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Different perspectives
Clearly business, trade unions and DFID have different
priorities. Business and trade unions may have a vested
interest in understanding and communicating the effects of
global interdependence but their perspectives, and the
language used to interpret these effects, differ. Neither sees
promoting awareness of development issues and poverty
reduction as their raison d’être.

In turn DFID needs to better understand trade union and
business priorities, appreciate what both groups feel they
already contribute to international development by their day-
to-day activities and learn to articulate more precisely why
raising awareness of international development issues amongst
business stakeholders and trade union members is in the
interest of all parties.

Influencing factors
Unions emphasise that they are not development agencies but
they are increasingly dealing with international issues. Union
interest and initiatives are influenced by a recognition of the
global perspective, with membership interest and
understanding connecting day-to-day concerns to the global
issues which are increasingly affecting job security, pay and
conditions and workers’ rights. This also includes specific
shared concerns with the development agenda. For example,
social justice, citizenship and human rights are at the core of
unions’ agendas, although interpretation tends to be
UK/European-centric. Awareness of global interdependence
and realisation of solidarity with workers in developing
countries is strong in some unions, but issues such as
sustainable development and cultural diversity tend not to be

interpreted in an international context. Some initiatives reflect
current priorities and existing structures but many are the
result of a personal interest by key individuals, and
development awareness is only starting to be embedded in
institutional consciousness. 

Many business activities are closely related to corporate
social responsibility (CSR) activities. The type of activity
depends on the message to be conveyed and the intended
audience. Industries subject to consumer, regulatory and
increasingly shareholder pressure are active to some extent (eg
retailing, extractive industries, food and drink), together with
those that have a large global impact (eg the motor industry’s
interest in sustainability). The least active companies are non-
banking ones offering business-to-business services. 

CSR policies are global, and companies rarely view issues
other than human rights as particular to the South. Therefore,
raising awareness about the South, its challenges and
achievements, is not an end in itself. Where geo-political
divides are considered, they can be seen as threatening (eg the
threat to ethnic textile firms posed by Southern imports). 

A few companies committed to CSR aim to reach a
number of different stakeholders including staff, suppliers,
sub-contractors, business partners, customers, government,
civil society organisations, local communities, investors and
shareholders. Notable examples include the Body Shop, Coop
Bank and BT who have actually undertaken globalisation
awareness-raising beyond the CSR agenda. This has been a
result of business interests strongly reinforced by the vision
and commitment of senior management. Others focus more
narrowly on the needs of their personnel and their
suppliers/sub-contractors/business partners. 

For most companies, however, wider international
development issues are not addressed, and greater awareness
may even be seen as a threat to business (eg forcing disclosure
of the impact of poor working conditions).

Current activities
Unions
Most unions still rely on traditional forms of union education
to implement development awareness education (eg
international issues courses/workshops, articles in in-house
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magazines). However, there is a small but significant body of
experience of alternative approaches at a variety of levels and
although unions feel that this is encouraging, they also feel
that they are only currently scratching the surface.

Current priorities, existing structures and personal interest
result in development education being integrated into union
education programmes in some unions, whereas in others
provision is extremely limited or inconsistent with no clear
strategy in place. Activities are conducted by individual
unions, union umbrella organisations (TUC, CTUC) and in
partnership with NGOs, and can be carried out at national,
regional, branch and individual levels.

Examples include: the TUC International Development
Group, which aims to improve liaison and information flows
on globalisation and development issues; the T&G
Development Education Project, which aims to increase
awareness of T&G members and reps of international
development in the context of the workplace and industry; and
an example of a joint union-NGO partnership includes the
IFWEA/WEA (Workers’ Educational Association) – union
International Study Circle project which used internet-based
global distance learning programmes on globalisation with
international affiliates and their members.

Unions and union/NGO projects are beginning to use web
sites and internet technology as a development education tool,
which offers considerable potential to reach large numbers of
grass-roots members.

Business
Many companies unintentionally inform their workforce,
customers or suppliers about international development issues
as part of their routine activities (eg in the inappropriate
images of life in developing countries or in articulating the
difficulties of doing “normal business” in developing
countries). This unintentional communication may reinforce
inaccurate perceptions, or may create new perceptions of the
type of work or trade being undertaken overseas by the
company concerned. 

Explicit learning activities tend not to be seen as a priority
for UK businesses unless they need to know about certain
related subjects in order to do their jobs, deliver their
contracts, or, in relation to customers, to add value to their
purchasing decisions.

Examples of company activities include the use of web
sites, internet and intranet, annual reports, customer
polls/questionnaires and above-the-line advertising like
campaigns run by the Body Shop and Shell to communicate
with a public audience. For communicating with staff and
internal audiences the intranet, newsletters, codes of conduct
and partnerships with NGOs are used. To communicate with
other companies the internet, presentations/conferences and
formal training are examples of current activity.

Some individual companies do have longer-term
partnerships with NGOs – for example, Severn Trent has a
strong partnership with WaterAid – but these partnerships
tend to focus on corporate philanthropy.

Business organisations are another potentially important

channel to encourage business activity in the development
education agenda. Current perspectives and awareness focus
on CSR, employee volunteering (in local communities or with
charities), multiculturalism and other community involvement
that is usually through sponsorship for an event or project.

Key findings
Some of the unions and businesses interviewed by the
research team raised the question as to why they should
actively promote the interests of other countries that in some
instances are actual competitors. More broadly, however, the
findings suggest that key people in both the trade unions and
business are actively promoting international development
issues from both a humanitarian perspective and through links
to wider strategies. This is a good starting point and one from
which to build.

A number of trade unions are already active in this area
and have started to document and analyse the lessons learnt
from their development awareness-raising activities.
Successful activities are ones where clear links have been
established between members’ concerns and development
issues, and where development has been integrated into
mainstream education and training programmes. 

Over and above the active interest of concerned
individuals, business will only consider development
awareness-raising where development issues coincide with
direct business interests. With certain exceptions, there has
been little success in engaging business in more general
awareness-raising activity in the area of international
development.

Some unions would like to work more closely with
companies in this area, and this partnership could lead to a
recognition of the shared interests of the two groups.
Currently, however, both unions and business are more likely
to turn to NGOs as partners rather than each other. 

Making the case for business and trade union
engagement
If DFID is to make a convincing case for further business and
trade union engagement in the promotion of international
development issues, it will mean developing coherent
arguments that demonstrate why this is of interest and
relevance to them and how it will contribute to their primary
goals. 

There are a number of drivers that prompt action. These are
similar for both unions and business and include individual
commitment, the need to understand and respond to the
impacts of globalisation and a concern for human resource
development in the membership or workforce.

Finding a common language
The three constituencies vary considerably in the way they
address key awareness-raising topics. The language and terms
used by each group reflect their specific priorities and values.
DFID’s use of development ‘jargon’ can be a significant
barrier to working together even where there are areas of
common ground. There is a considerable challenge therefore



The Development Education Journal Volume 8 Number 1 2001 • 9

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E

to ‘translate’ the aims of development education into language
that has relevance and resonance with business and trade
unions and their audiences in the UK. 

Identifying ‘complementary’ objectives
DFID, trade unions and business do not share common goals
and therefore their motives for getting involved in the
promotion of development awareness will be significantly
different. The challenge is not to find ‘common’ goals but
rather to explore ‘complementary’ goals. This is likely to
breed a far deeper understanding of the diversity of approach
and values within DFID, unions and business.

Building a strategy
The research team recommended that DFID should build a
strategy for working successfully in partnership with unions
and business. Aspects highlighted include:

• creating development awareness materials and
information that is relevant, appropriate and accessible to
business and trade union audiences 

• giving priority to those projects/activities that emphasise
capacity-building and will produce materials and
experience that can be more widely shared

• recognising and building on the specific characteristics
and strengths of business and trade unions

• taking different approaches to working with trade unions
and business in recognition of their different levels of
engagement and their divergent priorities

• building on existing activities, structures and processes

• emphasising the importance of both depth and spread of
impact

• developing methodologies for measuring impact on the
general public and sector (business or trade unions).

Initiatives most likely to have impact
Projects and initiatives that are most likely to be successful
and have impact should build on existing activity or
established organisational structures and processes. Examples
include:

Overall, the research highlights the importance of recognising
the different priorities and perspectives of trade unions,
business and DFID and the need to ‘translate’ the aims of
development education into language with relevance and
resonance for each constituency. Any DFID strategy for
working in partnership with unions and business should
explore the complementary, rather than common, goals of all
three groups and build on existing activities and established
organisational structures.
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For more information about the findings in the full report,
contact: Information Officer, The Resource Centre for the
Social Dimensions of Business Practice, 15-16 Cornwall
Terrace, Regent’s Park, London NW1 4QP tel: 0207 467
3617 email: re.sdbp@iblf.org 

Union initiatives
Sharing Experience To give unions the opportunity to hear
about the experiences of other unions already implementing
development awareness-raising activities and to explore for
themselves what can be learned from those experiences and
applied in their own settings.
Labour Standards To develop sustainable national and local
initiatives on core labour standards that raise their profile and
make them fundamental human rights issues, encouraging
members to develop a global perspective on their day-to-day
concerns and activities. 
Training Trainers To give providers of union training the
opportunity to hear international presentations on successful
initiatives incorporating international development perspectives
into traditional training courses and to explore for themselves
what can be applied in their own education programmes.

Business initiatives
Staff Education Companies may not see the business
reasons for educating their stakeholders about international
development, but some have an organisational commitment to
lifelong learning for employees. This could be extended to
incorporate international development issues in general
corporate training packages. 
Social and Environmental Auditing and Reporting The
focus on corporate accountability and transparency offers a
new opportunity, via the consultation and reporting processes,
to air and discuss a wider range of issues within companies
and with company stakeholders.
Adding Value Activities that systematically access and share
the experiences of staff who are sent overseas, incoming
secondees or sponsored students from developing countries
and staff participating in community/fund-raising development
activities would raise awareness of these issues with a wide
group of company personnel.

Business organisations projects
Widening the Net Little information about CSR or
international development issues reaches UK-based medium-
sized and smaller companies, as policy makers tend to meet
with (and be influenced by) the same self-reinforcing group of
larger companies. Projects that specifically target medium and
smaller companies (eg through national business
organisations) would address this.

Union and business joint initiatives
Processes and People To increase understanding of the
processes and personal realities that lie behind a product and
corporate purchasing decisions, and to find ways to inform
stakeholders (workforce, suppliers, customers) of related
development issues.


