
Introduction
The General Federation of Trade Unions (GFTU) is an
educational trust serving parts of the trade union movement
in the UK. Prior to 2001 the GFTU had no particular
experience of development education. In a context in which
trade union representatives came to courses with tales of
mass redundancies and factory closures (especially in some
of the more traditional manufacturing industries such as
clothing and textiles), I and key colleagues in the GFTU
came to believe that there was a need for a response to such
issues in addition to the traditional industrial and political
campaigning and protesting. Part of that response had to lie
in an examination of the global pressures that were
impinging upon workplaces in Hinckley or Oldham. We
believed that an understanding of the global forces at play
would help representatives and their members to understand
the context in which their employment existed. From that
understanding could come the beginnings of ideas and
strategies to tackle more effectively the difficult issues, such
as redundancies, that arose from it. 

The project objectives
Beyond a generalised belief in the ability of education to
empower, one of the big questions that needed to be
answered at an early stage was,
‘What are our objectives in bringing
a global dimension into workplace
representative education?’ We knew
that trade union reps are leaders and
opinion shapers within their
workplace, both among their peers
and as negotiating partners with
employers, and that these attributes
could usefully be harnessed to bring
some understanding of global issues
into their work. This, of course, still begs the question, as
globalisation does not come value-free, but is hotly
contested. We wanted to provide reps with the tools,
arguments and facts that would promote enduring trade
union principles of equality, justice, fairness, freedom and
eradication of poverty (a timid agenda!). They would then be
able to counter unfettered free market analyses put forward
by employers and others and build support amongst their
constituents, in their unions, and with their employers, for
our (and their) agenda. Our vision was for the trade union
rep in a clothing factory to be able to ask questions of
his/her employer, such as, ‘How can you be sure that your

fabric supplier is adhering to the core International Labour
Organisation (ILO) labour standards?’ and to demand
evidence to back up any claims. On the shop floor or in the
union meeting we wanted the rep to be able to build support
for workers in developing countries, secure in the knowledge
that by supporting enhanced labour conditions in Bangladesh
that they were taking small steps in resist the ‘race to the
bottom’ and thus help protect (albeit in small ways) the
employment of workers here in the UK. We knew that
progress on such an agenda would be slow, incremental and
painstaking and it would be the evaluation of the project that
would determine how far this ambitious plan had been
achieved. 

The project methods
A second question concerned how these objectives might be
achieved. Assistance in this task came from officials at the
Department for International Development, who agreed to
co-fund the project. Their view was that global dimensions
should become integrated into the core education programme
and not be an additional bolt-on. They were also concerned
that such work should be sustainable in the long-term.
Integration was dealt with by introducing a graded system of
intervention, from a foundation level where global issues,

such as the work of the international
trade union movement, or the role of
the ILO, would be introduced to
students. A second, intermediate level
was introduced where appropriate.
This would involve a session on, for
instance, negotiating around supply
chains. Full courses were also
introduced on specific topics such as
child labour. Sustainability was
locked in by accrediting learning

outcomes in the intermediate and full courses thus ensuring
compliance for the future to meet the validating body’s
requirements (in this case the Open College Network
(OCN)). It should be noted that most of the courses are two-
day, one OCN-credit courses.

Evaluation
External evaluators validated as appropriate this twin-track
approach with just one concern: whether the introduction of
such new and different material (in a trade union reps
education context) was too quick. There were implications
not just for students but also for tutors and the education
team at GFTU. A two-day tutor-training seminar was run at
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... an understanding of the
global forces at play would

help representatives and
their members to understand

the context in which their
employment existed.



which teaching staff were briefed on the objectives and some
of the major issues. Handling new material is common place
for tutors throughout education and international
perspectives proved to be no major hurdle for those willing
to familiarise themselves with the subject matter.

As the courses were rolled out, an evaluation process was
put in place. Students were assessed on their prior
knowledge at the beginning of a course and assessed again at
the end for immediate learning outcomes. This exercise
demonstrated that there was a step change in learning and
perspectives in the short term. An issue did arise as to
whether this level of evaluation intervention in any way
distorted the findings and subsequent evaluation techniques
showed that there was some evidence of a ‘Hawthorne
effect’ (a set of experiments by Elton Mayo in the 1920s and
1930s which found that the very act of evaluating had an
impact on the results). The question is, does this matter? Not
if ongoing evaluation is built into course and learning
designs, but it does make it more difficult to strip out the
effectiveness of the course design and teaching methods
from the effect of the evaluation.

Long-term impact has always been difficult to assess, as
it is problematic to demonstrate a direct causal link between
an educational event and an action taken weeks or months
later. The evaluators attempted to overcome this problem by
interviewing students and asking what they had done as a
result of the course they attended eight weeks ago. This was
not a precise or wholly accurate measure but, given the
demand by project owners and sponsors to determine the
effect of bringing global dimensions into the trade union
representative classroom, it was necessary to have some
measure of success.

Lessons learnt
Some of the key lessons that were learnt through

evaluation from the early stages of the project, which have
gone into informing the ongoing work, are:

• Responses by trade union reps to global issues are
diverse. For a few it was of little interest; for many it
was of interest in the same way as employment law or
health and safety; for some it was hugely fascinating
and important. The task of the ongoing work is to
continue to engage the sceptics; to enable those
interested to take the knowledge back into their
workplaces and union and; to encourage the enthusiasts
to take on ‘champion’ roles within their organisations.

• More focus needed to be directed to ‘bringing it back
home’. Trade union reps like to be able put into
practical action the skills and knowledge they obtain on
courses. Providing ideas and examples of how to do this
is important, otherwise frustration will build up.

• Some students encountered organisational resistance.
They found it hard to get international issues seriously
discussed by their national union for example. Again
this led to a sense of frustration and a key objective of
the ongoing work is to try to overcome this resistance.

• Rigorous evaluation at the formative stage provides
benchmarks for project management. Much has been
written about the role and processes of evaluation in a
development education context (see for example
‘Measuring Effectiveness in development education’,
DEA September 2001; and ‘Learning for the Global
Society’, GENE, 2003) and it is not suggested here that
many of the evaluation problems were overcome.
Perhaps one of the most valuable roles of evaluation is
as an additional project management tool.

Conclusion
So, are there now cohorts of union reps who boldly negotiate
on global issues and who fearlessly promote international
development as a trade union priority? The answer, not
surprisingly, is that there are many reps who take a keen
interest and who are beginning to do just that, but there is
much more work to be done to embed fully an international
perspective into the daily work of the reps and their unions.
As a first foray into development education the project is
proving to be successful. Trade unionists are interested in
global issues. The challenge is to ensure that interest and
enthusiasm are turned into action. Globalisation is here to
stay for the foreseeable future. Let us try to guide it, however
minimally, in a direction which will benefit the poor and
dispossessed wherever they may be.

Andy Harvey was until recently the Education Officer
of the General Federation of Trade Unions and was the
Project Director of the first two years of the project
described above. He now works freelance and is an
external evaluator of the ongoing GFTU development
education project. He is available for advice and
consultancy on, inter alia, evaluations, project
management, project delivery and bid writing.
andy_harvey@blueyonder.co.uk 
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