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CHAPTER 1: LEADERSHIP 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 The Webster's Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged, 2002, 
(http://unabridged.merriam-webster.com) in part defines a leader as “a person who by 
force of example, talents, or qualities of leadership plays a directing role, wields 
commanding influence, or has a following in any sphere of activity or thought.” You 
don’t have to be a Kennedy or a Gandhi or a George Meany to aspire to positions of 
leadership. Many of you already serve as leaders within your community groups. 

Attendees at previous IBEW Women’s Conferences have demonstrated an almost 
palpable energy and vibrancy that can be shared throughout our great union. The IBEW 
needs your energy and your enthusiasm to motivate all our members to confront the 
challenges of today’s workplace. We need leaders who will motivate our members to 
fight for the laws that protect workers’ health and safety, wages, hours, benefits, working 
conditions, and job security. 

Our union leaders must also serve as mentors to the members, especially newer 
members. You can encourage, advise, and share your knowledge, expertise, and union 
savvy with other members. In your role as mentor, you can help develop the knowledge, 
skills, abilities, and leadership potential of other members. 

This chapter discusses the attributes of a leader and shows you how you can 
acquire influence and attain leadership within your local unions. We hope you use this 
information to become the great leaders that the IBEW will need for the future.  

http://unabridged.merriam-webster.com/�
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CHAPTER 1:  LEADERSHIP
 
PART A: LEADERSHIP 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A leader takes people where they want to go. A great 
leader takes people where they don’t necessarily want to 
go, but ought to be. 

 
— Rosalynn Carter 

 
 
 
 
Qualities of an Effective Leader 
 

 Decisiveness. 
 Boldness. 
 Enthusiasm. 
 Energy. 
 Honesty and integrity. 
 Ability to formulate a vision and communicate it clearly and enthusiastically. 
 Ability to be a good listener, to "take good notes," and to respect and seek to 

understand the concerns and opinions of others. 
 Ability to encourage others and to bring out the best in others. 
 Ability to cultivate leadership in others. 
 Interest in learning new things and continuing her education, either formally 

or informally. 
 Flexibility. 
 Ingenuity. 
 Ability to keep an open mind about people and ideas. 
 Ability to maintain a positive, "can-do" attitude. 
 Self-confidence. 
 Expertise, wisdom, and credibility. 
 Orientation to action, problem solving, and getting things done. 
 Willingness to be uncomfortable. 
 Willingness to share power. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 Leadership  
 
 True leadership is about power with people, not power over people. True 
leadership requires the kind of personal influence that elicits the cooperation 
and participation of others in the creation of desired results. 
 
 
 
Keys to Effective Local Union Leadership 
 
[The following material is based on Enlightened Leadership: Getting to the Heart of Change by Ed Oakley 
and Doug Krug (NewYork: Simon & Schuster, 1991).] 
 
 

1.  Begin with a vision. A vision is a realistic, credible, attractive future for 
your local union. It is an idea so energizing that, in effect, it jump-starts the future by 
calling forth the skills, talents, and resources to make that future happen. The vision must 
be so compelling that every member will want to make it happen. 
 

2.  Become a change agent. Anticipate developments in the outside world. 
Assess their implications for your local union. Create the sense of urgency and priority 
for changes that your vision requires in light of these developments. Promote 
experimentation and empower your members to make the necessary changes. 
 

3.  Learn speaking skills. Communicate skillfully to your members who 
look to you for guidance, encouragement, and motivation. A local union leader must be 
an effective spokesperson with other organizations, the press, politicians, and the general 
public. You and your vision must become the message that expresses what is worthwhile, 
attractive, and exciting about the future of your local union. 
 

4.  Become a team builder. A team builder should empower the members to 
passionately "live the vision." You must let your members know where you stand, what 
the vision means to you, and what you will do to make it happen. You must also be 
committed to the success of everyone in your local union, respecting them, building trust, 
and teaching them how to improve their ability to achieve success. 
 
 
 
 

 
We must not allow other people’s limited perceptions to define us. 

— Virginia Satir
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Checklist for Leadership Development 

An Informal Inventory of Leadership Personality Traits 
 
Conduct an informal inventory of your leadership qualities by answering the following questions. Place 
a check in the appropriate column. 
 
 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
1.  Are you a woman of action? 

 
 

 
 

 
2.  Do you have enthusiasm for your local union and for your 
job? 

 
 

 
 

 
3.  Do you easily win the confidence of other people? 

 
 

 
 

 
4.  Do people usually like to follow your advice? 

 
 

 
 

 
5.  Do you think you know yourself—your weaknesses as well 
as your strong points? 

 
 

 
 

 
6.  Do people really like to do things for you? 

 
 

 
 

 
7.  Do people like to work together under your guidance? 

 
 

 
 

 
8.  Do you like to make decisions? 

 
 

 
 

 
9.  Can you laugh at yourself and demonstrate a good sense of 
humor? 

 
 

 
 

 
10.  Do you enjoy helping other people to make progress and to 
succeed? 

 
 

 
 

 
11.  Can you stimulate other people to come up with ideas? 

 
 

 
 

 
12.  Do the people who work with you like you? 

 
 

 
 

 
13.  Do the people who know you respect you? 

 
 

 
 

 
14.  If you are a member of a work team, do most of the people 
on your team work together willingly? 

 
 

 
 

 
15.  When you are working on a project with other people, do 
you encourage everyone to be enthusiastic about the tasks at 
hand and do good work? 

 
 

 
 

 
16.  Are you confident of yourself and your abilities on your 
job? 
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Checklist for Leadership Development 
(continued from previous page) 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
17.  Are you confident of yourself and your abilities in serving 
your local union? 

 
 

 
 

 
18.  Do you enjoy seeing your local union membership work 
together to attain the goals of the IBEW? 

 
 

 
 

 
19.  Would you say that you are a “leader” and not a “driver” of 
people? 

 
 

 
 

 
20.  Do you refrain from criticizing others when they don’t meet 
your standards? 

 
 

 
 

 
Totals For Each Column:

 
 

 
 

 
“Yes” answers are good signs of your leadership qualities. You should have more “yes” answers than 
“no” answers. 

 
 
 
 

Informal Inventory of Character Traits for Leadership 
 
Conduct an informal inventory of your character traits for leadership by answering the following 
questions. Place a check in the appropriate column. 
 
 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
1.  Are you proud to share successes with others in your local 
union? 

 
 

 
 

 
2.  Are you willing to serve as a spokesperson for others? 

 
 

 
 

 
3.  When people really get to know you, do they still trust you? 

 
 

 
 

 
4.  Are you dependable? 

 
 

 
 

 
5.  Do you keep your word? 

 
 

 
 

 
6.  Are you loyal to your friends, your family, your union? 

 
 

 
 

 
7.  Do you like the challenge of solving a difficult problem or 
attacking a difficult or complicated job? 
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Informal Inventory of Character Traits for Leadership 
(continued from previous page) 

 
 

 
Yes 

 
No 

 
8.  Can you admit your own mistakes? 

 
 

 
 

 
9.  Can you learn from your own mistakes and turn them into 
positive opportunities for learning and growth? 

 
 

 
 

 
10.  Do you work hard when there is a job to be done? 

 
 

 
 

 
11.  Can you relax during leisure time? 

 
 

 
 

 
12.  Do you easily defend your fellow IBEW members when 
you know they are right? 

 
 

 
 

 
13.  Can you take “the heat” when you are criticized? 

 
 

 
 

 
14.  Do you treat other people with respect and human dignity? 

 
 

 
 

 
15.  Are you willing to help your fellow IBEW members and 
advance the goals of your union? 

 
 

 
 

 
16.  Are you a good listener? 

 
 

 
 

 
17.  Are you always eager to learn new things and expand your 
horizons? 

 
 

 
 

 
18.  Can you share the fundamental values of the IBEW? 

 
 

 
 

 
19.  Can you articulate the values on which organized labor has 
built the U.S. labor movement? 

 
 

 
 

 
Totals for Each Column:

 
 

 
 

 
“Yes” answers are good signs that you possess valuable character traits for leadership. You should 
have more “yes” answers than “no” answers. 
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The leader leads and the boss drives. 

— Theodore Roosevelt (1858-1919) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Management vs. Leadership 
 

Classical Managers 
 

Effective Leaders 
 
1.  Have subordinates. 

 
1.  Attract willing followers. 

 
2.  Dominate others. 

 
2.  Cultivate leadership in others;              
        empower others. 

 
3.  Hold on to power. 

 
3.  Share power. 

 
4.  Use influence based on formal              
        authority. 

 
4.  Develop influence beyond authority. 

 
5.  Operate within prescribed pathways. 

 
5.  Find their own pathways. 

 
6.  Are given “a position.” 

 
6.  Take the initiative to lead without        
        needing a particular “position” to do 
        so. 

 
7.  Rely on traditional procedures. 

 
7.  Rely on their own sense of how to get  
        things done. 

 
8.  Do things right. 

 
8.  Do the right thing. 
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Tips for Women Achieving Influence and Leadership in Their 
Unions 

 
(Adapted from a speech by Elaine Bernard, executive director, Harvard Trade Union Program, September 
14, 1996) 
 

1. Know that it is not going to be easy. Achieving influence and leadership in any 
organization is not easy. It takes time, patience, and perseverance. Many people 
who presently have power are not willing to share it. As trade unionists, we know 
that the strength of the union depends on the participation and contribution of all 
its members. Educating our brothers and sisters to understand this principle, i.e., 
the need for broad union participation by all members, must be part of our 
strategy to achieve union leadership. 

 
2. Achieving leadership means overcoming two types of barriers: overt and 

covert, and the overt are the easy ones. “No Girls Need Apply.” These types of 
barriers can usually be struck down relatively easily by simple public (or legal) 
exposure. The tough ones are the covert barriers. They are shielded in language of 
fairness, due process, equality, etc. For example, does your union use the word 
chair or chairperson, or does it still refer to chairman? Regardless of the sex of 
the individual who holds this position, using the word chairman sends a message 
that this is not a position for a woman. Another example of a covert barrier would 
be if all of a union’s committees have female secretaries and male committee 
chairs. 

 
3. Barriers to participation and gaining leadership are protected by a system of 

internalized cultural norms. These norms need to be challenged. For example, 
the top leaders of our union are usually its spokespersons. Obviously, it is 
important to have strong, articulate leaders who speak for the membership. 
However, we need to find new ways to give others the opportunity to speak for 
the membership. For example, at union meetings the president could give all the 
reports; or presentations could be given by other officials and chairpeople. At 
union-sponsored rallies the president could be the sole speaker; or presentations 
could be given by others in the union, thus helping to communicate the union’s 
diversity and commitment to fairness and equality. 

 
4. Barriers are to be dismantled, not hurdled. Women who achieve leadership 

have a responsibility — a responsibility to help change the union so it is more 
responsive to the needs of women and a responsibility to attempt to eliminate 
barriers so that other women can more easily participate in the union. 

 
5. Don’t let yourself be isolated. Women need to avoid being siloed into just 

speaking on women’s issues or becoming the token female. The best way to 
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accomplish this is to help other women break the barrier and join you in 
leadership roles. 

 
6. Avoid the hierarchy of oppression.  Some believe that women trade unionists 

have to make a choice — a choice of whether it is more important to support 
women’s issues or trade union issues. This is a choice which neither has to be 
made nor should be made. The labor movement is dedicated to fighting against 
discrimination — all discrimination, including sex discrimination. We need to 
educate others in our union that we are committed to principles of equality and 
that our support and advocacy for women’s issues is a demonstration of our 
commitment to the labor movement. 

 
7. Remember the importance of collective action. As trade unionists, we know the 

importance of collective action, i.e., the strength of getting together to create 
change and promote the common good of the majority. There are those, however, 
who profess that institutions such as unions take away, eliminate, and/or hamper 
individual rights and freedoms. As trade unionists, we need to understand, 
communicate, and defend the democratic principles of trade unionism. 

 
8. Get Radical! Women need to stand up and be heard! We will never get anywhere 

by being polite or being silent. As Mother Jones said, “Mourn for the dead, but 
fight like hell for the living.” Our society, economy, and institutions are out of 
whack with our needs as humans. For example, work time is increasing, pensions 
and health care are being cut back and threatened with privatization, and our work 
and social structures are still based on a nuclear-family-based society. As trade 
unionists, we need to build inclusive communities. 

 
9. Seek equality — don’t seek revenge. Don’t carry a grudge or try to get even. 

We need to keep our eye on the prize — seek equality, not try to hurt someone 
who has hurt you. 

 
10. Become a communicator and a demystifier. Communicating our message is 

key to success. Reach out to those both in the union and out. It is important to 
speak up and to be heard. 

 
11. Ask for help and give help to others, especially about the hidden rules. All 

organizations have “hidden rules.” Share those rules with others. Build formal 
and informal networks within your union and among other union women. Become 
a promoter of women and people of color. 

 
12. Be yourself — only more of it! We sometimes try to act the way we are 

supposed to act as a leader or spokesperson. Yes, we need to learn from others; 
but we also must remember to be ourselves. The best leaders are not caricatures of 
others, but are themselves. 
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How to Establish a Human and Civil Rights or Women’s 
Committee in Your Local Union 
 
 The purpose of this section is to provide helpful information that can ensure that 
activities undertaken by human and civil rights committees or women’s committees are an 
integral part of the local union’s overall structure.  (These activities require the approval of the 
local union president/business manager.) 
 
 Each committee is a standing committee appointed by the president, with the 
advice and consent of the Executive Board. The term of said committee may be the same 
term as the officers or other standing committees, or as decided by the president. 
 The committee works in close cooperation with other committees in the local 
union to advance human and civil rights policies and programs for the union. It is not a 
separate bargaining committee for women, minority, disabled, or older workers who may 
suffer discrimination. 
 By participating in union activities that foster and promote equality for all 
workers, the committee can become a valuable resource in unifying and strengthening the 
membership. 
 

What Can the Committee Do To Help Women, Minority, Disabled, 
         and Older Workers? 
 

 Work with the local union president/business manager to set up special sessions to 
listen to the problems confronting women, minorities, and other groups of 
workers. Determine to what extent, if any, discriminatory practices exist in the 
workplace or in the union. 

 Actively encourage workers, particularly women and minorities, to participate in 
union activities through internal/external organizing efforts. 

 Study contract provisions to see if any clauses have a discriminatory impact on 
these groups or to decide if they need other revisions or improvements. 

 Review arbitrations undertaken for women or minorities to decide where contract 
language needs strengthening. 

 Examine wage patterns for possible discrimination in placement, promotion, 
wages, merit, and other terms of employment. 

 Where discrimination exists, propose an equity program to end discrimination in 
hiring, assignments, and promotions; to end job classification segregation by sex 
or race; and to create openings to nontraditional jobs and assignments for all 
workers. 

 Conduct child-care and dependent-care surveys to determine employee/member 
needs. 
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 Recommend the local union negotiate a nondiscrimination clause and an anti-
sexual harassment policy in all of its contracts; both should be distributed to all 
supervisors, managers, and employees. 

 Examine pension and fringe benefit provisions in the contract(s) to see if they 
discriminate based on sex, race, age, or disability. Recommend ways to equalize 
benefits in the next contract. 

 Review maternity and parental leave provisions to see if they adequately protect 
the income, seniority, and well-being of parents and dependents. See if they meet 
the requirements of the Family and Medical Leave Act or any other federal, state, 
and local legislation. If not, prepare recommendations for improvement and 
expansion of those provisions. 

 Support workers striking or picketing over issues of special concern to women 
and minorities and other workers. 

 
These are suggested activities. Each committee will have other issues peculiar to its 

workplace that it will want to pursue. Findings and recommendations should be presented 
to the president/business manager or the Executive Board for consideration and adoption. 
 
How To Make Your Committee Effective 
 

 Make sure the committee reflects or represents the workplace (that is, in terms of 
diversity of race, gender, ethnicity, age, and job classification). 

 Establish a regular monthly meeting time and place. Always have a prepared 
agenda. Send out reminder notices by mail at least a week before each meeting. 

 Set up subcommittees or special task forces to perform the committee’s work. 
Dividing the tasks is an efficient way to research and obtain information the 
committee will need. 

 To be effective, the committee must have a sound working knowledge of the 
collective bargaining agreements, IBEW Constitution, local union bylaws, and 
any other provisions that might affect the work to be done. 

 The committee should make periodic reports to the president or the Executive 
Board on its activities, and make recommendations to the local union when 
appropriate. 

 
What Steps Should Be Taken To Create the Committee? 
 

 The president may establish the committee by appointment or through an election 
process. 

 The president should appoint a chairperson of the committee. 
 It is recommended that at least one local union officer serve on the committee. 
 The committee should formulate a statement of purpose and establish goals and 

objectives to carry out its stated mission. 
 The committee should establish and hold regularly scheduled meetings. 
 Minutes of each meeting should be recorded and retained. 
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Other Committee Activities 
 

 Prepare articles for the union newsletter covering committee activities. 
 Conduct educational workshops for shop stewards and members. 
 Plan fundraising activities to cover expenses. 
 Distribute resource information at conferences. 
 Lobby at local and state levels on pertinent issues as they arise. 
 Build coalitions and working relationships with other unions, associations, 

schools and community groups to advocate on issues of mutual interest. 
 Create mentoring programs to advance opportunities for women and minorities. 
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USEFUL LINKS 
 
I Knew I Could Do This Work—Seven Strategies That Promote Women’s Activism and 
Leadership in Unions, published by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2007 
 

www.iwpr.org/pdf/I917.pdf 
 
 

http://www.iwpr.org/pdf/I917.pdf
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FOR THE PAST 25 YEARS, women have 
outpaced men as new members of unions, 
and organizing campaigns in which women

are a majority of the workforce have been more
likely to succeed. Working women make up 
43 percent of union members but 55 percent 
of newly organized workers.

Yet women sometimes are reluctant to become
involved in organizing because of both practical 
and more deep-seated problems. And, despite
the growth of women as union members,
women are significantly under-represented as
leaders throughout the union movement and
public opinion research shows women’s favor-
able attitudes about unions are eroding.

These are the key findings from the research 
commissioned by the Executive Council
Working Women’s Committee to explore the
factors deterring women from joining unions 
or becoming more involved as leaders and
activists and subsequent recommendations
developed by committee members and women
leaders from dozens of unions.

Women Joining Unions
Women’s positive views toward unions
have declined since 1999. We have to
fight to bring back a higher level of 
base support for unions among women
workers. 
• Focus on the issues of priority to working

women.
• Integrate women’s programs and concerns

into the core agenda of the union.
• Recruit and retain more women organizers. 

There is a clear road map for reaching 
working women. Women respond strongly
to traditional women’s economic issues—

equal pay, work and family and control
over work hours. 
• Recast traditional bargaining issues as work

and family issues in bargaining fights. 
• Create a women’s focus in our electoral 

work by targeting swing women voters with
messages on key issues. 

• Deliver a message to women by focusing 
on issues women care about and showing
women’s faces. 

Tap into working women’s sense of 
independence and self-reliance. Women 
like the notion of unity but worry about 
losing their individual voice.
• Focus on how unions help women make 

their own decisions and be more effective 
on the job.  

Women see problems in the workplace
but don’t think unions can deliver. They
want proof.
• Emphasize our successes by highlighting 

concrete examples. 
• Show positive action rather than portraying

workers as victims. Use examples of worker
strength. 

Women think of unions as being made 
up largely of men and don’t think unions
have professional or white-collar members.
• Demonstrate the union movement’s diversity 

and show union women in a wide spectrum 
of occupations, including white-collar workers
and professionals.

• Refer to ourselves as “unions” or the “union
movement.” Women think the reference to
“labor unions” means blue-collar workers
exclusively. 

• Appoint, recruit and elect more women to
leadership positions at all levels.
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Women in Union Leadership
There is a lack of commitment from
unions. Many unions haven’t developed
plans or mandates to increase women’s
representation as leaders at all levels. 
• Establish mandates and policies to increase

women’s participation and leadership in
unions.

• Make sure women participate in all union
events, not just women’s events.

• Appoint women, including women of color,
to positions with core responsibilities, not as
tokens.

• Expand union executive boards and decision
making units to include more women.

• Establish equity positions for qualified women 
or create quotas, as is the practice in unions in
other countries.

Unions often don’t provide work 
and family programs to help women,
especially young women, balance 
many responsibilities. 
• Provide child care at all union events. Hold 

meetings at times when women can attend.
• Develop such family-friendly policies as 

family leave or child care so women leaders
can fulfill both their union and family 
responsibilities. 

• Make structural changes. Keep organizers
within a region so they can go home at the
end of the day, or at least every weekend.
Merge contracts and bargaining units, com-
bining resources and staff to reduce local 
leaders’ workloads.

Many unions lack effective women’s 
structures and programs to help women
develop the knowledge, skills and experi-
ence necessary to become leaders. 
• Create such structures as women’s depart-

ments, caucuses and committees to address
the concerns of women members and foster
leadership skills among women activists.
Focus on issues of concern to working women
and adhere to the core agenda of the union—
organizing and political mobilizing.

• Adequately staff and fund women’s structures 
to implement programs successfully.

• Educate and “activate” women members
through conferences and trainings. Include
women as panelists and workshop leaders.

• Hold smaller, advanced leadership trainings
for women. Focus on mobilizing skills, 
such as running an organizing or political
campaign, running a local and bargaining
training.

Women often don’t have support or 
mentoring to help them rise as leaders 
and maintain their positions.
• Identify women activists and women in 

local leadership and “bring them along” by
providing individual leadership development.

• Develop mentoring relationships with 
potential women leaders to help foster 
their leadership skills. 
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WOMEN ARE NEARLY HALF THE
WORKFORCE and are disproportion-
ately employed in growing industries.

For the past 25 years, women have outpaced
men as new members of unions, and organizing
campaigns in which women are a majority of
the workforce have been more likely to succeed.
Today, working women make up 43 percent 
of union members and are a critical source 
of growth for the union movement: Fifty-five 
percent of newly organized workers are women.

In August 2002, the AFL-CIO Executive Council 
recognized that despite the apparent readiness
among women workers to organize, unions are 
confronted by two stubborn problems that
threaten our ability to grow and thrive. Firstly,
organizing campaigns are difficult to win and
women sometimes are reluctant to become
involved in organizing because of both practical
and more deep-seated problems. Secondly,

despite the growth of women as union members
and the increase of women at lower levels 
of leadership, women are significantly under-
represented as leaders throughout the union
movement.

This report summarizes research the AFL-CIO
has conducted in the past year and a half on
women in unions and subsequent recommenda-
tions from the AFL-CIO Executive Council
Working Women’s Committee and women 
leaders from dozens of unions on how to
address these important concerns. Based on
opinion research, Part I of the report examines
the factors that affect women’s decisions to 
join a union or become involved in union 
campaigns. Part II of the report explores the 
factors that affect women as they become 
more involved in their unions and take on 
leadership positions. It is based on interviews
with women in leadership. 

Overcoming Barriers to Women in Organizing and Leadership 3

INTRODUCTION





OUR ANALYSIS of AFL-CIO opinion
polling conducted since 1997 found
that women understand the power of

collective action and generally have positive 
attitudes toward unions. Overall, two-thirds 
of women polled see unions as playing an
important role in society. Women, regardless 
of race, age or educational attainment, agree
that employees are more successful in getting
problems resolved at work as a group. They also
overwhelmingly favor workers over manage-
ment in disputes. 

Union election campaigns are more 
likely to succeed if the workforce is
majority female or if the lead organizer
is a woman, according to a 2003 study by 
Kate Bronfenbrenner. In units with a majority of
women, the average win rate in union elections
is 62 percent, compared with 35 percent or less
in units in which women are the minority. Win
rates are especially high—83 percent—in units
with 75 percent or more women of color.
Finally, the win rate for women organizers 
averaged 55 percent, compared with 42 percent
for male organizers. The average win rate for
women organizers of color was as high as 
72 percent.

Yet, unions are losing ground with work-
ing women. Women’s positive feelings toward
unions have declined since 1999, while men’s
positive views have increased. Women worry
about losing their individual voice in unions.
Increasingly, women think unions tell their
members what to do, rather than perceiving
that members make their own decisions—there
has been a 14-point drop on this question since
1999. Women are more likely to view unions as
ineffective. In 2003, 53 percent of women polled
thought unions were ineffective, compared with

44 percent in 1999. Thirty-eight percent of
women polled in 2003 felt positive toward
unions, compared with 42 percent in 1999,
while men’s positive views toward unions
increased by 12 percentage points over the 
same period.

Women’s Perceptions of their 
Jobs and Unions: Findings from
Focus Groups
In February 2003, Lake Snell Perry & Associates
conducted seven focus groups in Baltimore,
Atlanta, Chicago and Oakland with working
women—union and nonunion—of diverse racial
backgrounds and occupations. The goals for the
focus groups were to develop a better under-
standing of how working women perceive their
jobs and workplaces, to find out what working
women think of unions and determine how we
can better communicate with them. 

Overall, the focus groups found that many
women liked the people they work with, the 
satisfaction of helping other people through
their jobs and the job they do. A number of
women, particularly nonunion women, disliked
the pay, lack of benefits and heavy workload.
They thought they were working more for less
money. Some women also said they worked
hard to prove there was no difference between
them and the men at their job, but men got
more respect anyway. 

Among nonunion women, the first things that
came to mind when they heard the term “labor
union” were things unions do for workers—such
as providing “job security” and “protection” and
helping secure raises—but also corruption.
Nonunion women thought unions fought for
members and for better benefits and pay.
However, both union and nonunion women
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doubted unions could deliver all they promised.
When asked about union members, many
women thought “labor unions” were made up
of men, particularly in such traditionally male
jobs as manufacturing and hard, physical labor.
White-collar nonunion women were surprised
when told that half of union members were 
professional and white-collar workers.

When the nonunion women were asked whether
they would join a union, they were divided.
They wanted proof that the union could deliver
on its promises. Such traditional women’s 
economic issues as paid family leave, equal
pay and work hours resonated with these
women as the strongest reasons to join a union.
They agreed that such recent legislative successes
as paid family leave in California and child care
subsidies in New York City were convincing rea-
sons to join a union. Although they responded
positively to these issues won through lobbying,
they did not see lobbying in the abstract as a
benefit to joining a union. 

The women in the focus groups also responded 
positively to such themes as unity, clout with
the union and language about workers uniting
in one voice to stand up for themselves. As one
woman explained, “One worker is ignored (but)
it’s impossible to ignore thousands of voices
shouting together, which means it’s strength,
you know, in numbers, more than just one.”

However, many women feared losing their
individuality by joining a union. Self-reliance 
and individualism resonated among these

women, and many said they had the responsi-
bility to take care of themselves and their fami-
lies and it was not different on the job. As one
nonunion woman put it, “I depend on me,
myself and I.” They worried about losing their
individual voice in a union, didn’t want to have
to go along with the majority and feared others
would make decisions for them. Many
nonunion women also were worried that their
boss would fire them if they joined a union,
even after they were told that would be illegal.

Some women reacted negatively when they
thought they were being singled out—even for
help from their union—because of their gender.
They felt left out of unions and wanted more
attention given to traditional women’s economic
issues, and would like to see more women in
unions and as leaders. However, they were 
sensitive to tokenism and didn’t want to be 
pandered to. They also thought that some
women’s issues such as child care or equal
pay shouldn’t be relegated to women
only. One woman asserted, “It’s an assumption
that it’s only a woman’s issue. It’s not a man’s
issue and it should be a man’s issue.” 

In addition, women of color were wary of having
race used to sell the union, even though they
appreciated the union’s efforts to fight discrimi-
nation. As one woman explained, “Don’t think
I’m going to join you just because you put the
words ‘woman of color’ in there. You know, we
just don’t do anything. We’re a little smarter
than that.”
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Recommendations for Communicating with Working Women

In response to the background research from opinion polling data and the focus group findings,
members of the Executive Council Working Women’s Committee had individual recommendations
that emerged from discussions over the past year. These recommendations are summarized below.

Invest in Women’s positive feelings toward unions peaked in 1999 and since   
reaching out have declined, while men’s views toward unions have become increasingly 
to working positive. Just as in politics, we have to fight to bring back a higher level  
women. of base support for unions among women workers. 

Unions must invest in reaching out to women workers. Union leaders must
make a commitment to restore base support for unions among working
women and integrate women’s programs and concerns into the 
core agenda of the union. 

For example, in this election year, low-income white women are a big block 
of swing voters and sensitive to economic issues. Since 1996, white women
cannot be considered Democratic base votes. We need to make sure our 
political mobilizing programs that target women focus on jobs and the 
economy to bring them back.

Many “women’s issues” should be viewed by unions as working family issues.
For example, unions should include equal pay when discussing the economy
in general. The average family loses $4,000 a year because employers don’t
provide equal pay. 

Within the union movement, we need to publicize the success rates in organiz-
ing women and especially women of color, and the high success rates in organ-
izing by women organizers. Unions must develop programs and policies to
recruit—and retain—more women organizers.

In addition, women’s structures—such as committees, departments and 
caucuses—and programs must be funded and staffed adequately to be effec-
tive. These structures and programs can train women to become activists and
organizers for organizing and political mobilizing campaigns. Furthermore,
women’s structures are essential to staff and implement effectively any plans
that integrate women’s issues into the core agenda of the union.

Work and family issues also should be recognized at the Executive Council
level. For example, creating a Work and Family Work Group of the Executive
Council would help focus our work on these issues. Alternatively, we could
place a greater emphasis on work and family issues for the AFL-CIO as part 
of the work of the Executive Council Public Policy Committee.
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Unions should work with women’s organizations on shared concerns and
encourage them to include workers’ rights as one of their demands and princi-
ples. For example, during the Safeway strike, the United Food and Commercial
Workers (UFCW) and the AFL-CIO engaged the National Organization for
Women (NOW). Conversely, unions need to integrate women’s concerns into
their programs.

Focus on the There is a clear road map for reaching working women. Women respond 
issues that are strongly to traditional women’s economic issues—equal pay, work and  
a priority for family and work hours. Focusing on the issues women care about is 
working women. key to our success.

Unions need to deliver a message to women by showing women’s faces and
the issues women care about most. Women respond to traditional “women’s”
economic issues and notice when images and pictures of women are missing
from materials, brochures and magazines. They do not, however, respond well
to being overtly singled out as women. For example, information from the
union about paid family medical leave doesn’t need to lead with phrases like
“as women…” but should include images of women workers.

In addition, we can recast traditional bargaining issues as work and
family issues in bargaining fights. For example, the CWA strike against 
Verizon in North Carolina focused on excessive forced overtime and Verizon’s
demands for givebacks in family benefits, and it won strong support from the
community. As a key strike issue, the union workers were able to retain their
emergency family medical leave provision to take family members to and from
hospitals when they are admitted.

Unions also need to maintain a “signature” or major campaign on a work 
and family issue at all times. The fight against the Bush administration’s
attacks on overtime pay highlights an important work and family issue that
resonates with low-wage and professional workers, men and women.

Furthermore, we need to communicate union strategies and victories on work
and family issues, such as California’s paid family leave legislation, to our
members and to working women during organizing campaigns. Unions also
should highlight equal pay victories through legislation at the state level and
promote Equal Pay Day. The AFL-CIO could hold regular work and family 
conferences to highlight bargaining victories and strategies and develop a
union activists listserv to share ideas on work and family and equal pay issues.
These activities should include contract negotiators, bargainers, researchers
and activists—not just women.
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Connect with There is a definite streak of independence, self-reliance and individualism 
working women’s in working women that we need to tap. 
individualism
and Unions need to focus on how we can help women make their own decisions 

independence. and help them be more effective on the job. Women like the notion of unity

but are afraid of losing their individualism. Our message should not be that

the union will take care of their problems or that the union will speak with

one voice, but rather that the union will bring strength to their voice.
Our Voice@Work message also should be informed by this concern.

Messages such as “I know I make a difference on the job, and my union backs
me up,” or “I balance lots of demands from work and family, and my union
helps me do that,” would be effective.

Emphasize Women think of unions as helping with wages, benefits and job security. 
they are However, they don’t understand how unions work, and therefore see unions 
the union. as a third party.

We need to educate working women during organizing campaigns about 
how unions work and emphasize the role they can play in the union. It is
important that these independent, individualistic women know that they
would make the decisions in their union. Unions should showcase the various
opportunities for members to participate—women’s committees, bargaining
committees and leadership trainings. Changing how we portray conflicts
as being between workers and management as opposed to between
unions and management also would reinforce the point that unions are the
members.

Many union members and working women receive little information about
the benefits of being a union member and how a union works. There is a need
for a thorough member and public education campaign. Committee members
suggested providing workshop guidelines to affiliate women’s representatives
for discussions on such issues as how unions work or how to set up a Working
Women’s Committee at a local. Also, a short presentation on the findings
from this research on attitudes of nonunion women could be made available
to affiliates, central labor councils (CLCs) and state federations to facilitate 
discussions about how to reach out to working women. We can update the
“Why Unions?” brochure and collect sample publications from affiliates to do
educational work through affiliate women’s programs. 
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Show women Women see problems in the workplace but don’t think unions can deliver. 
that unions They want proof.
bring results.

Unions at all levels need to emphasize our successes by highlighting 
concrete examples. We need to point out recent examples of successes, like
paid family leave, child care subsidies or family centers. In addition, we should
stress that unions are social change and empowerment organizations rather
than just delivery systems for benefits. 

Unions should show positive gains and action rather than portray 
workers as victims. Several nonunion women in the focus groups recalled 
the UPS strike and striking laundry workers as positive examples of worker
strength. The AFL-CIO can collect success stories regularly from affiliates
through the women’s representatives and make issue updates and success 
stories available to affiliates for use at union events and in a toolkit.

Unions also should try to use the media, especially free press, to show unions
in a positive light. Union leaders and staff must recognize that the media often
highlight negative, sensational stories about unions or the heat of a conflict
but not the resolution, and they should work to get positive stories in the
media. Alternatively, unions should consider paid advertising campaigns.

Demonstrate Women think of unions as being composed largely of men and don’t 
the union think unions have professional or white-collar members. 
movement’s
diversity. Our communications should show union women in a wide spectrum of 

occupations to let women know white-collar workers and professionals have 
a place in unions. For example, union fliers on protecting overtime pay 
could use examples of women workers in retail as well as in health care.

We should refer to ourselves as “unions” rather than “labor,” or 
as the “union movement” rather than the “labor movement.” The women
surveyed thought the reference to “labor unions” meant blue-collar workers
exclusively. Many of the women in the focus groups thought that “labor
unions” referred solely to unions for laborers.

Union leaders could appoint, recruit and elect more women and women of
color to leadership positions at all levels. Members and the public need 
to see union diversity in leadership—representative of our membership—
on television, in newspapers and magazines and at rallies and events.

Unions also should try to get stories about working women and women 
in unions into women’s magazines to educate women in general about the
diversity in unions.
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Highlight the Issues motivate women. Talking about the process or institutions turns them
issues, not off. Women picture politics and bargaining as back-room deal making,
the process. but they respond very positively to winning new rights and benefits. 

Unions must put what we are fighting for in the spotlight—not 
that we are a political organization. What we fight for should outshine 
where we fight. In addition, we should demonstrate that our actions are 
about people, not about power and influence. 

For example, unions can create a women’s focus in our electoral work, 
including a significant effort for this year’s elections, by targeting swing
women voters with messages on such key issues as control over work hours,
paid family leave and equal pay. Just as with other political materials, the
materials targeting women could compare voting records of candidates on
issues of concern to working women, but using women’s faces and their 
language. Similarly, a message poster about the issues, but with women’s
images and language, would be effective. 
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IN JANUARY 2004, the AFL-CIO conducted
a series of interviews with women in leader-
ship positions, both elected and appointed,

at 18 unions. The goals of these interviews were
to identify problems or barriers impeding the
integration of women into leadership positions,
highlight best practices or activities that were
effective in advancing women and develop 
recommendations to increase women’s leader-
ship in unions. 

Overall, the interviewees tied diversity to the
long-term survival of their unions. As our mem-
bers become more diverse, our leadership must
reflect this change to respond to our members’
needs and to increase our membership. Most
interviewees expressed a sense of urgency
about advancing women. They thought
that unions—and union leaders—needed to
“wake up” and recognize that women no longer
are a small minority in most unions. Even the
interviewees in male-dominated unions agreed
their viability was dependent on bringing in
new members by diversifying their membership. 

However, the interviewees had mixed responses
about whether their unions recognized the prob-
lems and challenges of integrating women into
leadership ranks. Some unions, the interviewees
reported, weren’t concerned with the lack of
women in leadership. Of the unions that did
recognize a problem, there was “too little being
done about it” or it wasn’t a priority. Many
interviewees, especially from unions with a
majority of women members, acknowledged the
challenges of advancing more women of color
and young women into leadership positions.
However, many interviewees reported on new
approaches and innovative policies to encourage
activism among women and advance women
leaders.

Barriers Inhibiting Women from
Entering Leadership Positions
The most commonly identified barrier was 
the lack of commitment from unions to
address the concerns of women members
and to encourage women to become leaders.
Many unions haven’t developed plans or 
established mandates to increase women’s 
representation in leadership positions at all 
levels. The interviewees said that women 
leaders faced a great deal of “push back”
from male leaders, as if encouraging women
to seek leadership positions would “force men 
to give up something.” As one interviewee put
it, “my union president would rather piss us 
(the women) off than piss off his (male) friends”
by ignoring the glass ceiling in his union.
Leaders themselves need to understand—and
make clear to their members—that “having
women in leadership positions doesn’t mean
establishing a ‘good old girl’s network,’ but
encouraging qualified leaders who will move 
the movement forward with new ideas and 
new ways of doing things.” 

Secondly, interviewees identified the lack of
work and family programs in unions as a
barrier inhibiting women from becoming more
active and becoming leaders. They noted that
unions often were “anti-working family” and
hadn’t established policies to help balance work
and family needs, making it difficult for women,
especially in international-level staff and leader-
ship positions. Furthermore, male union leaders
don’t recognize that women are balancing many
responsibilities, whereas many male leaders have
wives that “stay at home.” 

Thirdly, the interviewees cited the lack of
effective structures and programs to 
help women develop the knowledge, skills 
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and experience necessary to become leaders.
Although several unions offer conferences and
trainings specific to women, many interviewees
thought the programs could be more effective
and successful if they were better staffed and
funded. Others explained that women’s depart-
ments were skeletal structures with little resources,
programmatic objectives or responsibilities. One
interviewee explained that women’s programs
and departments subsisted on marginal issues,
not on the core economic issues of the union.
“We’re chewing on candy instead of meat and
potatoes.” 

As a result, the programs and structures often
become “holding pens” for women members
and women’s issues, while allowing the union’s
leadership to consider completed their duty to
women members. The interviewees called for
trainings and structures like women’s depart-
ments, caucuses and committees that would
integrate women into the core of the union,
rather than keep them marginalized. As one
interviewee from a majority-male union
explained, “we cannot wake up one day to find
50 percent of our membership to be women,
(and we) have done nothing to train them.”

Fourthly, many interviewees pointed to the
lack of support networks to help qualified
women rise as leaders and maintain their 
positions. With so few women in top leadership
positions, women cannot assume they will have
support or mentoring to “help them along.”
They often don’t have the “confidential help
they need—someone who can give them a 
pep talk, someone they can call for advice or
support, even in the middle of the night.” In
addition, women’s attitudes about their own 
talents and capabilities often prevent them from
running for elected positions. Although many
women are leaders in school or community
organizations, they don’t feel qualified to sit at
the table with the “big boys” in their union. 
“It is hard to get elected, and even when we get
elected, it is hard to be taken seriously.” 

Unfortunately, many women leaders face isola-
tion and tokenism “as the lone woman at the
table full of men.” The perception that there is
room at the table for only a limited number of
women can make them recognize rising women
leaders as competitors rather than allies. As a
result, women may not necessarily help other
women along. The problem is compounded for
women of color who sometimes choose between
advancing women’s issues or racial issues within
their unions. 
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Recommendations for Advancing Women Activists and Leaders

The interviewees had overall recommendations for increasing women’s leadership in unions. These
recommendations are summarized below.

Commitment The most common recommendation among interviewees for increasing 
from top women’s participation and leadership in unions was a “mandate” or 
leaders to “commitment” from the union’s top leaders. International leaders are in 
advance a position to send a very powerful message to members, saying “yes, 
women. women matter” by establishing policies and implementing programs to

“welcome and encourage women in all levels of leadership.” The goal is 
to have a representative portion of women participate in all levels and
capacities within a union, not tokenism. 

Top leaders need to establish policies that instruct their locals and districts to
make sure women participate in all union events, not just women’s events.
They should monitor lists of national conference attendees, speakers
and panelists to ensure that women are represented. “If an attendee list has
very few women, then the international needs to send it back to the local and
have them look deeper.” Women’s representation at these events should be
tied to the locals’ funds or conference budgets so that locals cooperate. Some
internationals directly offer scholarships for women activists to attend national
conferences and events.

Leaders also must change their language and terminology and refer to
women as equals using appropriate terms. For example, union presidents
shouldn’t be referred to automatically as “he” and a union gathering should
not be addressed as “brothers.” Leaders—both male and female—also need 
to be vigilant and not refer to women as “girls” or “ladies,” but as “sisters,”
“women” and “activists.” Leaders must understand the “isms” and keep 
away from red-flag words as well.

Support from top leaders—especially male leaders—also can prevent trainings
specifically for women from being seen as divisive by male members. Male
leaders can stress to members that the goal of programs specifically for women
isn’t division, but rather to address the concerns of women members and
integrate women into the core activities of the union—organizing and
politics. 

Finally, the interviewees urged top leaders to set an example and appoint
women as leaders and hire women on staff at the international level. If 
a department director, assistant to the president or executive board position is
open, and a qualified woman is available, then it is the leader’s duty to hire
that woman for the position as a sign of commitment to advancing women.
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Mentor women The interviewees recommended that union leaders develop mentoring 
at all levels relationships with potential women leaders and help foster their leadership 
of leadership. skills. Grooming future leaders from the union’s rank and file is crucial to

the long-term survival of the union. Leaders who have risen through the
ranks have a better understanding of how the union works and may be
more in touch with the membership. At the international level, unions 
also need to encourage and assist in training and mentoring of women 
at local levels. 

Leaders at all levels need to identify women activists and women in local
leadership and “bring them along” by providing individual leadership devel-
opment. The interviewees recommended that mentors encourage women to
take the next step—become more active, join a bargaining committee or run
for an officer position—and “step out of their comfort zone.” Once they take
that first step, it becomes much easier for them to increase their involvement.

As a mentor, leaders can expand protégés’ union experiences and
knowledge by inviting them to meetings and trainings, introducing them 
to other people in the union, helping them network, providing them with
speaking opportunities, including them in the decision making process and
giving them advice.

Almost all the interviewees had formal and informal mentoring relationships
with many women activists and leaders.

Expand Interviewees said appointing more women and women of color and 
executive expanding union executive boards and decision making units were the 
boards to most direct and effective methods to integrate women in leadership 
include women positions. Most look to the AFL-CIO expanding the Executive Council in 
and appoint 1995 to include more diverse leaders as an excellent example. “Deliberate, 
qualified women constitutional change to bring in women” into national vice president 
to leadership positions, for example, also makes a powerful statement to rank-and-file 
positions. members—that unions are listening and value women. 

Several unions have nearly doubled the size of their boards in order to appoint
diverse individuals, and then have the appointees elected at the next conven-
tion. By expanding boards and appointing more women between conventions,
union presidents can “make a bold statement, showing their commitment to
advancing women.” Unions also can establish equity positions for 
qualified women and minorities. Often, executive boards and decision 
making units are composed of local leaders, most of whom are men. Expanding
decision making units also can enable a union president to appoint people
other than local leaders, like organizers and researchers, who have a great deal
to contribute and can bring diversity to the board.
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However, these positions for women must be “real, and not just tokenism.” 
An interviewee recalled that when she was appointed to an international 
position, she was told that she “was a token and not to do any work.” Another
interviewee from a male-dominated union explained that when a woman was
chosen for a newly created leadership position, her responsibilities included
bargaining assignments, giving her an “opportunity to show the work she was
capable of.” Interviewees from unions with predominantly women members
said that their members thought they deserved to be a leader because it was
“their turn” or elected women to office because it was “fair” or they were
“nice”—not because they were qualified.

Several interviewees recommended that, in order to facilitate women’s 
participation in union leadership positions, unions needed to establish
quotas like those of unions in other countries. The goal would be proportional
representation. Typically, unions in other countries require that 30 percent to
50 percent of leaders are women, with incremental increases over several years.
Similarly, international union federations also have representation require-
ments to ensure women’s participation. Another interviewee suggested a quota
system for convention delegates to ensure women are represented, similar to
the Democratic Party’s requirement that 50 percent of convention delegates
are women.

Develop Such structures as women’s departments, caucuses, councils and 
structures for committees not only energize women members by addressing their 
women and concerns, but also foster leadership skills among women activists. Many 
priority issues unions with a women’s structure see it as a network to disseminate 
for women. information and educate members on the issues. Establishing a structure

specifically for women shows that the union recognizes women’s concerns
and is committed to its women members. “Unions have to care about 
their women members and show that they are important to the union.
That’s how you get more women involved.”

Women’s structures generally are responsible for surveying women members
to identify the key issues of concern; creating plans for addressing and inte-
grating issues of concern to women into the union’s agenda; tracking women’s
participation in core union activities, primarily organizing and political mobi-
lizing; developing local women’s structures; coordinating women’s conferences
and trainings; and monitoring women’s participation in leadership at all levels.

However, in order for a women’s department, caucus, committee or council to
be effective, the structure needs to be staffed and funded adequately. The inter-
viewees pointed out that although many unions have structures targeting
women, they are underfunded and understaffed and it is difficult to imple-
ment programs successfully. Often, women’s departments, for example, are
composed of one staff person and one support person, or women’s programs
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are under the directive of an assistant to the president who coordinates work
with various departments, but doesn’t have staff to “make things happen.”

Interviewees also found that combining unions’ civil rights and women’s
rights programs “does not work.” “Women need their own identity. The inten-
tion isn’t to be separate, but just (to be) recognized.” Incorporating women’s
programs into civil or human rights departments also overextends staff and
resources. 

Many interviewees recognized that establishing women’s structures, especially
in male-dominated unions, was seen as divisive or discriminatory. Several
noted receiving comments from male members like “where’s the men’s 
department?” However, the interviewees maintained that the goal wasn’t to 
be separatists, but rather “to motivate women to get involved, get them 
qualified, so that when an elected position opens up, a qualified woman 
is prepared to fill it.”

Develop women’s Women often lack leadership skills—or underestimate their capabilities—
leadership skills and don’t feel that “they have the right to be at the table.” The interviewees 
through con- stressed the importance of women’s conferences and trainings to “educate 
ferences, train- and activate women members” and “to encourage women to take on lead-
ings and by ership roles in the union.” However, women’s conferences should both 
including women focus on issues of concern to working women and adhere to the core goals
in general of the union, primarily organizing and political mobilizing.
union events.

Women’s conferences and trainings generally include workshops on parlia-
mentary procedure and Robert’s Rules; organizing committees; shop steward
responsibilities; public speaking; bargaining; equal employment opportunity
(EEO) and Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) procedures; and organizing
and member mobilizing skills to help women understand how unions work
and give them the tools to participate in their locals and to be vocal in meetings.

Several unions hold smaller, advanced leadership training seminars for
women, which they deem highly effective. These seminars focus on advanced
mobilizing skills, such as running an organizing or political campaign; legisla-
tive and media training; and running a local, including finances and LM-2
training. Many advanced trainings also include intensive bargaining training
with mock-negotiation sessions. National staff and leaders generally identify
participants for the advanced trainings. Women members who attend
advanced trainings feel they are being recognized for their involvement and
become more energized.

The interviewees agreed that, in order for women’s conferences to be most
effective, they should include only women. However, if men are invited, they
should be encouraged to listen and observe. One union’s women’s structure
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invites men to attend women’s conferences, but according to the structure’s
constitution, men can’t make motions. 

Many unions offer leadership development trainings and conferences for all
members, not women specifically. The interviewees suggested that unions
increase women’s opportunities for attending these general events.
In their experience, they found that local leaders—who were mostly men—
attended, or “they invite their friends or political assets” to attend the general
trainings. To facilitate women’s participation, international unions could iden-
tify specific women activists to attend, ask locals not to send the same people
as the year before, provide scholarships for women to attend or require locals
to send a diverse group to these events.

The interviewees also stressed the importance of including women as panelists
and workshop leaders in all trainings and conferences. Not only does this give
women members the opportunity to hear from women leaders, but it also
gives women presenters a chance to develop their speaking skills. A few unions
hold courses taught entirely by women activists. As a result, women gain lead-
ership experience as they learn more about the union’s structure.

The interviewees recommended that women’s conferences be developed
around the core agenda of the union—organizing and politics—rather than
focus on issues not core to an economic agenda, such as breast cancer.
Conferences focused on organizing and political mobilizing help integrate
women into crucial union work and also assert the value of women’s programs
to unions. An interviewee described how her union uses its women’s confer-
ence during election years to train women in member mobilizing. Modeled
after the political program, the women’s conference trains women to talk to
other women in their workplace on issues of concern to working women, reg-
ister women to vote and run a get-out-the-vote campaign in their workplace. 

If women members are most interested in issues other than core economic
issues, then a women’s conference can connect those issues to the union’s
broader objectives. “If the goal is to develop women activists and leaders, then
having workshops on breast cancer in isolation isn’t enough—unions need to
tie these issues to politics or organizing to be most effective.” If women are
interested in breast cancer, then a union can connect these issues to politics—
such as the Bush administration’s failure to increase funding for breast cancer
research—or collective bargaining. Interviewees recommended not including
sessions like “how to pack a suitcase” in women’s trainings because they only
further marginalize women’s programs.

The interviewees were very concerned about keeping women’s conferences
from becoming “stale.” The key is to prevent the same women from attending
every year so that unions aren’t training the same women over and over. Some
unions ask women who have completed the training to seek out other women
in their locals and invite them to attend. Others ask local leadership to identify
a different group of women every year.
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Some interviewees mentioned the Coalition of Labor Union Women (CLUW)
as an effective place for leadership training and “developing union-building
skills,” especially because women felt comfortable in trainings for women led
by women. However, others felt that by sending members to CLUW confer-
ences, union leaders considered their responsibilities to women members as
complete and they could “check it off their list.” A few interviewees said that
union leaders perceived CLUW as a “safety valve” for women activists to vent
steam and take pressure off their union to address their concerns.

Develop work The interviewees recognized women’s work and family responsibilities as 
and family one of the largest barriers preventing women from becoming activists and 
programs leaders. As a result, unions—even majority female unions—don’t have a 
and policies. representative number of women, especially younger women, participating

in the union. 

To increase women’s participation as leaders and activists, unions need to help
by providing child care, holding meetings at times when women can attend
and in environments safe for children so women can bring them along. For
example, one union has several locals with many younger women leaders who
invite members to bring their children along. Attendees take turns holding a
baby if a mother needs to lead the discussion. Another interviewee explained
that her union provides child care—not just at women’s events, but at all
union conferences and conventions. “And good child care—with food and fun
activities like trips to the zoo. It helps us get women to our events and gets
them educated and energized.”

Unions need to develop family-friendly policies to enable women leaders to
fulfill their union responsibilities in addition to their family responsibilities.
The interviewees pointed out that many male union leaders had the support
of spouses who were stay-at-home parents. “If unions want more women in
leadership positions—especially young women—then we need to develop fam-
ily-friendly systems and structures to address the needs of women.” One inter-
viewee pointed out that her union had no system for family leave or child care
for its own national staff.

Union apprenticeship programs need to address work and family needs in
order to increase women’s participation in unions. For example, an interviewee
pointed out that apprenticeship programs don’t offer family or pregnancy leave
options, so if a woman gets pregnant, she would have to leave the program.

Unions also can make structural changes to make it more possible
for women to assume organizing and leadership positions. A full-
time organizing position, for example, is very demanding and unions fre-
quently have difficulties recruiting and retaining women organizers.
Organizers often are sent all over the country for long periods of time, making
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it extremely difficult for women who have families. As a result, one interviewee
reported her union now is keeping its organizers within a region so that they
can go home at the end of the day, or at least every weekend, to spend time
with their families. Another union with small locals has found ways to merge
contracts and bargaining units, combining resources and staff. This has
reduced the local leaders’ workloads and enables more women to hold elected
positions.

Measure the The interviewees were deeply concerned about the accountability of programs 
accountability targeting women. Effectiveness and success weren’t “just about good evaluations
and effective- from attendees,” but about results: Did more women hit the streets in political 
ness of campaigning or in organizing campaigns? Are more women participating in 
programs. their locals? Are executive boards more reflective of their membership?

Similarly, a union’s plan to bring more women into leadership positions 
cannot be about tokenism. “Don’t give women positions in charge of nothing.
Make sure that their job is real and give them real responsibility.”

Structures and conferences and trainings should not become “stale,” “stag-
nant” or “complacent.” Unions must regularly survey women members and
track their participation to develop programs that address their needs. Using
issues women members care about in trainings integral to the union, like
organizing and political mobilizing, ensures that women will be in the 
“forefront of their unions’ agenda.” In addition, women’s structures and 
conferences must constantly seek out new women to “activate and get out to
talk to others.” If the same women attend every year, the union is re-educating
the same women who “just end up talking to each other and bitching.” 
New women will want to attend if the training and content is truly valuable
and helps them succeed.

Similarly, women members and women leaders should demand more from
their top union leaders. Leaders need to be held accountable for addressing the
concerns of women members and advancing women in leadership roles. They
should lead by example and invest in women’s programs; integrate women
and women’s issues into the core agenda of the union; ensure that women
participate in conferences and conventions; and appoint women and women
of color to their executive boards and staff—not just as tokens, but to reflect
their membership.
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Part I: Public Opinion Polling Data

The data available on women and unions comes largely from AFL-CIO public opinion surveys 
conducted every two years. This data bolsters the findings from the focus group research. In particu-
lar, women think of unions as being able to help with wages, benefits and job security. However,
women see unions as being for men, realize the lack of women’s leadership in unions and do not
see unions as being able to deliver. As the focus group research found, this data also suggests that
traditional women’s economic issues motivate women, including work and family issues, workplace
rights and equality. Finally, there is a definite streak of independence among working women—as
highlighted in the issues they identified as reasons for joining a union and observed in the focus
groups.

Generally, the data is broken down by such factors as gender, race, income, age group, labor force
participation, region of the country, educational attainment and union membership. However, the
sample sizes for women of color were too small to be reliable. 

Women Have Positive Attitudes Toward Unions
Overall, about two-thirds of women see unions as having an important role in society. This has been 
increasing slowly since 1997.

APPENDIX
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Additionally, a slight majority of women see unions as innovative and able to change with the times. 
Men are divided.

There has been a steady increase since 1997 in the number of women who say employees are more successful
in getting problems resolved at work by acting as a group. 

Women, regardless of race, age or educational attainment, agree that employees are more successful
in getting problems resolved at work as a group.
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Chart 2: Unions Innovative or Old-fashioned?
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Women overwhelmingly favor workers over management in disputes. This has remained constant since
1999. Women also favor workers more than men.

However, We are Losing Ground with Women Workers

Women’s feelings toward unions have declined, while men’s positive views have increased 9 percentage points
since 1999.
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Chart 5: Feelings Toward Unions
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Women increasingly say they think unions tell their members what to do, rather than thinking members
make their own decisions. The feeling that union members make their own decisions is down 14 percentage
points since 1999.

Women increasingly see unions as ineffective. 
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Chart 7: Effectiveness of Unions
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Chart 6: Decision Making in Unions
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Women think that protecting individual rights and uniting to improve the lives of everyone in their workplace
are the most important reasons for more workers to join a union.

Women, more than men, think the single most important reason to join a union is “to protect 
individual workers’ rights on the job so they cannot be take advantage of or discriminated against.”
Sixty-nine percent of women identified this reason as somewhat or very important.

Other important reasons women identified were to “gain a stronger voice on the job on safety, 
fair treatment and ways to get the job done” and to “unite to improve the lives of everyone in 
their workplace.” Again, women felt more strongly about these reasons than men.
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Chart 8: Reasons for Joining a Union, 2003
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Reason 1: Protect individual workers’ rights on the job so they cannot be taken advantage of
or discriminated against

Reason 2: Gain a stronger voice on the job on safety, fair treatment, ways to get the job done

Reason 3: Unite to improve lives of everyone in their workplace

Reason 4: Unions stand up for all working people on health care, Social Security and a higher
minimum wage

Reason 5: Unions help balance the influence of Big Business and work for laws protecting
workers
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Part II: Increasing Numbers of Women as Union Members

The data available on the increasing number of women joining unions comes largely from Kate
Bronfenbrenner’s research at the Cornell University School of Industrial and Labor Relations, in 
particular her recent research examining trends in organizing victories through both certification
elections and voluntary recognition campaigns. Her research shows that women have accounted for
the majority of new workers organized each year since at least the mid-1980s and suggests the face
of the union movement is changing rapidly. According to Bronfenbrenner, “if women continue to
outpace men in new organizing efforts, whether by accident or design, in the very near future, the
overwhelmingly male leadership of the American labor movement will face a membership that is
majority female.”

The number of women workers has increased steadily 
and continues to grow.
In 1950, only one-third of the U.S. labor force was female; by 2003, that proportion was approach-
ing one half (46 percent).

Women’s participation in unions also is growing.
Fifty-five percent of all new workers organized are women.

More than half of all private-sector organizing campaigns today are in industries and occupations in
which women make up the majority of the workforce.

Between 1990 and 2000, the number of union women increased by one half-million, or 8 percent.
The increase in union membership between 1990 and 2000 was greatest among African American
women, who now account for half of all African American union members. In fact, African American
women is the only demographic group to account for a larger percentage of union membership 
(7 percent) than it does in the workforce as a whole (6 percent).

Chart 9: Union Members by Race and Gender, 1985–2002 (in millions)

1985 1990 1995 2000 2002

All Workers 17.0 16.7 16.4 16.6 16.1

Men 11.3 10.6 9.9 9.6 9.3

Women 5.7 6.2 6.4 6.7 6.8

White women 4.5 4.9 5.0 5.2 5.2

Women of color 1.2 1.3 1.5 1.5 1.5
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Union election campaigns are more likely to succeed if the work-
force is majority female or if the lead organizer is a woman.
In units with predominantly women, win rates in union elections average as high as 62 percent,
compared with an average win rate of 35 percent or less in units in which women are the minority.
Win rates are especially high—82 percent—in units with 75 percent or more women of color.

While overall union activity is fairly evenly divided between units in which women are in the
majority and those in which they are in the minority, elections won by unions tend to be highly
concentrated in units with a majority of women.

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

Chart 10: Union Density by Race and Gender, 1985–2002
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Chart 11: Percent Women in Unit and Election Activity and Outcome

Less than 25–49% 50–74% 75% or  
Election background 25% women women more women women

Percent of all elections 36% 14% 20% 31%

Percent of elections won 28% 9% 20% 42%

Percent of elections lost 42% 18% 19% 21%

Percent win rate 35% 30% 46% 62%

Percent of cards signed 66% 65% 64% 67%
at the time of petition

Percent of votes received 46% 43% 48% 55%
by the union
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The win rate for women organizers averages 55 percent, compared with the average win rate for
male organizers of 42 percent. The highest win rates—89 percent—are found in units in which
women of color predominate and in which there is at least one woman of color as lead or staff
organizer.

Chart 12: Win Rates of Organizing Staff in NLRB Certification Election Campaigns

Win rate when Win rate when 
present (%) not present (%)

Staff resources
Organizer ratio at least 1 to 100 workers 44% 46%

Women
Lead organizer female 53% 42%

In units with 75% or more women 62% 63%
In units with 50–74% women 63%
In units with 25–49% women 14% 32%
In units with less than 25% women 36% 35%
One or more female organizers lead or staff 49% 41%

In units with 75% or more women 61% 65%
In units with 50–74% women 50% 42%
In units with 25–49% women 46% 20%
In units with less than 25% women 23% 39%

People of Color
Lead organizer person of color 58% 41%

One or more organizers of color, lead or staff 50% 40%

Women of color
Lead organizer woman of color 69% 43%

In units with 75% or more women of color 89% 79%
In units with 50–74% women of color 67% 60%
In units with 25–49% women of color 75% 46%
In units with less than 25% women of color 44% 38%
One or more women of color, lead or staff 59% 41%

In units with 75% or more women of color 89% 70%
In units with 50–74% women of color 65% 55%
In units with 25–49% women of color 50% 48%
In units with less than 25% women of color 35% 39%
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However, in predominantly female units, only 42 percent of campaigns have a female lead 
organizer, and 65 percent have at least one female organizer working as a lead or staff organizer 
for the campaign. More than one-third (35 percent) of the campaigns in predominantly female units 
have no female organizers on staff. 

In units with 75 percent or more women of color, 64 percent have at least one woman of color
working on the campaign, but only 32 percent have a woman of color as lead organizer. The per-
centage of campaigns with women of color as lead organizers drops below 10 percent for all units
with less than 75 percent women of color in the unit.

Only 8 percent of the campaigns in predominantly male units and 12 percent in mixed gender
units have a female lead organizer.

Interestingly, the win rate for single mothers with dependents averaged 63 percent, compared with
an overall win rate for female lead organizers of 55 percent. 

Sources:

Peter D. Hart Research Associates, public opinion polling conducted for the AFL-CIO in 1997, 1999, 2001, 2002 and 2003.

Kate Bronfenbrenner, “Organizing Women: The Nature and Process of Union Organizing Efforts among U.S. Women Workers Since the 
Mid-1990s,” November 2003.

Kate Bronfenbrenner, Data compiled as part of study, “Uneasy Terrain: The Impact of Capital Mobility on Workers, Wages, and Union
Organizing.” Commissioned Research Paper and Supplement to The US Trade Deficit: Causes, Consequences and Recommendations for
Action. Washington, D.C.: US Trade Deficit Review Commission, 2001. 

U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Union Membership (Annual),” www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.toc.htm,
January 2004.

Chart 13: Lead Organizer Racial Background by Gender

All Lead Female Lead Male Lead 
Organizers Organizers Organizers

White non-Hispanic 79% 67% 82%

African American non-Hispanic 9% 20% 6%

Hispanic 10% 9% 10%

Asian/Pacific Islander 1% 1% 1%

Native American 1% 2% 0%

Other 1% 0% 1%
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NE OF OUR UNION MOVEMENT’S
greatest strengths is the diversity of its
membership. As workforce demographics

have changed, so have the demographics of our
unions. However, while the full participation of
women, people of color and other groups is vital
to the strength of our union movement, they have
not always been sufficiently included in union
leadership structures and program activities. Over
time efforts have been made, with limited success,
through programs, policy changes and other
actions, to address the issues of diversity and full
participation. The AFL-CIO and many unions have
internal policies, departments, structures, programs
and/or caucuses to promote issues of concern to
women, people of color and lesbian, gay, trans-
gender and bisexual communities; and many 
AFL-CIO constituency groups were formed, in
part, as a way to advance the leadership and also
to address specific issues. Unfortunately, despite
these and other efforts to achieve change, the 
barriers of discrimination, racism, sexism and
homophobia continue to cause women and 
people of color to be under-represented in union
leadership and programs. More work must be done.

In 1995, the AFL-CIO Executive Council’s
Committee on Full Participation, chaired by the
late John Sturdivant, president of AFGE, submitted
a report (Attachment 1) that provided general 
recommendations with regard to diversity and
inclusion in organizing, political action and leader-
ship development. This report laid the foundation
for the 1995 AFL-CIO resolution, “Diversity and

Full Participation,” that was passed at the 
21st Constitutional Convention (Attachment 2).
Among the proposed resolution actions was: 
“The AFL-CIO will work in cooperation with its affili-
ates and allied constituency organizations to increase
the levels of participation of women, minority and
younger members in all AFL-CIO-sponsored programs,
events and activities.”

It has been 10 years since the report on full 
participation. In preparation for the 2005 AFL-CIO
Convention, the AFL-CIO, under the direction of
the Executive Council’s Civil and Human Rights
Committee, initiated a study to consider what
other steps can be taken to address the under-
representation of people of color in union leader-
ship. It is hoped that this report will serve as a
complement to a similar report on working women
that was submitted to the Executive Council by
the Executive Council’s Working Women’s
Committee in March 2004, entitled, “Overcoming
Barriers to Women in Organizing and Leadership.” 

This report, “Overcoming Barriers to People of
Color in Union Leadership,” is divided into four
parts: 1) a general overview of workforce and union
demographics; 2) results of a survey of people of
color who hold union leadership positions, both
elected and appointed; 3) a summary of some of
the programs, actions, policy changes and leader-
ship development training programs that have
been implemented by unions, the AFL-CIO, 
constituency groups and university-based labor
centers; and 4) recommendations for the future.
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PART I

HE ISSUE OF PARTICIPATION of people of
color in union leadership is of special impor-
tance to a union movement that is seeking

to retain and expand its ability to include, defend
and advance an increasingly diverse workforce.
Several workforce and union membership trends
highlight the importance of diversity, including

Today more than 42 million people of color
are in the workforce.

In today’s economy, people of color work in
every industry. Several industries in which
workers of color are concentrated—leisure and
hospitality, education and health services and 
public administration—are some of the industries
in which the number of union members grew 
in 2004.

More than 2.1 million African Americans, 1.6 
million Latinos and 600,000 Asian Pacific
Americans are in unions, representing almost 
29 percent of the total membership of 
more than 15 million. (Note: Numbers for 
Native Americans were unavailable.)

Union density in 2004 among African
Americans, Latinos and Asian Pacific Americans
was 15.1 percent, 10.1 percent and 11.3 percent,
respectively, compared with the overall average 
of 12.5 percent. (Source: Current Population
Survey, 2005)

Union membership is important for African
American, Asian American and Latino workers
who are subjected to continuing discrimination
and exploitation because collective bargaining
emphasizes equal pay and fair treatment in the
workplace. African American union members earn
29 percent more than their nonunion counter-
parts. For Latino workers, the union advantage

totals 59 percent and for Asian Pacific American
workers, the union advantage is 11 percent.

Union density among people of color could be
even higher because people of color think
more favorably of unions than the public
overall. For example, a March 2005 poll of atti-
tudes toward unions by Peter D. Hart Research
Associates showed that 72 percent of blacks and 69
percent of Latinos approve of unions in general,
compared with 64 percent of the general public.
Asked whether they would vote for a union in
their workplace, 77 percent of black workers and
71 percent of Latino workers said they would 
definitely or probably vote for forming a union,
compared with 53 percent overall. (This was a 
poll of nonmanagerial/nonunion workers. Note:
The polling data did not include a large enough
sample of Asian Pacific Americans to measure 
their views.)

The “vast majority” of new union mem-
bers who are organizing through National
Labor Relations Board (NLRB) elections 
are women and people of color. For example,
according to Blueprint for Change: a National
Assessment of Winning Union Organizing Strategies
by Kate Bronfenbrenner and Robert Hickey (2003),
NLRB election win rates increase as the proportion
of workers of color and women increase. Win 
rates average 35 percent in units with a majority 
of white men, but are “53 percent in units with 
a majority of workers of color and 56 percent in
units with at least 75 percent workers of color.”
The highest win rates—82 percent—involve units
“with 75 percent or more women workers of
color.” 

These facts underscore the unrealized opportuni-
ties for increasing the number of people of color 
in unions through organizing as well as the need
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for increasing diversity in union leadership. If 
the union movement is to position itself as the
organization of choice in the 21st century, it 
must continue to assess the rapid changes in work, 
new entrants into the workforce (increasingly 

people of color, women and immigrants) and
union participation. It is, therefore, extremely
important that our union leadership reflects 
the membership it represents. 

 



ETWEEN APRIL 17 AND JUNE 3, 2005, the
AFL-CIO conducted, with the help of
research analyst and strategist Dr. Silas Lee

of Dr. Silas Lee and Associates, a survey of union
leaders of color from around the country who 
represent a cross-section of communities by race,
gender, ethnicities and sexual orientation. These
leaders hold elected or appointed leadership 
positions in unions, state federations, central labor
councils and constituency groups. Seventy leaders
out of 146 individuals who were identified and
contacted responded to the survey.

The purpose of the survey was to hear from current
unionists of color who hold elected or appointed
leadership positions about their views and percep-
tions of barriers to union leadership and to assist
in developing recommendations to the AFL-CIO
Executive Council on ways to achieve and
advance diversity goals. 

The survey was divided into four broad categories:
Union Experience and Background, Union Structures
and Leadership, Networking and Institutional
Views. Respondents also had the opportunity to
reflect on best practices and to make recommenda-
tions about what should be done to improve leader-
ship participation for people of color. Because
those who participated in the survey hold elected
or appointed positions in their respective organiza-
tions, their experiences and ideas are considered
very important to this report. What follows is a
summary of key findings from the survey:

Union Experience and Background
Firstly, the survey sought to find out what moti-
vated individuals to become involved and active
with their unions. Overall, respondents said they
were motivated to become union activists and also
to seek higher positions of responsibility because
of their desire to make a difference and a belief
that their participation would indeed make a 
difference and that their participation would make

changes for working families. This is important to
note because it shows the level of commitment to
the union movement as a means to achieve their
own personal beliefs.

The survey also sought to find out what guidance
or support, if any, the survey respondents received
as they assumed more responsibility. Although
more than six in 10 of those surveyed said they
had a mentor, 36 percent said they did not have
someone to guide them in navigating the political
terrain of their organization or in transferring
institutional knowledge to them. Fifty-five percent
acknowledged the absence of a supportive envi-
ronment for people of color to move into elected
or appointed positions.

Sixty-four percent of respondents said they believe
there were barriers to people of color to becoming
leaders in their unions. Racism/sexism, unequal or
disparate access to information and lack of train-
ing were identified as the three main barriers that
make it difficult for people of color to move into
elected or appointed leadership positions.
Comments included: 
n “There’s a built-in system of limited opportunities

for upward mobility.”
n “The union leadership puts very little importance into

the inclusion of people of color in union leadership.” 
n “There is a lack of education, training and mentoring.”

When asked what contributed to their success in
achieving a leadership position, respondents iden-
tified personal diligence and mentors as the key
factors, while racism, lack of experience and self-
doubt were identified as factors that subverted
attempts for leadership positions. Comments on
the latter included: 
n “I was not the right color or gender and I was

straightforward and honest about issues. I was not
going to play certain games to move up.” 

n “The failures came when I was too trusting and not
as prepared for the competition as I should have been.”
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Union Structures and Leadership
Even after achieving a leadership position, people
of color continue to face challenges. Nearly seven
of 10 (67 percent) asserted they were not adequately
involved in the administrative or policy decision-
making processes of their unions. And although
the majority (71 percent) said they received infor-
mation about leadership and other training oppor-
tunities, the information was unequally distributed—
sometimes to a select few and other times not to
people of color. As one respondent said: “It could be
that the leaders feel we may not be interested or smart
enough to be considered. It could also be they fear that
we will gain too much power, and they are insecure.”

While 59 percent of respondents said they
thought people of color were given the same
opportunities as others to participate in leadership
training programs, 41 percent did not share this
belief. Sixty-seven percent did say that their
unions offered financial assistance to cover costs
for any union member to attend programs.

Networking
People of color extensively rely on support from
networks that operate formally and informally both
within and outside the union. Sixty-seven percent
of respondents said their union had a minority
caucus that either is recognized officially by the
union or operates informally. Ninety percent par-
ticipate in one or more of these caucuses. And the
overwhelming consensus, with 89 percent of the
respondents, is that there is a need for minority
caucuses and that the purpose of these caucuses
should be to pursue equality and opportunity, train
members and provide support when necessary.

Participation in AFL-CIO constituency groups—the
Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance (APALA), 
A. Philip Randolph Institute (APRI), Coalition of
Black Trade Unionists (CBTU), Coalition of Labor
Union Women (CLUW), Labor Council for Latin
American Advancement (LCLAA) and Pride At
Work (PAW)—are important networks for women
unionists, unionists of color and lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) unionists. Nearly
nine of 10 (86 percent) of the respondents reported
they participated in one or more of the constituency

groups. Seventy-four percent indicated they “hold
an elected position in a constituency group with
the encouragement and financial support of their
union.” However, 26 percent reported the absence
of support from their union for participation in
constituency groups.

With regard to participation in state federations,
area labor federations and central labor bodies, a
combined 40 percent of those surveyed said their
union was affiliated with the state or local central
body. They reported, however, that union leaders
of color primarily served on boards and did not
necessarily serve as principal officers at either the
state or local level.

Institutional Views
The results from a series of questions about unions
as institutions also reflect the challenges that 
people of color are likely to encounter as they
attempt to move into positions of leadership.
Fifty-eight percent of respondents said people of
color were encouraged to seek office or apply for
advancement opportunities, but 64 percent said
their national union did not have an overall plan
to achieve diversity. Of those who said their union
had a plan, half (50 percent) said the plan was 
not being implemented. Further contributing to
the lack of diversity in union leadership is the 
prevailing absence of an institutionalized mentor-
ing program (only 3 percent reported that their
union had a mentorship program, either formal 
or informal). And there is a void of plans to 
promote diversity in delegates to national union
conventions or the AFL-CIO national Convention,
as reported by 75 percent of the respondents.

The results of the survey indicate that many people
of color in the union movement still are haunted
by negative stereotypes, racism and sexism. They
primarily rely on themselves, mentors and minority
networks for support. Although some of those
who responded to the survey have achieved leader-
ship positions at some level, the absence of an
accommodating and supportive culture can have
an impact not only an individual’s advancement,
but also can impair overall morale or may create a
climate of exclusion and marginalization.

10 OVERCOMING BARRIERS TO PEOPLE OF COLOR IN UNION LEADERSHIP

          



HE UNION MOVEMENT has not been idle
in responding to the concerns discussed
above. This summary relies in part upon 

the survey results, but also upon additional
research performed for this study. Numerous 
programs, strategies and policy changes have 
been adopted and implemented over the years to
address the issue of full participation throughout
the union movement. Below is a summary of some
of the efforts that have been made by national
unions, constituency groups, state and local 
central bodies and university-based labor centers.
(Note: This summary is not intended to be all-
inclusive, but should provide a general picture 
of some of the work that has been undertaken to
address issues of diversity and full inclusion.) 

Survey Respondents
As part of the survey, respondents were asked to
give examples of best practices in their unions 
that have helped to promote diversity. In general,
the best diversity practices suggested by the
respondents incorporated inclusion, training and
communications into prospective strategies. Some
of the more detailed best practices described to
strengthen diversity were:
n “1) Delegates to be 50 percent female and 

50 percent male 2) All committees and workshops
are co-chaired and one has to be a minority 3)
Training programs on diversity. Help to get people 
to accept and understand differences.”

n “Our union has a Minority Leadership Institute 
that I have attended. I believe with a little tweaking,
this could be a very effective program.”

n “Caucuses have provided an avenue for people of
color and immigrants to come together to address
their issues. Leadership programs, training on 
immigration and race.”

National Union Affiliate Programs
The AFL-CIO Department of Civil, Human and
Women’s Rights contacted the civil, human and

women’s rights designees and other affiliate 
representatives of various unions to discuss 
what programs, policies or other activities they
have implemented to address the issue of diversity
in leadership. A summary of those discussions 
follows.

According to the affiliate representatives, many
unions have created structures specifically for their
members of color, including leadership training
programs, caucuses and conferences. The goals of
these structures are to educate and “activate” their
members of color, build leadership skills and pro-
vide them with networking and mentoring oppor-
tunities needed to take on leadership positions.

Several unions hold smaller, advanced leadership
trainings for their members of color, which they
regard as very effective. These intensive study 
programs focus on advanced mobilizing skills,
strategic planning and organizing or political 
campaign coordination skills. Run by the inter-
national union, these trainings are offered a few
times a year and unions invite different members
to attend each time. For a few unions, these 
intensive trainings may last several weeks and are
coordinated with the National Labor College.

A greater number of unions hold larger civil rights
or minority conferences or caucus meetings that
include leadership training components. These
conferences are open to more people and serve 
as a networking opportunity with a focus on
broad political, workplace or economic issues 
and educating activists. 

To improve communications and inclusion, one
union is in the process of developing a five-year
diversity plan that includes membership training
and education on diversity issues. The plan estab-
lishes a national diversity committee of 6,000
members from locals across the country to ensure
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all leaders and members receive needed training.
The committee will be coordinated, staffed and
funded directly by the international union.

Another resource that unions utilize to involve
their members of color are constituency groups.
Many unions send their members to constituency
group conferences or trainings to help build their
leadership skill-set, learn more about salient 
political and workplace issues affecting workers of
color and network with other members of color.
Constituency group conferences enable union
members of color to meet activists in the broader
civil rights community and to develop the union-
community relationships that are crucial in organ-
izing campaigns. However, many minority union
representatives think in-house trainings specific 
to their union members’ needs also are needed.
Finally, it was stated it is important to make sure
unions that support member involvement in 
constituency groups do not use this participation
as a way to avoid making internal changes that
promote leadership diversity within their own
organizations.

Constituency Groups
The constituency groups are national coalitions
representing women, people of color and LGBT
union members and their supporters and have
such goals as leadership development, serving 
as a bridge between unions and the community,
ensuring that issues of concern to their various
constituencies are a priority within the union
movement and promoting union organizing 
and nonpartisan political action.

Constituency groups frequently hold conventions,
conferences and trainings aimed in whole or in
part at:
n Teaching general union leadership skills;
n Teaching special skills needed to participate in

union nonpartisan political action, organizing
and other key programs;

n Providing substantive information about key
policy areas impacting union members; and

n Providing skills necessary to advance the effec-
tiveness of the groups themselves.

n Constituency group leadership training has
been well received and, as a result of their par-
ticipation, many individuals have moved forward
within their unions and other structures. 

Constituency group leaders often are called upon
to be leaders and spokespeople within their com-
munities and within their unions, providing 
further opportunities for leadership development.
In addition, constituency group meetings and 
elections run in the same formal manner as union
meetings and elections, and therefore provide
more opportunities to learn important leadership
advancement skills. Finally, constituency group
programs, such as get-out-the-vote (GOTV) 
activities and mobilization in support of union
organizing, provide members with skills useful 
to overall union leadership development. 

Experiences from University-Based
Labor Centers
There are labor education centers operating in 
universities in about 25 states around the country.
These university-based labor centers have a long
history of providing education and training to
countless numbers of union members directly 
and through collaboration with different unions.
Over the years, several programs specifically have
targeted the particular needs of women, people 
of color and other such populations as LGBT 
communities and immigrant workers.

For this study, several prominent labor educators
from around the country were contacted and
asked about the goals of their leadership develop-
ment programs, the recruitment process, program
participation levels and the impact of their pro-
grams. They also were asked for their observations
on key barriers to leadership for people of color
and for recommendations the union movement
might consider to overcome those barriers. These
labor educators, with their broad labor and aca-
demic perspectives, provided additional insight
into the challenges facing people of color who
want to achieve leadership positions and the role
of leadership development programs in their
effort. Below is a summary of their responses:
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n Goals and Audiences. Many of the leader-
ship development programs target specific
“audiences, e.g. African Americans, Latinos,
multiracial, Asian Pacific American, LGBT
“workers and bilingual and monolingual immi-
grants. Training often is targeted to a wide
range of individuals, including union leaders,
administrators, organizers, members and
activists. The goals of the trainings include,
among others, leadership development in all
aspects, providing opportunities to learn about
union structure, politics and process where
none would normally exist and creating 
networks of diverse leaders who can assist 
additional leadership development. 

n Recruitment and Participation.
Participants primarily are recruited through
unions that express an interest in leadership
development. But for some unions, developing
new leaders may not be a priority and as a
result, the labor centers do significant recruit-
ment themselves. In general, among those 
programs surveyed, participation is increasing
in leadership programs for people of color 
and women. One program that targets African
American men, for example, is consistently 
full well in advance. (Note: While participation
in these programs is increasing, we do not know
whether the number of leadership programs
overall in the country is increasing or decreasing.)

n Program Impact. Although most labor 
centers survey their program participants in
depth after the program, they mainly rely on
general reports rather than formal tracking to
learn how the programs may have impacted
the participant’s advancement. These general
reports indicate that the programs have provided
a foundation for leadership for many partici-
pants, although not every ensuing program
effort or every attempt to become a leader is
successful. Many graduates have assumed 
positions of greater responsibility within their
unions after the training, e.g. local executive
board members and union officers, and gradu-
ates often express appreciation for the support

networks that result from their participation 
in leadership education programs.

From the perspective of the labor educators who
were contacted, the barriers that continue to limit
the participation of people of color in union leader-
ship include:
n Racial and gender discrimination within the

union movement, including “traditional old
boy’s networks” that advance themselves;

n Lack of leadership training programs;
n Lack of a support system of experienced leaders

that people of color activists can turn to;
n Lack of confidence to campaign for a leadership

position;
n Unresponsive governing bodies;
n Assignment of people of color and women 

to positions within the union with less power
and influence;

n A failure to aggressively organize immigrant
workers;

n The erroneous beliefs by some that people of
color cannot lead those who are not their color;
and

n Lack of affirmative action programs, which
means that current racial/gender patterns 
regenerate themselves and possibly worsen 
as unions consolidate.

The labor educators stressed a number of important
factors that can contribute to the development of
successful leadership development programs. Some
of their suggestions include:
n Instructors should be people of color who can

serve as role models;
n Allow for participant involvement in the train-

ing planning process, which creates greater 
buy-in and additional recruitment efforts;

n Ensure materials are relevant to the union
movement;

n Use popular education and participatory methods;
n Develop post-training action plans for 

participants;
n Involve key union and community leaders 

who can share their experiences;
n Provide reasonable access in terms of cost and

location;
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n Target audiences of color; and
n Encourage multiunion involvement.

One labor educator also suggested that a successful
program should focus on organizing skills that can
be used both internally and externally, noting that
without the power base that comes from organiz-
ing, “technical” leadership skills (i.e., how to run 
a meeting) will not be helpful.

Changes in the Rules Governing
State and Local Central Bodies 
In the 1995 resolution on diversity and full 
participation adopted by the 21st AFL-CIO
Constitutional Convention, one of the recommen-
dations stated: “The federation will also assist the
state and local central bodies in developing greater
opportunities for participation by the AFL-CIO-
supported constituency groups that represent women
and minority workers in the labor movement.”

This recommendation was addressed in one of 
the seven strategies for a central labor council to
become a “Union City,” which said: “Demand 
diversity through concrete improvements in diversity of
all labor council committees.” In addition to that
action, changes were made to the national rules
governing state federations and area and central
labor councils to allow for the affiliation of con-
stituency groups. By June 2005, at least 25 state
federations and more than 30 area and central
labor councils had adopted language in their 
constitutions to allow constituency group affilia-
tion. This means It meant that in cases in which
the constitution was changed, constituency group
delegates can could hold office, introduce resolu-
tions and amendments and enjoy all rights and
privileges afforded to affiliates and delegates of the
state federation or area or central labor body. 

In July 2005 the The AFL-CIO Executive Council
took this action one step further and in July 2005
the Council adopted changes to the rules by elimi-
nating the need for state federations, area labor

councils or central labor councils to amend their
constitution, thus making constituency group
affiliation automatic.

The amended language reads as follows:

Rule 3 (Composition)
[State central bodies] [Area labor councils, central
labor councils and chapters] shall be composed
exclusively of locals of national and international
unions and organizing committees affiliated with
the Federation, directly affiliated local unions,
local central bodies, and local and state councils
chartered by the trade and industrial departments
of the AFL-CIO within the geographical limits of
the state, and, subject to paragraph (d) of
this rule, state or local chapters of AFL-CIO
constituency groups within the geographical
limits of the state that are charted by a
national AFL-CIO constituency group. Joint
boards, district councils, state associations and
similar subordinate organizations within the geo-
graphical limits of the state that are chartered by
an affiliate of the AFL-CIO may affiliate where the
constitution of the state central body so provides.
Any question that may arise with respect to the
proper state central body or bodies to which 
local unions or other subordinate bodies or con-
stituency groups are to affiliate or the extent of
such affiliation shall be determined by the
President of the AFL-CIO.
[no change to current text]
A state chapter of an AFL-CIO constituency group
may be admitted as an affiliate, where the consti-
tution of the central body so provides, with one
delegate and one vote, subject to the delegate eligi-
bility requirements of Rule 10. [Rest of rule stays
the same].

While this represents an additional advance for
inclusion in state and local governing bodies,
more needs to be done to address the absence of
women and people of color in leadership positions
in state and local structures.
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S MENTIONED EARLIER, the 1995 Report
on Full Participation presented a number
of recommendations to address the issue

of diversity and full inclusion. Broadly speaking,
those recommendations focused on structural
changes within the union movement at the
national, state and local level, encouraging and
assisting affiliates as they pursue their own pro-
grams and work with constituency groups. Some
of the recommendations have been acted on.

In March 2005, the AFL-CIO Executive Council’s
Working Women’s Committee and the Civil 
and Human Rights Committee adopted a set of
diversity principles to serve as a basis for action 
to achieve full participation (Attachment 3). It 
is hoped that these principles will be adopted at 
all levels of the union movement.

This report suggests that the union movement
should revisit previous recommendations, assess
progress and explore additional or new approaches
to strengthen diversity. A number of suggestions
were put forth by civil rights and women’s
designees of national unions, the survey partici-
pants, respondents to a question posted on the
AFL-CIO website and by university-based labor
educators. A brief summary of the recommenda-
tions is outlined below.

Survey Respondents
Acknowledging that the survival and growth of
the union movement are tied to having a diverse
union and leadership structure, the respondents 
to the survey suggested a trio of recommendations
to fortify current diversity policy.

Mentoring—create a strategy that ensures the
transfer of skills and the development of future
union leaders that is inclusive and not arbitrary.

Inclusion—engage people of color in all aspects
of the union’s work, especially in the core work of
organizing and political action.

Environment—create an inclusive atmosphere
by committing time, resources and infrastructures
that support diversity.

Having a viable and resource-driven diversity poli-
cy with monitoring and enforcement mechanisms
also was emphasized. In their own words, survey
respondents made the following observations:
n “The future of the labor movement depends on

workers of color. The labor movement needs to sys-
tematically engage people of color to offer advice
and work on core issues of the union as they pertain
to people of color.”

n “If you want to organize people of color you have 
to have more inclusion of minority leaders. There
are not enough minority leaders compared to the
number of minorities that are union members.”

n “I would recommend an immediate policy of inclu-
sion at every level of the decision making body. I
would further recommend a vehicle for advance-
ment structured on the local and international level,
complete with mentors.”

n “Create and support an environment for minorities
(i.e., women, people of color) to gather and discuss
issues from their perspective and what it means for
others in their group whether in the union or not.”

n “Make it a requirement that all local unions offer
some training on diversity. Help to encourage the
participation among all members in every aspect 
of the union. Create a diverse presentation at all
gatherings that is more than show.”

n “Develop a mentorship program that would encour-
age and support minorities in trying to obtain 
leadership positions. Encourage minorities to run for
office. Post job openings within the local union and
international when positions become available.”
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National Union Affiliates
Reflecting on their previous work, several union
civil and human rights representatives suggested
that unions need to do a better job of disseminat-
ing information to their members of color, who
may not be “in the loop” with their local or
regional leaders.

They also pointed out that although many unions
have programs and caucuses for members of color,
there is usually only one staff person assigned to
support the structure. As a result, the opportunities
available to members of color often are minimal
and marginalized within the union. Therefore,
union structures and programs designed to address
the needs of people of color must be adequately
staffed and funded to be effective.

AFL-CIO Website Question 
In addition to the one-on-one survey reference
throughout this report, the AFL-CIO posted a
question on its website to hear from a broader
audience. The question posted was, “What steps
can the union movement take to make sure leadership
(local, regional, state and/or national) is representative
of the racial, ethnic and gender makeup of union 
membership?” Here is a summary of the recom-
mendations:

A majority of the respondents made recommenda-
tions that fall into several broad categories: recruit-
ing and providing leadership training and mentor-
ing for women, people of color and LGBT 
members at local and regional levels; education for
union membership; and massive education of the
general public about the benefits of unionism.

The next most frequently repeated responses were:
leadership should be inclusive; conduct fair and
impartial labor leadership elections; improve com-
munications to the overall membership about
union meetings and important information; and
facilitate attendance at union meetings, including
release time.

Finally, other general recommendations included:
enforce anti-discrimination laws; investigate
charges of discrimination; use trained union

organizers who look like the workers who are
organizing; and maintain and promote constituency
groups.

University-Based Labor Educators
The university-based labor educators made the 
following recommendations:
n Ensure that promotions do not go to family

and friends.
n Develop a union commitment and plan to

ensure the leadership looks like the member-
ship.

n Place greater emphasis on organizing and 
education of people of color.

n Develop a stronger civil, human and women’s
rights agenda and department and a stronger
partnership with communities of color and civil
and women’s rights groups.

n Increase the dialogue about diversity among
union leaders.

n Promote greater activism from the constituency
groups and ensure their independence.

n Set numerical affirmative action benchmarks, 
as some unions do in other countries.

n Consider developing a specific program at the
National Labor College–George Meany Campus
to provide leadership training for women and
people of color. 

2005 Summit on Diversity in Our
Union Movement
In July 2005, in advance of the AFL-CIO
Convention, the AFL-CIO and the six constituency
groups under the umbrella organization Labor
Coalition for Community Action (LCCA) co-spon-
sored a National Summit on Diversity. Nearly 700
trade union leaders, activists and rank-and-file
members from around the country participated in
the summit to discuss the issue of diversity as it
relates to organizing, political action and union
leadership. Speakers at the summit repeatedly
noted that women and people of color have been
and continue to be critical to the union move-
ment’s success in organizing and political action,
and that the movement’s ability to grow is contin-
gent upon both outreach to and involvement 
of women and people of color in all aspects of
organizing and political campaigns. Further, it 
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was noted that diversity in union leadership at 
all levels of the union movement is essential.
There was significant support for proposals to
increase leadership diversity in union structures 
as outlined in the Unity Statement (Attachment 4)
issued by LCCA.

A final segment of the summit provided an 
opportunity for all participants to express their
views in two areas: best practices and the question
of improving diversity in leadership. In general,

the responses echoed the observations and 
recommendations previously made in this report
with constituency groups playing a key role in
that effort. Particular emphasis was placed not
only on the need to work with and through our
communities on common issues of concern but 
to make the commitment to implement the vari-
ous suggestions, such as changing the composition
of elected boards in the union movement at all
levels, inclusion in real decision-making and
actively pursuing a civil rights agenda.
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N ANALYSIS OF THE data and responses
from all of the sources noted in this report
yields the following observations and 

conclusions:

Many people of color in the union movement still
encounter negative stereotypes, racism, sexism and
homophobia. Although the conventional wisdom
has been that the creation of diversity policies and
programs would help break down the barriers of
racism and exclusion, the reality is that people of
color still face significant challenges to becoming
union leaders, and the problems persist even after
individuals reach leadership positions.

While efforts have been made over the years to
address and respond to the issues of diversity and
full inclusion, if real progress is to be made policies
and programs cannot simply be developed on
paper or in principle, but must be advocated 
significantly throughout the union movement,
with specific, concrete and measurable goals.

There are multiple strategies and approaches that
can be undertaken, but the No. 1 strategy is the
political will to enact policies and programs that
will result in real change.

The set of Diversity Principles (Attachment 4)
adopted by the Executive Council set some change
in motion. Subsequently, the July 2005 AFL-CIO
Convention passed Resolution 2, “A Diverse
Movement Calls for Diverse Leadership,” (Attachment
5) that states that the AFL-CIO will:
n Increase training and leadership development

of state federation and central labor council
leaders and staff to build capacity among a
diverse group of leaders in our movement;

n Accelerate our efforts to attract and recruit a
diverse pool of young people into the union
movement through Union Summer and targeted
public outreach;

n Establish as federation policy that each national
and international union and organizing 
committee’s credentialed delegations to the
AFL-CIO Convention generally shall reflect the
racial and gender diversity of its membership
and urge affiliates to include young workers 
as delegates;

n Require diversity in participation at AFL-CIO-
sponsored and -supported conferences and
trainings;

n Make the AFL-CIO itself a model of hiring and
promotion practices for women and people of
color; 

n Expand the preliminary work done through 
the Union Cities and New Alliance processes to
fully integrate the AFL-CIO constituency groups
into state federation and central labor council
programs and leadership;

n Urge affiliated national unions to sign a set of
diversity principles, to be developed by the
Civil Rights and Working Women’s committees
and approved by the Executive Council, and
provide for affiliated national unions to report
annually on the representation of women and
people of color in their membership as well as
in staff and elected leadership positions at all
levels; 

n Require the AFL-CIO Executive Council and
other governing bodies as well as state federa-
tions and central labor councils to develop 
targeted levels of leadership diversity and plans
to reach them by the 2009 Convention; and

n To ensure diversity at the highest levels of the
AFL-CIO, representatives of the six constituency
groups should be added to the federation’s
General Board. In addition, measures to ensure
and enhance gender and racial diversity on 
the Executive Council should be strengthened
and the Executive Committee should include
representatives who ensure diversity by race
and gender.
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The resolution was further solidified through
Constitutional Amendments 1, 3, 28 and 31
(Attachment 6) that implement structural changes
at all levels of the union movement.

Through this resolution and the constitutional
amendments, the AFL-CIO has taken a historic
step of laying out a way to achieve greater leader-
ship diversity. It now is incumbent upon the
union movement to follow-through on the 

convention resolution and the many common
sense proposals for increased leadership and 
program diversity as outlined in this report.

In sum, the content of this report illustrates the
need for a continuous and determined focus on
diversity by the union movement’s top leaders and
all those who realize the future of the movement
is dependent on increased diversity.
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Adopted by the AFL-C/O 
Twenty-first Constitutional Convention 
October 1995, New York, NY 

Diversity and Full Participation 

In keeping with the instructions of the 1993 Convention, the AFL-CIO through the work 
of the Executive Council’s Full Participation Committee, has listened to the interests and 
concerns of union ieaders and members in order to expand the discussion within the labor 
movement about the need to achieve greater participation and inclusion of women, minority and 
young union members at all levels. 

As the labor movement changes in keeping with the evolving workforce, it is essential 
that these workers continue to see unions as organizations that provide the best opportunity for 
them to have a p o w e h l  voice in the workplace and in the community and that their unions 
welcome their participation and activism. 

Consistently, members’ own words have supported the federation’s studies showing that 
minorities, women and younger members-who make up the fastest growing numbers of new 
entrants in the workforce-are substantially more likely to see unions in a positive tight and to 
vote for a union in an organizing drive. 

Union members have spoken about the importance of more active recruitment and 
training of leaders, the significance of greater visibility for minority, women and young members 
in union activities and as representatives of their organizations, the importance of recognizing 
and overcoming the barriers to participation and the value of stimulating and encouraging change 
throughout the ranks of the labor movement with the strong support of clear policies and 
dedicated leadership. 

The AFL-CIO Executive Council in its policy statements has established plans for action 
by the federation to review its structures and programs at the national, state and local level and to 
work with its affiliates in efforts to achieve full participation. 

The national AFL-CIO will work with its state federations and local central labor bodies 
and its constitutionally established trade and industrial departments to assist them in taking every 
appropriate action to broaden the opportunities for women and minorities to take part in their 
structures, activities and programs and to rise to leadership at every level. 

The federation will also assist the state and local central bodies in developing greater 
opportunities for participation by the AFL-CIO-supported constituency groups that represent 
women and minority workers in the labor movement. 

Drawing on the experience and knowledge of its affiliates, the AFL-CIO will fi-ame 
programs to assist and ad\ ise unions and state and local central bodies in their efforts to recruit 
and train leaders fiom among historically under-represented groups of workers and to encourage 
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more women, minorities and younger members to step forward to take an active role and voice in 
their own organizations. 

The AFL-CIO will continue to encourage and assist affiliates as they pursue their own 
affirmative action programs to hire, train and promote qualified women, minority and younger 
workers for all positions in their organizations. 

The AFL-CIO will work in cooperation with its affiliates and allied constituency 
organizations to increase the levels of  participation of women, minority and younger members in 
all AFL-CIO sponsored programs, events and activities, 
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Diversity Principles 
Submitted by the Working Women’s Committee and the 

Civil and Human Rights Committee 
03102105 

1. Diversitv in Convention Deleaations 

The Executive Council should request that all delegations to the AFL-CIO Convention in July 2005 
reflect the composition of the affiliated organization on the basis of race, ethnicity and gender. 
Delegations to future AFL-CIO Conventions shall include representation by people of color and women 
at least in proportion to their representation in the membership of the affiliated union. Affiliates are 
urged to include delegates under the age of 35 in the delegation. 

2. Diversitv on AFL-CIO Governing Bodv 

The composition of the AFL-CIO governing body with regard to representation of women and people of 
color, shall be no less than its current level and shall achieve a higher level of diversity by the 2009 
AFL-CIO Convention. 

3. State and Local Labor Bodies 

State Federations and Central Labor Councils shall immediately develop a plan to achieve an 
increased level of diversity and submit a progress report on an annual basis to the National AFL-CIO. 

4. Leadership Development 

The AFL-CIO shall direct the National Labor College to develop and offer courses for the purpose of 
leadership and skill development for women and people of color and shall facilitate the sharing of best 
practices in training programs among affiliates. Affiliates are urged to provide leadership and skill 
development training to women and people of color and are encouraged to open training programs to 
members of other affiliates. 

5. Accountability 

The AFL-CIO, affiliates and state and local labor bodies shall report yearly to the AFL-CIO governing 
body on the representation of women and people of color as elected leaders and staff leadership at all 
levels of the organization. 
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UNITY STATEMENT 

A. Philip Randolph Institute 
Asian Pacific American Labor Alliance 

Coalition of Black Trade Unionists 
Coalition of Labor Union Women 

Labor Council for Latin American Advancement 
Pride At Work 

The six constituency organizations of the AFL-CIO met on January 15, 2005, in Los Angeles 
during the annual Martin Luther King Jr. conference. We are working with the AFL-CIO to 
convene a Full Participation Conference in July 2005 in Chicago, immediately before the AFL- 
CIO National Convention. 

We wish to express our collective views about the future of the United States labor movement 
and to voice the concerns of organizations representing people of color, women and lesbian, 
gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) workers within the labor movement, the groups who 
represent the new majority within the American workforce. 

We are united in our commitment to build a strong, democratic labor movement in the United 
States, one that represents the hopes and aspirations of all working people for social and 
economic justice. We believe that there is a crisis within the American labor movement. Declining 
union density, intensified government and corporate attacks on workers and on our standard of 
living, policies of free trade, outsourcing, privatization, attacks on social programs, and union 
busting threaten workers of all colors. 

We reject the policies of discrimination, racism, sexism, and homophobia that are being perpetrated by 
the right wing and by conservative political leaders. We support multiracial unity, working-class solidarity, 
and the full democratic participation of all in the pursuit of progress and prosperity. 

1. Full Participation 

The leadership of the American labor movement at  all levels must represent the rich diversity 
of the American workforce. While there has been some progress over the years, the leadership 
within most unions, especially at the highest decision-making levels, does not reflect the diversity of 
its membership. This presents a problem as unions attempt to represent the interests of all of their 
members. We are concerned about the continuing lack of diversity among various leadership bodies 
within the AFL-CIO, affiliated unions, state federations, central labor councils, and local unions. We 
are also concerned about the proposals to drastically reduce the size of the AFL-CIO executive 
council without a strong commi tment to maintain and increase diversity. Representation of constituency 
groups must be ensured. 
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2. Oraanizing 

The central challenge facing the American labor movement is to organize the 
unorganized. The vast majority of the most successful organizing campaigns in the country 
have involved people of color and women. Studies have shown that people of color and women 
are more likely to support union organizing campaigns than other workers. 

Yet those responsible for organizing decisions and for leading organizing campaigns 
frequently do not include people of color and women. Also, the tremendous challenge to organize 
people of color in the South, in the Southwest, and in diverse urban areas lacks adequate support 
and resources. The labor movement should not assume that nonunion workers lack any 
organization. Indeed many workers of color and immigrant workers participate in their community 
through civic, religious, and other forms of “identity- based“ organizations that are potential allies of 
the labor movement. Time and attention to cultivate labor and community alliances to support 
organizing are crucial. The constituency organizations are uniquely positioned to build strong, 
enduring bridges of solidarity between unions and civil rights, religious, women’s, immigrant, 
minority and LGBT organizations. 

We need to strengthen industrial targeting and multi-union organizing campaigns to maximize 
the strength of the labor movement. We must ensure the inclusion of people of color and women in 
all decision-making processes to organize the unorganized. 

3. Leqislative and Political Action 

We support a strong, unified labor movement that works as one to elect politicians who are held 
accountable for aggressively advocating for and implementing a working people’s agenda. Communities of 
color and women have traditionally maintained a much more progressive voting record than 
others. Unions should continue to invest resources to register, mobilize, and turn out voters in 
communities of color and in union households. People of color and women must be involved in all 
levels of decision making with regard to political action. 

All efforts to block or dilute political participation among communities of color must be 
aggressively opposed by the U.S. labor movement. Efforts to demonize andlor scapegoat people of 
color, women, LGBT, and immigrants must be exposed and resisted. Unions must continue to workin 
coalition with allies to defend and expand voting rights for all Americans and demand greater 
access and protections for the basic right to vote. 
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4. Civil, Human, and Women’s Rights 

The U S .  labor movement must defend and expand a comprehensive agenda for civil, 
human, and women’s rights. While we support the focus on organizing and political action, these 
cannot be separated from a strong civil, human, and women’s rights agenda. The Civil, human, and 
women’s rights agenda must include: 

* An end to all racial discrimination at the workplace and defense of affirmative action; 

* An end to all gender discrimination at work, support for pay equity, and an end to 
violence against women; 

* Full labor rights, legalization, and comprehensive immigration reform for all immigrants 
and a repeal of employer sanctions; 

Access to all rights and protections of Civil society for lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender workers. 

5. Globalization 

We demand an end to policies of free trade and corporate-dominated globalization. The 
policies of corporate domination have exacerbated economic inequality and promoted a 
race to the bottom. Economic inequality has had a particularly devastating impact on the 
developing world, especially in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. We oppose global exploitation 
and global racism. We support the expansion of global labor solidarity. We support freedom of 
association and the right to collective bargaining, the elimination of forced labor, the abolition 
of child labor, and the elimination of discrimination in the work place (the core principles 
of the International Labor Organization.) 

In conclusion, we believe that “Full Participation” is more than a worthwhile slogan. In 
order to achieve the potential of a strong, unified labor movement, we must all fully participate in 
governance and the development of labor‘s agenda. The constituency organizations of the AFL- 
CIO are eager to work side by side with union leaders to organize, educate, and empower all 
workers. Building a more powerful and more inclusive labor movement requires labor‘s 
commitment to diversity, and active implementation of full participation. 
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T THE MERGER of the AFL and CIO 50 years 
ago, America’s union movement recognized

we are stronger when we are united and inclusive. 
In the tumultuous years that followed, the new
labor federation became a close partner of the civil
rights movement, and nine years after the merger
we were key to passage of the landmark Civil Rights
Act. We also were instrumental in passage of the
Equal Pay Act of 1963 to protect working women
from wage discrimination. Since then, the union
movement has spoken out for equality for all people
regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, faith, age, sexual
orientation, disability or immigrant status.

But beneath the highlights of our fight for justice 
in the workplace and American society, the vestiges
of a divided past remained. Throughout our history,
the union movement has struggled to remove the
remnants of our own “-isms” as well as those of 
the broader society. 

That struggle continues today. Despite decades of
progress, the union movement acknowledges we
have not met our goals: that unions must reflect the
diversity of our communities and union movement
leadership must reflect the diversity of our members.
In too many cases, women and people of color still
are underrepresented among union leadership. It 
is understandable that many women and people 
of color—the workers who are among those with
the most to gain from union membership and 
who are most actively organizing today—do not 
feel welcome. 

It is incumbent upon the union movement to stand
before employers and governments in every part of

the world as a model of openness, fairness and
opportunity. We will not allow women, people of
color, gay or lesbian workers or brothers and sisters
with disabilities to be denied the fruits of their labor
in the workplace. We cannot be less vigilant and
demanding of ourselves. Building a stronger union
movement to improve the lives of working families
will require all of us, working together. If we fail to
hear every voice and to speak for every worker, we
all are weakened. 

In 1993, the AFL-CIO formed a Full Participation
Committee, which in 1995 reported on the need 
for more active recruitment and training of leaders
and the importance of greater inclusion of people 
of color, women and young members in union
activities and as representatives of their organiza-
tions. It also highlighted the need to recognize and
overcome barriers to participation and to support
sound policy and dedicated leadership that would
work toward achieving change. When the current
executive officers were elected in 1995, they expanded
the Executive Council to include more women and
people of color at the very top ranks of America’s
labor movement. The 1995 report of the Full
Participation Conference recommended that unions
develop leadership education and training programs
for our diverse membership and that we develop
policies and practices to foster diversity in staff 
hiring, appointments, program assignments and
delegate status to achieve full participation.

Last year, the AFL-CIO’s Working Women’s
Committee conducted research on the factors 
deterring women from joining unions and becom-
ing more involved as leaders and activists. That
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study, released in March 2004, found women had
been joining unions in larger numbers than men
for the past 25 years and union election campaigns
were more likely to succeed among predominantly
female workforces or if the lead organizer was a
woman. Nonetheless, unions were losing ground
with working women: Polling showed women’s
favorable attitudes toward unions declining. The
Overcoming Barriers to Women in Organizing and
Leadership report recommended investments in
reaching out to working women; recruiting and
training more women organizers; focusing on 
traditional economic issues for women such as 
equal pay, work hours and balancing work and family;
and demonstrating that unions work effectively 
for working families. The study also found women
perceived a lack of commitment among union 
leaders to advancing women and increasing the
ranks of women labor leaders would require 
structural changes in union leadership, training,
mentoring and accountability measures.

The AFL-CIO’s Civil Rights Committee recently 
commissioned a study by Silas Lee, Ph.D., of Dr. Silas
Lee and Associates, on overcoming barriers to full
participation by people of color in today’s labor
movement. Preliminary results show the barriers
identified by unionists of color are strikingly similar
to those noted in the Overcoming Barriers to Women
in Organizing and Leadership report:

n Many people of color perceive that union 
organizations lack the commitment to address
their concerns and open paths to leadership. It 
is common to hear that people of color consider
themselves taken for granted by the union 
movement, being seen as a reliable support base
requiring little investment. 

n Leadership is dominated by white males and
often is seen as entrenched and closed to entry 
by people of color. 

n There are limited means to identify, train, mentor
and open doors to future leaders of color at all
levels of the union movement. Although people
of color are most likely to join unions and 
to report in surveys they would join a union

tomorrow if given the choice, the increase in the
numbers of African Americans, Asian American
and Pacific Islanders, Latinos and other people 
of color among newly organized workers is not
matched by an increase in representation at 
leadership levels.

To live up to the values that fuel our work for 
working families, to build a stronger union move-
ment and to ensure that union solidarity embraces
all brothers and sisters, we must act decisively to
ensure diversity at every level and hold union 
organizations accountable to diversity standards. 
We must go beyond acknowledging where we fall
short and move into full and committed action.
Specifically, we will:

n Increase training and leadership development of
state federation and central labor council leaders
and staff to build capacity among a diverse group
of leaders in our movement; 

n Accelerate our efforts to attract and recruit a
diverse pool of young people into the labor
movement through Union Summer and targeted
public outreach; 

n Establish as federation policy that each national
and international union and organizing commit-
tee’s credentialed delegations to the AFL-CIO 
Convention shall generally reflect the racial 
and gender diversity of its membership and urge
affiliates to include young workers as delegates;

n Require diversity in participation at AFL-CIO–
sponsored and –supported conferences and 
trainings;

n Make the AFL-CIO itself a model of hiring and
promotion practices for women and people of
color;

n Expand the preliminary work done through the
Union Cities and New Alliance processes to fully
integrate the AFL-CIO constituency groups into
state federation and central labor council pro-
grams and leadership. Amend the federation’s
rules governing these organizations as needed to
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require the affiliation of AFL-CIO constituency
groups. These groups, under the umbrella of the
Labor Coalition for Community Action, are vehi-
cles for women, people of color and lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender workers to make their
voices heard; 

n Urge affiliated national unions to sign a set of
diversity principles, to be developed by the Civil
Rights and Working Women’s committees and
approved by the Executive Council, and provide
for affiliated national unions to report annually
on the representation of women and people of
color in their membership as well as in staff and
elected leadership positions at all levels. Require
the AFL-CIO Executive Council and other govern-
ing bodies as well as state federations and central
labor councils to develop targeted levels of leader-
ship diversity and plans to reach them by the
2009 Convention; 

n To ensure diversity at the highest levels of the
AFL-CIO, representatives of the six constituency
groups should be added to the federation’s
General Board; measures to ensure and enhance
gender and racial diversity on the Executive
Council should be strengthened; and the
Executive Committee should include representa-
tives who ensure diversity by race and gender;
and

n Propose and actively support any amendments 
to the AFL-CIO Constitution that may be needed
to implement these policies.

America’s union movement must stand as a model
of full inclusion. We cannot ask more of broader
society than we are willing and able to do ourselves.
We cannot build a better future for working families
without the full strength brought by brothers and
sisters of every description. In our hiring, organizing,
representation, outreach and leadership, the union
movement must embody our goal of equal welcome
and equal opportunity for all.
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Article XI of the AFL-CIO Constitution establishes a
General Board, comprised of all of the members of
the Executive Council and the principal officer of
each affiliated national or international union, the
principal officer of each trade and industrial depart-
ment and regional representatives of state central
bodies. The General Board meets upon the call of
the president or the Executive Council and decides
all policy questions referred to it by the executive
officers or the Executive Council.

The proposed amendment would expand the
General Board to include a representative of each
national constituency organization and allied retiree
organization recognized by the AFL-CIO. Currently,
there are six recognized constituency organizations:
the A. Philip Randolph Institute, the Asian Pacific
American Labor Alliance, the Coalition of Black
Trade Unionists, the Coalition of Labor Union
Women, the Labor Council for Latin American
Advancement and Pride at Work. There is one recog-
nized allied retiree organization: the Alliance for
Retired Americans.

In addition, the amendment would expand the
General Board by adding regional representatives of
area and central labor councils, just as the General
Board now includes regional representatives of state
federations. These new representatives, like represen-
tatives of trade and industrial departments, would
each be entitled to one vote.

Therefore, the Executive Council proposes the fol-
lowing amendments to Article XI, Sections 1 and 4:

Amend Article XI, Sections 1 and 4 to read as 
follows:

1. The General Board shall consist of all of the 
members of the Executive Council and the principal
officer of each affiliated national or international
union, the principal officer of each trade and 
industrial department, a representative of each
national constituency organization and
allied retiree organization recognized by 
the Federation and regional representatives of 
the state, area and local central bodies selected 
by the Executive Council pursuant to a system
promulgated by the Council.

4. Questions shall be decided in accordance with 
the applicable provision of Article IV, Section 18
with the principal officer of each affiliated national
or international union casting votes in the number
of its members, the principal officer of each depart-
ment casting one vote, the representative of
each constituency organization and allied
retiree organization casting one vote and 
the regional representatives of the state, area 
and local central bodies casting one vote each. 

[The rest of the Section remains unchanged.]

CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT 1
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The proposed amendment would make four changes
to the federation’s governance structure to continue
and build on our progress and better ensure the 
federation’s governing bodies reflect the gender 
and racial diversity of the membership of the labor
movement.

First, the amendment would establish a policy that
each national or international union’s delegation to
an AFL-CIO Convention shall generally reflect the
racial and gender diversity of that union’s member-
ship. This policy would take effect at the federation’s
next regularly scheduled convention (i.e., 2009 on
the federation’s four-year Convention cycle). Unions
would be expected to make every effort to ensure
their AFL-CIO Convention delegations reflected 
the racial and gender diversity of their membership,
recognizing that changes may be needed to their
union’s approach for selecting or designating 
AFL-CIO Convention delegates in order to meet 
this requirement.

Second, the amendment seeks to build upon recent
progress in diversifying the Executive Council by
increasing by 50 percent the number of vice presi-
dent positions that must be filled by women and
people of color on any slate of vice presidential 
candidates presented to the Convention. Under the
current language, adopted by the Convention in
1995, at least 10 seats on any slate must be filled by
women and people of color; the proposed amend-
ment would increase this requirement to 15 seats.

Third, the amendment would further express the
federation’s commitment to an Executive Council

that is broadly representative of the diversity of the
labor movement, including women and people of
color, by establishing this principle in the section of
the Constitution authorizing the Executive Council
to fill vacancies on the Council. The amendment
directs the Executive Council to fill vacancies consis-
tent with the federation’s goal of achieving racial
and gender diversity on the Council.

Finally, the amendment would authorize the
Executive Council to establish and fill up to three
additional vice presidencies in order to increase the
racial and gender diversity of the Executive Council.
The vice presidencies established under this section
would not be permanent seats, but would expire at
the next regular Convention. 

Therefore, the Executive Council proposes the 
following amendments to Articles IV and VI:

A. Amend Article IV, Section 4(a) by adding to 
the end the following: Each national or inter-
national union and organizing committee
delegation shall generally reflect the racial
and gender diversity of its membership.

B. Amend Article VI, Section 1(f) to read as follows:
The Vice Presidents shall be elected by plurality vote,
and the 51 candidates receiving the highest number
of votes shall be elected. In the event of a tie vote, 
a second vote shall be taken only among the candi-
dates whose tie prevented the election of 51 Vice
Presidents. The candidates for Vice President shall 
be listed on the ballot in the order in which 
nominated. Any slate for vice presidential candidates

CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT 3
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presented to the convention during the nomination
process shall devote no fewer than 10 15 positions
to carrying out the commitment to an Executive
Council that is broadly representative of the diversity
of the membership of the labor movement, includ-
ing its women members and its members of color.
Each ballot must, to be valid, be voted for 51 candi-
dates for Vice President and must cast the full voting
strength of the delegate or affiliate voting.

C. Amend Article VI, Section 4 to read: In the event
of a vacancy in the office of Vice President by reason
of death, resignation, or otherwise, the Executive
Council shall have the power to fill the vacancy by
majority vote of all its members for the remainder 
of the unexpired term, consistent with the
Federation’s goal of achieving an Executive
Council that is broadly representative of the

diversity of the membership of the labor 
movement, including its women members
and its members of color.

D. Amend Article VI by adding at the end a new
Section 5: In furtherance of the Federation’s
goal of achieving an Executive Council that
is broadly representative of the diversity 
of the membership of the labor movement,
including its women members and its 
members of color, the Executive Council may
create up to three additional vice presiden-
cies and fill these positions with individuals
who will increase the racial and gender
diversity of the Council. Such additional 
vice presidencies shall expire at the next 
regular Convention.

 



The Executive Council proposes to substitute the fol-
lowing text for proposed Amendment 28, which on
July 22, 2005, was approved and recommended by
the Council for adoption by the Convention. 

Amend Article X (Executive Council) by renumber-
ing the existing Section 17 as Section 18, and adding
a new Section 17 as follows:

17.a. There shall be an Executive Committee
of the Executive Council, chaired by the
President.

b. The Executive Committee shall be com-
prised of a Vice President from each of the
10 largest affiliates (as determined on
February 1 of each year based on the average
monthly number of members on which per
capita tax was paid for the prior calendar
year), the three Executive Officers (who,
except for the President, shall be ex-officio
and nonvoting members) and up to nine
additional Vice Presidents from affiliates not
otherwise represented on the Committee,
who shall be appointed each year by the
President, in consultation with the
Executive Committee and with the approval
of the Executive Council, to ensure that the
Committee reflects the diversity of the labor
movement, including its women members
and members of color, as well as its sectoral
breadth. 

c. The Executive Committee shall be the 
governing body of this Federation between

meetings of the Executive Council. It is
authorized to establish the annual budget
for the Federation, upon the Finance
Committee’s recommendation. The Executive
Committee shall make recommendations to
the Executive Council regarding proposed
voluntary mergers of national and interna-
tional unions, and shall consider and recom-
mend new charters for approval by the
Executive Council in accordance with Article
III, Section 4. 

d. The Executive Committee shall meet upon
the call of the President at least four times
each year at a time and place designated by
the President. 

e. A majority of the members of the
Executive Committee shall constitute a quo-
rum for the transaction of the business of
the Committee.

f. The Executive Committee shall report to
the Executive Council on its activities and
recommendations.

Amend Article VII, Section 2 (President) to read as
follows:

Sec. 2. The President shall have authority to inter-
pret the Constitution between meetings of the
Executive Committee Council, and his interpreta-
tion shall be conclusive and in full force and effect
unless reversed or changed by the Executive
Committee, Executive Council or a convention.

CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT 28
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Amend Article V, Section 1 as follows:

Section 1
The officers shall consist of a President, a Secretary-
Treasurer and an Executive Vice President, who shall
be the Executive Officers, and 51 43 Vice Presidents;
provided that between conventions the Executive
Council shall have the power in the event of either
an affiliation with the AFL-CIO of a presently unaf-
filiated national or international union, after taking
all the circumstances into account or the arising
of other circumstances that implicate the
solidarity of the labor movement, to create an
one or more additional Vice Presidencyies pend-
ing the next regular election of Vice Presidents and
to select a members of such new affiliate to fill that
those positions until the next regular election; pro-
vided further that the number of such addi-
tional Vice Presidencies shall not exceed
eight.

Amend Article VI, Section 1(f) as follows:

(f) The Vice Presidents shall be elected by plurality
vote, and the 51 43 candidates receiving the highest
number of votes shall be elected. In the event of a
tie vote, a second vote shall be taken only among
the candidates whose tie prevented the election of
51 43 Vice Presidents. The candidates for Vice
President shall be listed on the ballot in the order in
which nominated. Any slate for vice presidential
candidates presented to the convention during the
nomination process shall devote no fewer than 15
positions to carrying out the commitment to an
Executive Council that is broadly representative of
the diversity of the membership of the labor move-
ment, including its women members and its mem-
bers of color. Each ballot must, to be valid, be voted
for 51 43 candidates for Vice President and must cast
the full voting strength of the delegate or affiliate
voting.

CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENT 31

Composition of Executive Council

 


	CHAPTER 1: LEADERSHIP
	Introduction
	PART A: LEADERSHIP
	Qualities of an Effective Leader
	Keys to Effective Local Union Leadership
	Checklist for Leadership Development
	Informal Inventory of Character Traits for Leadership
	Management vs. Leadership
	Tips for Women Achieving Influence and Leadership in Their Unions
	How to Establish a Human and Civil Rights or Women’sCommittee in Your Local Union
	What Can the Committee Do To Help Women, Minority, Disabled,and Older Workers?
	How To Make Your Committee Effective
	What Steps Should Be Taken To Create the Committee?
	Other Committee Activities

	USEFUL LINKS
	Useful Links

	PDFs
	Overcoming Barriers to Women in Organizing and Leadership
	Overcoming Barriers to People of Color in Union Leadership
	Attachments

	Resolution on Diversity and Full Participation--Adopted by the 21st Constitutional Convention of the AFL-CIO (October 1995)
	Diversity Principles--Adopted by the AFL-CIO Executive Council (March 2005)
	Unity Statement--Submitted bythe Labor Coalition for Community Action
	Resolution 2: A Diverse Movement Calls for Diverse Leadership--Adopted by the 25th Constitutional Convention of the AFL-CIO (July 2005)

	Constitutional Amendment 1--passed by the 25th Constitutional Convention of the AFL-CIO (July 2005)

	Constitutional Amendment 3--passed by the 25th Constitutional Convention of the AFL-CIO (July 2005)
	Constitutional Amendment 28--passed by the 25th Constitutional Convention of the AFL-CIO (July 2005)

	Constitutional Amendment 31--passed by the 25th Constitutional Convention of the AFL-CIO (July 2005)




	PART B: MENTORING
	A. What Is Mentoring?
	B. Mentoring Can Take Many Forms
	Mentoring in the Workplace
	Mentoring in the Local Union
	Cross-Gender Mentoring

	C. Why Mentoring?
	Federal Glass Ceiling Commission Cites Mentoring

	D. Benefits of Mentoring for Union Women
	1. Mentors Help the Protégé Learn the Ropes
	2. Mentors Enhance Self-Confidence
	3. Mentors Help the Protégé To Build Networks
	4. Mentors Prepare Tomorrow’s Leaders

	E. Selecting a Union Mentor
	F. Selecting a Protégé
	G. Typical Stages of the Mentoring Relationship
	Phase 1: Initiation
	Phase 2: Cultivation
	Phase 3: Separation
	Phase 4: Redefinition

	H. Workplace Mentoring Programs
	I. In Conclusion
	USEFUL LINKS
	Useful Links

	PDFs
	Good for Business_ Making Full Use of the Nation's Human Capital.pdf






