
A DECISION-MAKING APPROACH TO 
TRADE UNION DEMOCRACY* 

- Edward Davis* 

The issue of trade union democracy has attracted popular and academic at­
tention for many years in Britain and the U.S.A .. It has been seen to entail im­
portant implications for both the society at large and for trade union members 
in particular. In Britain, at the turn of the century, the Webbs 1 were involved in 
a painstaking investigation into aspects of union government, and they have 
since been followed by a number of researchers including Allen, 2 Roberts, 3 and 
Edelstein and Warner. 4 And in the U.S.A. considerable interest has been 
demonstrated in the relationship of union members and leaders at the local, na­
tional and international level, as observed in studies conducted by Barbash, 5 

Brooks, 6 Cook, 7 Sayles and Strauss, 8 and Seidman, 9 among others. 10 But there 
has been a bare minimum of research along these lines in Australia, 11 and it is 
hoped that 'work in progress' will begin the process of redressing this im­
balance. 12 Such work should be of especial value in Australia where so little has 
been documented on trade union operations. 

The paper is divided into four sections. The first tackles the thorny problem 
of defining trade union democracy. The second reviews past studies and 
classifies them according to their primary focus. The third outlines an alter­
native approach based upon an examination of trade union decision-making 
and the fourth draws conclusions on the material presented. 

I TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF TRADE UNION DEMOCRACY 
Democracy, whether of nation states or trade unions, is commonly perceived 

as a phenomenon desirable in itself . It is a concept imbued with significance 
since where , for example, an organisation is judged to be democratic respect 
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and approval will folilow in contrast to the condemnation reserved for organisa­
tions where democracy is found wanting. 13 Yet while important repercussions 
flow from opinions as to the state of democracy, the concept has only rarely 
been defined and in practice tends to mean many things to many people. In 
consequence discussions of union democracy, unaccompanied by a definition 
of the phenomenon, have often confused rather than enlightened. 

Primary responsibility for this circumstance can be ascribed to the multi­
dimensional nature of the concept. It is evident that for some people 
democracy means a 'bill of rights', for others, elections, and for yet others, the 
frequent participation of members in the affairs of the organisation, and so on. 
There are therefore a variety of 'senses' of democracy, each of some impor­
tance. This reality therefore confronts any attempt to provide a simple defini­
tion and imposes a responsibility upon those discussing de1mocracy to identify 
the sense or senses to which they are referring. Before enlarging on this theme, 
it is appropriate to examine the definitions employed in past studies. 

The Webbs provided both a general and a more limited definition. In the 
preface of their magnum opus we find: 

"Trade unions are democracies: that is to say their internal constitu­
tions are all based on the principle of 'government of the people, by 
the people for the people'. 14 

but they suggested that in practice only very small unions were administered in 
this fashion, which they described as ''primitive democracy". As unions grew 
in size and their administrations became more complex they emphasised that it 
was impossible for 'all the people to make all the decisions'. 15 However the 
Webbs did not see this develop,ment as necessarily spelling the extinction of 
democracy. The flame could be kept al1ght by representative processes which 
ensured government according to the wishes of the membership. Two condi­
tions were deemed important; the sensitivity of officials to the views of the 
rank and file, and the operation of representative assembli ~es which were noted 
to be ''the last word of democracy''. 16 

The 'v".'8bbs' broad understanding of union democracy can be contrasted to 
the view adopted by Lips e t e t a I. in their famous study of the I n tern at ion a I 
Typographical Union. 17 For them, union democracy became "the possibility 
that an official can be defeated for re-election" and was observed to flourish in 
the unique two-party system of the I. T. U. 18 This notion of union democracy 
has been adapted in various ways. While Martin has enlarged it, so that 
democracy is seen as a state of affairs where an opposition is tolerated , 1 9 

(which therefore reflects members' enjoyment of basic political rights within 
their organisation) Edelstein and Warner have refined it to th e point where 
democracy can be judged by the closeness of competition for t op union post s, 
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--
and the frequency of defeat for incumbents. 20 However, Edelstein and Warner 
rhave also provided a very comprehensive definition of union democracy, and 
engaged in discussion of the possible shapes and sizes of the phenomenon. 21 

Their broad definition appears to cover the various aspects in which unions are 
usually judged to be democratic or not; 

" Democracy in a large organisation or society is a decision-making 
system in which the membership actively participates, directly and 
indirectly through its representatives, in the making and implementa­
tion of policy and in the selection of officials, for all levels, on the 
basis of political equality and majority rule. Furthermore, the system 
operates on the basis of the accountability of officials, the legitimacy 
of opposition, and a due process for the protection of the rights of in­
dividuals and minorities." 22 

But while these authors indicate a comprehensive view of democracy, they do 
not themselves attempt an assessment of the various dimensions of 
democracy, preferring to limit their analysis to trade union electoral processes. 
Does such a basis furnish sufficient grounds for verdicts on the presence or 
absence of union democracy? It is contended here that it does not and cannot 
precisely because of the multi -dimensional nature of the phenomenon. In prac­
tice , unions are often democratic in senses 'a', 'b', and 'c' and undemocratic in 
' d ' and 'e ' . For instance, most unions in Australia guarantee members' freedom 
of speech, right to vote, rights to nominate for positon and also encourage the 
partic ipation of their members in the unions ' representative assemblies, but ex­
perience has shown that few incumbent officials are challenged for re-election 
and that participation levels are often low. 23 Therefore, only if a union scored 
well or badly on all relevant criteria could an unambiguous statement be made. 
And even then the absence of a yardstick for the assessment of democracy is 
conspicuous. As yet, there are no ' inches, feet and yards' for the measurement 
of democracy . 

What can be done? The following approach is suggested as a means by 
which statements on union democracy can be more soundly based . rirstly, the 
multi -dimensional character of union democracy is recognised and a com­
prehensive research programme is devised so as to identify and investigate its 
most important dimensions. And secondly, a number of unions are examined 
which then fac ilitates a comparative study, and generates a frame of reference 
in ternal t o the research. For instance, when due allowance is made for contex­
tual factors, it should be possible to rank unions in terms of the rights 
guaranteed in their rule books , their electoral experiences, member participa­
ti on and so on . On this basis, union i could be said to be democratic in sense 'a' 
relative to unions ii - v , and so on . However, generalisations about union 
democracy based upon a summation of analyses of the various dimensions can 
on ly be impressionisti c since , among other things, the different senses of 
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democracy are dissimilar in character. A series of rankings would therefore ap­
pear more appropriate facilitating comment according to performance in the 
dimensions specified. 

The major problem associated with such a research programme resides in the 
heroic proportions of the task, since both a number of senses of democracy and 
a range of trade unions must be examined. Unless such an enterprise becomes 
a life-work, there will evidently be a trade-off in terms of depth of analysis of 
any one union, and the breadth of the overall exercise. However, the catholic 
approach suggested here enjoys two advantages. Firstly, studies of one union, 
while they may be comprehensive in themselves, cannot form the basis of 
generalisations about union democracy; a study of a number of unions is better 
placed in this respect. Secondly, a study of one dimension in a number of 
unions reflects only a partial view of the performance of these unions. 24 Again, 
generalisations would be on unfirm ground. Therefore research based upon an 
inspection of the various senses of democracy in a number of unions appears 
the most likely to paint a comprehensive view of union democracy. 

In the next section, the dimensions of democracy reviewed in past studies 
are illustrated and discussed. 

II PAST STUDIES 
A number of accounts of union democracy are classified here under four 

headings, as being primarily concerned with 
( 1) Union Constitutions 
( 2 ) Elections 
(3) Participation, and 
(4) The Organisation. 

It should however be recognised that the act of categorisation necessarily en­
tails a simplification of the focus of the studies listed below, many of which 
have devoted at least some attention to more than one aspect . of union 
democracy. 
The Union Constitution. 

Roberts25 and Allen 26 in Britain, Taft27 in the U.S.A. and Fox28 in Australia 
have made notable contributions to the investigation of the rights guaranteed 
to members in union constitutions. The following are seen to be of crucial 
significance, and are usually judged to be preconditions for democracy; 
freedom of speech for all members, the right to vote and nominate for positions 
in union elections, the provision of opportunities to participate in the decision­
making processes of the organisation and an appeal system. In general, most 
union rule books contain provisions along these lines although there are a 
number of incidences of irregularities. For intance, Goldstein found that due to 
the qualifications required to run for office in the British Transport and General 
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Workers' Union only 6 o/o of the membership were in fact eligible to contest 
such positions, 29 and Hemingway reported a most unusual voting system in 
the British National Union of Seamen whereby members for less than a year did 
not enjoy a vote in union elections, those with one year to four years completed 
membership were entitled to one vote, from five to nine years membership 
earnt two votes and so on up to a total of four votes for members who had 
served fifteen years! 3 0 In Australia, while there are no instances of the latter 
there is discussion in some unions over the appropriate number of years of 
membership before a member can contest an election, 31 the merits of collegiate 
as against ' general' elections, and the appointment rather than election of 
some officials . Each can be seen to carry implications for union democracy 
since the ability of members to influence the affairs of their organisations is at 
stake. 

There are two further points which deserve brief consideration. Firstly, the 
role played by referenda has stirred controversy for many years. Do they con­
stitute an opportunity for the rank and file to make decisions, or are they a 
sham, a device used at the convenience of the incumbents? 32 Certainly it is 
necessary to ask additional questions such as which matters are decided by 
referenda , what information is given to the members on the issue in hand, how 
frequently are they used, who phrases the question, and so on. Secondly, while 
it is crucial that rule books provide for the operation of representative bodies, 
the researcher must pay attention to how the network of union conferences, 
councils and committees works in practice. If these bodies are dominated by 
the incumbent officials and business is processed without the due considera­
tion and involvement of lay representatives, then these bodies have con­
tributed little to the stuff of democracy which depends inter alia upon the in­
terest and involvement of the membership through their elected represen­
tatives. Therefore the rules alone, revealing though they may be, do not pro-- -
vid e a suffic ient basis on which to judge the state of democracy. 3 3 

Elections. 
El ections in liberal democratic states play a particularly important role. They 

are seen t o be a method which enables the will of the people (or at least the ma­
jority) to be translated into the policies of government. 34 This occurs in the 
f o ll ow ing manner . In brief, elections offer a choice to the electorate, and can­
didates, in a bid to win votes, are induced to support popular policies. Where 
these polic ies are implemented by the successful candidate, democracy can be 
seen to fun ction . Such is the reasoning of proponents of elections as an instru­
ment of democracy in both nations and trade unions. 

The at tention paid by Lipset et a/. and Edelstein and Warner to elections as 
t he li tmu s test of union democracy necessitates our further attention here, 
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more especially since contested elections in Australia have become the excep­
tion rather than the rule. 35 In the most recent round of elections held in the 
eight Victorian State Branches examined by the author, six Branches returned 
all their officials unopposed, and the remaining two witnessed elections for on­
ly one or two out of a team of officials. 36 However one of the Branches, that of 
the A.B. E. U., has recently held fiercely contested elections for the lay positions 
on its Branch Council reflecting the important role of lay officials in that union 
and the continuation of left: right tensions among the membership. In many 
other Australian unions such political struggles petered out by the end of the 
1960's and their eclipse has enabled a significant proportion of incumbent of­
ficials to look forward to an unchallenged tenure of office. Has democracy been 
extinguished in these unions or are there cogent reasons which suggest the 
limited value of conclusions drawn solely upon the basis of electoral perfor­
mance? 

Michels has listed a number of criticisms of elections as a method of 
democracy . He has argued that elections provide only the opportunity to 
choose a " new set of masters" and that when the polls close, the 
powerlessness of the people returns since they are unable to influence govern­
ment during incumbents' terms of office. Also, and with particular relevance to 
trade unions, the very act of election initiates a metamorphosis separating the 
leader from the led . The union member who ascends to a full-time position 
leaves behind him the sweat of the workshop, and becomes accustomed to a 
new environment and social milieu. In Michels' terms he is declasse in contrast 
to the members he serves. Lastly, the damage to democracy is greatest where 
the newly elected leader inflicts autocratic policies on the basis that these 
policies represent the will of the people as embodied in him. Where this occurs 
elections are seen to legitimise autocracy rather than provide for democracy. 37 

Similar criticisms have been echoed by Lucas and Pateman who have argued 
that the assumptions of liberal democratic theory rarely hold in the real world 
since the electorate has imperfect knowledge about candidates and their 
policies, there is no guarantee that policies proclaimed in manifestos will be im­
plemented in practice, and often there is only a limited choice of candidates (a 
fact related in part to the expense of campaigning which represents a sizeable 
barrier for impecunious groups). And further, they have pointed to the derisory 
amount of participation requ ired in the process of elections. On these grounds 
they have challenged the notion that an electoral process makes a significant 
contribution to democracy, whether of unions or states. 38 

Perhaps the final point to be noted here is that while opposition to certain 
union officials and policies can be expected in every union, there are a variety 
of ways pressure can be applied . For instance the representative network fur­
nishes a number of levels at which criticisms can be made, and if this is unsuc­
cessful there are a range of informal avenues to be explored, such as ' unofficial 
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-
action', policies of non-co-operation with the officials, the picketing of the 
union office etc. 39 Most unionists will not be totally unfamiliar with such 
pressure-strategies! 

Participation. 
A number of authors have emphasised the crucial role of members' participa­

tion in union affairs. Where members are seen to be involved directly in 
decision-making processes, or indirectly through their representatives, then the 
Webbs' classic conditions of government for, by, and of the peop le appear to 
be met. However some qualifications are in order. Firstly, the economic, 
technological and geographical environment of a union will fashion the oppor­
tunities to participate which its members enjoy. For example, dockyard and 
pithead meetings are usually much better attended than meetings of 
agricultural workers. 4 0 The reality of different environments of operation has 
therefore prevented the erection of a simple yardstick designed to measure the 
performance of different unions according to this criterion. Secondly, as Selvin 
points out, it is important that participating members are aware of and informed 
about the issues to be decided, enabling them to play a meaningful role in the 
process of debate and decision-making. 41 Thirdly, participation in itself does 
not constitute democracy. For instance, well attended meetings which are 
largely ceremonial in character are probably irrelevant in terms of union 
democracy, although meetings where decisions of prime importance are 
argued out and decided upon appear the very stuff of democracy. 42 But in addi ­
tion, it should not be assumed that poorly attended meetings necessarily reveal 
a state of oligarchy, since it would appear that a negative trigger is often the 
spur to participation, and the apparent apathy of members can often be ex­
plained either by their relative satisfaction with their officials' handling of union 
affairs, or their general indifference, 4 3 

Let us look in brief at four arenas in which members have the opportunity to 
participate; 

( 1) union conferences and councils, 
(2} residential branches (members are assigned to that 

branch nearest their place of residence), 
(3} the shop-floor, and 
(4) aggregate or mass meetings . 

Carew's research on the operation of representative bodies such as con­
ferences and councils has indicated the important role of these bodies. 44 They 
are often the supreme decision-making organs and therefore the involvement 
of delegates in these meetings is of much importance. Carew has directed our 
attention to the following features; the size, frequency and length of con­
ferences and councils, the proportion of officials to rank and file delegates, the 

39 
40 

41 

42 
43 

44 

32 

See Hem1ngway. op elf., who descr1bes 1n deta1l members' liSe o f such tactiCS 
See Hughes. J . Trade Umon Stwcture and Government. (Royal Comrn1Sstor1 on Trat1e Un1ons and Employers A ssoc1at1or,s 
H M .S 0, 1967), Research Paper, No 5. Pt II, pp 15 16. 
Selvm, 0 F . "Commumcat1ons 111 Trade Umons A Study o f Uneon Journals", Bnttsh Journal of lnclustnal RelatiOns. Vol 1 
No 1 .. 1963, pp 73 93 
See Cook op.c11 
T1me and space preclude a d1scuss1on of apathy 1n un1ons. 1ts causes and 1ts s1gn1 ftcance. n b. M o ran, M , The Umon of 
Post OfftcP Work.ers, (London Macmillan, 1974) noted the lack o f mvolvement of postal workers and ascr1bed It m the 
mam, to the un1on's marg1nal role 1n the hves of 1ts members (p 7 61 · 
Carew . A . Democrocv and Government m European Trade Umons (London Allen and ~nwm. 1976) See also Roberts, 
op c1t. p 160 
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influence of these bodies, the method of selecting the agenda, the choice of 
chairman and the report-back and ratification procedures which follow the 
deliberations of these bodies. For instance, where conferences are infrequent, 
short, dominated by officials and merely a rubber-stamp for already formulated 
policies, they make little contribution to de1mocracy. On these grounds a careful 
scrutiny of the operations of these bodies in a number of unions is required 
which will generate a series of impressions as to the comparative state of af­
fairs.45 

Many unions maintain a residential branch structure, and although they now 
attract a bare minimum of members, long-term activists appear loath to see 
their demise. They remain a potential channel for rank and file involvement but 
one that is usually ignored for a number of reasons. 46 Members often have to 
travel some distance to the meetings where routine and frequently boring 
business is under discussion. In addition, meetings are usually held in the even­
ings and members have indicated that they prefer to spend their time engaged 
in alternative pursuits. A further factor is that branch meetings no longer play 
the important role of being the primary dispenser of benefits and advice, and 
collector of dues. Benefits can be sought either in the workshop or from the 
union office, advice can be gained over the telephone and dues are now 
gathered in a variety of ways including payroll deductions , and shop collec­
tions. 

A different picture emerges when attention is directed to members' involve-
ment at the shop-floor level. As recent studies have confirmed, workers' 
primary concerns are improved wages and conditions and trade unions are 
perceived to be the appropriate instrumef)t for their achievement. 47 Therefore 
the motive for involvement at the shop level is present, as is the opportunity, 
since meetings can be called in lunch-times and can often be held in the can­
teen, or on the shop floor. In addition, the catalytic role of the shop steward 
should be recalled. 48 For many union members, the shop steward is the union 
especially since full-time officials usually have sizeable el ,ectorates which 
therefore inhibits the growth of strong ties with any particular group of the 
membership. But the shop steward is ever present, and shares the daily work 
experience of other members. He or she is then in a unique position to en­
courage tht.. interest and involvement of members in the matters which are of 
immediate concern to them, such as shop wages and conditions. Where shop­
floor meetings are frequent the 'primitive democracy' described by the Webbs 
appears to be very much alive. 49 . 

Aggregates, or mass rallies, are a familiar part of the decision-making pro ­
cess of many unions in Australia and as such they present a picture of rank and 
file involvement in major decisions to take or cease industrial action, to accept 
or reject a pay offer, etc .. In so far as this is the case, an elen1ent of ' primitive 
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democracy' is again present although it is important that the following condi­
tions are also met which prevents them from being merely rituals of legitima­
tion in which members play only a passive role. Members called to mass rallies 
should be aware of the matter to be decided and should preferably have had an 
opportunity to discuss the issue at their work places. 50 There should be oppor­
tunities for all those who wish to express an opinion to do so, and the matter 
should be thoroughly debated before a vote is taken. The recent experience in 
Australia of a number ot unions 1n dispute situat1ons has been that these condi­
tions have been seen to have been met which has then ~egitimised decisions taken 
and usually bolstered feelings of solidarity, and strength of pur-pose. 51 The rally 
has thus served a dual purpose. However it should be noted that mass rallies do 
not constitute a method for day-to-day union government and their role is 
therefore confined to the determination of extraordinary issues. 

The paper has indicated a number of areas in which participation is possible 
and has observed the range of conditions which affect involvement in these 
spheres. Because of differences in union environments, and the need to 
distinguish decisive from ceremonial involvement, participation alone does not 
appear a satisfactory benchmark for the evaluation of democracy. Perhaps a 
more useful indication resides in those measures taken by the union to en­
courage participation, such as the provision of information, and other steps 
designed to secure the interest and involvement of the rank and file. 

The Organisation. 
Trade unions, in response to technological changes and the market power of 

corporations, have increased in membership size throughout this century. Have 
they then become the oligarchies predicted by Michels who argued that while 
organisation was required to realise trade union aims, their development 
simultaneously eroded those conditions favourable to democracy? 52 Michels 
stated that once an organisation had been conceived, albeit to further the in­
terests of the membership, it could be seen to acquire goals of its own, such as 
its security and expansion. Also , once elected to positions of power and 
responsibility leaders could be expected to pursue measures which would 
strengthen their own incumbency and suppress opposition amongst the 
membership. In addition, the gulf between leaders, skilled in oratorv and ad­
ministration, and the general membership could be expected to wi Gcn, and this 
would be accelerated by the 'metamorphosis' already discussed. For such 
reasons Michels proclaimed, "who says organisation, says oligarchy!" 53 

Michels' work has had a profound impact upon research into trade union 
government, and its hallmark can be found in studies conducted by Lipset eta/. 
and Goldstein, amongst others. 54 However, while it is important to study the 
character of and relations within a trade union organisation, this paper refutes 
the notion that organisation necessarily entails oligarchy for a number of 
reasons. For instance, most trade union constitutions provide a series of 
checks and balances to prevent the abuse of power. The operation of the 
representative system of the union and pressure from the shop-floor to satisfy 
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members' wishes both act to combat oligarchical tendencies. 55 And the deci­
sions of most importance to members, concerned with their shop wages and 
conditions, are, to an increasing extent, being taken by them at shop-floor level 
and this represents perhaps the greatest deterrent to oligarchy. 56 

Ill A DECISION-MAKING APPROACH 
An examination of past studies has indicated a nurnber of areas where atten­

tion is required for a comprehensive view of union dernocracy. The following 
framework, based upon an analysis of union decision-n1aking, demonstrates 
some interest in each of these ~lines of inquiry in so far as their results throw 
light upon decision-making within unions. Therefore the lynch-pin and 
distinguishing characteristic of the approach adopted here is its concentration 
upon the nature of decision-making as central to the determination of union 
democracy. A further feature of this approach is its ability to investigate a 
number of dimensions of democracy, whilst at the same time relating them to a 
central theme, namely decision making. 

Let us look now at the research programme constructed by the author and at 
some in.itlal findings. Firstly the economic, technological and geographic environ­
rnent of the eight unions making up the samp ~le has been inspected in order that 
the preconditions from rank and file involvenlent can be taken into account. 57 

Secondly, the following sets of questions have been asked: 
( 1) What decisions are made by the union; do these reflect the 

viewpoint of the membership? 
(2) How are decisions made; are there opportunities for members 

to participate and to what extent do members actually par­
ticipate? 

(3) Who are the decision-makers; are they representative of the 
rank and file? 

The answers to these questions are then taken to indicate the relative 
democracy of these unions, with democracy itself defined as a condition vvhere 
decisions taken reflect the will of the n1embers, where there are opportunities 
to particip<.,..i-e and significant levels of actua l! participation in the unions ' 
decision-making processes, and where dec·ision-makers are representative of 
the members. But, as foreshadowed above, no atternpt is made here to devise 
an absolute measure of democracy and the emphasis is placed rather upon the 
relative performance of the unions. 

In the author's research to date it has become apparent that a great variety of 
decisions are taken by unions at a number of levels . At the conference, coun cil 
and executive levels of State Branches, decisions are rna de on rnat ters 
necessary to the daily existence of the o rganisation (such as in reference t o the 
unions' financial affairs) , the industrial problerns confronting th e rnernbership 
and a range of other matters concerning local , national and international 
events. 58 Where decisions concern un1on adn1inistrati ons or their 1nvolvcn1cnt 
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in political issues, rank and file members usually indicate little interest as deci­
sions of this nature rarely impinge upon their immediate environment. 59 But 
where decisions are concerned with industrial matters there is considerable 
pressure on these bodies to ensure that they reflect the will of the membership 
since these matters are likely to be of greatest concern to the members. The 
view of the rank and file is frequently made known via the opinion of shop-floor 
representatives, and resolutions passed at shop and branch level. Also 
organisers are often in a position to remark on their perception of how the 
members stand on an issue. 

The efforts of two unions to determine the wishes of its members are worthy 
of further attention. Firstly, the small Victorian Printers' Operatives Union 
generally conducts special General Meetings at which secret ballots are used to 
determine decisions on issues such as the acceptance or rejection of the major 
industrial agreement covering the membership. 6 0 Secondly, the Australian 
Bank .Employees' Union has made use recently of opinion sampling techniques 
designed to elicit the views of the passive bulk of the membership who do not 
attend meetings and rarely come into contact with the union's officials. The 
results of such surveys have assumed particular significance due to the for­
th coming referendum on that union's affiliation to the Australian Council of 
Trade Unions. 6 1 

Before leaving the matter of the reflective quality of union decisions, it 
should be reiterated that in many unions those decisions of most concern to 
members, related to shop wages and conditions, are made at shop floor level 
and thus can be seen to correspond directly to members' wishes. 

The formal decision-making process is delineated in union rule books, which 
must be carefully examined in order to gather information both as to the rights 
guaranteed to members, and to provide answers to the list of questions which 
Carew suggested would throw light upon the degree to which the formal struc­
ture represented the views of members and encouraged delegate involvement. 
But perhaps the more important and telling investigation is that which inquires 
into the unions' de facto decision-making processes and performar"'Sc. 

There are four arenas where close attention is required. Firstly, it is necessary 
to see how the unions' representative bodies process their business, and in par­
ti cular to observe the character of debate, the extent of delegate participation 
and the method of resolution. As noted earlier, where matters are passed con­
t inually without debate and with little delegate participation, or where con­
troversial issues are earmarked for decision by the unions' officers rather than 
conferences or councils, these meetings appear to make little contribution to 
dem ocra cy since the members via their representatives are not involved in the 
process of union government. 

Of the eight unions ' meetings, attended by the author, two unions have been 
witnessed to have relatively lengthy meetings where many issues have been 
hotly debated and this can be related to left : right tensions within these Bran-
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ches. Four regularly have long meetings where delegates participate fully, but 
where disagreement and close votes are the exception and not the rule. And 
the remaining two have short, uncontroversial meetings and engage little in the 
way of delegate involvement, though both of these unions have a record of tak­
ing steps to represent the views of their members in other ways. 

At the residential branch and shop-floor level members' participation has 
generally been of the character indicated above. Of the eight unions only the 
A.M. W. S. U. has a residential branch structure while two of the other unions 
have a sub-branch structure of sorts and the remaining five make no provision 
of this kind. 62 The unions with residential or sub-branch structures are general­
ly disappointed with the attendance at these meetings, but have not taken ac­
tion to dismantle this structure. However, at the work place, all of the unions 
have recorded significant levels of rank and file involvement especially when 
there has been some pressing issue to be decided. And widespread concern at 
this level has also played a part in promoting attendance a i ·area' or central 
shop steward and delegate meetings, 63 and at the aggregates that have been 
called by some unions from time to time. Again, for a thorough understanding 
of the contribution to democracy, further questions should be asked, for in­
stance about measures taken by the union to encourage members' participa­
tion, the influence of subsequent decisions and so on. 

Finally, attention is turned to the third avenue of the research, designed to 
examine the representativeness of the decision-makers. 64 Firstly, it is 
necessary to specify which groups of decision-makers should be examined and 
secondly what characteristics should be taken into account. The important role 
of the trade union secretary and other full -time officials makes them prime can­
didates for our attention, 65 but for a comprehensive picture, unions' research 
and other staff, lay officials and delegates, shop stewards and the membership 
itself should also be considered since each group plays a role in union decision­
making processes. 66 

Three characteristics stand out as deserving of attention; personal factors 
(such as sex, age, country of birth and trade background); attitudes and 
behaviour. To take the first of these, trade unions have been notorious as 
amongst the last bastions of male chauvinism. While approximately 30°/o of 
trade union members in Australia are female, there are still relatively few female 
full -time officials. 67 In the eight unions examined by the author, of approx­
imately fifty full-time officials, only three are female. 68 Therefore, in those 
unions with concentrations of female members there is the possibility that con­
ditions will not favour the communication of rank and file views to the extent 
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that might be enjoyed under more representative circumstances. The same is 
also probably true where unions are predominantly made up of non-English 
speaking migrant workers, but where the background of the officials is 
uniformly either British or Australian. Language and cultural considerations 
then provide seemingly insuperable barriers to communciations between these 
groups with the result that migrants have often played little role in their trade 
unions. 69 And lastly;· there are many examples of 'general' unions, (which 
recruit both skilled and unskilled members) which are dominated in practice by 
officials and delegates drawn from a skilled background. Where this is the case, 
it is possible that unskilled members have access to a less sympathetic ear than 
if their ranks were better represented in union hierarchies. 70 

But what of attitudes and behaviour? It seems probable that the attitudes of 
officials and delegates may well diverge from those espoused by union 
memberships, and this can be related to the interest and activism which pro­
pelled them into official positions. On this basis alone they are unrepresentative 
but this is of diminished consequence since, in response to the ever present 
calls from the rank and file for attention to shop matters, officials' and 
delegates' behaviour can usually be seen to conform to and represent the 
perceived wishes of the membership. Where this is the case, unrepresen­
tativeness of both characteristics and attitudes pale in significance, since the 
key factor is the extent to which union officials, at every level, pursue the 
wishes of their members . 

IV CONCLUSION 

The paper began by canvassing the issue of union democracy and noting the 
definitional problems that confronted research into this issue. It was argued 
that in past studies there was often a failure to identify the specific dimensions 
of democracy on which remarks were based, and further that a benchmark for 
its evaluation was generally absent. Therefore, in this paper, an approach has 
been outlined which identifies a number of important dimensions of democracy 
and generates a yardstick through a cornparative study which at least 
facilitates a series of performance rankings. Finally, it has been contended that 
an examination of the decisions made in trade unions, their formal and paa:.:.. 
ticularly their informal decision-making processes, and the character of the 
decision-makers themselves w ill provide the necessry materials for a com­
prehens ive picture of the relative state of democracy in a number of trade . 
un1ons . 

69 See Hl]nrn . J .M . " Mtgrant Pdr!ICIPdtlon 1n Trade Unron LeaclPrShtp", Juurnc~l of /nclustr<~l Relalluns. Vol 18. 1976 
pp. 1 1 2 1 2 3 

70 For •nstance. s et~ Bornst on t'f 11/ , up Cit . p . 1 1 on lht-: Bnt1sh Amr.JiqamHtecl Un•on o f Eng1neermg Workers. and Dc tVIS E . 
" Oecrs•on Mc.tk1ng tn the A M W S U ". J()urnal ollndustra/ RelcJtlons, Vol 18. 1 9 7 7. p 36 1 
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