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STEWARDS’ HANDBOOK 
 

Thank you for getting involved in your union, and 
congratulations on becoming a UNISON steward. 

 

This booklet aims to give you the information you may 
need about UNISON and your Branch as you start out as a 

Steward.   
  

 
Where do I 

start? 
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The Branch 

 
Branch office 
 
The UNISON Essex Branch Office is currently located in the regional office in Church Lane 
House, Chelmsford.  It is open Monday to Friday, 8.30am to 4.30pm.  Visitors are welcome 
by appointment only. 
 
What the branch office can do for you 
 
The Branch Office is for you to use as a resource to enable you to carry out your duties as a 
union representative.  If the staff can’t answer your query straight away, they can put you in 
touch with the relevant person. 
 
The Branch Office can order resources and campaign materials for you, organise mailings, 
and provide you with lists of members in your workplace.  Please note that these lists are 
strictly confidential and must not be shared with anyone. 
 
Branch office staff 
 

The office has three administrative staff:  

 Rebecca, Office Manager, works full time. 

 James, Branch Administrator, works Mondays, Tuesdays and alternate Wednesdays. 

 Jill, Branch Administrator, works Thursdays, Fridays and alternate Wednesdays.   
 

The administrative team are the members’ first point of contact on the phone or via email, 
and will be able to help with any administrative needs.  They can also forward any other 
queries you might have to the relevant caseworker or the regional office. 
 

Hazel, the Branch Organiser, works primarily with our members employed in schools and 
colleges.  Hazel attends meetings in schools and assists stewards with any queries. 
 

 
In addition, the Branch employs two caseworkers for those members who do not have 
representatives in their workplace: Steve is full time and supports members at meetings and 
over the telephone, while Tamara works on Thursdays advising members by telephone.   
  

 

UNISON Essex was formed in July 2016 and represents members working 
in all corners of public services; from school support staff to those in the 

charity and voluntary sector, healthcare workers to outsourced carers and 
maintenance. 

 
We currently have around 8000 members working for over 1000 different 

employers. 
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Regional and National Setup 

 

UNISON Essex falls within the Eastern Region, which has two regional offices, one in 
Chelmsford and one in Bury St Edmunds, where Regional Staff are based.  The Branch 
refers matters to Region which require legal interpretation or are very complex cases.  
UNISON has a National Office in London, where national campaigns/negotiations take 
place. 
 
Please note that stewards should always contact the Branch Office in the first 
instance.  It is only Branch Officers who can refer matters to the Regional or National 
Offices. 
 
The Branch will elect representatives yearly to serve on Regional Council and Regional 
Committees.  The bodies include representatives from Branches all over the Eastern 
Region.  The Branch also elects members to sit on various national bodies. 

 
 

Ways to get Involved 

 

Branch Officers 
 
Like stewards, Branch Officers are all volunteers and are elected by the membership at the 
AGM each year.  The Branch Officers are all members of the Branch who are employed in 
some aspect of public service work. 
 
For a full list of Branch Officers, including vacant positions, please see the back page. 
 
 
Branch Committees/Sub committees 
 
The Branch has a Branch Committee meeting every two months.  All stewards are invited to 
this meeting and should try to come along when they can; we also try to offer a video link for 
those unable to attend in person.  This is where Branch decisions are made and current 
topics affecting our members are discussed.   
 
The Branch also has a Staffing Sub-Committee, which discusses and makes decisions on 
issues concerning branch-employed staff.  If you are interested in joining this Sub-
Committee, please contact the Branch Office. 
 
 
Self Organised Groups (SOGs) 
 
There are currently no Self Organised Groups 
up and running in the Branch.  Anyone 
interested in setting one up should contact 
the Branch Office.  There are four categories: 
Black Members, Disabled Members, LGBT, 
and Women’s groups. 
 
However, regional SOGs are active and if you 
are interested in attending and would like to 
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be nominated by the Branch as a delegate, please contact the Branch Office. 
Conferences 

The Branch sends delegates to conferences throughout the year.  Conferences are a great 

way to be involved, as we are a member-led union and the decisions made at conference 

shape the work UNISON does for all members.  We send delegates to: 

 National Delegate Conference – the governing body of the union, the motions passed 

here will determine the rules and directions of UNISON for the year. 

 National Black Members’ Conference 

 National Women’s Conference 

 National Disabled Members’ Conference 

 National LGBT Conference 

 Local Government Conference 

 Health Conference 

 Community Conference 

There are also opportunities to attend 
seminars and regional conferences.  The 
Branch will email regularly about these 
conferences, but if you are interested please 
get in touch with the Branch Office for more 
information.  The Branch will take care of 
your travel and accommodation and will pay 
expenses, in return for attendance at 
conference and a report describing your 
experience. 
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Time off and expenses 
 
If your employer recognises UNISON, employment law states that you are entitled to 
“reasonable” time off to carry out your duties – this is entirely open to interpretation by 
employers.  Some employers will be very flexible, others will not.  Where the union is not 
recognised, it may be more difficult to get time off for union duties. If you have any 
problems with getting time off, please let the Branch Office know. 
 
You should not be out of pocket in any way whilst carrying out union duties.  The Branch has 
expense claim forms which you should fill in whenever you travel,  or incur other expenses in 
the course of your union duties – details of what exactly you can claim is printed on the back 
of the form.  Please make sure you keep all your receipts, otherwise we will not be able to 
reimburse you. 
 
Representing members and case forms 
 
Stewards are often confused about when a case form is 
needed. The Branch policy is that if a member just needs 
some advice, they do not need to fill out a form – although you 
may still find it useful to keep a note of what you have 
discussed with them and when.  If a member’s situation 
requires representation by the union a case form must be 
completed fully by the member.  The forms are available from 
the Branch Office or can be ordered through the online 
catalogue; there is also an electronic copy available for 
download on the UNISON website.  You can help the member 
complete the form, but cannot offer representation if it is not 
completed and signed.  You should record details of your actions on the form too. 
 
The Branch cannot obtain assistance from outside the Branch unless the case form is 
completed in full, so it is important to have your member complete the form as early as 
possible and keep it up-to-date, so that it is ready if you need it at a later date. 
 
 

The 4 week rule 
 
The UNISON rulebook states that UNISON will not represent 
members on incidents which pre-date their joining UNISON, or 
which occurred in the first four weeks of membership.  This is to 
stop people joining only when they have a problem.  The 
Branch’s policy is that we will offer new members one-off 
advice, but will not represent them at any meetings.  You 
should let this guide you when dealing with members.  
 
The only exception to the 4 week rule is members bringing an 
equal pay claim as part of UNISON’s mass litigation service. 

 
 
  



   

7 
 

 

The Branch Office can provide you with an up-to-date list of members in your workplace on 
request.  This is for your eyes only and must be kept strictly confidential and secure. 
 
If you are aware of any changes in your members’ circumstances, such as: 

 maternity leave 

 name change 

 change of address (work or home) 

 pay decreases during long term sickness 

 promotion or increase in hours 

please let the Branch Office know as soon as possible and the necessary changes will be 
made.  Payroll departments do not inform the union of any member changes, so please keep 
us informed. 
 
Always remember that before you start to help someone you should check that they are a 
member and were in UNISON membership for at least 4 weeks when the issue occurred – 
you can do this simply by checking with the Branch Office.  
 
The cost of joining is on the application form and is calculated according to the member’s 
annual salary. 
 
If a member has more than one job for which UNISON cover is needed, they should pay via 
direct debit to avoid paying too much. 
 
 

How to keep your members informed and involved in 

their union 

 
There are many ways to keep the members in your workplace 
informed of what’s going on.  A good way is the notice board.  
We will provide you with some materials for your notice board 
when you are accredited as a steward, and will send out 
various posters and notices throughout the year for you to 
display. 
 
Another very successful way is to set up an email group of all 
members in your workplace so you can keep them informed 
with the touch of a button!  As membership is confidential, you 
will need to make sure all email addresses are in the BCC 
(blank carbon copy) space rather than the “to” space when you 
send the email, so that recipients cannot see each others’ 
email addresses. 
 
Regular meetings are also a good way to keep members up-
to-date and get feedback.  You can hold these whenever 
works best for you and your colleagues: over a tea break, lunchtime or after work, perhaps. 
 
Social media is another useful tool, and we encourage all members to like our Facebook 
page (https://www.facebook.com/unisonessex) to stay up to date with the Branch.  However 
you (and your members) must be careful, as comments on social media can be seen by 
employers and this can lead to employees getting into trouble.  

https://www.facebook.com/unisonessex
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The Branch currently has around 8000 members, but continued recruitment of new members 
is essential to make UNISON a more organising and influential union.  Therefore recruiting 
new members (and keeping current members) is a key part of the steward’s role. 
 
Membership application forms can be ordered or downloaded from the UNISON catalogue, 
or sent out from the Branch Office.  There are two forms, green for paying by direct debit, or 
purple for paying via payroll. 
 
Potential members can also join online through 
the UNISON website (www.join.unison.org.uk) or 
by calling 0800 171 2194. 
 
So, a colleague approaches you and asks why 
UNISON membership is worth the cost.  There 
are loads of reasons you can offer them... 
 
 
Collective bargaining 
 

The whole idea of a union is that members band 
together to improve their working conditions.  The 
more people in the union, the more powerful they 
become.  If just one person raises an issue, it’s 
very easy for the employer to ignore them, or to tell them that if they don’t like it, they can 
find another job.  If every single person that works there joins together, it’s a lot harder to 
ignore!  
 
Representation at work 
 

Members facing problems at work can get advice from their steward, and will be entitled to 
representation at formal meetings, such as sickness reviews, grievances and disciplinary 
hearings.  These are often stressful times and it’s a huge comfort to members to know that 
there’s someone there to support them. 
 
Legal Services 
 

UNISON’s partnership with legal firm Thompsons is a huge benefit of membership.   
 

Thompsons can advise members on personal injury claims, 
and members’ families can also receive advice on accidents 
outside of work.  In addition, members can receive a thirty 
minute telephone consultation with Thompsons on non-work 
matters.   
 

UNISON also offers members a free will service and cut price conveyancing through 
Thompsons. 
 
  

http://www.join.unison.org.uk/
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UNISON Living 
 

UNISON Living offers discounts on a range of services.  These include:  

 Health and dental plans, free eye tests and discounts on glasses 

 Home, travel and pet insurance 

 Car insurance and discounts on new cars 

 UNISON Travel Club – exclusive deals from travel experts, plus 

discounts on travel insurance 

And many more! See the UNISON website for full details. 
 
 

Welfare 
 

If a member suffers an unexpected crisis, UNISON has its 
own welfare service, There For You.  This is a registered 
charity and is there to assist members and their dependants 
in times of crisis, such as bereavement, redundancy, 
relationship breakdown and personal injury.  Financial 
Assistance forms are available from the Branch Office, or 
can be accessed through the UNISON website.  
 
There For You also offers a free and confidential debt 
advice referral service. 

 

National campaigns 

UNISON is a campaigning union, which means that we are working to improve workers’ 

rights on a national level. For example, in 2017, UNISON successfully campaigned to scrap 

employment tribunal fees, which were so high as to stop many people bringing employers to 

account for poor treatment.  We are now working to lift the public sector pay cap, which has 

effectively forced public sector workers to take a pay cut, 

 

National campaigns and collective bargaining aside, these benefits won’t kick in until 

your colleague has been a member for 4 weeks, so “don’t wait until you need help!” 
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Publications 
 
UNISON produces excellent publications on various subjects such as employment rights and 
Health and Safety issues.  A small supply of publications is kept at the Branch Office, but 
they can also be ordered or downloaded from the online catalogue. 
 

Take a look at the For Activists, Help and Advice section of the website 

www.unison.org.uk/for-activists/help-and-advice/ 

 

This incredible resource is absolutely free.  You can download some documents or order 

copies to be sent directly to your workplace. This is often quicker than asking the branch 

office to get these booklets for you.  You can access the online catalogue online at 

https://shop.unison.site/ – you will just need your membership number and the Branch code, 

22151. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Training 
 
The first step for newly elected stewards is to complete the Organising Steward training 
course.  Once this is complete stewards will be accredited, which means they can start 
representing members formally.  There are more advanced courses available, such as 
Further Rep Skills, Mental Health Awareness, and Employment Law courses.  The Branch 
produces a short newsletter each month called Learning Point, which is sent to all activists to 
inform them of upcoming courses. 
 
Stewards are required to be re-accredited every five years by attending Recertification 
training.  The Branch will advise stewards of the dates of these courses. 
 
  

http://www.unison.org.uk/for-activists/help-and-advice/
https://shop.unison.site/
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Labour Research Department 
 
The Branch subscribes to the Labour Research Department, giving all our stewards access 
to their Publications Online.  This includes up-to-date versions of multiple publications such 
as Law at Work, Health and Safety Law, TUPE – a union rep’s guide. 
 
You can access these publications by visiting http://www.lrdpublications.org.uk/ and logging 
in with the following details: 
Username: essexunison 
Password: Essex22151 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you would prefer these publications in paper format please let the Branch Office know so 
that we can ask the Branch Committee if they will make an order of books. 
  

http://www.lrdpublications.org.uk/
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No doubt you will have heard a lot about the General Data Protection 

Regulation.  The Branch works hard to make sure we comply with 

GDPR, and if you are ever unsure of anything you can check with the 

Branch Office. 

To make it simpler to understand how GDPR affects your role as 

steward, we have condensed it down to some simple rules: 

 

1. Make sure anything with members’ details on is stored securely; 

and once you have finished with it, destroyed securely. 

 
2. Do not keep your own individual member lists as they may be 

out of date by the time they are used again.  They may also clearly 

identify union members in the workplace and even where they 

work.  The Branch Office can supply you with a list of members but 

this should be destroyed securely as soon as you are finished with 

it. 

 
3. If you are sending out a group email to your members, best 

practice is to ask the Branch Office to do this for you.  However 

if you do send the email yourself, make sure you use the BCC 

field to hide the email addresses.  You could also consider 

sending emails to all colleagues, which shows non-members what 

UNISON is doing and so could encourage them to join. 

 
4. Make sure you are using up-to-date UNISON forms, particularly 

joining forms, as these are GDPR compliant. 

 
5. Report any breaches of data protection, either verbal or written, 

immediately to: dataprotection@unison.co.uk.  Please copy in the 

Branch Office (unisoninessex@gmail.com).  
 

 

Remember: UNISON membership is confidential and you 

should never tell anyone who your members are. 

 

mailto:dataprotection@unison.co.uk
mailto:unisoninessex@gmail.com
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Many members come to place additional demands on their local representatives, 
believing them to be capable of delivering all that they want and in their preferred 
time frame. Trade union and safety representatives are placed much more under the 
microscope by their employers. Some in Government would like to see TU Facilities 
time knocked on the head – all of these pressures and especially those of members 
in need, are creating high stress levels for elected lay representatives. 

 

Trade union reps are not paid for this work and they deserve to be recognised for 
their excellent contribution but at the same time recognising that they are also 
entitled to a life of their own. 

 

Keep control of communications with members 

 

Mobile Phones 

● Get a separate mobile phone for union work 
● Have specific times when members know they can contact you 
● Switch your phone off in evenings and at weekends or when not available at 

work 
● Keep voicemail up to date 

 

Emails 

● Do not use your personal domestic email 
● Consider setting up a separate account with union in title 
● Refer to agreements before using work email 
● Do not use facebook or twitter for individual communications 
● Use out of office messages, be clear about your availability 
● Set Clear Boundaries 

 

Set Clear Boundaries 

 

● Members will benefit from you being clear when you can be contacted and 
when you will respond 

● Be clear when you are available within your workplace 
● Consider regular surgeries 
● Consider adoption of a service level agreement with members outlining your 

volunteer status and role, contact arrangements and context, members’ 
responsibilities and agreements. Ensure this is consistently used within your 
branch and colleagues 

 

Be realistic, do not promise what you cannot deliver 

 

● Members will often be in crisis when they are assessing your advice and 
support. They may be much stressed and want immediate confirmation that 
all will be ok. Although sometimes difficult, it is better to be realistic than set 
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up false expectations. It is also an ideal time to set the boundaries that will 
allow you to act appropriately whilst protecting yourself from burnout. 

 

 

Try to keep detached 

 

● This is often easier said than done! But remember that over-identification and 
emotional responses are more likely to lead to an unsuccessful conclusion. 
Your emotional commitment to employment representation is your motivation, 
getting over identified or emotional with a member will be counterproductive. 

 

Don’t be afraid to ask for support 

 

● You are not alone, ask for support. Talk to your branch and suggest 
establishing a buddy system. Move the support issue up the line 

 

Just say no 

 

● You will do yourself or your members no favours if you keep saying yes to 
new cases. There is a limit to what you can take on. Discuss with your union 
colleagues, your family and if appropriate your employer, and decide what is 
achievable. 

 

 

From WorkSress- The UK national Work-stress Network. Workstress.net 
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Branch Officers are elected each year at the AGM, so this list is subject 
to change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Kevin Appleby 
Branch Chair 

Richard Bond 
Health and Safety Officer  
 

John Adams-Hughes 
International Officer 
 

John Abrehart 
Retired Members’ 
Secretary 
 
 

Jane Dabbs 
Branch Secretary 

Morenike Oriade 
Black Members’ Officer 
 

Jenni Tinsley 
Women’s Officer 

Cilla Taku 
Lifelong Learning 
Coordinator 
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Branch Office 
 
01245 608949 
unisoninessex@gmail.com 
Church Lane House, Church Lane, Chelmsford CM1 
1NH  
Office hours are Monday to Friday, 8.30am to 4.30pm 
(visitors welcome by appointment only). 
 
Website: https://essex.unison.site 
 
UNISON Essex Facebook page: 
https://www.facebook.com/unisonessex/ 
 
 
 
UNISON Direct  
 
Freephone: 0800 0 857 857 

Lines open: 
6am – midnight Monday to Friday 

9am – 4pm Saturday  
 
 
National website: www.unison.org.uk 

 
 
Regional website: www.eastern.unison.org.uk 
 
 
 
 

mailto:unisoninessex@gmail.com
https://essex.unison.site/
https://www.facebook.com/unisonessex/
http://www.unison.org.uk/
http://www.eastern.unison.org.uk/

