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INTRO

The photograph arrived at 7:18 on a Tuesday morning. It
showed a notice pinned beside the staff entrance,
announcing a trial arrangement for weekend staffing. The
photograph was slightly crooked, the bottom paragraph was
obscured by someone's thumb, and the accompanying
message contained just four words: "Can they do this?" By
7:45, three more employees had contacted you. One wanted
the union to stop the change immediately. Another thought
the arrangement might be useful, provided participation
remained voluntary. A third wanted to know whether
refusing would affect future opportunities. You had been a
union representative for less than a fortnight, and apparently
your new responsibilities included interpreting incomplete
photographs, predicting management decisions, and
preventing the collapse of workplace civilisation before
breakfast.

You probably joined the union because you believed
employees deserved a meaningful voice. Perhaps you had
watched sensible concerns disappear into endless
discussions, seen colleagues struggle to obtain
straightforward answers, or simply decided that complaining
privately was no longer enough. Whatever brought you here,
you likely imagined doing something useful. What you may
not have anticipated was the remarkable speed with which
other people would begin expecting results. The moment
you become a representative, some colleagues assume you
have acquired a special set of powers. You can supposedly
summon senior management, interpret complicated
workplace rules, negotiate better conditions, and settle
disputes using a combination of determination and an
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impressively official expression. Unfortunately, union
membership does not come with a magic wand. The
welcome pack is considerably less exciting.

The real challenge is that representing employees
involves several responsibilities that do not always fit neatly
together. You need to listen to people without assuming their
first interpretation is necessarily correct. You need to take
concerns seriously without promising outcomes beyond
your influence. You must recognise common interests while
acknowledging that different groups may want different
things. And you have to work within the authority,
procedures, and resources of your particular union
organisation. These are not glamorous tasks. Nobody makes
an inspiring recruitment poster showing a representative
carefully checking whether a proposed statement has
actually been authorised. Yet that quiet moment can prevent
considerable trouble later, particularly when an enthusiastic
promise becomes something employees reasonably expect
you to deliver.

Consider the weekend staffing notice. Before declaring it
unacceptable, you need to understand what the proposed
arrangement actually requires. Is weekend participation
genuinely optional? What happens to employees who
decline? How will staffing be allocated, and what conditions
apply? Does the proposal affect existing agreements or
established workplace rules? These questions are practical,
not evasive. A worker who wants additional shifts and
someone worried about pressure to accept them may both
have legitimate concerns. If you automatically adopt
whichever position reaches you first, you risk overlooking
the other. Good representation starts by understanding the
problem accurately enough to decide what deserves



attention. Outrage can tell you that something matters. It
cannot, by itself, tell you what the notice means.

One tempting response is to demonstrate your
commitment through immediate action. Send an
uncompromising email. Demand an urgent meeting.
Announce that the union will not tolerate the situation. Such
reactions can feel productive because they are visible, and
visibility matters when colleagues are asking what their
representatives actually do. But a forceful statement without
adequate preparation may create expectations that later
become impossible to satisfy. Management might identify a
misunderstanding, challenge an unsupported claim, or
simply ask what precise change you are requesting. If the
only answer is that everyone is extremely unhappy, the
conversation may produce plenty of heat and remarkably
little progress. Firm action has its place, sometimes urgently.
The skill lies in knowing when firmness is necessary and
what it should achieve.

Employees also bring more than procedural questions.
They bring frustration, uncertainty, disappointment, and
sometimes genuine fear. A colleague may describe an
upsetting incident but ask you not to reveal their identity.
Another may want formal intervention while refusing to
provide information essential to the particular action they
have requested. These situations require care rather than
cheerful assurances that everything will be fine.
Confidentiality has practical and sometimes legal limits, and
a person's identity may be apparent from the circumstances
even when their name is omitted. You need to explain what
you can responsibly do, how information might be handled,
and when specialist assistance is appropriate. Trust grows
when people understand the process, not when you promise



absolute secrecy or guaranteed protection without knowing
whether either promise can be kept.

Fortunately, union representation is not supposed to be a
solo endurance event. Experienced representatives,
authorised union officers, legal professionals, and other
specialists may offer important support, depending on the
organisation and the issue. Using that support does not
make you incompetent. It means recognising that different
problems require different expertise. Employment law,
safety concerns, complex workplace agreements, and
serious allegations can carry consequences far beyond an
ordinary disagreement. This book offers practical guidance
about responsible representation, not jurisdiction-specific
legal rulings or substitutes for professional advice. You will
learn to identify when you need help and how to prepare a
useful request for it. Forwarding forty-seven attachments
with the message "Any thoughts?" is not quite the same
thing.

You will also learn why a successful conversation
requires more than confidence and a notebook. A well-
prepared representative can explain the concern, identify
the information supporting it, ask questions that clarify
differences, and distinguish genuine commitments from
pleasant-sounding expressions of goodwill. "We'll look into
it" might be a useful beginning, but without further
clarification it tells you remarkably little about what will
actually happen. Equally important is knowing how to
develop proposals that address employees' needs rather
than merely sounding impressive. Sometimes the obvious
demand is not the best route to the desired improvement.
Sometimes a partial agreement is worthwhile; sometimes it



leaves the most important problem untouched. There is no
universal formula that makes these decisions for you.

Another surprise awaits inside the union itself. People
who share a commitment to representing employees can
disagree intensely about how to proceed. One
representative may favour direct confrontation, another
careful consultation, and a third an approach informed by
previous negotiations. None of these preferences
automatically proves courage, weakness, or superior
wisdom. Internal differences become destructive when
participants stop examining proposals and start questioning
one another's loyalty. Learning to work through
disagreements, respect proper decision-making procedures,
and communicate an agreed position is part of becoming
effective. Solidarity would be considerably easier if
everyone came equipped with identical opinions, but then
meetings would be suspiciously short and half the
committee would have nothing to argue about.

There are limits to your time and influence, too. You may
have an ordinary job, family responsibilities, commitments
outside work, and an entirely reasonable wish to
occasionally finish dinner without answering a message
marked URGENT. Responsible representation requires
distinguishing matters needing prompt attention from those
that can follow an agreed process. It also means recognising
when a case cannot be resolved as hoped. Some proposals
will be rejected, some agreements will prove difficult to
implement, and some situations will remain uncertain despite
substantial effort. You cannot control every decision made
by an employer or every outcome reached through a formal
process. You can, however, control the care with which you



prepare, the promises you make, and the honesty of your
communication.

The aim, then, is not to turn you into an indestructible
industrial-relations superhero. It is to help you develop
sound judgement: knowing which questions matter, how to
identify competing needs, when to challenge an explanation,
how to collaborate with experienced support, and what to do
when an apparently successful agreement produces
disappointing results. Effective representation is often
quieter and more methodical than outsiders expect. It
involves listening, preparing, testing assumptions, following
through, and sometimes acknowledging an uncomfortable
limitation. These habits may never make you the loudest
person in a meeting, but they can help make vyour
contribution genuinely useful.

So return to that Tuesday morning photograph. You do
not yet know whether the weekend arrangement is
acceptable, flawed, or in need of further clarification. You do
know what a responsible beginning looks like: establish what
has actually been proposed, understand the concerns of
those affected, identify the appropriate route for raising
questions, and avoid announcing an outcome before the
organisation can reasonably support it. That is already more
useful than composing a furious statement while someone
searches for a clearer photograph. You joined the union
because you wanted to do more than hand out leaflets.
Good. Leaflets can be valuable, but they work best when
there is thoughtful, credible action behind the words printed
on them. And that is where your real work begins.

10



Chapter 1 - Congratulations, You're a
Union Representative. Where Are Your
Superpowers?

Your name has just appeared on the list of newly
appointed union representatives. Someone congratulates
you, someone shakes your hand, and someone else
immediately asks whether you can get the company to
improve the employee parking arrangements. You have
barely learned where the union keeps its meeting records,
yet apparently you are now responsible for explaining why
the overflow car park resembles an archaeological
excavation after heavy rain. A colleague says, "You're one
of the union people now. Surely you can sort it out." The
word surely carries an impressive amount of confidence,
especially considering that neither of you knows who owns
the land, who manages the parking contract, or whether the
organisation has ever discussed the matter. Congratulations
on your appointment. Your first assignment is already
considerably larger than your job description.

Becoming a representative creates a peculiar change in
how colleagues see you. Yesterday you were someone who
shared their working conditions and occasionally
complained about the same irritating procedures. Today you
are still that person, except everyone assumes you have
acquired access to management, confidential knowledge,
and a secret collection of phrases that make difficult people
agree with you. Some employees may expect you to
challenge every unpopular decision. Others may regard you
as the union's official answer department, available
whenever a question occurs to them. You might even begin
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to believe that being useful means having an immediate
solution. That is an exhausting standard, partly because no
human being could meet it and partly because many
workplace problems are not yours to solve alone.

The first thing to understand is that a union representative
occupies a defined role within an organisation. The precise
responsibilities depend on the union's structure, the
authority granted to you, applicable workplace
arrangements, and the legal framework in which you
operate. Being elected or appointed does not automatically
authorise you to negotiate every agreement, make binding
commitments, or speak on behalf of every employee in
every situation. You may be responsible for listening to
concerns, helping organise collective priorities,
communicating approved positions, or participating in
particular discussions. Other decisions may belong to a
committee, an authorised officer, or another part of the
union. Understanding this distinction is not administrative
fussiness. It is what prevents sincere enthusiasm from
becoming an unauthorised promise with your signature
attached.

Your role is not whatever the loudest person says it is

A sensible early conversation with an experienced union
officer should establish what you can do independently and
what requires consultation or approval. Ask how your
position was established, what authority comes with it, how
decisions are recorded, and whom you should contact when
a matter falls outside your responsibilities. Find out whether
there are established procedures for approaching
management and whether certain issues require specialist
involvement. These questions may seem embarrassingly
basic when everyone else uses organisational terminology
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with the confidence of people who were born holding
committee minutes. Ask anyway. A representative who
checks the limits of their authority before acting is better
prepared than one who confidently discovers those limits
halfway through an important meeting.

Consider a colleague who approaches you about a
proposed change to the annual leave request process. She
believes the new arrangements will disadvantage employees
whose family commitments make their preferred dates less
flexible. She asks you to tell management that the union
rejects the entire proposal. You can take the concern
seriously, ask what impact she anticipates, and establish
whether other employees have similar reservations. But
unless you have the appropriate authority and an agreed
position, you cannot simply transform her request into an
official union decision. A responsible response might be: "I
can bring these concerns to the people responsible for
deciding our position. | can't promise the union will reject the
proposal before we've examined it." It is less dramatic than
announcing a showdown, but it protects both the employee
and the organisation from misleading expectations.

Representing employees also means recognising that
they are not one enormous person with a single opinion.
Even among people performing similar jobs, priorities differ.
Someone with young children may value predictable leave
arrangements, while another employee wants more freedom
to request time off at short notice. A worker approaching
retirement may have different concerns about training
opportunities than someone hoping to move into a new role.
These differences are not evidence that employees have
failed to understand their collective interests. They are part
of the reality you must represent. The challenge is to identify
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shared needs without pretending that every individual
preference can be satisfied simultaneously. Union solidarity
is important, but it does not include issuing everyone
identical personalities at the membership desk.

Imagine that a company proposes allocating popular leave
periods using a rotating priority system. Employees who
previously obtained their preferred dates through informal
arrangements may dislike the change. Others may welcome
a more predictable system because they believe the
previous approach favoured particular teams. If you listen
only to the first group, you may conclude that the proposal is
universally unpopular. If you listen only to the second, you
might celebrate it as an obvious improvement. A more useful
discussion asks which principles matter: transparency,
fairness, reasonable predictability, and a process that
recognises relevant circumstances. These principles still
require decisions about details, and agreement will not
always be possible. But they give the union something more
substantial to work with than a collection of competing
complaints.

An equally important distinction exists between helping an
employee and becoming their personal advocate for
whatever outcome they choose. Someone may ask the union
to support a particular demand, challenge a colleague, or
make a public accusation. You should listen and determine
whether there is a matter the organisation can properly
address. You are not automatically required to endorse the
individual's preferred interpretation or method. A person can
be genuinely upset while mistaken about a particular fact.
They may also identify a real problem but propose a solution
that would harm other employees. Respecting someone
means examining the concern responsibly, not agreeing with
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every sentence to demonstrate sympathy. If your support
consists entirely of enthusiastic nodding, you may eventually
find yourself nodding in two opposite directions at once.

Responsibility is not the same as control

New representatives sometimes take personal
responsibility for outcomes that depend on decisions made
by other people. You prepare a proposal, management
refuses it, and you feel that you have failed your colleagues.
You arrange a consultation, the specialist identifies
significant complications, and you worry that asking for help
made you look inexperienced. A worker becomes frustrated
because a matter is taking longer than expected, and you
apologise as though you personally invented every delay.
This reaction is understandable, particularly when you care
about the people involved. But it confuses responsibility for
your own conduct with control over the final result. You can
be accountable for preparation, honesty, appropriate
consultation, and fulfilling your commitments without
guaranteeing that every proposal will be accepted.

It helps to distinguish three categories of action. Some
things are within your authority to do yourself, such as
arranging an authorised discussion or preparing information
for an agreed purpose. Other matters require a decision
within the union, such as approving a collective position or
committing organisational resources. A third category
concerns results that depend on external decisions,
negotiations, or formal processes. You may influence those
outcomes, sometimes substantially, but you cannot
unilaterally determine them. Before promising something,
identify the category it belongs to. "l will raise this at the next
authorised meeting" is a commitment you may be able to
fulfil. "Management will reverse this decision" is a prediction
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or promise about somebody else's behaviour. Those are
very different products, although people occasionally try to
sell them in identical packaging.

There is another aspect of responsibility that deserves
attention: what happens after you accept a matter for
consideration. Colleagues should not have to guess whether
their concerns have disappeared. If you agree to provide an
update, follow through when reasonably possible, even if the
information is simply that a consultation remains
outstanding. Be clear about whether you promised an
update or a resolution. The former may be within your
control, while the latter often is not. Equally, avoid accepting
work that you know cannot be handled responsibly without
help. A representative who collects every issue and quietly
struggles with the resulting mountain has not necessarily
provided better service than one who distributes appropriate
tasks through an agreed process.

Your time also has boundaries. Union responsibilities may
sit alongside paid employment, personal commitments, and
the ordinary demands of life. Employees should know how to
contact the organisation, what response arrangements
normally apply, and how genuinely urgent matters can be
directed to the appropriate people. This does not mean
treating every concern as an inconvenience. It means
creating an arrangement that can function when you are
unavailable. Some matters involving safety, legal deadlines,
or serious risks demand prompt attention, and established
emergency or specialist procedures should take precedence
over routine contact arrangements. Other issues can be
addressed through normal channels. A representative who
answers every routine question at midnight may appear
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extraordinarily dedicated, but the arrangement is unlikely to
remain healthy or dependabile.

Confidence comes from conduct, not performance

It can be tempting to imitate the most forceful
representative you know. Perhaps they speak with great
confidence during meetings, challenge managers directly,
and appear to possess a complete mental archive of every
previous dispute. You may think that developing authority
requires adopting the same manner. Yet trust is often built
through less spectacular behaviour. Employees notice
whether you treat their concerns respectfully, distinguish
verified information from assumptions, and keep appropriate
commitments. Other union representatives notice whether
you understand shared responsibilities and can work
through disagreements without turning every discussion into
a contest. Confidence that rests on preparation is more
useful than confidence performed for an audience. A
commanding voice is not, by itself, evidence that the
speaker has read the relevant document.

Consistency matters particularly when people disagree
with you. Suppose a worker expects you to circulate an
allegation about a supervisor, but you believe the available
information is insufficient for such a statement. You can
explain why further clarification is necessary without
dismissing the concern. You might offer to help identify an
appropriate reporting route, subject to your role and the
circumstances. Do not pretend that restraint guarantees a
pleasant outcome; the employee may remain frustrated.
Nevertheless, responsible disagreement can preserve trust
better than an impressive promise followed by an
embarrassing retreat. People do not always enjoy hearing
limits explained to them, but most eventually recognise the
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difference between someone who has considered their
position and someone who says whatever seems popular.

Handling information carefully is another foundation of
credibility. Employees may share sensitive details because
they believe you are positioned to help. That confidence
does not grant unrestricted permission to repeat their stories
around the workplace or distribute documents to everyone
in the union. Information should be handled according to
applicable requirements, organisational procedures, and
legitimate need. Nor should you promise absolute
confidentiality without understanding its limits. Sometimes a
concern cannot be pursued in a particular way without
identifiable details, and certain circumstances may create
obligations beyond an informal conversation. Be clear about
those constraints before agreeing to take action. Trust is
easier to maintain when expectations are realistic from the
beginning than when confidentiality becomes a surprise
negotiation halfway through a case.

Experienced colleagues can help you recognise these
complexities, but their experience should support your
judgement rather than replace it. Ask why a particular
approach worked previously, what conditions made it
appropriate, and what might be different now. A seasoned
officer may remember an earlier agreement or a failed
attempt that explains today's arrangements. That knowledge
can save considerable effort. Equally, practices and
circumstances change, so yesterday's successful approach
is not automatically today's correct one. The healthiest
working relationship allows you to ask basic questions,
challenge assumptions respectfully, and recognise when
specialist expertise is required. Nobody benefits from a
culture in which the newest representative must pretend to
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understand  everything  while  the longest-serving
representative is forbidden to admit uncertainty.

For your first few weeks, a useful priority is
understanding how the union actually functions. Learn
where approved documents are maintained, how issues are
referred, how decisions are made, and who has authority in
different circumstances. Identify reliable contacts and
discover what support exists for matters you should not
manage alone. You do not need to redesign the organisation
immediately or demonstrate your worth through a
spectacular initiative. The better starting point is
understanding the responsibilities already entrusted to you,
including obligations to the people you represent and to the
union's own decision-making arrangements. Familiarity with
these foundations will help when a genuinely difficult matter
arrives and everyone suddenly looks in your direction.

You may still encounter colleagues who judge your
effectiveness entirely by immediate results. Some will want
faster action, stronger language, or promises that extend
beyond your influence. Listen to the underlying concern, but
do not let pressure define your authority. Your job is to
contribute to responsible representation, not to impersonate
an entire negotiating team, legal department, and
management board. A worthwhile contribution might be a
carefully prepared question, an appropriate referral, a
properly authorised statement, or a realistic proposal that
improves working conditions. Those achievements will not
always earn applause, and they do not require it. If you
understand what you can do, why it matters, and where your
responsibility ends, you have something much more useful
than imaginary superpowers: a foundation on which
colleagues can reasonably depend.
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Chapter 2 - Everyone Has a Complaint.
What Is the Actual Problem?

"The training system is completely unfair."

That is how the conversation begins. You are standing
near the entrance to the staff restaurant when an employee
approaches you with the expression of someone who has
been saving an argument for several days. He explains that
useful professional development courses are always offered
to the same people, that management has favourites, and
that the union needs to do something immediately. Before
you can ask a question, another colleague joins the
discussion. She agrees that the arrangements are terrible,
although her complaint concerns courses being advertised
too late. A third employee says that training itself is not the
problem; the difficulty is finding someone to cover ordinary
duties while attending. Within five minutes you have
acquired three dissatisfied employees, a serious accusation
about favouritism, and no clear understanding of whether
they are describing one issue or three. This is how a
perfectly reasonable conversation can turn into a
complicated case before you have even reached the soup
counter.

Employees generally describe problems as they
experience them, not as carefully structured reports. They
talk about what annoyed them, what they believe caused it,
and what they want somebody to do. Those elements are
often mixed together because that is how ordinary
conversation works. A worker who has repeatedly missed
training opportunities may honestly believe that management
is deliberately excluding them. Someone who received an
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invitation with very little notice may interpret the experience
as evidence that the whole process is badly organised.
Neither person is required to arrive with a completed
investigation. Your contribution is to help establish which
parts of the account are observations, which are
interpretations, and which require further clarification before
the organisation decides how to proceed.

The mistake is to assume that a convincing complaint
automatically provides a reliable explanation. Strong
emotions may reflect genuine consequences, but they do
not establish every detail of what happened. Equally, a calm
account is not necessarily more accurate than an emotional
one. People communicate differently, particularly when they
are tired, worried, or disappointed. Your task is to
understand the concern without deciding prematurely what it
proves. If someone says that certain employees receive
preferential treatment, ask what they have observed. Which
opportunities were offered, when, and through what
process? Were eligibility requirements published? Did the
worker apply and receive a refusal, or did they discover the
course only after places were allocated? These distinctions
can completely change the nature of the issue.

Find the gap between what happened and what it means

Return to the employee who believes that managers have
favourites. After a quieter conversation, you learn that he
applied for two technical courses during the previous
quarter and was unsuccessful both times. He knows that
certain colleagues attended, but he does not know the
selection criteria or whether they had previous experience
relevant to the courses. His disappointment is
understandable, particularly if training affects future
development opportunities. Yet the information currently
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available does not establish deliberate favouritism. It
establishes that the employee was unsuccessful and does
not understand the reason. That is already a legitimate
concern to examine. You do not need to prove somebody's
improper motives before asking whether the allocation
process is sufficiently clear.

Now consider the second employee. She received an
invitation to a workshop only a day before it started and
could not rearrange an existing commitment. Her difficulty
may concern communication rather than selection. The third
employee was offered a place but found that their ordinary
workload remained unchanged, making attendance
impractical. This points towards a problem with arranging
cover. If you describe all three experiences as discrimination
in training allocation, you may overlook the most useful
questions. The union could end up demanding a complete
overhaul of selection criteria while two employees continue
facing difficulties that have little to do with those criteria. A
badly defined problem is capable of surviving an impressive
amount of well-intentioned action.

One useful habit is to separate the employee's account
into three parts as you listen. First, identify events they can
describe: an application, an invitation, a refusal, a particular
conversation. Second, recognise the explanation they attach
to those events, such as a belief that a manager dislikes
them or that the process is intentionally unfair. Third,
establish the result they would like. These categories should
not become a rigid interrogation script. They simply help you
notice when a conversation moves from something
observed to something inferred. You can acknowledge the
person's experience while explaining that a particular
conclusion requires additional information. "I understand
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why those decisions seemed unfair. To assess what
happened, it would help to know how places were allocated"
is more useful than either immediate agreement or
dismissive scepticism.

Listening carefully also involves resisting the temptation
to finish somebody else's story. Suppose an employee
begins, "My supervisor never tells me about development
opportunities." You might already have an explanation in
mind, especially if you have previously heard complaints
about that supervisor. But the word never could describe a
recurring pattern, a few recent incidents, or the employee's
understandable frustration with one particularly important
missed opportunity. Instead of arguing about the word, invite
a concrete description. When was the last relevant course?
How did other employees learn about it? Was the
information available through another channel? Questions
should help reconstruct events, not steer the employee
towards the conclusion you would find most convenient.

The solution the employee wants may not be the solution
they need

Some complaints arrive with an elaborate proposed
remedy. A worker may insist that the entire training
committee should be replaced, even though the immediate
problem concerns unclear eligibility criteria. Another may
demand that everybody receive exactly the same number of
course places regardless of their duties. These suggestions
deserve consideration, but they are not automatically the
organisation's objectives. Ask what improvement the person
hopes the proposal would produce. Fairer access? Clearer
decisions? More advance notice? An opportunity to
challenge an apparent mistake? Once the underlying need
becomes visible, it may be possible to consider practical
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