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With growth in women trade
union membership in India, it is
crucial to understand who car-
ries the trade union responsibili-
ties because past research has
discovered gap between women
membership and participation.
This article explores the trade
union participation of women in
a mixed gender union set up lo-
cated in the Eastern India. In the
case of women trade union mem-
bers “full participation remains
a myth” is a key finding of the
study. Masculine structure of en-
tire industry,lower social accep-
tance of women’s union activity
and existing family responsibili-
ties have made it difficult for
women to reach full participation.

The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 55, No. 1, July 2019 27

IntroductionInclusion and integration of womenin trade unions could draw upon bargain-ing power in favor of women issues andcould generate equal power distributionamong all its members, (Greene &Kirton,2002; Parker, 2002) and develop a senseof democracy (Blaschke, 2015). ThoughIndia has a 100 years history of tradeunionism, beginning its first movement in1918 (Elembilassery, 2018), however onlya few unions like Self EmployedWomen’s Association (SEWA) haveworked for women’s trade unionism(Menon, 2013).Women in SEWA aresuccessful in their efforts, still being awomen only union, might have a differ-ent scenario from a mixed gender union,as women behave differently in the pres-ence of male members (Kirton & Healy,2004). Forrest (1993) made a point thatinflux of women into labor force wouldlimit the trade union activities, caused bythe pseudo representation of women.Pseudo representation has been referredto as union membership without activework. Women lacking time for attendanceof committee meetings, not able to investtime for growth of trade unions, wouldbe a burden on other (male) union mem-
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bers. Women trade union membership inIndia has grown over time from 1351000in 1996 to 2512096 in 2014 (Trade Unionsin India, 2014), which grows the curios-ity to verify the argument of Forrest(1993) and explore the level of union par-ticipation.Studies on women union participationhave gained prominence in the last fourdecades (Anderson, 1978; Blaschke,2015; Greene & Kirton, 2002; Parker,2002; Ratnam & Jain, 2002) and discov-ered comparatively lower participation ofwomen as trade union members. Thereasons of non-participation and low in-volvement broadly pulled together in fac-tors like atti tudinal,  ideological(Lawrence, 1994) and social gender ste-reotypes, union norms, opportunity toparticipate (Ratnam & Jain, 2002) andthe absence of female leadership inunions (Marathe & Balasubramanian,2013). Some scholars defined the factorsof low participation as structural deter-minants and individual’s belief in union-ism, along with attitude and perceptiontowards the same (Lawrence, 1994).Ratnam and Jain (2002), have mentionedlower participation of women in tradeunions in India, however they mostly fo-cused at the union membership, not theactive participation. They looked atmacro level and have taken data fromthe major unions of India.Debate on union participation, mostlyresearched in developed countries(Anderson, 1978; Blaschke, 2015), mightvary on the parameters in developingcountries. Rarely any study has exploredthe level of actual participation of women

union members, office bearers or com-mittee members at the micro level, in theIndian context.In order to contribute tothis global agenda of women participa-tion in union activities, this study had triedto find out the level of participation inIndia. It also tried to trace the enablingand inhibiting factors behind the same.From the existing literature on trade unionparticipation, relevant dimensions havebeen selected for the study and datataken from one mixed gender trade unionset up in the Eastern India.
Theoretical BackgroundUnion participation could be segre-gated into two parts; first formal activi-ties like attending union meetings andpresent in the election; second informalactivities like helping at workplace andspeaking for unions. Klandermans (1986)pointed out that seeking informationabout union activities, showing interest foragreements, exercising union votingrights and emotional involvement wouldalso contribute to union participation.Discussing about union activities withothers also indicated union participation.McShane (1986) also argued that merelyhaving union membership may not dis-play the complete participation, ratherparticipation is multidimensional and sug-gested nine dimensions for trade unionsparticipation. The dimensions are: del-egate at national union convention, mem-ber of union branch committee, electedofficial in union branch, voted in latestcontract ratification, candidate in unionbranch election, being held any other ap-pointed position, voted in latest strikevote, voted in latest union election, num-
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ber of union meetings attended. Kellowayand Barling (1993) have given sevenunion participation dimensions such as:hold union office, serve on committees,attend union meetings, talk to union lead-ers, vote in elections, vote in other votes,reading union literature.
Women workers show lower incli-
nation towards unions and mostly
try to stay away from it.

Studies have explored theunion par-ticipation from several dimensionssuch aspsychology, attitudinal and demographics.Among all demographic variables, “gen-der” has been identified as a major one.Literature is ambiguous about women’sinclination towards trade unions. As perRatnam and Jain, (2002), and Clegg(1976), women workers show lower in-clination towards unions and mostly tryto stay away from it. However, accord-ing to Sinclair (1995) women carry strongconfidence in the principles of unionismlike men.They want to carry out unionwork along with men and carry tremen-dous potential to contribute towards it(Parker, 2002). As per a study on BPOemployees in India, women have dis-played favorable attitude towards unionin India (Sarkar, 2009);however, theiractual participation had not been re-vealed.Trade unions as democratic bodiesare expected to give equal opportunitiesto all their members, so as women rep-resent issues and participate in its deci-sion making process (Blaschke, 2015).Non-participation will deprive women

members from extending their viewpoints and will fail to put forward issuesrelated to women, result in non-fulfilmentof union democracy objective. Participa-tion could bring in more number ofwomen members and can project betteridentity of one union. Women unionistscan work towards formation of womenfriendly unions which could be a pre-con-dition for transforming traditional mascu-line view of trade unions.More bargaining power in the handsof women leaders can highlight morewomen related issues otherwise theseissues will be sidelined from the main-stream (Greene &Kirton, 2002; Kirton &Healy, 1999). Women bring sense of di-versity to the set up and, given properopportunity to exercise their beneficialrights, can generate faster and fruitfulresult (Parker, 2002). According toReddy (1981), entry of women into tradeunions might contribute to lower numberof strikes in India. Women members withtheir nurturing characters could avoidnumber of strikes and incidence of vio-lence by initiating discussion. For manyscholars (e.g. Forrest, 1993), increasedinflux of women into labor market is alimiting factor for future growth of thetrade union movement.  In a mixed gen-der union set up, women members mostlyshow concern for gender specific issuesin meetings in comparison to men whohardly show any concern for male issues(Pocock, 1997).As per the studies done on womenonly groups or separate unions, womenfeel more confident for taking decisionsin non-male atmosphere and feel the
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opposite in their presence. Even with allability for unionism, women showedhigher inhibition, lower confidence forparticipation in union activities in the pres-ence of male and mostly give up leader-ship roles to men (Kirton & Healy,2004).Presence of women in decisionmaking positions motivates women mem-bers in participation (Blaschke, 2015) bywitnessing one role model in the proxim-ity (Greene &Kirton, 2002). Number ofwomen council members/office bearersremaining low for many reasons dis-cussed above (Parker, 2000), has im-pacted women union participation nega-tively.
Women showed higher inhibition,
lower confidence for participation
in union activities in the presence
of male and mostly give up leader-
ship roles to men.

Availability of proper working frame-work and opportunity to contribute to-wards decision making encourages fe-male members for participation, howevertraditional union frameworks are mostlymale centric (Forrest, 2001), and couldpose problem for inclusion of women.Historically industrial relations and tradeunion activities remained dominated bymale issues and union atmosphere mostlylacked friendliness for women members(Greene &Kirton, 2002; Kirton, & Healy,1999).Trade union activities mostly influ-enced by majority view in the group(Parker, 2002) and the majority member-ship is male. Women issues found to bevague by male members, absence of rolemodels, dismissing women issues, not let-

ting women to get into dialogues and ex-isting social structure have made womenfeel inferior to men, develop lower con-fidence in their presence. Exclusion ofwomen members from holding importantpositions in union could be due to stron-ger existence “masculinity” in it and theway discussions and meetings were con-ducted, fail to accommodate women’sneeds, indicate women’s non-belonging-ness and discourage women to be partof it (Cooper, 2012;Forrest, 2001).In contrast, Anderson (1978) arguedthat personal factors play a more domi-nant role than union structural issues ininfluencing an individual’s decision forparticipation. The perceived pay off fromunions and the ability of the unions toachieve the objective of the members itwill lead to increased involvement.Lawrence (1994) stated that womenmembers’ lower union involvement islargely affected by attitudinal (like or dis-like for unionism), ideological barriers(different viewpoints) and loosely definedwork culture in unions.Women workers in newly industrial-ized countries in South Asia, amongwhich India is a prominent one, aremostly identified with lower wage aspi-rations and are ready to work for longerhours without decent workplace, becauseof their desperate need for earning(Standing, 1989). Women in this categoryare normally low paid as compared tomale employees, mostly determined bythe social constraints that bar womenfrom working and earning at par withmen. Female working poor, mostly seenin the unorganized labor force, find them-
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selves under several layers of hierarchystarting from class, gender, caste andethnicity (Sen, 2013). In addition to this,issues like sexual harassment atworkplaceand reduced job securityhavemade it even worse. These workers gen-erally donot react to the conditions asthey have a desperate need to earn forthe family and alternatives are very less,hence the role of trade unions turn moreimportant.
MethodologyData has been collected through in-depth face to face interviews from com-mittee members of one Contract Work-ers’ Union, located in one industrial townin the Eastern India. This is a new unionformed in 2012, affiliated to Indian Na-tional Trade Union Congress (INTUC).The members in this union have workedin contract positions as Patient SupportWorkers (PSW) in one prominentmultispecialty hospital, under an exter-nal vendor. As per the last data point, totalnumber of the union members were littleabove 650. Male and female ratio is al-most 3:2. The age of the participantsranged from 25 years to 40 years. Onlytwo persons studied till 10th standard inthis sample, rest did not complete school-ing. Prior verbal consent for participa-tion in research work has been takenthrough general secretary of this particu-lar union. The discussion has been keptopen-ended and participants have dis-cussed their organizational and personalissues. It has taken multiple rounds ofvisits to the hospital to generate trust andfamiliarity.

The reasons behindselecting thisunion are:first, a significant number iswomen union members, second, it has 4female members in a committee of 11.Data was collected in two phases: firstin September 2015 and second in Sep-tember 2018. During phase I the uniondid not have any election as such, onlyvolunteers were leading the union.Therefore,in the second phase follow upinterviews were conducted. The secondphase was conducted when there alreadywas an election in March 2018 and allthe elected members were heading theunion. Except one, all the committeemembers were those holding the positionsince the last 6 years.During first phase, total number ofparticipants were 11. In the first phase,9 female members were interviewed outof whom 4 were committee members(Yoshada, Rupa, Shabina, Mamta), andthe rest were union members (Ahalya,Shikha, Sandhya, Pratima, Renu).Pseudonames have been used for confidential-ity. In the second phase, only 5 membersof the first could be traced. The generalsecretary Ashok, the treasurerGhanshyam and three female committeemembers (Yoshada,Rupa and Mamta).Only Ashok gave his extensive interviewon their union activities in the last 3 years.All the interviews were noted on paperand later analyzed.
FindingsFrom the analysis,three themesevolved:i)Full participation is a myth forwomen, ii) Continuation of masculineleadership, iii) Concentrated participation.
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Full participation is a myth: Fromthe in-depth discussions with union mem-bers, it became clear as per the dimen-sions provided by scholars in the litera-ture, women have not achieved full par-ticipation in the union in this study. Thedimensions considered here are:(1) seek-ing information about union activities, (2)showing interest for agreements, (3) del-egate at national union convention, (4)member of union branch committee, (5)elected official in union branch (holdingoffice bearing position), (6) voted in thelatest contract ratification, (7) candidatein union branch election, (8) voted in thelatest union election, (9) number of unionmeetings attended and (10) talked tounion leaders. These dimensions aretaken from the list as per the need of thestudy. All the 10 points were valid for thisunion. Dimensions like being a delegateat national union convention and electedofficial was fully absent in relation towomen in this study. This union has rep-resentation at national level union meet-ings, but it is always the general secre-tary or other male members have at-tended. Even though they have 4 com-mittee members in the union office noneof them occupied any office bearers’position. The number of female memberssubscribed to the union have grown inbetween phase 1 and phase 2 data col-lection, however, the level of women par-ticipation remained unchanged.

Yashoda found to be one and onlyactive female participant in this study.Rupa, Shabina and Mamta have ex-pressed their personal reasons for notcontributing to the union activities. In thefirst phase interview Shabina told that shewas not interested in the role and in thesecond phase she was not part of thecommittee. Rupa and Mamta found thatthe union can function even without theirparticipation. The number of meetingsthey have attended was very low in thecase of all the three members, but Rupaand Mamta got re-elected for their roles.Yashoda has her husband’s support inattending all the evening meetings and sheis also a person behind the formation ofthis union.One participant’s (Shikha) husbandis not in favor of her union activities, soshe has never gone beyond paying themonthly subscription fees. Pratima is asingle bread earner of her family and hasher sick husband at home to care for. Shewas too tired to attend the meetings inthe evenings. Sandhya’s daughters are inmarriageable age, so she wants to spendsome time with them before they marry.Ahalya is a widow, mother of two teen-age sons, stays with her maternal fam-ily. The household chores have beenmanaged by her extended family and shecould manage her union activities.Ahalyais not a committee member. Union mem-bers expect the jobs to be made perma-nent and paid all the perks and salariesat par with permanent employees. As perone participant (Renu), most of the timethey do not know why specific topicshave not been discussed, why not wageincrement issues? They have also
Even though they have 4 commit-
tee members in the union office
none of them occupied any office
bearers’ position.
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pointed out absence of women specificissues, rather always general mattershave filled the committee agenda.
Continuation of masculinity: Eventhough there are 4 female committeemembers in the union committee of 11,none of the women occupied any officebearers’ positions. One woman,Yashodhawho was the brain child behind forma-tion of this union, having elected as com-mittee member, still didnot opt for anyoffice bearing position. Her husband ad-vised her to a form union if they want toget rid of their exploitations, so she hadall the support from her husband to moveahead with it. She has all her childrengrown up, so not really burdened byhousehold responsibilities. But her ownbelief that men should do all that workpulls her back from holding any position.Women never go for representing theunion at the district level, state level ornational level trade unions meets. It’s al-ways the general secretary Ashok whowent for all those activities. Yashodha didface management fury for trying to formthe union, still never wanted to occupyany office bearer’s role.Another important aspect that cameout in all such places during the inter-views is the whole structure of unionfunctioning. The management being maledominated, if these women want to dis-cuss something with them, the genderdynamics comes into the picture. Second,in all such meetings as at state level ordistrict level union conventions, the ma-jority are male, mostly organized in thenight which necessitates travelling andhence females normally donot find it ap-

pealing to attend. Finally, in the case ofmeeting labor commissioner or any law-yer etc. also the same gender dynamicsgets surfaced. Thus,the male memberstake the responsibility of attending localINTUC meetings, national level meet-ings, visiting labor commissioner’s officeetc. Male members have their own ve-hicles to rush wherever they want. Thus,the overall structure has created inhibi-tion in women.
The overall structure has created
inhibition in women.

They have one “best employee of themonth award”, for which one personwould be selected who received INR500. But the people who are active mem-bers of the union have never been se-lected for the award. These kind of inci-dents have created job insecurity amongworkers, so as the participation. The ba-sic motivation behind keeping women inthe union committee has been that ithelped them organizing peaceful meet-ings because management could notspeak slangs in-front of women andshowed best of its behavior.The basicfeature in woman union leader is com-posure and calm. One participant,Ahalya,accepted that even though she was verymuch inclined for the union, she has notopted for any committee member’s role.The reason lies in her short-tempered per-sonality trait, thus unfit for the unionneeds. The same thing has been verifiedthrough the general secretary. As per theGeneral Secretary,when the bargainingpower is so low, they cannot discuss withanger. Yashodha, has also mentioned the



Sasmita Dash

34 The Indian Journal of Industrial Relations, Vol. 55, No. 1, July 2019

same. Everyone believed women shouldnot fight in the union meetings.The treasurer who was the eldestparticipant in this study, had witnessedmuch worse conditions in the workplacein the past, when there was no union.Whenever they tried to seek help frompolitical leaders or unions outside, theresult was always very bad. As perGhanshyam, “they will …. break all theglasses, make all noise…but this is a hos-pital, we don’t want such things here….It took many years to form thisunion…Management never wanted us tounionize…..this is a hospital ...peace ismost important”.

Concentrated participation: Onlya set people had worked hard for the for-mation this union, they are holding keypositions. There was hardly any changein the committee members and officials,in the last election. Only one committeemember Shabina, who opted out in the

election, had made her point for not be-ing interested in the union. In her firstinterview she told, she was part of an-other union before this focal union wasformed. As she had prior experience, hername has been recommended for thecommittee, but she had never attendedany of the meetings. When the actualelection happened she did not nominateherself for the position. Again, amongthose involved, male members havehandled a major part of the union respon-sibilities. President of the union is an out-sider, with very low involvement. Femalemembers discuss the issues on the hos-pital wards during working hours, if theyget free time. The discussion was alsoconfined to a few women in the union.As observed during the interviews, thesewomen also need to keep the topics con-fidential, as they felt management neverwanted them to be united. Female com-mittee members donot want any changein the leadership, as things are done wellby Ashok and others.
Table 1 Enabling &Inhibiting Factors for Union ParticipationEnabling Factors Inhibiting FactorsOpportunity to join and contribute, spousal/ Lower confidence, stereotypes about female,family support for union activity, ideological expectation mismatch, meeting timings, familymatch, availability of time to contribute, responsibilities, inability to bond with otherbonding with other members,match in perceived members, absence of scope for contribution,pay off, orientation to bring change. female issues not covered, dominated by male,only few work actively, free riding attitude.
Discussion & ConclusionThe objective of this study was to findthe level of trade union participation ofwomen and the reasons behind it. With 4females in a committee of 11 and 40%of the union members as females, this un-

doubtedly displayed a case of higher rep-resentation. However, about women par-ticipation, the findings were dicey. Twomajor findings were: first, they are yet toreach the full participation in trade unionactivities, as none of the committee mem-bers had taken up any office bearer’s
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position, all the positions have been heldby male members which indicates thecontinuation of lower confidence level ina mixed gender union set up, where fe-male give up leadership roles to males(Kirton & Healy, 2004).
Family members’ acceptance of
union activities came out as a fac-
tor behind women’s union partici-
pation.

Second, remaining absent in meet-ings is not lower inclination towards unionactivities, rather it was related to the timefactors. Women have their own familyresponsibilities and hence could not de-vote extra time for union activities on aregular basis. Family members’ accep-tance of union activities came out as afactor behind women’s union participa-tion. This is a case of a trade union wherethe female members are not very low innumber. As per the General Secretary,the actual participation of women andmany other union members very low.When the idea of formation of the unioncame up, women workers came forwardto join union but only few showed activeinterest for its functioning. “Some peopleeven do not know how life changed byunion effort, they feel management turn-ing better automatically” said Ashok,General Secretary. This is indicative ofa lower level of awareness about unionfunctioning among all its members andthey need knowledge about union activi-ties to come forward to participate. Thisalso is a classic case of free riding verywell prevalent in union activities (Booth,1985), which indicates enjoying fruits of

group bargaining, without incurring anycost for it.Though as per statistics women unionmembership has grown over time (TradeUnions in India, 2014), women’s repre-sentation is not sufficient to ensure thattheir issues receive attention. Some find-ings match with those from previous stud-ies done in India viz.union activities, bynature, are time consuming, meetingscarried out in the evenings, male orientedstructure, low number of women in of-fice or committee, family responsibilityresulting in less time or energy todevotetowards any other unpaid work(Blaschke, 2015; Ratnam & Jain, 2002).Forrest’s (1993) finding that influx ofwomen would put burden on trade unionis also found to be true in this case. How-ever, male members in this study, havenot complained against it, rather they havetaken this non-participation for granted,may be the power is concentrated in afew hands.
Traditional theories and models on
trade unions found to be mostly
suitable for men and failed to ac-
commodate women in itThough, as Pocock(1997) said,women would always highlight womenspecific issues in a mixed gender unionsetup, but here theyhave discussed moregeneral issues that might be a factor be-hind low participation. Traditional theo-ries and models on trade unions found tobe mostly suitable for men and failed toaccommodate women in it (Forrest,1993). Women union activities studied in
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isolation without social factors integratedin to it, might fail to project the full sce-nario.
In a highly traditional society like
India where males have always
been given an upper status, women
giving up their leadership roles to
the males seems obvious.Even though all the studies in rela-tion to women union participation havebeen done in western context like in Aus-tralia, Germany, Britain, Canada etc.with different social values, but the find-ings are not very different in the Indiancontext. Women still continue as tokensand are kept to maintain peace in theunion meetings, lacking time or energyfor extra unpaid work and feeling lessconfident in the presence of men. Sur-prisingly, two committee members whohave not contributed to the union activi-ties in the past still continue as commit-tee members since years. In a highly tra-ditional society like India where maleshave always been given an upper status,women giving up their leadership rolesto the males seems obvious. The per-ceived power distance also played itsrole, in feeling less confident in presenceof male.

ImplicationsAfter opening up of economy, thenumber of contract workers have grownsignificantly in India, in almost all kindsof jobs (Saini, 2010), so as the chancesof labor exploitations. In contrast, unionactivities have been reduced in India over

a period of time in order to establish in-dustrial peace and to attract foreigninvestors.Women being a major part ofthis exploited contract laborforce, also asa gender more susceptible to discrimina-tions, are in double difficulty, so need torepresent their viewpoints throughunions. Because, if labor issues are notseen through union lenses, some issuesmight remain unidentified. However, inabsence of active participation in unionactivities, women fail to raise or resolvetheir issues and these unresolved issuesfurther discourage women from expect-ing any gain from union activities. Like adownward spiral, low participation lead-ing to even lower participation.Trade union education could be anempowering mechanism for union par-ticipation (Greene & Kirton, 2002), couldconvert representation into participation.Contract workers have been protectedthrough Contract Labor Abolition andRegulation Act, 1970 and many more.The knowledge of legal system, laborrights, modifications in the laws etc. couldalso be easily transferred to workersthrough trade unions, which might in-crease interest and participation in tradeunion activities. A nation filled with pov-erty, economic inequity and higher unem-ployment rate makes the role of tradeunions even more crucial but difficult inabsence of active participation of all itsmembers.
Limitations & Future ResearchThis is study has some limitations.With a small sample size, it cannot as-certain the statistical significance. Done
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on a contract workers union, it cannotbe generalized for larger populations orin different union setups.Overall partici-pation could be captured by a quantita-tive survey method on a bigger sample.Participants had been met at their work-place, which might have constrained in-depth discussion on certain personal is-sues. Future research can consider thesematters.
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