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underntine the collective bargaining 
While employers are obliged to reco · 
is no legal requirement to negotiate a 
removes exclusive jurisdiction rights 
facto compulsory union membership. An 
negotiations are obstructed by the -·~·­
a collective employment contract will 
feature indicates the decentralist em 
unionism and bargaining are entirely vol 
process, an investigation of the work and 
ularly timely. 

Method 

Tape-recorded interviews were conducted 
February and May 1992. The research 
unions ranging in size from 1, 1 00 to 60 
industries and occupations. The 91 officials 
cent of those from traditional unions who 
such as education, research, and legal o~ 
"non-union bargaining agents". 

Because job titles can sometimes be an 
it was felt that a more appropriate method 
official's relative location within their un 
"low" and "high" - were subsequently _ ...... 
category was determined by the existence of 
whether an official held a position above 1he 
structure. Common job titles for those in dte 
branch secretary, branch executive officer, 
all intents and purposes these positions typlcaJIJ 
ment group. Officials who did not supervise 
in their union's paid hierarchy, were placed iD tile "tow" 
for those in this group included: organiser, field 
and bargaining agent. 

The classification scheme resulted in 31 of the 
managerial union positions, with 60 officials (65.5} 
union positions. In terms of certain demo--­
in both groups was similar. With respect to 
did suggest a pattern of female under-rPr 
was inconclusive at conventional statistical 
Thus .. gender was ruled out as a significallt 



Trade Union Officials 315 

Union work activities 

The sample were requested to rank, in terms of the time they occupied, their four principal 
work activities. The results demonstrated that full-tiJne officials perform a range of 
different tasks. These included: reading and writing reports, dealing with ,correspondence, 
preparing wage arrears claims, compiling and editing the union newsletter or magazine, 
dealing with financial matters such as budgeting, telephoning both members and employers, 
visiting workplaces, attending branch m,eetings, attending meetings with employers or with 
other union officials, preparing for and conducting personal grievance cases, and negotiating 
employment contracts. Workplace visits, administrative responsibilities, and membership 
advice (for example, by telephone) were the primary work activities of the sample as a 
whole. The nature of these three principal activities indicates that union work involves 
periods which are spent both in and away from the office. In general, personal grievance 
work, internal union meetings, other meetings, and travel were more secondary in terms of 
the time officials accorded to them. 

The relative importance of work tasks in terms of the time they occupied, is presented 
separately for "low" level and "high" level union officials in Table 1. As a note of explan­
ation the total in the first column for activities ranked first or second most time consuming 
adds to 120. This was due to the 60 officials who held "low" level union positions being 
counted for their most time consuming activity and again for their second most time 
consuming activity. The same logic operates for the 31 respondents holding "higher" office 
in their unions where the column total equals twice the number of respondents in that 
category. 

As might be expected and as the table illustrates, position within the union significantly 
affected what officials did in their jobs.. Workplace visits, membership advice, and admin­
istration were the three major activities for "low" level union officials. "High" level 
respondents w,ere also heavily involved in these sam·e activities but their relative import­
ance differ,ed. Administration was considered the most time consuming activity, followed 
by workplace visits and membership advice. Even among the tasks that consumed less time 
(3rd or 4th ranked items), there was a different emphasis of activities among "low" and 
"high" level officials. Internal union meetings were more important for those in positions 
of responsibility (16 .. 1 o/o), while .. low" level respondents were mor,e active in "other" 
meetings ( l3.3o/o). 

It might also be inferred from Table I that the importance of the bargaining function 
required more senior or experienced officials to negotiate employment contracts in some 
unions. A greater proportion of "highu level officials included negotiation work among 
their four principal activities. However, there were indications from the interview data that 
this pattern may be changing to some extent. Many "lower" level respondents expected to 
become more active in the near future as existing bargaining arrangements negotiated prior 
to the Employment Contracts Act expired. 

• 
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Table 1: Work tasks by organ 

Activity 

Travel 
Administration 
Workplace Visits 
Internal Union Meetings 
Other Meetings 
Grievance Work 
Membership Advice 
Negotiations 

Travel 
Administration 
Workplace Visits 
Internal Union Meetings 
Other Meetings 
Grievance Work 
Membership Advice 
Negotiations 

"Outside" work commitments 

4 
17 
47 
s 
1 
7 

25 
14 

3nl or4da 

14 
16 
13 
8 

16 
18 
22 
13 

(11.7) 

(11.7) 
(13.3) 
(10.8) 

(6.7) 
(13.3) 
(IS.O) 
(18.3) 
(10.8) 

In addition to normal union-related functions, previous 

7 
1 
4 

10 
3 
7 

10 
14 

tend to be significantly involved in various community, iachary, lllifl 
or organisations linked to and/or flowing from their union positions 
1976). Of the 91 officials surveyed for the present ~tudy, 37 (40.7%) 
commitments relevant to but "outside" the scope of their typi..t 
These officials held anywhere from one to six ••outside" · 
average. More often than not, officials who chose to inwM 
activities held "high" level or managerial positions in their ........ 

The main type of responsibilities that officials were iavelved .... 
district executive of the New Zealand Council of Trade 
various apprenticeship committees at the relevant educatioaal inatittJtioa ia 
participation in Labour Party Electorate Committees. Many 
the NZCTU as fundamental in keeping abreast of wldah 
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their jobs. Membership of polytechnic committees was primarily valued by respondents for 
the opportunity it offered to initiate change. These types of activities also provided union 
officials with a different context than that typically experienced when meeting with 
t:mployer representatives. Some officials believed that conditions for dealing with work­
place problems were more favourable in an apprenticeship committee situation, for example, 
than under conventional bargaining arrangements where a more adversarial approach was 
usually adopted. 

The pattern of union work 

The hours worked 

A typical first response to the question seeking information about how many hours officials 
worked was that "it depends", or that "it varies according to what is happening at the time". 
These comments suggest that the intensity of union work is subject to considerable 
fluctuation. There may be times of high activity but yet there may also be periods when 
the work pace is calmer. The amount of time that officials estimated they spent working 
made allowance for these fluctuations. The average number of hours reportedly worked per 
week by the sample was 47.1. The number of hours worked by the 60 "low" level and 31 
"high" level respondents is presented separately in Table 2. Overall, officials who held 
"low" level union positions worked three hours Jess per week on average ( 46.1 hours) than 
did their colleagues in "higher" union office ( 49.2 hours). Statistically, the difference was 
more suggestive than conclusive (p < .06). 

Table 2: Hours worked by organisational level (per week) 

No. of Hours 

::; 40 hours 
41 - 50 hours 
51 - 60 hours 
61 - 70 hours 

Control over hours 

Total 

23 
50 
16 
2 

Low 

18 
33 
8 
1 

(o/o) 

(30.0) 
(55.0) 
( 13.3) 

( 1. 7) 

High 

5 
17 
8 
1 

(I 6. I) 
(54. 9) 
(25.8) 

(3.2) 

Some writers have argued that the reason why officials work long hours is because they 
choose to do so (Clegg et a/., 1961 ). The research sample held mixed opinions about 
whether or not the number of hours they worked was controllable. Some officials felt that 
their pattern of work was determined entirely by circumstances beyond their control, 
whereas at the other end of the continuum a few believed that the decision concerning how 
many hours they worked was theirs completely. The majority of respondents, however, fell 
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son1ewhere between these two end points. That is, there was usually a core number of 
"offic,e .. hours expected from them and once this obligation was m~et., then variations could 
occur over the number of "extra" hours worked. A number of respondents held the view 
that tull-tin1e union work was an occupation such that there was always something to do 
if they \vere willing to do additional work; for this reason some had made the decision not 
to work any '''extra" hours. 

Closely related to the degree of control over the number of hours that were worked was the 
amount of control an official could exercise over when they worked. Nine officials thought 
lhey had "'no control", 57 felt they had "some control'., while 25 respondents believed that 
"most of the time" they could choose when they performed their jobs. To help protect 
officials from working excessively long hours some unions provided their industrial staff 
with tin1e-in-lieu, compensatory leave, or glide time arrangem~ents. Even where glide time 
or time-in-lieu \Vas not a formalised union practice many still indicated they had som~e 

flexibility to "take an hour off here and there to get a haircut''. In other words, an element 
of job control could still be exercised. The availability of glide time and time-in-lieu for 
any ''extra" hours \VOrked was closely related with the amount of control officials believed 
they had. 

There \vas no evidence that officials in "high" l ~evel positions had more control over when 
they did their work than "lower" level officials. In fact, while many in union management 
had access to titne-in-lieu arrangements, there was a reported tendency not to make use of 
th.is provision. They regarded taking time off as setting a bad example for their sub­
ordinates. This may account for the subtl~e pressures felt by at least one "'low" level 
respondent not to take the time he ·was owed: "(The union) don't mind you working the 
long hours, but by the same token (people) look at you all suspiciously if you're not in your 
office before eight-thirty". 

Evening work 

Union activity is not restricted to "orthodox" working times. The liberalisation of shop 
trading hours and the continuous nature of many production processes has, among other 
factors, tneant that ev~ening and weekend work was not extraordinary for the union official 
occupation. Evening work featured regularly in the v1ork pattern of most of those in the 
present survey, \Vith 67 respondents (83.5%) reportedly working one or more evenings per 
week (the sample averaged I. 7 evenings per \veek). The pattern of evening work among 
"lov/' level and "high" level officials was almost identical with an average 1. 7 and 1.8 
evenings \VOrked per week, respectively. Not surprisingly, the requirement for officials to 
\Vork evenings and \~eekends (see below) \vas heavily influenced by the nature of the 
union's n1en1bership. Where members predon1inantly worked day shift hours officials 
indicated a lovver propensity to \VOrk evenings and weekends. 



Trade Union Officials 319 

Weekend work 

In the case of weekend work, officials were asked whether they spent at least some of their 
time on weekends doing union business. Table 3 shows that most officials worked one or 
less weekend per month on average and that only a small proportion regularly worked on 
union business at some stage over the course of every weekend. The average number of 
weekends worked by the sample overall was 1.1 per month. The group of "low" level 
officials in the present study worked slightly less than one weekend per month on average 
(0. 9), with "high" level respondents tending to work more weekends ( 1.4) on average. 
However, this difference was only suggestive (p < .I 0). 

Table 3: Weekends worked by organisational level (per month) 

No. of Weekends Total Low (o/o) High 

None3 35 28 ( 46. 7) 7 (22.6) 
One 28 15 c.:5.0) 13 ( 41. 9) 
Two 19 14 (23 .3) 5 ( 16.1) 
Three 4 1 (I. 7) 3 (9.7) 
Four 5 2 (3.3) 3 (9.7) 

a Included respondents for whom weekend work was very irregular. 

The data disclosed that having "outside" work commitments was positively related to the 
frequency of weekend work. As these activities generally consumed time through the 
Monday to Friday week, it seemed that weekend work reflected, at least in part, a "catch­
up" of \vork that was missed while officials were engaged in these extra activities. For 
officials who mentioned that weekend work was a regular part of their job pattern, 
administrative-related duties (for example, reading and writing reports, processing contracts 
or grievances) and meetings with the membership were by far the most common activities. 
Officials explained that one main reason for doing paperwork at the weekend was that the 
number of telephone calls received through the week often prevented them from enjoying 
uninterrupted time in the preparation of grievance cases, wage arrears claims, and the like. 
Many indicated that by going to the office at the weekend they were able to concentrate on 
these tasks, free from the distraction of their telephones . 

• 
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Extent of jurisdiction and travel time to 

A significant majority of respondents had 'p 
covered large geographic areas of the South Island. Sixty...,.. 
one-way travel time of one or more hours from their unioa oft1ees to II8IViol 
members. Sixteen officials were responsible for groups al leaBcl 
principally within a major urban centre and · ooly, wlli1e oaiJ 
respondents were not personally responsible for servicing a or 
Driving time for those sampled ranged from zero to eight hours and when the few 
who did not have servicing responsibilities were excluded, the one-way 
time was quite high - about three and one-half hours to reach the most distaat poap 
members. There were no significant differences in the average travel · for "low" 
and "high" level union officials. 

Nights spent away from home 

For 70 (76.9o/o) of the 91 officials sampled, regular overnight stays in other centres 
part of the work routine. Predictably, the number of nights spent out of town was a 
function of the geographic area that an official was responsible for with a 
relation between the time it took officials to drive to their memberships, and the 
number of nights away. For those who spent periods away from home on union 
the usual number of nights per month extended up to twelve, but this figure was rare - OM 

to five nights being more typical. That is, the distribution of officials who reported beial 
away one to five nights per month was similar. There were no significant differences ia 
the number of nights that "low" level and "high" level union officials regularly spent away 
from home. 

Absences from home had some impact on other areas of union officials work patterns. The 
more often they were away, the more hours and evenings that individuals tended to work. 
Some remarked that they worked longer hours when visiting other centres either because 
there was nothing else for them to do or, related to this, they did not have their 
normal family responsibilities to attend to. One respondent commented: "I don't mind 
putting in the extra hours because you're staying in a motel, so if you get back too early 
(to the motel after a day's work) it's boring". 

Conclusions 

This article has examined the work activities and work patterns of full-time bade uaa 

officials who held different relative positions within their unions' structures. W 
visits, administration, and membership advice were identified as primary work activities 
all officials, with the importance of each varying by location in the union hierarclay. 
Administrative-related duties were more likely to consume more work time for "hipn 
officials, while workplace visits were more time consuming for those holdi111 lower 
positions in their unions. "Low" level officials worked an average of a6out 46 hours 
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week .. three hours less than those higher up in their unions. This difference could probably 
be explained almost entirely by the more active involvement of the n1anagerial respondents 
in "outside" work commitments. While patterns between the two groups of officials were 
similar with respect to the extent nf felt work control, evening work, travelling time, and 
nights spent away from home, there were some indications that those in higher level union 
office were more often involved in weekend work. In part, this too appeared to be a 
corollary of their "outside" work responsibilities. This study has demonstrated, therefore, 
the need to treat full-time union officials as a heterogeneous rather than homogeneous group 
when analysing their work activiti·es and patterns. 

The results were found notwithstanding the changed industrial environment introduced by 
the Employment Contracts Act and, related to this, in a context characterised by declining 
trade union density (Harbridge and Hince, 1993). 1-Iowever, as no pre-Act data was 
available, this paper is unable to report the extent to which officials' work patterns have 
been affected by the new Act. Having said this, union officials are undoubtedly required 
to work more hours in an operating environment which has completely abandoned all 
traditional legislated union supports than one in which such supports exist. Whether or not 
this has occurred among the pr·esent sample is uncertain. Perhaps there will be both those 
who find the results of this survey som·ewhat pessimistic (e.g. the data does not necessarily 
suggest a pattern of excessive work effort) as well as encouraging (e.g. many officials are 
actively visiting and most likely shoring up their me.mberships). Future research which tests 
the influence (if any) of changes in the Act on the work of union officials would therefore 
be of value and interest here. As this study was concerned \vith painting a broad picture 
of the work activities and patterns of union officials across a number of unions of varying 
size, other discriminating variables besides organisational level might reveal interesting 
insights. These could include, inter alia, industry sector, union size, the degree of 
sophistication of workplace union organisation and the personal values of union officials. 
Finally, further research might examine the degree to which the work patterns of full-time 
officials are a symptom or cause of union membership loss in New Zealand. This could 
directly test the validity and nature of the relationship between structural deterministic 
arguments and theories which suggest unions and their officials are capable of adapting to 
their environments in a more strategic fashion. 
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