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By joining together in a trade union, workers
have a greater voice

enough for industrial action to result. The
dispute might be resolved by successful
conciliation or arbitration. But if this does
notoccur, the union may ballot its members
on whether to take industrial action,

‘Industrial action includes measures
taken by employees that will halt or slow
production or disrupt services in order to
put pressure on management during an
industrial dispute. It could mean an over-
time ban, a work-to-rule, a go-slow or a
strike, A strike is only called as a last
resort, since both sides have a lot to lose —
employers lose income because of inter-
ruptions to production or services and
employees lose their salaries and may find
that their jobs are at risk.

As Figures 1 and 2 illustrate, times have
changed and industrial unrest in the form
of days lost and stoppages is much less fre-
quent today. The main causes of disputes
have not changed, however, and pay still
dominates. Figure 3 illustrates the number
of working days lost in 2003 by the princi-
pal causes of disputes.

The Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitra-
tion Service (ACAS) is often used to help
find a solution to a dispute that is accept-
able to both sides.

What is the role of ACAS?

ACAS was founded in 1974, Its ‘ambition’
is to improve organisations and working
life through better employment relations.
It is funded by the Department of Trade
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and Industry but is a non-governmental
body, ensuring that it is fully independent,
impartial and confidential. ACAS is gov-
emed by a council made up of leading
figures from business, the trade unions
and academics, and operates in regional
centres throughout England, Wales and
Scotland, with a head office in London.
ACAS only becomes involved if both
sides (employers and employees or their
trade union representatives) believe that
ACAS can help them make progress in the
dispute. Once involved, representatives
from ACAS will discuss the dispute with
both sides and all will agree how best
ACAS can help. The role of ACAS can
involve:
© sorting out the issues
e finding common ground between the
two sides
® giving people the space to calm down

Redundancy

Staffing Hours issues 1%

issues 1% worked

Pay 84%

Figure 3 Working days lost by principal
cause of dispute in the UK, 2003

Source: Labour Disputes in 2003, Office for National
Statistics

and see the problems from the other side
(sometimes this means taking the dispute
out of the media spotlight)

© having meetings with each side sepa-
rately and together to discuss and explore
the Issues, then starting to negotiate a solu-
tion

e repairing relationships and building
trust

This type of process is called ‘concilia-
tion’, The aim is for the two sides to reach
an agreement that they both feel will work,
Sometimes, conciliation does not lead to
the dispute being settled. In these cases,
ACAS may offer or be asked to appoint an
independent expert arbitrator or mediator.
The parties agree before the process
begins whether the solution the independ-
ent expert puts forward will be binding or
non-binding.

If it is binding, it means both parties
agree in advance that they will accept this
solution and the dispute ends. This is
usually called ‘arbitration’. If it is non-
binding, both sides will at least seriously
consider what the mediator suggests as a
basis for resolving the dispute, but ulti-
mately do not have to act on it. A non-
binding mediation process was the basis of
discussion suggested in the recent London
Underground workers’ dispute.

The approach ACAS takes is ‘Don't
get angry — get curious’. Their advice for
the first step towards a solution in any kind
of dispute is to find out why people are
taking the positions they are and why they
are angry.

Although ACAS helps to solve high-
profile labour disputes, such as the London
Underground workers' strikes and the
firefighters’ dispute, as the employment
world changes, so too does the role of

v+ Box 1 Union density .
"Union .- -actual union membership < 4
L density = potential union membership' 100.. i

vt

ACAS. Since the early 1990s, much of
the work of ACAS has focused on individ-
ual complaints to employment tribunals.
These are passed to ACAS and, at present,
76% are settled or withdrawn at the ACAS
stage and so never reach an industrial
tribunal hearing. Another growth area
is in solving employment issues before
they become problems at all. ACAS
advisers give advice and guidance to
760,000 callers a year on topics such
as discipline and dismissal, contracts,
redundancy, holiday pay, wages, maternity
provisions, working-time regulations and
grievance procedures. They also promote
good practice at training sessions
and work in individual companies with
employer/employee/trade union groups in
partnership to find lasting solutions in the
workplace.
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How have trade unions changed
in recent years?

Trade union membership has declined over
the last two decades. In 1879, 13.3 million
people were members of trade unions and
the proportion of all employees who were
union members stood at 66% (union
density, see Box 1). In 2003, 7.4 million UK
workers belonged to trade unions and the
proportion of all employees who were
union members was approximately 29%.

ACAS helped to solve the firefighters’ dispute,
which ended in 2003 after a long-running
battle over pay

Trade union density (%)
5 4 S

w
o

28
26
J
_. Source: www.nationalstatlstics.gov.uk
1995 1996 1957 1938 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003

Figure 4 Trade union density for empioyees in the UK, 1995-2003

There are several reasons for this fall in
membership, including:
 a dramatic fall in the number of jobs in
manufacturing industries where union
membership was traditionally high
 afallin traditional full-time employment
and an increase in part-time and temporary
workers who are less likely {0 join unions
e an increase in the proportion of the
workforce employed by small companies
where it is often difficult for unions to
organise
o legislation that makes it more difficult
for unions to operate and keep their mem-
bers at the same time as improved employ-
ment rights legislation that may cause
people to feel unions are less necessary

More recently, trade union density has
remained stable, as illustrated in Figure 4.
This only shows the overall figures but
union membership varies enormously by
region, sector, sex, age, or whether full
time or part time. Union density is slightly

higher for men than for women, and higher
among older employees — more than a
third of those aged 35 and over are union
members, compared with a quarter of
those aged 26-34. Full-time employees are
more likely to be trade-union members —
32% compared with 21% of part-timers.
There are large regional differences in the
proportion of employees who are union
members. Union density ranges from
22% in the southeast, to 39% in Northern
Ireland. Fewer than one in five private-
sector employees in the UK are union
members (a union density of approxi-
mately 18%), while almost three in five
public-sector employees are union mem-
bers (a union density of about 59%).
Reduced membership is a major factor
in explaining why the power of the trade
unions has changed. Another factor is gov-
ernment legislation in the 1980s and 1990s,
which severely limited the ability of trade
unions to take industrial action. Changes
have also occurred in the approaches of
both management and the trade unions,
with greater willingness on both sides to
work together to discuss and solve dis-
putes. In addition, the economic climate,
with low inflation and low unemployment,
has made it less likely, for example, that
unions will push for higher wage claims.

Gwen Coates is an editor of Busivess Review
and joint author with John Wolinski of AQA
AS Business Studies published by Philip Allan
Updates.

For further information about trade unions
and ACAS, see:

www.tuc.org.uk
www.acas.gov.uk
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