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Young people do not just disengage or engage by chance.
Activism is a conscious choice every bit as much as
choosing not to be active. This edition of Federation News
is therefore about a critical battle for hearts and minds. As
Marie Taylor points out, there can be no excuses: if we
continue to neglect the problem, young people will continue
to ignore trade unions and put their energy into other, more
dynamic organisations. The battle really is in the minds of
current trade union activists. Will we be foresighted enough
to leave a new generation in our place better skilled and
more courageous to do the job? Siobhaun Endean, Tracey
Edwards and Steve Ratcliffe clearly are working in their
unions to ensure that we will pass on a vibrant Movement
instead of a derelict house. Their work leads the way. But
for the majority still, investment in bold approaches to
reaching out to the young, is seen as potentially upseting the
apple cart, vested interests, or account balances. It is too
risky so the dreary status quo is preferable and of course
easier.

For years many have been satisfied with the excellent work
that has been developed by the TUC in schools. The
majority can sit back while a small minority deal with the
youth recruitment issue. Some have argued that trade union
studies should be part of the national curriculum. And so it
should. At least in many schools trade unionists are allowed
in to try and educate young people about their role and
many useful materials have been produced. But this is not
enough. It has limited appeal. These sessions have had two
main draw backs. Firstly, trade unionists, unless they do
present themselves and the case brilliantly, are seen as part
of the establishment, figures of authority, ‘like teachers’ with
something a bit alien to teach. Secondly, it is difficult to
recreate in the classroom the world of work and wages
without direct experience of them and the problems that
occur. It’s not impossible, though it is difficult and takes
considerable ‘lesson preparation.’

But there are other drawbacks to relying on the school-
based approach alone. Political education with young
people takes place outside of school by and large. It takes
place in the family, in peer groups and in the youth service.
Young people at school are by definition not in work.
Relating to young workers is a separate task that has to be

conducted by workplace stewards. Yet how are they
prepared for this? Gone are the days of apprentices
automatically signing up on the shop floor on the first day
of work. As Matt Dykes points out, the employment position
of young people is very different now. They are likely to
occupy the casual unskilled and vulnerable jobs in fiercely
anti union employers. In addition, we have again the
terrible problem of mass youth unemployment. For years
now the number of young people not in education
employment or training has remained at about 1 million.
We cannot delude ourselves, these young people haven’t
seen the trade unions too concerned about their
predicament. In some countries trade unions are seen as
being schools for socialism, perhaps we would be more
attractive to young people if we adopted that awareness?

Once again we need to think of employing the experts to
assist. If unions want new computer systems installed they go
to the computer specialists. Similarly, if they want to reach
out and include young people they should go to youth
workers. Empowerment and political education are official
elements of the youth work curriculum and youth workers
are trained to relate to young people to develop their
political awareness and their collective action. Even the
Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme, under its training
modules on democracy and participation, recognises that
learning about trade unions is important. In the youth work
curriculum this can be done in a more informal and relaxed
and participative way.

It is not enough to rely on the organising models and
agenda. We need to engage with a purpose and clarity
about what works. Just as many local authorities have
adapted themselves to give youth councils money and
power and certain rights of veto and an ability to ‘youth
proof’ all local policy making, so trade unions need to show
some more imagination. Real young people need real
power. In the politics of youth associations, music, culture,
anti war movements, green movements and so on, millions
have found a more accessible political home where they
can campaign for social justice than in the unions. We have
to re channel this energy and never for a minute assume
that they have become ‘Thatcher’s Children’.
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Editorial:
Youth and unions:

An organised,
professional approach



As Jim Slaven points out we have a trade union history of
reaching out to young people. Indeed many trade unions
and important public services were very much fought for in
the early days by young trade unionists. The first mass youth
organisation established by Robert Blatchford in 1895 was
known as the Clarion Scouts and the young members
cycled in their tens of thousands across the country seeking
to convince everyone they encountered including the police
and soldiers that socialism was worth fighting for.

Things have dramatically changed. The infectious zeal of
the early socialists and the bravery of the young miners in
the NUM twenty five years ago are of passed eras. Where
the plight of children and young people once fuelled the
trade union movement in its anger and passion for social
change, and inspired some of our greatest reforming writers
and journalists like Charles Dickens for example, now
young people are more likely to be seen as troublemakers,
or victims of individual cruelty who need management and
care, but also to be kept at arms length. This is only part of
the story.

The film Slumdog Millionaire, has moved us to think of the
condition of children in the world’s many slum areas; but
what is the solution offered, gambling or hard work in the
extreme conditions of the neoliberal market? Where once
the guidance of older trade unionists moulded and shaped
young minds into the social responsibility of collective
solidarity, now the not so hidden hand of the market forces
the young to make individualised choices and grow up in
a competitive world. Despite this, young people are still
some of most willing volunteers in local community projects.
A problem is they do not see local trade union Branches as
part of the community. We have to embrace young people
anew as a significant part of the solution to social problems
and not their cause.

The way in which young people relate to adults, to each
other and get ‘politicised’ and involved in organisations are
constantly studied within the professional youth work field.
There is a science to it. Those who have worked most
successfully with young people to sustain their interest and
engagement and to empower them have, unsurprisingly,
been trained for this work and they are called youth
workers. Youth work training in essence equips people with
the skills and knowledge to build relationships with young
people and find ways with them of enabling them to grow
into active participants and citizens, not passive consumers.
Youth work, as Tim Burke, Jim Sweeney and Paul Boskett
show is about enabling articulate, democratic involvement
by young people. We need to employ professionally
trained youth workers in the trade union movement. It will be
challenging but as with the establishment of the UK Youth
Parliament outside the workplace, it could within a few
years transform the level of involvement of young people.

And what level of involvement do we want young people
to have in our trade unions? In youth work there are various
theoretical models used to gauge the effectiveness of an
organisation’s inclusiveness and the real level of
participation of its members. These are usually applied after
a process of identifying all of the barriers that preclude
young people. This may be an exercise we should all
consider and share at the forthcoming GFTU Seminar on
involving young people. Once this has been done it is
possible to begin to analyse the various forms of
participation the organisation itself encourages, especially
for the young. Forty years ago Shelley Arnstein described a
ladder of participation. This could also provide a useful tool
for considering our progress. She described the following
rungs on a ladder of involvement which I have adapted
slightly to our context:

1 Manipulation and 2 Therapy. Both are non
participative, the aim is to cure or educate the
participants. Young people are a problem, they must be
given token representation.

3 Informing. This is a first step to legitimise participation.
It cannot be one way and cannot preclude feedback.
Inform young people of union rights and benefits, but
then what?

4 Consultation. Important but when does it move from
being a willing window dressing ritual to a meaningful
exchange with results leading to action?

5 Placation. Co-options, hand picked representation on
committees, permits young people to participate of a
sort but power is not shifted to them.

6 Partnership. Shared responsibility for planning and
deciding on organisational matters. Is the young
peoples’ committee a real partner?

7 Delegated power. Is real power delegated to a youth
structure, or is real power shared by young people
involved in mainstream structures? Where does the
power to control budgets and make decisions really lie?

8 Members’ control. The entire process of organisational
management and decision making is devolved within
the membership which includes young people and their
structures. Young members as equal participants.

Where would you say your organisation is on this ladder?
Hopefully, the stimulating essays in this edition will help you
to move up a rung.

Doug Nicholls
National Secretary for the Community and Youth Workers
and Not for Profit Industrial Sector of Unite and currently
President of the General Federation of Trade Unions.
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Organising young workers is imperative for our trade union
movement. We need to cultivate and develop the
membership and activist base of the future, provide the
support to enable young people at work to protect
themselves and to recruit a membership that credibly
represents all types of workers, including students,
apprentices and other young people in the workplace.

These messages are becoming increasingly central to the
organising agenda of the trade union movement. But
organising young people poses a number of specific
challenges, particularly where the impact of the current
recession has a disproportionate affect on young people.

But as well as severe challenges, there are also
opportunities. The demand for young people to have a
voice at work needs to be met. For trade unions to succeed
in recruiting and organising young workers, we need to
design ways of working that tackle the barriers and make
the most of those opportunities.

The Facts

Unemployment has now broken through the two million
barrier and workers under 30 are one of the worst affected
groups. We are already seeing hundreds of thousands of
graduates competing for non-graduate jobs, leading to
increased unemployment among non-graduates and
exerting further downward pressure on pay. And this
situation is likely to get worse this summer. All of this will
further increase the number of NEETs (young people not in
education, employment or training) while adding to the
crippling debt burden faced by so many people under 30.

Young people make up a sizeable chunk of the workforce
with workers aged 16 to 24 making up 14% of the total
workforce. Around a third of 16 and 17 year olds and two
thirds of 18 to 24 year olds are in employment.

The world of work impacts greatly on young people today
despite the increasing numbers staying on in education. This
is largely because of the increase in working students. The
TUC’s Students at Work survey estimated up to 60% of
students are working either full or part time. The costs of

studying mean that, in reality, most students have to work
their way through further and higher education.

Young workers are concentrated in those sectors
characterised by low pay, vulnerable employment and high
staff turnover. 40% of 16 – 24 year olds work in
distribution, hotels and restaurants, making up almost a third
of the workforce. Nearly two thirds of all working students
are in hospitality, retail and wholesale. And low pay is
endemic, with almost 7 in 10 earning less than 60% of the
median wage.

Research conducted by Unite the union with young workers
found that over a quarter had been bullied, over 30%
receive no accurate record of pay, around 20% had had
their pay docked when taking sick leave and a similar
number felt that their workplace was an unsafe environment.

There is therefore a clear need for young people to protect
themselves at work and trade unions are key to achieving
this. However, union membership among young people is
notoriously low. After a long period of decline, trade union
membership has begun to stabilise, but we are still in a
situation where only one in ten 16-24 year olds is a union
member.

There are specific reasons for this: young people are more
likely to move jobs so there is high probability that they will
leave a union because they move to an employer without
union presence and younger workers are overwhelmingly
concentrated in sectors where union density is particularly
low.

Trade unionists used to complain that young people had
become a generation of Thatcher’s children and that they
were no longer willing to join trade unions. The reality now
is that rather than having a negative image of trade unions,
many young people simply have no image of trade unions
at all.

Several trade unions are already proving that organising
young workers can be successful, with the right kind of
targeted work. So what kind of organising and engagement
has proved effective?
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Trade unions and young people:
Challenges and opportunities

Matt Dykes
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