to all delegates in the context of their own background and 

experience of unionism. As a consequence of this, it was also the measure most 

associated with the determinants of activism that were considered in the chapters 

based on the RORP delegate survey. 

The final RORP measure of activism was not about activism at the workplace, but 

about a specific type of involvement in the union; namely whether the delegate held a 
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formal position within the union. Thus, this measure was least associated with the 

organising approach per se. Delegates who held a formal position within the union 

were more active than those who did not. The measure’s association with the 

determinants of activism, however, was less evident, in part because it was a binary 

variable (and hence, associations were not going to show up as strongly), but also 

because the determinants of activism that were examined in this thesis were those that 

related to workplace relationships (and holding a formal position within the union was 

more tangentially associated with these concepts). 

The different time periods in which the AWIRS95 and RORP delegate survey data 

were collected will also allow for an examination of how delegate activism may have 

changed between 1995 and 2004 – although different population definitions and 

measures of delegate activism in the two data sources will preclude any comparison 

of activism levels between the two periods. 

9.3 Discussion of research questions 

As a means of addressing its overall research question – “how do unions influence the 

activism of workplace union delegates?” – the thesis addressed a number of sub-

questions and related hypotheses that were tested through analysis of the two data 

sources. Chapters 5 and 6, based on the AWIRS95 data, considered sub-questions 1 

and 2, and some aspects of sub-questions 5 and 6. Given its explicit focus on 

workplace-level organising, data from the 2004 RORP delegate survey was useful in 

addressing sub-questions 1 through 4, and other aspects of sub-questions 5 and 6 upon 

which the AWIRS95 data did not shed any light. These questions were addressed in 

Chapters 7 and 8. Reflecting on the findings of these six sub-questions will 

subsequently allow for sub-question 7, on the consistency of the determinants of 

delegate activism for the  ‘organising’ approach to unionism, to be examined. This 

will be addressed toward the end of this chapter. 

Union contact and support 

Union support for delegates can come in many forms, but preceding chapters focused 

on the frequency of contact and nature of the relationship between delegates and the 

union. (Other forms of support include the training provided to delegates, and the 

ability of members and delegates to have a say in, and engage with, the union through 

its democratic processes. These are discussed separately in subsequent sections.)  
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Apart from what is presented in this thesis, there is little direct, survey evidence of the 

relationship between organiser contact and delegate activism. In a small follow-up 

study, however, Peetz, Webb & Jones (2002) found a greater commitment to the role 

of being a delegate, a greater involvement in union activities and a greater amount of 

time spent on union activities, where delegates had received follow-up contact from 

an organiser following a training course, compared to those who had not had any 

follow-up contact. They also observed less slippage in the post-training commitment 

to resolve previously identified issues at the workplace where organisers had 

followed-up with delegates after the training course, compared to those where they 

had not. 

There is also little direct, survey evidence of how crucial support, other than direct 

contact by organisers, is likely to be for fostering delegate activism. Peetz & Pocock 

(2006) show that local union power (which is itself strongly associated with delegate 

activism) was strongly influenced by the nature of the support provided by the union. 

In particular, they identified (effective) support in showing delegates how to develop 

useful networks of people as important for local union power. However, they also 

showed that support on a substantial range of issues was likely to have a positive 

impact on delegate activism, but only where delegates considered the support 

effective. 

To examine the relationship between union contact and support and delegate activism, 

the thesis posed sub-question 1 (SQ1) and proposed to test a related hypothesis on the 

level of contact: 

(SQ1) What role is played in shaping workplace activism by the support unions 

provide to their delegates, and what forms of support are most critical? 

(H26) Delegates with a high level of contact with the union will be more 

active than delegates who have less contact (because of the support 

they provide to delegates).  Converse hypothesis: Delegates with a 

high level of contact with the union will be less active than delegates 

who have less contact because intervention by union officials will 

crowd out activism at the workplace.   

It is clear from both the AWIRS95 and RORP data that there was a strong, positive 

association between the frequency of contact between workplace delegates and the 
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union, on the one hand, and the level of delegate activism, on the other. Also clear 

was that the most critical relationship was that between the organiser (or full-time 

official as it was described in AWIRS95) and the delegate (although other 

relationships the delegate may have with other parts of the union were also 

important).  

What was sometimes difficult to determine from the data was the direction of the 

relationship; that is, whether greater contact by the union (particularly the organiser) 

led to greater activism on the part of the delegate, or whether there was greater contact 

between the union and the delegate because the delegate was more active. In reality, it 

seems likely that a feedback mechanism was at play, whereby greater contact by the 

organiser increased the activism of delegates, which in turn led to more contact with 

the organiser, and so on.  

It is impossible in a cross-sectional study, such as that contained in this thesis, to 

identify the point at which the mechanism was initiated. It could be initiated by either 

party and would become a feedback mechanism where the other party was able to 

respond to the initial overture. It is clear, however, that H1 is true and that greater 

contact is associated with greater activism. Consequently, the converse hypothesis 

that greater contact by delegates with the union leads to crowding out of activism was 

rejected.  

The alternative hypothesis whereby union intervention was unhealthy for workplace 

activism, refers to situations in which union officials by-pass the membership and 

deal directly with the management, or where all the interaction between the union and 

the employer occurs in an institutional forum away from the workplace. The latter 

was often the case under the pre-1990s version of centralised industrial relations in 

Australia (Cooper, 2000; Crosby, 2005; Howard, 1977). When a direct relationship 

between the delegate and the union (particularly the organiser) existed at the 

workplace level, activism at the workplace was clearly enhanced. 

The shaping of workplace activism through union support is not restricted to the 

frequency of contact between delegates and organisers (or the union office), important 

as frequency of such contact is. Workplace activism is also shaped by the nature of 

the support that unions provide to delegates. There were a number of variables in both 

data sources that measured this support, and like the frequency of contact measures, 
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the greater the measure of support, the greater was the level of delegate activism (with 

one exception). The different measures of support from the RORP data included an 

index based on delegate perceptions of the effectiveness of the support they received 

from the union on eight different issues. Greater support for delegates was also 

evident where delegates indicated their organiser had taught them many valuable 

things and where they had clear expectations of what their role was (what was 

expected of them), with the correlation between all three of these measures being very 

high (Cronbach ! = 0.67).  

While not explicitly addressed in the analysis, previously identified studies indicate 

that union leadership was a crucial element in clarifying the explicit roles and 

responsibilities that different personnel in the union should play in the successful 

implementation of the ‘organising’ approach. Based on these studies, only a well-

articulated and resourced strategy is likely to succeed (see Fletcher & Hurd, 1998; 

Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994; Griffin & Moors, 2004; Oxenbridge, 1997, 2003). What the 

analysis in this thesis demonstrates in the existence of a strong link between clear 

expectations for delegates, and the role played by organiser mentoring, in developing 

workplace activism. 

The impact of clear expectations for delegates on their activism, however, was 

addressed in Hypothesis 7: 

(H7) Delegate activism will be lower where there is uncertainty about the 

role of delegates in the workplace, and higher where there is clarity 

about it.  

H7 is a part of SQ4, which deals with the messages that unions present to their 

members and to delegates: 

(SQ4) How does the image the union presents to its members and delegates influence 

delegate activism? 

While not immediately obvious, another way of thinking about the support that unions 

provide is in terms of the image of themselves they present to members and delegates. 

In some of the models of union power identified in Section 2.4, good discursive 

power, or the ability to articulate an appropriate agenda, were key components of 

these models (see Levesque & Murray, 2002; Pocock, 2000). The clear implication 

from the RORP data analysis around clear expectations was that where delegates had 
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a good understanding of what was expected of them (clear expectations of their role), 

their level of activism was higher. Thus, H7 was shown to be true. Also clear was that 

expectations played a similar role to other forms of union support. Hence, it is likely 

that clarity regarding roles comes about through sufficient union and organiser contact 

and organiser mentoring. 

SQ4 contains another hypothesis (H8), which also goes to the messages that unions 

present, this time with respect to gender issues: 

(H8) Delegate activism will be greater where the union is seen as taking a 

progressive approach to gender issues, particularly amongst female 

delegates.  

Again, the idea behind this hypothesis was one of appropriate union support that 

allows delegates – in particular female delegates – to play an active role within the 

union and overcome the barriers to female participation that have plagued some 

unions in the past (Pocock, 1995, 1997). Analysis of the RORP data showed that a 

strong perception that women’s issues were being taken seriously within the union 

was associated with greater activism on the broadest, most general measure of 

delegate activism (involvement in union activities). Importantly, the impact of this 

perception on activism was found to be gender sensitive, with female delegates being 

more sensitive to how unions presented themselves. H8 was therefore shown to be 

true, at least for the most general measure of activism. 

The role of mentoring by organisers, providing clear expectations about what the role 

of delegates is, and embracing progressive ideas such as supporting women’s issues 

within the union, are all forms of support that the union can provide in a manner 

similar to the support provided around more standard workplace industrial relations 

issues. Doing so will increase delegate activism in a similar way to that of more 

standard support and the frequency of contact between delegates and the union.  

Measurement of union support (beyond that of organiser contact) in the AWIRS95 

data was more crude, with delegates asked whether they received enough support 

from the union office and whether they were kept up-to-date about matters that were 

important for them to do their job (both binary responses). The later had a significant 

impact on the number of tasks where delegates spent a lot of time, suggesting that the 

regular flow of relevant information to delegates could help delegates deal with 
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workplace tasks and issues more intensively. In contrast, where delegates felt they had 

enough support from the union office, they tended to spend less time on union 

activities (this being the only support variable with a negative impact on activism). 

Interestingly, the negative effect was only evident after the frequency of organiser 

contact and the extent of involvement of the organiser in consultations at the 

workplace were both controlled for (in the bivariate analysis, its impact was small but 

positive). Interestingly, this could point to the existence of a small crowding-out effect 

of the kind postulated in the converse hypothesis for H1. For a given frequency of 

organiser contact and involvement in discussions at the workplace, and in a period 

before the organising approach and its resultant transformed role for delegates had 

taken hold in most unions, delegates may be interpreting ‘enough support from the 

union office’ as that point where their effort and responsibilities lessened, hence the 

negative association. In other words, in this era of servicing rather than organising, a 

sufficient level of organiser contact and involvement meant the delegate had less to 

do. 

A second hypothesis related to SQ1 seeks to determine if the effectiveness of the 

various types of support delivered by unions relate to the impact these supports have 

on activism: 

(H2) (Because unions will allocate their resources to the activities where 

they have the greatest benefit) the issues where unions are seen as 

being the most effective at delivering support will also be the issues 

that are most critical for delegate activism. 

H2 tested whether where unions were implementing the organising approach in the 

most efficient way, they would be allocating their resources so that their most 

effectively delivered supports were those that had the largest impacts on delegate 

activism. The analysis of the RORP data, however, did not bear this out. The three 

issues where unions, on average, were the least effective in providing support were 

also the three issues (or two of the three issues for task activism and holding a formal 

position within the union) where the provision of effective support was most strongly 

associated with greater delegate activism. The three issues were: keeping in contact 

with delegates (60.1 per cent of delegates rated their union as providing effective 

support); making training available to delegates (53.8 per cent); and showing 

delegates how to develop networks of people who can help them (30.0 per cent). The 
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importance of training for building skills and confidence will be addressed shortly, 

but the importance of communicating a strategy and educating members and delegates 

in the transition to an organising approach has been consistently stressed elsewhere 

(Carter & Cooper, 2002; Conrow & Delp, 1999a; Cooper, 2001; Crosby, 2002, 2005; 

Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994; Griffin & Moors, 2004). Further, there is no more eloquent 

study of the fundamental importance of the establishment and maintenance of a local 

network of delegate activists in ensuring the success of a campaign than Bradon 

Ellem’s analysis of union renewal in the Pilbara region of Western Australia (see 

Ellem, 2002b, 2002a, 2003a, 2003b, 2004). 

Effectively then, not only were these three supports those that were the least 

effectively delivered by unions, they were arguably the most important of the eight 

issues asked about for implementing the organising approach. Consequently, H2 was 

substantially rejected, suggesting that unions need to rethink their allocation of 

resources if enhancing delegate activism is an important goal. 

Tenure, training, confidence and skills 

It was suggested in Chapter 2 that unions with a servicing approach may tend to over-

rate the value of the experience that comes with long-term attachment to union roles 

and under-sell the benefits of training for their organisers and workplace delegates 

(see Pocock, 1998). Several recent studies based on surveys of delegates (Peetz, et al., 

2002) and organisers (Peetz, et al., 2007) have questioned this thinking and have 

placed training at the forefront of strategies for improving workplace activism. This 

was because training not only displayed an independent and significant impact on 

activism, it also significantly enhanced confidence and skills, which in turn, also 

independently and significantly impacted on activism. In contrast, however, any 

independent impact of tenure (experience) on activism was removed or significantly 

reduced where both training and confidence were included. 

To examine the role of tenure, training, confidence and skills on delegate activism, the 

thesis proposed the following sub-question: 

(SQ2) What are the inter-relationships between delegate tenure, the confidence and 

skills they perceive that they have acquired, and the amount and type of union-

related training they have undertaken, and how do these influence delegate 

activism? 
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SQ2 is the one sub-question that both data sources were able to examine using similar 

variables and importantly, they both provided similar results. The main difference in 

the variables pertained to the construction of the measures for skills and confidence. 

In AWIRS95, the constructed index measured ‘how skilled’ delegates perceived 

themselves to be in handling a range of six delegate tasks, while in the RORP delegate 

survey the focus was on how ‘confident’ delegates were in undertaking three different 

delegate tasks (also operationalised as an index). In this context, skills and confidence 

were used interchangeably.
74

 

The first of the hypotheses associated with SQ2 (Hypothesis 3) was the only one 

considered in this thesis that was not linked directly to delegate activism. Instead, it 

tested the intermediate step of training and tenure’s impact on the confidence of 

delegates and tested the relative importance of these two factors (also see Peetz, et al., 

2002 for a similar approach). Tenure of a delegate is less important than the amount 

of union-related training for explaining delegate confidence. 

In both the AWIRS95 and RORP data sources, delegate training was found to have a 

stronger relationship with confidence than experience in the role (tenure), particularly 

for the sub-group of delegates that had experienced at least some training. Amongst 

this more selective group, the impact of tenure was substantially less significant, 

suggesting that longer tenure’s positive impact on confidence might simply flow from 

the fact that delegates with longer tenure were more likely to have received union 

training. This idea was reinforced by the ANOVA analysis from both datasets. This 

analysis showed that the interaction of tenure and training was not significant, thereby 

indicating that training had a similar impact on confidence irrespective of how long 

delegates had been in their role. 

 In the full sample of delegates from both datasets, both training and tenure had 

significant independent effects when regressed against confidence, although the 

impact of training was larger and more significant than tenure. Consequently, 

Hypothesis 3 – that tenure was less important that training for delegate confidence – 

was found, based on the analysis from both data sources, to be true.  

                                                

74
 This is in contrast to Peetz et al.’s (2002) study of the delegates from the Finance Sector 

Union, where skills and confidence were identified separately. 
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In the analysis of the RORP data, further analysis also showed that the usefulness of 

training (for those who had undertaken some) was an important aspect of the impact 

of training on confidence, with less useful training reducing the impact of additional 

training. This was an important result because a poor rating on the usefulness of 

training more than offset the positive aspects of training on confidence. 

The analysis using the RORP data also revealed that confidence was significantly 

influenced by the union contact and support variables previously discussed, 

particularly where delegates indicated that their organiser had taught them many 

valuable things and where they had clear expectations of what their role was (what 

was expected of them). Understanding how the confidence of delegates is affected by 

the relationship they have with their union is important to understanding its crucial 

role in determining delegate activism. The role of confidence is central to delegate 

activism not only because it is a key determinant of activism, but also because 

confidence is itself influenced by the same factors that influence delegate activism. In 

a sense, confidence is a marker or indicator of the environment for delegate activism, 

where the more positive the environment, the more confident delegates will be. 

The importance of confidence for activism is what, in part, lies behind Hypothesis 4 

from SQ2. Having already established the relative importance of training over tenure 

for confidence in H3, H4 is a natural corollary in extending the impact through to 

activism.  

(H4) Delegate activism will increase with tenure, confidence and training.  

However, tenure will be less important than confidence or training. 

Peetz et al. (2002) demonstrated with their analysis of Finance Sector Union delegates 

that both training and confidence had independent effects on each of the various 

measures of delegate activism used, irrespective of the other variables included in the 

models. However, this was not the case for tenure, which only maintained an 

independent impact in two of the six regression models they presented.
75

 In the 

analysis contained in this thesis, confidence (or skills as it is referred to in the 

                                                

75
 Specifically, long-term activism, based on a list of tasks ever performed was influenced by 

longer serving delegates, who presumably had greater opportunity to perform different tasks; 

and  a measure of low effort, where inexperienced delegates were more likely to be associated 

with this measure of low activity, presumably because of being new in the role. 
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AWIRS95 analysis) was the most important of these three variables for delegate 

activism, and more importantly, was shown to be one of the more crucial variables 

associated with delegate activism. Despite the strong correlation between confidence 

and many of the other variables in the model (including tenure and training), the 

influence of confidence remained strongly significant in all models, providing an 

important indicator of where unions should focus their effort and resources if 

increased delegate activism is a key goal. 

Across the two data sources, delegate training was significant with each measure of 

delegate activism, except where its significance was reduced due to being strongly 

correlated with other key determinants of activism (for example, the AWIRS95 full 

model – see Section 6.6).
76

 Delegate tenure, on the other hand, was significant for two 

of the three AWIRS95 measures (but not depth of activism) but none of the 

workplace-focussed measures of activism from the RORP data.
77

 This suggests that 

tenure may have become less important for delegate activism in the decade between 

these two collections of data, or alternatively, that training has become more 

important and so tenure now plays less of a role in influencing the activity levels of 

delegates. 

However, where tenure was significant, it was always less important than training in 

determining delegate activism, and both were less important than confidence (or 

skills). Consequently, data from both sources confirm that H4 was true. 

Whilst the breadth of training (as captured by the training index) was clearly 

important to delegate activism in both data sources, it was useful to ask whether 

unions were placing their training resources in the areas that gave them the most 

benefit. It was shown earlier that training that was assessed as not useful was quite 

detrimental to delegate confidence (and by implication delegate activism). But even 

when it was useful, was it in areas likely to boost particular skills at the workplace 

and that facilitated the implementation of the organising approach? Hypothesis 5 

attempts to explicitly address this by asking: 

                                                

76
 In the AWIRS95 partial model, delegate training was strongly significant – see Section 6.3. 

77
 It was only significant for holding a formal position within the union, which intuitively 

makes sense as activists holding those positions are more likely to be longer serving activists. 
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(H5) Delegate activism will be influenced by both the breadth of training 

(the quantity) and the specific type of training. However, because the 

organising approach is based on developing particular skills at the 

workplace, some forms of training (related to mobilising activism 

amongst members) will be more important than others (and maybe 

more than the breadth of training as such?). 

What clearly emerges from analysis of the individual types of training in each data 

source was that the training issues most associated with an organising approach to 

workplace unionism were also the training issues that had the highest correlations 

with delegate activism. In AWIRS95, these were training courses related to the 

negotiation of workplace agreements and to the development of general 

negotiation/consultation skills. In the RORP delegate survey, these were courses 

pertaining to campaigning skills, enterprise bargaining, developing union networks 

and structures, and the promotion of activism and the involvement by members.  

In isolation, few of these factors had a stronger correlation with the measures of 

activism than the overall training index. Despite this, Hypothesis 5 was found to be 

true, with the most important training issues for the organising approach also being 

the issues most strongly associated with delegate activism. 

Importantly for union resource allocation, however, none of these were issues upon 

which a high proportion of delegates had undertaken training. In AWIRS95, the issues 

were the second and third most common training issues, but only 45.2 per cent 

(negotiating workplace agreements) and 37.5 per cent (development of general 

negotiation/ consultation skills) of delegates, had undertaken this training. In the 

RORP delegate survey, the dissemination of this training was even worse, with all 

issues having less than 37 per cent uptake by delegates and two issues – campaigning 

skills (28.8 per cent) and developing union networks and structures (30.2 per cent) – 

having the lowest uptake by delegates of the 10 issues that comprised the RORP data 

training index.  

Union democracy and the engagement of members 

In the literature on union renewal, there is much debate regarding the extent to which 

the shift to an organising approach reinvigorates union democracy. Certainly, many 

authors have identified the engagement of members (as well as all other levels of the 
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union) as crucial for the successful implementation of an organising approach (Carter 

& Cooper, 2002; Conrow & Delp, 1999a; Cooper, 2001; Crosby, 2002, 2005; 

Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994; Griffin & Moors, 2004). There is some concern, however, 

that in the absence of a fundamental realignment of the influence of members and 

delegates within the union, the organising approach simply represents a shifting down 

of union functions towards the workplace, which will be unsustainable as a longer 

term strategy (Cooper, 2002a). As was identified in Chapter 2, there will be a much 

greater engagement by union members and delegates (activists) when they have 

genuine control over the tactics and direction that the union undertakes (Moody, 

2000). This was clearly illustrated by the strategy to re-unionise the mines in the 

Pilbara (Ellem, 2002b, 2003a, 2004). For an organising strategy to be effective, 

members must have a sense of ownership (Markowitz, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & 

Hickey, 2004). 

This thesis has attempted to address two issues stemming from these points, namely: 

(SQ3) How does the engagement of members in the union enable activism by union 

delegates? 

and 

(SQ5) How do manifestations of democracy within the union influence delegate 

activism? 

Although analysed in separate sections, the analysis of the RORP data revealed that 

delegates’ perceptions of union democracy (as manifested in the influence of 

members and delegates over union strategy) was closely linked to how engaged 

delegates perceived members to be. Crucially, where delegates perceived the 

influence (democracy) and engagement to be greater, the level of delegate activism 

was greater. Based on this finding, the two hypotheses that underlie the engagement 

(SQ3) and democracy (SQ5) sub-questions were found to be true. Specifically, these 

were: 

(H6) Workplaces where the union membership is engaged with the union 

and more willing to undertake union-related activities will enable the 

union delegate to be more activist.  

and 
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(H10) Where unions are perceived to be more democratic, delegate activism 

will be higher.  

The union’s democratic process also impacts on how a delegate comes to occupy their 

position. However, delegates often achieve such a position through the apathy of their 

fellow members (Bartram, et al., 2008). In such cases, becoming a delegate is more 

likely influenced by personal motivation and the opportunities that present themselves 

(Peetz, 1997, 1998b). The contribution of the AWIRS95 analysis to these issues was 

in testing a further hypothesis from SQ5 pertaining to the method by which delegates 

came to occupy their positions. Namely: 

(H9) Where union delegates come to their position through democratic 

processes (of election), delegate activism will be higher. 

Peetz et al. (2002), in their study of Finance Sector Union delegates, attempted to 

ascribe activist outcomes to the different ways in which delegates came to occupy 

their positions. While organiser-recruited delegates appeared to be associated with 

higher activism on some measures, their analysis was hindered by their lack of a 

category for elected delegates. Thus, it was impossible to draw a link between the 

higher level of activism and the democratic process. The AWIRS95 data does allow 

such an analysis to be undertaken, and reveals that elected delegates had higher levels 

of activism (compared to other methods of attaining the position), although the 

strongest result was with respect to the hours delegate’s spent on union activities. H9 

is, therefore, found to be true. 

Apart from the acceptance of H9 and H10, a key outcome for SQ5 was that the level 

of influence of members and delegates in the matters that directly affect them was 

strongly associated with many of the other key variables associated with delegate 

activism. Delegates that reported greater influence of members and delegates in 

democratic processes were also more highly trained and confident. Such delegates 

also reported that their union provided higher levels of contact and effective support, 

and paid a lot more attention to women’s issues, as well as having more active 

members. All of these factors were strongly associated with greater delegate activism. 

Thus, it was concluded that member and delegate influence, like delegate confidence, 

were indicators of higher levels of delegate activism. 
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Employer attitudes and the industrial relations climate 

Due to the differing variables available for analysis, the AWIRS95 and RORP data 

provided quite different perspectives on the role of the workplace environment for the 

activism of workplace delegates. Given its goal of providing a comprehensive picture 

of workplace-level industrial relations at the time, the AWIRS95 study contained a 

wide variety of variables capturing the relationships between managers, employees 

and delegates at the workplace, as well as the manner in which managers and 

delegates (and their union) interacted and exchanged information. In contrast, the 

RORP study, with its focus on organising, only contained two direct questions about 

management attitudes to delegate activities.
78

 Consequently, its ability to throw light 

on the broader workplace environment was not as great as the AWIRS95 data, 

although it was more directed at the role of delegates in an organising context. 

The different variables in the two data sources were reflected in the sub-question that 

addressed this issue. SQ6 asked about workplace relations generally (usefully 

addressed by the AWIRS95 data) and also asked more directly about employer 

support or hostility, (reflecting the available RORP questions): 

(SQ6) How does the support or hostility of the employer, and the nature of the 

workplace industrial relations environment more generally, influence delegate 

activism? 

The analysis of the workplace industrial relations variables provided some important 

insights into the ways in which unions influence the activism of their delegates; 

particularly through their ability to shape and influence the workplace industrial 

relations environment. 

From the AWIRS95 data, delegate perceptions of management were important for 

how active they were at the workplace. High levels of trust in the assurances of 

management, a positive belief in management’s competence to operate within the 

industrial relations environment, and a positive perception of management’s 

relationship with employees, were all associated with lower levels of delegate 

activism. These measures (which were combined into a single index) pointed to an 

                                                

78
 It also contained a question about access to paid leave for delegates, which was another 

measure of the institutional support for delegates within the workplace. 
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overall positive and constructive assessment of management by delegates, which in 

turn meant delegates undertook fewer tasks and spent less time on union activities. 

The opposite, however, was also true, with a lack of trust, a poor perception of 

management’s industrial relations competence and a poor relationship with 

employees, being associated with significantly higher levels of delegate activism. 

Essentially, poorly managed workplaces provided scope (in all probability brought on 

by necessity) for unions to be more active (Peetz, 1996). 

Interestingly, management’s assessment of the union’s trustworthiness or relevance to 

the employees at the workplace, or management’s assessment of their relationship 

with the workplace delegates, had no association with delegate activism. Hence, it 

was only the delegate’s perception of the workplace environment that mattered in 

terms of delegate activism. 

In the RORP data, delegate perceptions of the employer’s attitude to their activities as 

a delegate were characterised as hostile, neutral or supportive; and this attitude was 

collected both from the organisation’s perspective and that of the delegate’s 

supervisor. Deploying a similar question about the attitude of the delegate’s manager, 

Peetz et al. (2002) found that, compared to a neutral attitude, delegate activism was 

significantly higher where the manager was hostile but no different where the 

manager was supportive. In this thesis, the RORP data examined the role of the 

employer’s attitude to delegate activism through the testing of Hypotheses 11 and 12: 

(H11) Employer support of workplace unions will lead to higher levels of 

delegate activism (because of reduced barriers to activism by 

delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Employer support of workplace 

unions will lead to lower levels of delegate activism, because activism 

relies upon generating conflict in the workplace).  

(H12) Employer hostility towards workplace unions will lead to lower levels 

of delegate activism (because of increased barriers to activism by 

delegates.  Converse hypothesis: Employer hostility towards workplace 

unions will lead to higher levels of delegate activism, because of the 

greater number of issues that emerge in workplaces where employers 

are hostile to unions – they are also likely to be hostile to employees 
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more generally, and so create more opportunities for organising at the 

workplace). 

In the bivariate analysis of the RORP data, both supportive and hostile attitudes from 

the employer (organisation or supervisor) were found to be associated with higher 

levels of delegate activism (compared to the neutral assessment), although 

interestingly it was the hostile response that had the larger effect. Thus, both support 

and hostility provide environments in which delegates will be more active (see Peetz, 

1996), but the impact is larger when the relationship is less cooperative. This is 

different to the ‘poor management’ outcome described by the AWIRS95 index of 

delegate perceptions, but the effect on activism was the same (greater activism).  

While it is tempting to think of an employer’s willingness to allow delegates paid time 

off to undertake union activities as indicative of a supportive employer attitude (and 

to take the denial of paid time off as indicating a lack of employer support), this 

would be a mistake. Although such arrangements may sometimes be a reflection of a 

supportive workplace culture, the provision of such leave will more often be part of 

an award or workplace agreement and therefore obtained through tribunal regulation. 

Consistent with the results for the employer attitude questions, agreeing or 

disagreeing with the statement that they had access to paid time off for union 

activities were both associated in the bivariate case with higher levels of delegate 

activism (compared to a more mixed position). In this case, however, it was having 

access that was associated with the higher activism (like the hostile response of the 

attitude questions), suggesting that having access was not necessarily an arrangement 

that was supported by employers, for most delegates. 

In the full, multivariate, models it was only hostility on the part of supervisors that 

continued to have an independent effect, and then only for some measures. 

Interestingly, access to, and a lack of access to, paid time off both continued to have 

an effect, although the lack of access was now more significant. In summary, there 

was some evidence to support Hypothesis 11, according to which employer support 

leads to greater activism. However, there was stronger evidence to reject Hypothesis 

12, according to which employer hostility leads to lower activism. 

Apart from the impact of employer support or hostility (as shown in the RORP data), 

or positive or negative perceptions of management (from the AWIRS95 data), the 
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examination of industrial relations environment variables also revealed some 

important associations where delegate activism appeared to be influencing the 

industrial relations environment (rather than the other way round). These examples of 

reverse causality revealed an association between greater activism and less favourable 

attitudes to union influence as displayed in lower approval for the award system and a 

lower preference for dealing with unions as opposed to individual employees. These 

examples also showed that greater activism was associated with greater involvement 

of unions by management in discussions about organisational change and the 

dissemination of information more generally. These outcomes point to a possible role 

for local union power in shaping the workplace industrial relations environment, and 

tie in nicely with the work of Pocock (2000), Levesque & Murray (2002) and Weil 

(1994, 2005) on the need to build effective union power at the workplace level. Where 

this has occurred, unions are more likely to be in a position where management, 

although hostile on some level, is more inclined to consult with unions about 

significant change and pass on helpful information about the operations of the 

workplace as a way of maintaining an amicable relationship. What is clear is that an 

amicable employer is different to a supportive one. 

The organising approach 

Throughout much of this thesis, there has been a focus on the organising model that is 

at the centre of the union renewal debate. This is because a crucial aspect of 

implementing the organising model is the activation of union members and their 

workplace representatives (delegates) in identifying and solving the problems and 

concerns that employees face everyday in the context of their working lives. This 

thesis has attempted to reveal the factors that determine the level of activism of 

workplace delegates and how unions can influence that activism. Now that the 

determinants of delegate activism have been considered in detail, the final sub-

question for the thesis to consider is the extent to which those determinants are 

compatible with the implementation of an organising approach. Specifically: 

(SQ7) Are the factors that determine delegate activism generally consistent or 

inconsistent with an ‘organising’ approach to unionism?  

Before revisiting the determinants of delegate activism, it is worth stating why 

delegate activism, as it has been articulated in this thesis, is itself consistent with the 
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organising approach. Moreover, it is worth revisiting the arguments for treating 

delegate activism as the linchpin of successful implementation of the approach. 

Bronfenbrenner, the key proponent of the approach in the United States, advances the 

thesis that first and foremost, the only way bring about union renewal is through the 

fostering of rank-and-file participation in, and responsibility for, organising at the 

workplace level (Bronfenbrenner, 2003). Although the US context differs from that in 

other western-industrial countries due to the lack of any historical connection between 

the union movement and a labour party (Fairbrother & Yates, 2003a), the demise of 

political institutional supports in many of those other countries means that ties to 

political parties is unlikely to be a source of strength any time soon.  

For Bronfenbrenner, the single most important organising variable for success is the 

presence of a large, active, rank-and-file committee that is representative of all the 

interests groups within the workplace (Bronfenbrenner, 1997; Bronfenbrenner & 

Juravich, 1998; Bronfenbrenner, 2003), which in the Australian context equates to 

workplace delegates and activists (Crosby, 2005; Peetz, et al., 2007). Of course, such 

arrangements do not spontaneously arise, and thus, unions need to expend significant 

amounts of effort and resources to put the necessary structural, psychological and 

ideological, and experiential factors in place (Burchielli & Bartram, 2007). For 

Bronfenbrenner (2003), the use of this rank-and-file committee as the central basis for 

any specific organising campaign represents the most effective way of generating 

worker participation, collective identity and commitment (Kelly, 1998, Chapter 3) and 

provides a necessary resource to counter any fear and misinformation campaigns that 

may be directed at employers. It is essential for the union to keep in touch with the 

issues and concerns of the workers being organised and a workplace based collective 

group of activists is an effective and efficient way to do this. Most importantly, the 

establishment of such a group gives workers a sense of ownership of their union and 

its campaigns and instils a sense of being part of a democratic and inclusive 

organisation (Bronfenbrenner, 2003). 

The measures of delegate activism that are exploited in this thesis are entirely 

consistent with the structural and experiential factors advocated by Brofenbrenner 

(2003). At a base level, unions need their delegates to undertake more tasks and spend 

more time on union activities. These are the measures found in the AWIRS95 data 

and the task activism measure from the RORP data. The intra-delegate contact 
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measure is also clearly consistent with this collective notion of activists at the 

workplace being central to the organising model. It is also consistent with Burchielli 

& Bartram (Burchielli & Bartram, 2007) and their model of organising (also see 

Bronfenbrenner & Juravich, 1998; Ellem, 2003a; Grabelsky & Hurd, 1994; 

Klandermans, 2002). The most integrated measure with the organising approach is the 

measure of involvement in union activities contained within the RORP data. As stated 

above, the universal interpretability of “union activities” meant that delegates could 

attach a meaning to the term that captured their own personal experience of union 

activism.  

The remaining measure, holding a formal position in the union, was the only activism 

measure whose constancy with an organising approach was doubtful. This is because 

delegates held such positions irrespective of whether their particular union had a 

servicing or organising philosophy.  

Determinants of delegate activism 

The determinants of delegate activism identified through the analysis presented in this 

thesis would all appear consistent with the implementation of an organising approach 

to unionism. At times, however, what is not consistent with the organising approach 

are the priorities and resource allocations that unions have made. 

Contact and support from the union can take many forms, all of which appear to be 

important for substantial activism. This thesis has examined contact (both verbal and 

face-to-face) from union organisers and with other union officials. It has also 

considered the mentoring of delegates by organisers and the extent to which unions 

articulated the role of delegates in a clear way. Interestingly, messages regarding role 

clarity and the importance of a policy that was inclusive of particular groups were 

found to correlate strongly with the union support concepts. Finally, the effectiveness 

of various supports provided by the union to delegates was found to be of crucial 

importance to activism. These determinants are, in a sense, the practical application of 

the organising approach. They are, however, consistent with Burchielli & Bartram’s 

(2007) factors that make up the organising approach, Bronfenbrenner’s (2003) need 

for different interest groups to be represented, Pocock (2000) and Levesque & 

Murray’s (2002) discursive power component of their model’s of union power, and a 
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crucial element in the implementation of an organising approach as articulated in 

mobilisation theory (Tilly, 1978; McAdam, 1988; Kelly, 1998). 

Examination of H2, around the allocation of support resources, did find, however, that 

the most useful supports for the organising approach were those that unions were least 

effective in providing. This suggests a more effective organising strategy could be 

implemented by shifting resources so that the supports that have the largest impact on 

activism, when effectively provided, were more adequately and effectively made 

available to delegates. 

Delegate activism was influenced by delegate tenure, training and confidence, 

although tenure did not always have an impact independent of the other two factors. 

Confidence had a more significant impact on activism than training, in part because 

confidence was itself influenced by both tenure and training. Confidence was also 

found to be significantly associated with many of the types of supports just discussed. 

Hence, it was found to be a useful proxy measure of activism. This focus on 

confidence reinforces the previous points made about supporting delegates in their 

role of building a collective identity amongst the members at the workplace. The 

strong results for training were also consistent with the organising approach, which 

has a strong emphasis on educating and training all levels of the union, as well as 

delegates and members. Some of the literature on education and training has 

highlighted the problems that can result from not undertaking this as part of a 

transition to the organising model, or where the model has been imposed from above 

instead of having members and delegates own and embrace it (Bronfenbrenner & 

Hickey, 2004; Carter, 2000; Carter & Cooper, 2002; Cooper, 2002a; Erickson, 2002; 

Fletcher & Hurd, 1998). Other literature has highlighted the need to let union staff go 

(but presumably also replace delegates) that cannot make the transition to the new 

approach (Voss & Sherman, 2003). 

However, training is much more than educating delegates and members in the 

principles of the organising approach. Additionally, it is a key leverage for unions 

building the structural, psychological and ideological, and experiential factors needed 

for successful organising (Burchielli & Bartram, 2007), it is used to emphasise the 

collective nature of workplace issues (build collective identity), and it promotes self-

sufficiency in resolving those issues (Fairbrother & Yates, 2003a). One of the 

important findings from the RORP data for union resource allocation in the area of 
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training was that the training issues that were most associated with higher activism 

were those that delegates were least likely to have undertaken. Again, the reallocation 

of resources to better target training to render it more effective at improving activism 

would be a useful outcome from this research. 

Union democracy and the engagement of members were both associated with delegate 

activism and in a crucial sense, go to the crux of the philosophy underpinning the 

organising approach. It was crucial in the ACTU’s re-unionisation strategy for the 

Pilbara (Ellem, 2002b, 2002a, 2003b), although the ease with which one of the unions 

involved could undermine the whole approach demonstrated how vulnerable these 

strategies can be (Cooper, 2004). The fact that members are much better engaged 

when they perceive they have genuine control over the tactics and direction that their 

union is taking indicates how integral issues of union democracy are for the 

organising approach (Moody, 2000). The difficulties that unions have breaking with 

old ways (Bramble, 1995) is particularly pertinent for the issue of union democracy 

because changes in democratic influence usually mean the giving up of power and 

resources, something that incumbents often find difficult to do (Pocock, 1998; Voss & 

Sherman, 2000, 2003). The fact that union democracy not only influenced delegate 

activism but was also strongly associated with many other key influences on activism 

– including delegate confidence, effective union support and the messages that unions 

articulate to their delegates and members – reveals how central to the principles of the 

organising approach democracy is. 

All of the determinants of delegate activism discussed so far relate to the organising 

approach at the micro-level; in a sense, the practical implications of the principles that 

the organising model espouses. The link between the organising approach on the one 

hand, and employer attitudes and the nature of the workplace industrial relations 

environment on the other, is more at the macro-level. The key insight from the 

research was that the level of delegate activism was more likely to be influencing the 

nature of the industrial relations environment or the support or hostility of 

management, than the other way around. This is entirely consistent with the principles 

of the organising approach, which is all about developing the capacity for collective 

action so that the agenda and interests of the union and its members can be advanced. 

This includes the nature of the workplace environment in which unions and members 

must operate and work. 
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In summary then, the determinants of delegate activism identified through the 

research contained within this thesis are entirely consistent with the organising 

approach to workplace unionism. 

9.4 Concluding thoughts 

This thesis has set out to articulate the manner in which unions influence the activism 

of workplace delegates. It has done so by identifying, through an examination of 

previous literature, those factors that were known to have some influence over the 

activities or behaviours of delegates and over which unions also had some control. 

The thesis is grounded in the current debate over union renewal, and the capacity for 

organised labour to reverse its current decline through the implementation of the 

‘organising’ approach. The organising approach stemmed initially from unions in the 

United States in the late 1980s, but is based on union behaviours that operated in 

earlier periods when the institutional framework around the employment relationship 

was much less regulated; in the Australian context, the period leading up to the 

depression and the great strikes of the 1890s and then again for the first few decades 

of the twentieth century. The organising model essentially encourages the activation 

of members at the workplace by getting them to take responsibility for identifying and 

then solving the issues that are of concern to them. It does so in a way that first 

develops and the draws upon the strength of collective action by developing a sense of 

collective identity, motivation, and commitment amongst the members. The thesis 

argues that active workplace delegates are a key component of this union strategy. 

The research presented in this thesis essentially attempts to lift the veil on some of the 

more practical aspects of developing delegate activism. After presenting an extensive 

set of research findings, the thesis concluded by considering the connection between 

the determinants of delegate activism and the principles underlying the organising 

approach. 

Implications for unions 

There are a number of important implications for unions stemming from the research 

presented in this thesis, particularly those that are advocating a shift to a more 

organising approach to the way they operate. A key consideration that has been 

addressed elsewhere, but does not stem directly from the findings here, is ensuring 
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that the union has a clear, concise and internally consistent strategy that it is 

implementing in moving to a more organising focus. 

However, in terms of the research, the first implication is to simply appreciate the 

relationships that are articulated here as to the factors that influence delegate activism. 

The second is to reflect on the training that unions provide to delegates and other 

activists and consider whether the current allocation of union resources is maximising 

the benefits of the organising strategy being implemented. The same applies to the 

types and extent of support that the union provides its delegates. 

The third is to consider the messages that unions are articulating to their members 

(both current and potential) and delegates, and to be cognisant of the importance of 

these messages for activism. A corollary of this is that unions need to recognise the 

importance of creating real democratic processes because they have significant 

implications for delegate activism, and are associated with other factors such as union 

support. 

The research vindicates the use of training as a tool for articulating the principles of 

the organising approach, for overcoming a lack of experience within the ranks of 

delegates, and for building the structural, psychological and ideological, and 

experiential factors necessary for a successful organising strategy. It makes it clear to 

unions that the confidence of its delegates is one of the keys for activism, and points 

to results that show that contact, support, mentoring, message provision, and training, 

are all crucial for developing and maintaining that confidence. 

A key implication stems from the results relating to democracy and member 

engagement. Central to the organising approach and key to delegate activism is a 

greater say for delegates in both the tactics and issues that their union pursues. Finally 

though, the macro-level results around the nature of the industrial relations 

environment indicate that this is not something that unions should take as a given 

when considering their options around any organising strategy. The literature is full of 

references to building capacity for collective action (developing union power) and 

these results indicate that this can have an effect in terms of the union having a greater 

say over workplace issues. 
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Limitations of the thesis 

The findings of the thesis are primarily limited by the limitations of the data sources 

used. The AWIRS95 data had an extensive coverage of the industrial relations 

environment variables and was highly representative of Australian workplaces at the 

time, particularly of unionised workplaces. However, its measures of delegate 

activism were somewhat limiting, capturing only one aspect, namely that of delegate 

effort. Despite having one of its survey instruments dedicated to the perspective of the 

senior delegate at the workplace, it only had a limited number of variables 

representing the factors considered to be relevant to delegate activism. The RORP 

delegate survey, on the other hand, was based on interviews with delegates from eight 

Australian unions, including five of Australia’s largest. It was specifically designed to 

investigate the organising approach from the perspective of workplace delegates and 

yielded a broader range of factors and measures of delegate activism than did the 

AWIRS95 data. It was, however, more limited in its focus on the wider industrial 

relations context in which delegates were operating. 

The time since the AWIRS95 data was collected and the lower representativeness of 

the RORP delegate survey means that the results presented in this thesis are not as 

generalisable to the current population of workplaces with a delegate presence as 

would be ideal. Other limitations are those that stem from analysis based on any 

large-scale survey. Such surveys are usually good at identifying the structural aspect 

of the environment they are investigating, but less able to understand the complexity 

of the concepts they identify. The underlying detail of much of the information 

collected can not be gathered, due either to size constraints on the survey instrument, 

or more likely, to the difficulties of collecting data about complex arrangements using 

this type of methodology. More qualitatively based methods are better at capturing the 

more nuanced features of complex relationships. Implementing an organising 

approach is part of a union strategy like any other strategy that may be undertaken. 

Thus, it comes with all the messiness and social and political constraints that 

implementation of any strategy in a union would encounter. Providing insight into 

much of that messiness is particularly difficult with a quantitative methodology. 

Finally, both data sources were cross-sectional, point-in-time collections, whereas 

some of what was being researched was an ongoing, dynamic process. This was 

particularly pertinent for unions in the process of adopting an organising approach, 
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but was also the case for those that were more advanced in their strategy. It would 

preferable to follow particular unions or particular workplaces over time to try and 

capture the dynamic nature of the process but this would then limit the breadth and so 

the representativeness of the data collection. 

Further research 

At the end of Chapter 3, this thesis identified some significant gaps in the literature 

pertaining to the relationships that underpin much of what is implied by the 

organisational model, and the theoretical understanding that lies behind it. Particularly 

within the Australian context, what is known about what workplace delegates do and 

how they interact with their union has primarily been revealed by small-scale, case 

study evidence. Such studies are very useful in identifying the detail of the 

relationship dynamics that are occurring, but what is also needed are large, 

representative quantitative studies that can quantify the factors at the populations 

level, and identify the importance - or otherwise - of associations between differing 

factors (whilst also being able to control for others when important). 

Essentially, the latter is what this thesis has done using the workplace delegate as the 

unit of analysis and (primarily) observing the relationship between the delegate and 

their union. However, as a general proposition, there is a clear need to conduct more 

large-scale quantitative studies focusing on particular levels of the relationships that 

constitute the organising model (unions, organisers, delegates, workplace activists, 

members).  

The activation of workplace delegates and members through the development of 

collective identity and the capacity for collective action is the linchpin of the 

organising approach. Thus, gaining further understanding of the factors that determine 

the activism at this level is crucial to understanding what constitutes success for the 

approach. It is also the area where the current knowledge base is poorest. More is 

known about unions and organisers, in part because this is the traditional area of 

research for the industrial relations field and because the relevant data are probably 

easier to collect. Research that has the delegate, activist, or member as the unit of 

analysis will improve the understanding of the determinants of activism considerably. 

A key finding from this thesis was the pervasiveness of the associations for delegate 

confidence and perceptions of union democracy with other determinants of delegate 
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activism. Not only were they both strongly associated with activism, they were also 

strong associated with many of the other determinants of activism – so much so that 

they could act as proxies for activism if measures of activism were not available. 

Further exploration as to why they both appear to be so fundamental to activism 

would be valuable. If better democratic influence and improved delegate confidence 

turned out to be the crucial determinants of greater activism at the workplace level, 

then this would give unions a very practical focus for how to engage with members 

and delegates. Further research should attempt to develop more complex and nuanced 

measures of both these concepts in order to better understand what lies behind the 

associations that were found here. 

Indeed, exploring the whole issue of democratic processes is something that could be 

a useful project on its own. This is a topic that has had extensive coverage in the 

literature previously, but less so from the perspective of how union democratic 

processes fit in the organising approach. It is also not well researched in an Australian 

context or from the perspective of members and delegates.  

Union democracy is often thought of as being based around particular structures, 

although  Lipset, Trow & Coleman’s (1956) study  of the International Typographical 

Union measures it by reference to whether there are competing factions with an 

opportunity for power in a union.  These data indicate that democracy is important but 

it has been measured in a very different way, raising research questions about what 

sort of structures and processes within unions are associated with democratic 

perceptions by members. 

Another interesting finding from the thesis was the influence on activism of the two 

variables that capture the messages that the union was presenting to members and 

delegates (a progressive approach to women’s issues and clarity around the role of the 

delegate). A useful contribution for further research would be to expand this list of 

issues to include more of the cultural aspects of the ways that unions operate. This 

would facilitate a more thorough exploration of the significance of the ‘culture and 

competency’ aspect of Pocok’s (2000) model of union power in the transition to an 

organising approach (see also Pocock, 1998; Voss & Sherman, 2000, 2003). This is 

an under-researched aspect of the organising model and for many Australian unions in 

the early stages of transitioning to a more organising focus, this could provide 

valuable insights. Pocok’s (2000) assessment that this factor is a crucial one and may 
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be stopping many unions from developing the other factors could be correct and 

should be explored. 

The influence of supports provided by the union for delegates comprised a significant 

proportion of the findings of this thesis and could usefully be dealt with in more 

detail. This is particularly the case given that a number of other factors in the model 

had strong associations with the support variables. 

Finally, following on from the comments about the limitations of the thesis, one area 

of further research would be to undertake some qualitative research with a sample of 

delegates to identify the more complex and dynamic processes that lie behind many of 

the results reported here. 

This thesis has demonstrated the value of using large-scale representative surveys to 

develop a theoretical and empirical understanding of the determinants of delegate 

activism.  When linked to a model, such as the ‘organising approach’ and 

underpinned by strong theoretical foundations (mobilisation theory and workplace 

union power) the insights that come from well-designed quantitative surveys are 

found to be very powerful. This research has revealed significant amounts of detail 

not previously known about the nature of delegate activism and what influences it. 

The micro-level nuts and bolts of the delegate role will become more and more 

important as unions continue to strive to renew themselves in an environment that 

continues to be much less institutionally and politically friendly toward them than 

many who continue to lead unions are use to and see as the norm. As more and more 

union leaders realise that the ‘nirvana’ of the past will not be returning and embrace 

rank-and-file participation and commitment as the only way forward, research such as 

is contained in this thesis will become invaluable. 





   

 

Appendix A  Additional tables 

Table A.1 Individual characteristics of employees by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All 

employees 

All 

delegates 

(employee 

survey)1 

Age col % col % col % col % 

Less than 25 18.9 14.7 16.6 11.0 

25-34 28.4 26.0 27.1 25.3 

35-44 26.4 29.0 27.8 32.1 

45-54 21.2 21.4 21.3 25.0 

55 and over 5.1 8.9 7.2 6.7 

Education     

Less than Year 12 32.3 30.4 31.3 34.5 

Completed Year 12 20.4 18.0 19.1 17.4 

Trade or TAFE qualification 20.2 28.3 24.7 28.4 

University diploma or degree 27.1 23.3 25.0 19.7 

Income     

Less than $200 per week 12.2 6.5 8.2 4.9 

$200-$399 per week 24.2 8.7 15.7 14.3 

$400-$599 per week 36.3 33.5 34.7 34.5 

$600-$799 per week 17.9 24.1 21.3 24.9 

$800-$999 per week 6.8 15.2 11.4 14.4 

$1,000 per week and above 2.7 13.5 8.6 6.9 

Born     

Australia 76.6 76.5 76.5 79.1 

Overseas 23.4 23.5 23.5 20.9 

Language (spoken at home)     

English 92.3 92.4 92.3 92.1 

Other 7.7 7.6 7.7 7.9 

Source: AWIRS95 employee questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘employees from workplaces with 20 or 

more employees’ 

 1 Last column of Table 4.1 
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Table A.2 Employment characteristics of employees by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All 

employees 

All 

delegates 

(employee 

survey)
1
 

Occupation col % col % col % col % 

Managers and administrators 3.7 9.3 6.8 1.4 

Professionals 18.2 16.4 17.2 13.5 

Para-professionals 10.2 9.5 9.8 12.4 

Tradespersons 1.5 13.9 8.3 13.6 

Clerks 30.0 10.1 19.1 11.9 

Sales and personal service workers 20.6 9.5 14.5 13.4 

Plant and machine operators and 

drivers 

2.8 13.9 8.9 16.4 

Labourers and related workers 13.0 17.4 15.4 17.6 

Employment status     

Permanent 72.8 81.0 77.3 84.7 

Casual 17.0 10.5 13.4 7.0 

Fixed-term 10.2 8.6 9.3 8.3 

Hours     

Part-time 33.5 9.5 20.3 10.8 

35-40 hours 37.0 37.6 37.3 43.7 

41-45 hours 14.1 19.9 17.3 20.0 

More than 45 hours 15.3 33.0 25.0 25.5 

Tenure     

Less than 5 years 56.3 50.1 52.9 33.1 

5-9 years 26.6 23.9 25.1 34.2 

10-14 years 9.5 10.6 10.1 14.3 

15-19 years 4.1 6.8 5.6 9.3 

20 or more years 3.6 8.6 6.4 9.0 

Source: AWIRS95 employee questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘employees from workplaces with 20 or 

more employees’ 

 
1
 Last column of Table 4.2 
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Table A.3 Industry distribution of employees by gender 

Characteristic Females Males All 

employees 

All 

delegates 

(employee 

survey)
1
 

Industry col % col % col % col % 

Mining 0.3 2.5 1.5 1.9 

Manufacturing 9.9 25.6 18.5 25.4 

Electricity, gas & water 0.5 2.3 1.5 2.4 

Construction 0.3 3.2 1.9 2.5 

Wholesale trade 2.7 4.8 3.8 3.6 

Retail trade 13.7 8.0 10.6 10.6 

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants 5.9 4.0 4.9 2.2 

Transport 1.6 4.6 3.2 5.0 

Communication services 1.4 2.8 2.2 3.1 

Finance & insurance 5.4 3.5 4.4 1.1 

Property & business services 6.9 7.3 7.1 2.5 

Government administration 11.1 12.8 12.0 12.3 

Education 14.8 7.8 11.0 12.3 

Health & community services 20.8 4.7 12.0 10.1 

Cultural & recreational services 2.5 2.3 2.4 1.7 

Personal & other services 2.4 3.8 3.2 3.4 

Source: AWIRS95 employee questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the population of ‘employees from workplaces with 20 or 

more employees’ 

 
1
 Last column of Table 4.3 
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Figure A.1 Average time delegates spent on union activities 

 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the distribution of ‘delegate workplaces’ 
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Figure A.2 Natural logarithm of hours spent on union activities 

 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: All figures are weighted to reflect the distribution of ‘delegate workplaces’ 
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Table A.4 Delegate tenure and training on skills (ANOVA model) 

 Skills 

(OLS: !  in skills index) 

Constant 2.118*** 

(29.94) 

Tenure  

Tenure (0-2 years) -0.318*** 

(-3.46) 

Tenure (3-10 years) -0.239** 

(-2.83) 

Tenure (more than 10 years) (ref) 

 

- 

Training  

Training (0 issues) -0.329** 

(-2.76) 

Training (1-2 issues) -0.373*** 

(-3.53) 

Training (3-4 issues) -0.372*** 

(-3.27) 

Training (5-7 issues ) (ref) 

 

- 

Tenure*Training  

Tenure (0-2 years)*Training (0 issues) 0.030 

(0.21) 

Tenure (0-2 years)*Training (1-2 issues) 0.118 

(0.89) 

Tenure (0-2 years)*Training (3-4 issues) 0.209 

(1.42) 

Tenure (0-2 years)*Training (5-7 issues) (ref) 

 

- 

Tenure (3-10 years)*Training (0 issues) -0.030 

(-0.21) 

Tenure (3-10 years)*Training (1-2 issues) 0.158 

(1.28) 

Tenure (3-10 years)*Training (3-4 issues) 0.275* 

(2.13) 

Tenure (3-10 years)*Training (5-7 issues ) (ref) 

 

- 

Tenure (more than 10 years )*Training (0 issues) (ref) 

 

- 

Tenure (more than 10 years)*Training (1-2 issues) (ref) 

 

- 

Tenure (more than 10 years)*Training (3-4 issues) (ref) 

 

- 

Tenure (more than 10 years)*Training (5-7 issues) (ref) 

 

- 

  

R
2
 0.104 

N 1081 

Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect of each variable for the units shown in the left hand 

column. For the breadth and depth regressions, the marginal effects are the change in the 

number of tasks. For the regression of the natural logarithm of union hours, the marginal 

effect is the percentage change in union hours. The marginal effects were significant at 10% 

(#) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with t-statistics shown in parentheses. 
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Table A.5 Control variables and measures of activism 

Control variables Distribution Breadth of 

activism 

(tasks) 

Depth of 

activism 

(tasks spent a 

lot of time on) 

Delegate effort 

(hours on 

union 

activities) 

 % mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 12) 

mean 

(0 to 70) 

Proportion of female 

employees 

    

Less than 30% 30.7 7.9*** 2.9# 5.5** 

30-70% (ref) 36.0 6.7 2.5 3.7 

More than 70% 33.3 5.2*** 1.8*** 1.8*** 

Proportion of casual 

employees 

    

Nil 31.7 7.0 2.6 4.6 

1-10% (ref) 26.2 7.5 3.0 4.7 

11-50% 32.6 6.0*** 2.1*** 2.6*** 

More than 50% 9.5 5.4*** 1.7*** 2.7* 

Proportion of non-

managerial 

employees on 

individual contracts 

    

Nil 80.5 6.5*** 2.4 3.6 

1-20% (ref) 14.1 7.8 2.8 4.4 

More than 20% 5.3 6.8# 2.1* 4.3 

     

Overall average  6.7 2.5 3.8 
Source: AWIRS95 union delegate questionnaire 

Notes: Differences in means from reference category were significant at 10% (#) level, 5% (*) level, 

1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively. 
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Table A.7 ANOVA of tenure and training on confidence 

 Partial SS df MS F 

Model 220.362 14 15.740 25.95*** 

     

Tenure  

(3 categories) 

39.681 2 19.840 32.71*** 

Training  

(5 categories) 

80.837 4 20.209 33.32*** 

Tenure*Training 

(15 categories) 

3.190 8 0.399 0.66 

Residual 

 

1506.113 2483 0.607  

Total 1726.474 2497 0.691  

     

Root MSE 0.779    

Adjusted R
2
 0.122    

N 2498    
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The F-statistics were significant at the 0.1% (***) level. 

 

Table A.8 Delegate activism and union contact, support and approach 

 

Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Probability 

Constant 2.176*** 

(12.29) 

1.306*** 

(8.56) 

0.807*** 

(6.65) 

— 

     

Organiser-initiated 

high-contact 

0.984*** 

(12.32) 

0.662*** 

(9.62) 

0.685*** 

(12.51) 

0.169*** 

(6.98) 

Union support 

index 

0.222*** 

(4.74) 

0.150*** 

(3.72) 

0.235*** 

(7.31) 

0.010 

(0.82) 

Delegate role clear 0.263*** 

(7.82) 

0.401*** 

(13.85) 

0.355*** 

(15.43) 

0.032*** 

(3.53) 

Union pays 

attention women’s 

issues 

-0.010 

(-0.29) 

-0.023 

(-0.82) 

0.068** 

(2.99) 

0.023** 

(2.70) 

     

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.143 0.176 0.276 0.062 

N 2153 2150 2144 2134 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. For the OLS regressions, the marginal effects are the coefficients from the estimation. 

For the logistic regression, the marginal effect is the change in the probability of holding a 

formal position in the union, evaluated at the mean values of the other independent variables. 

The marginal effects were significant at 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, respectively, with 

t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in parentheses. 
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Table A.9 Delegate activism and union contact, support and approach 

 

Number of  

Tasks 

(OLS) 

Intra-delegate 

contact 

(OLS) 

Involvement in 

union activities 

(OLS) 

Formal position 

with union 

(Logistic) 

 Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient Probability 

Constant 2.614*** 

(15.34) 

1.976*** 

(13.12) 

1.399*** 

(11.56) 

— 

     

Organiser-initiated 

high-contact 

1.060*** 

(13.21) 

0.764*** 

(10.78) 

0.776*** 

(13.62) 

0.181*** 

(7.44) 

Union support 

index 

0.344*** 

(7.66) 

0.336*** 

(8.48) 

0.400*** 

(12.54) 

0.024* 

(2.10) 

Union pays 

attention women’s 

issues 

0.022 

(0.65) 

0.026 

(0.88) 

0.110*** 

(4.68) 

0.026** 

(3.10) 

     

R
2
/pseudo-R

2
 0.119 0.103 0.196 0.055 

N 2165 2162 2156 2146 
Source: RORP delegate survey 

Notes: The table shows the marginal effect for a 1-unit change of each variable shown in the left hand 

column. For the OLS regressions, the marginal effects are the coefficients from the estimation. 

For the logistic regression, the marginal effect is the change in the probability of holding a 

formal position in the union, evaluated at the mean values of the other independent variables. 

The marginal effects were significant at 5% (*) level, 1% (**) level and 0.1% (***) level, 

respectively, with t-statistics (z-statistics for logistic) shown in parentheses. 
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