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By Sue Ledwith, Ruskin College, Oxford.

From the research findings of my current work on trade union leaders and leadership, the responses cluster around the perhaps extreme models encapsulated in the title. If they reinforce – or are informed by – the traditional concept of male leaders and masculinised trade union leadership, what are the implications for women activists and leaders at various levels?  

In this paper I am interested in exploring who trade unionists identify as leaders and what they define as leadership, how they frame it, what they expect their union leaders to be and do, what they think their own union expects of its leaders, and how they identify themselves and manage in such roles. Their reading of  union politics and power relations in terms of who becomes a leader and how, is also a key dimension -  unions may have democratic constitutions for electing and selecting leaders, but it is the social processes which determine how leadership is done. These are themes that have informed my work for nearly two decades [Ledwith et al 1990], and I am interested to explore the extent to which the gender politics of union leadership has endured and changed. I draw on current work in the UK with leaders and activists in the small unions that make up the General Federation of Trade Unions [GFTU], and compare the findings with a series of smaller surveys of women and men in other UK unions, and with those in non-EU eastern European unions and African and Caribbean trade union scholars who have studied at Ruskin college over the past three years.
These findings will also be compared and discussed in the light of both traditional IR literature [see for example Allen 1954, Batstone et al 1977, Bain 1983], more recent mainstream discussion [Clarke 2000] and feminist critiques [Briskin 2006] and analysis [Hansen 2007] and also models from management and organisation studies. For example, my findings confirm that the concept of leadership in unions, across a range of types and countries remains predicated on a masculinised model that valorises characteristics and behaviour generally described as ‘transactional’ [Wajcman 1998]. However there are also strong indicators, among both men and women questioned that what are traditionally seen as ‘soft’ or transformational characteristics and ‘belonging’ to women are part of the skill mix [Rosenor 1990]. These gendered models are both contested and debated, leading to extended and combined frameworks, [Kirton and Healy 1999]. These, together with accounts of gendered leadership behaviours and characteristics will also be explored in relation to national cultures represented in the studies.
Building on these, the paper will address the social construction of and gendered discourse around leadership models in trade unions. The significance of dominant leadership discourses in constructing and replicating gendered models is especially important to examine for their relevance to unions attempting to address gender and diversity deficits in pursuit of union renewal and democracy and for women attempting to build union careers.
The research

The main study is part of a 2-year project [2008-2010] funded by the Union Modernisation Fund and is joint between Ruskin and the GFTU. I report findings from a questionnaire survey of a total of over 300 senior union leaders, ‘standard’ activists/leaders at lower levels, and equality representatives, together with discussions with trade unionists on pilot leadership development programmes. In addition questionnaire survey work and group discussions with a further 50 trade unionists from other unions in the UK, from eastern Europe and from Arica and the Caribbean provides a comparative perspective.
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