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ABSTRACT  

 

 

WALKING THE TALK: WOMEN OF STEEL AND GENDER (IN)EQUALITY IN THE 

UNITED STEELWORKERS IN CANADA 
 
 
Liz Cherry       Advisor: 

University of Guelph, 2019     Professor Vivian Shalla 
 

 
This thesis utilized a socialist feminist framework and a standpoint feminist approach to 

explore what sixteen Women of Steel identified as the barriers for them to achieve equality within 

the United Steelworkers (USW) and how these barriers impacted their access to leadership 

positions within the Union.  The study also asked the Women of Steel to identify ways in which they 

believed that the USW could work to further improve gender equality within the Union.  The thesis 

examined the different issues that the Women of Steel identified as pressure points for them, which 

they suggested ultimately impacted their access to leadership positions within the Union.   The 

topics covered include: women as role models; childcare and household responsibilities; masculine 

culture and harassment; union education and training opportunities (including the Women of Steel 

Program); women’s voices and women-only-spaces; bargaining committees and priorities; the 

labour movement and political engagement; and, union women’s feminist identity.  Unions are well 

placed to challenge discrimination and inequality in all areas of society.  However, as the Women of 

Steel note, the Union needs to “put its own house in order” to be an example of excellence in gender 

equality. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The labour movement and unions have been an effective vehicle for promoting and 

achieving equality, including gender equality, for disadvantaged groups (Fernandez 2015).  

Despite women’s growing membership in unions and many decades of women making demands 

for equal treatment within these organizations, gender equality and systemic sexism continue to 

be problems within unions and the labour movement more generally (Briskin and McDermott 

1993; Fonow 2003; Jackson 2010; Luxton and Corman 2001). Over the past few decades, and 

usually in response to demands from women, unions have established structures and created 

policies in an attempt to address gender inequality and sexism. The recent economic climate, 

marked by job losses, declining union membership and more difficult collective bargaining, has 

created additional pressures on unions’ equality agendas.  However, in times of austerity and an 

increasing anti-worker politic and climate, it becomes even more important for unions to 

maintain the struggle for equality for all disadvantaged members (Briskin 2014).  As women 

continue to fight to have their voices heard and their needs met within their unions, the austerity 

agenda has been used by their union brothers to challenge the “feminist” agenda in favour of a 

“collectivist” or “unionist” one that prioritises jobs and wages at the expense of equality. The 

“old boys club” mentality has persisted internally, resulting in the maintenance of structures and 

practices that privilege men’s experiences over women’s.  In the words of the labour movement 

in terms of gender equality, we are “not there yet”.  

During these difficult economic and political times when the labour movement is being 

forced to re-invent itself to deal with various challenges, Briskin (2006a) suggested that 

“women’s leadership may be central to both union survival and renewal” (31).  In her 

interrogation of the notion that women union leaders tend to lead differently than men, she 
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concluded that women generally adopt a different leadership style that is more participatory and 

accountable and prioritizes a decentralized power structure (Briskin 1990).  Briskin (2006b) 

noted, however, that these differences are related to women’s social location and experiences, 

especially their experience of discrimination, and not due to their biological sex. She likened 

women’s leadership style to that of transformational leadership, which focusses on 

empowerment, support and engagement.  Briskin’s discussion of women’s union leadership 

suggests a model that would not only benefit women, but also all other marginalized and 

disadvantaged groups. It would also be an effective tool that could be used by union leaders in a 

way that reflects union values on equality.   

While there is a growing body of literature on the persistence of gender inequality and 

sexism within the labour movement (Beattie, 1986; Briskin 2006a, 2011, 2014a; Colgan and 

Ledwith 2002; Foley and Baker 2009; Franzway and Muir 2000, Kainer 2006, Ledwith 2012; 

Luxton 2001), some of which deals specifically with the United Steelworkers (USW), little 

research has been conducted on Women of Steel in Canada, particularly on the barriers that these 

women face in participating in their union, and on strategies to promote gender equality and 

eradicate sexist structures and practices.  The Women of Steel Program began in 1987 as a range 

of courses that were developed by the USW to be delivered in a women-only class format.  This 

was an attempt by the USW to address the issues experienced by the increasing number of 

women coming into the Union1 and an acknowledgement that the existing structure, with its 

historical focus on heavy steel and mining industries, was male dominated, and therefore did not 

reflect the more diverse constituencies of the Union given its successful organizing drives in 

white-collar and service workplaces.  Since its inception over 30 years ago, the Women of Steel 

Program has developed into an extensive range of courses for women on all aspects of union 

 
1 The “Union” refers to the United Steelworkers. 
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activism from becoming a local steward to running for political office.  In addition, as noted by 

Fonow (2003), the name “Women of Steel” has evolved to represent a collective identity of 

union feminists. The actions of this group, she goes on to say, include consciousness raising, 

collective action and support as well as challenging their status as a group disadvantaged and 

discriminated against (4).  For the purposes of this study, Women of Steel (WOS) refers to all 

women who are members and retired members of the USW.  The Women of Steel Program 

(WOSP) refers to the collection of courses and training initiatives that are aimed at women and 

provided in women-only class settings. 

Cherry and Shalla (2012) conducted preliminary research that identified what a small 

group of Women of Steel perceived to be the barriers to gender equality within the USW as well 

as some suggestions to address these barriers. The study concluded that organizing, education, 

training, women-only spaces, access to decision making and politics are key to achieving 

equality for women within the USW.  The USW’s Women of Steel Program goes some way to 

address these issues.  It provides education in women-only forums, including training for women 

in leadership, union activism and running for public office.  While the initial study provided 

interesting insights and a baseline of information, it was conducted with a fairly small number of 

union women. The current project is designed to expand on the initial study by gaining a broader 

knowledge and understanding of women’s experiences in their Union, particularly in terms of 

their leadership roles and the barriers to their activism, and careers.  The broader goal is to 

provide the opportunity to, and encourage, Women of Steel in Canada to identify and reflect on 

these barriers and propose strategies for furthering the Union’s agenda to promote gender 

equality and remove internal systemic barriers that women face, thereby encouraging 

fundamental institutional change.  The study, therefore, not only contributes to our knowledge of 
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women’s role in unions, but also provides a vehicle for creating a forum for all Women of Steel 

in Canada to develop a cohesive proposal for change that will further and facilitate gender 

equality for women throughout the Union.   

When the USW was founded in 1942, it represented mainly workers in steel 

manufacturing and was heavily male dominated.  The number of women members increased 

during World War II; however, their employment was temporary and women were encouraged by 

employers and society to return to unpaid domestic work after the war to free up positions for 

men returning from the military forces and other war-related work. With the massive growth in 

women’s labour force participation beginning in the 1960s the numbers of women members of 

the USW increased.  As women in the labour movement and the women’s movement began to 

demand recognition and equality in society and in the workplace, the face of labour began to 

change.  This was no different in the USW despite the membership being predominantly male.  

Indeed, as noted above, the Women of Steel Program that was introduced in 1987 sought to deal 

with issues faced by the growing number of women members.  However, despite the 

development of the Women of Steel Program, women’s increasing numbers within the Union and 

the USW’s voiced commitment to gender equality, women have not made many inroads into 

USW leadership positions.  Although women have been successful in filling executive and 

leadership positions within their locals, available data, though limited, suggest that there is a lack 

of women in leadership and decision-making positions within the greater Union (outside of the 

local), which reflects the continuing masculine culture and systemic gender inequality of the 

organization.  For example, the Canadian National Director is a man, as were all five previous 

Canadian National Directors.  The current three Assistants to the Canadian National Director are 

men as has always been the case in the past.  Of the current 17 Area Co-ordinators, which is a 
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senior Staff Representative position, only one is a woman.  I was not able to find historical data 

on these positions.  Throughout Canada, there are 46 Staff Representative positions with only 

three of them being held by women.  There are currently three full-time organizers, one of whom 

is a woman, and the only Organizing Co-ordinator position is held by a man.  There are three 

other co-ordinator positions: the Education Co-ordinator is a woman as is the Health and Safety 

Co-ordinator, and the Political Action Co-ordinator is a man.  Although two of the three Co-

ordinators are women, it is worth noting that in both these cases, the nature of the role is 

traditionally considered “women’s work”, whereas the Co-ordinator position that is held by a 

man is in the field of politics, which is traditionally considered a male realm.  There are currently 

five organizers who hold casual positions.  Of these, three are held by women.  These are 

relatively new appointments (in the last three years) and, optimistically, may be a sign of positive 

changes to hiring practices in the USW.  However, these are precarious positions that involve a 

lot of travel across the country. 

This research not only contributes to our knowledge of women’s experiences and gender 

equality, particularly relating to leadership within the USW, it also considers participants’ 

recommendations to address the ongoing discrimination and marginalization they face, and is 

therefore a valuable and necessary project. 

Research Questions 

 

The following research questions guide this study: 

1. What are the experiences of Women of Steel in the USW?  

2. What barriers do Women of Steel face and how are these barriers detrimental to their union 

activism and union careers?  

3. What strategies do Women of Steel propose that the USW should implement as a means to 
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further gender equality within the Union and to challenge internal sexist structures and 

practices? 

4. To what extent do Women of Steel demonstrate a feminist identity?  

Research Strategy 

This research uses a feminist standpoint methodology.  Standpoint feminism sees 

women’s inequality as based on gender, class and race, and considers women’s own experience 

and knowledge as key to defining and resolving their oppression (Harding and Norbeg 2005).  

Using standpoint feminism as my methodology allows me to place the women as the central 

focus of the research, highlighting each woman’s experience and own personal narrative of 

inequality as valid and legitimate.  A standpoint methodology can also reduce power inequities 

(Harding and Norberg 2015).  This project, in challenging gender inequality within the USW and 

asking participants to propose ways to improve equality, aims to advance gender justice for 

Women of Steel. Women’s experiences of gender inequality are compounded by other factors 

such as race, immigration status or ability in a complex and interactive manner.  Providing an 

opportunity for Women of Steel to discuss their own experiences gives them space to raise issues 

of intersectionality and the way that they believe it impacts their experiences.  

I adopt a socialist feminist framework to analyze the findings in my study. Though this 

theoretical framework considers women’s oppression to be the result of a range of intersecting 

power structures and relations, gender and class are seen as core to women’s exploitation and 

subordination.   According to socialist-feminists, the gender division of labour, in and between 

the households, workplaces, and unions, is key to women’s oppression.  This division of labour 

is core to contemporary capitalism.  Socialist feminists point out that unions are sites of gendered 

power structures and relations that serve to disadvantage women.   
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A qualitative research method was adopted for the purpose of this research project. I 

recruited sixteen Canadian Women of Steel who identified as a “woman”.  These women were 

either current, former or retired members of  the Union who agreed to take part in an in-depth 

interview to discuss their experiences of gender equality within the USW and to propose what 

they thought would be strategies that the Union could employ as a means to further gender 

equality within the organization itself. The goal was to have Women of Steel identify where the 

pressure points were in terms of inequality within the Union and also to utilize this research as a 

formal forum for them to propose strategies for change in a collective and anonymized way 

without the risk of  backlash from the Union.  My research begins from an assumption of the 

existence of a persistent patriarchal and male-dominated system within the USW such that 

women are disadvantaged in comparison to men (for example, in leadership roles, access to 

promotion. It was therefore critical that Women of Steel be provided with a context to express 

their concerns without there being a negative impact on assignments or hiring practices.  The 

participants reflected a range of activism within the Union and therefore represented many 

different Women of Steel’s voices.   

As a Woman of Steel myself, it is through my own experiences and from discussions with 

other Women of Steel that I knew there were concerns about the lack of gender equality within 

the Union, and that the Union maintained its “old boys club” ideologies, networks, practices and 

procedures.  It was hoped that this research would attract the attention of the USW leadership by 

highlighting the issue of gender inequality within the Union and provide a collective voice for 

Women of Steel pertaining to changes that the Union needs to make to further gender equality 

for its women membership. The number of women members in the Union are increasing and in 

District Six (covering Ontario and the Atlantic Provinces), with the new Higher Education Sector 
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at the University of Guelph, University of Toronto and Queen’s University, the number of 

women is now approaching 45 percent of the membership.  Gender inequality results in a lack of 

appropriate representation and disenfranchisement for a large number of women members. I 

would go as far as to say that achieving gender equality within the USW is vital to its survival, 

particularly given that the opportunities for growth and renewal within the labour movement are 

increasingly in workplaces such as the service and education sectors that are traditionally 

dominated by women.  It is hoped that this research will alert the leadership of the USW to what 

Women of Steel are identifying as the barriers and pressure points for them, and impress upon 

the organization that it needs to “put its own house in order”. 

Organization of the Thesis  

Chapter 2 begins with a presentation of the theoretical framework used to guide the 

analysis in the thesis.  More specifically, this study utilizes socialist feminist theory and 

standpoint theory to develop a critical analysis of the subordinate and marginalized position of 

women within their unions.  I then discuss the literature on different topics relating to women in 

the labour movement, particularly in relation to leadership and gender equality in unions.  I start 

off with a short section on women in the Canadian labour force and the advantages of 

unionization.  This is followed by a discussion on women’s union leadership, including the lack 

of women in leadership positions and how this affects decision-making roles and how women’s 

issues are addressed.  I then focus on affirmative action, women’s voices in their unions, how 

unions can promote gender equality and women’s issues, and, finally, women’s leadership styles.  

Next, I consider the major barriers to women’s participation in leadership roles, including the 

masculine culture of unions and the burden of domestic and caring responsibilities on women. 

The next theme addresses separate organizing, with a particular focus on women-only spaces, 



9 
 

women’s committees, and women-only education and training.  The importance of the 

relationship between politics and the labour movement is then discussed.  Feminism in the labour 

movement and a feminist approach to leadership is the final theme of the literature review. 

In Chapter 3, I present the methodological approach used as well as my personal 

background and positionality.  This is followed by a description of the participants and the 

recruitment process. I then discuss the interview process.  The final section of the chapter 

addresses ethical concerns.   

My analysis of the research findings forms the basis of Chapter 4.  I begin by discussing 

the topic of women in leadership roles in the USW.  I then explore participants’ views of role 

models within the Union and the issues that participants identify as significant to them.  The next 

section focusses on childcare and how a lack of availability impacts women’s involvement in 

Union activities.   I then delve into the topics of masculine culture within the Union, followed by 

a discussion on union education and the Women of Steel Program. Women’s voices and women-

only spaces are then addressed.  The next section considers bargaining committees and priorities 

and women’s involvement in negotiations.  A discussion on the labour movement’s political 

engagement follows, with the final section addressing union women’s feminist identity. 

Chapter 5 presents a summary of my findings, as well as a discussion on the limitations 

of the study and suggestions for possible future research to enhance the literature on the topic. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Approach and Literature Review 

 

This chapter provides a context for better understanding the reality of women in unions. 

The first section presents the theoretical framework that will guide the analysis.  This study 

utilizes socialist feminist theory and standpoint theory to develop a critical analysis of the 

subordinate and marginalized position of women within their unions.   

The second section discusses literature on gender equality in trade unions in Canada.   I 

begin with an overview of women in the Canadian labour force and of the advantages of 

unionization, especially in light of women’s mostly disadvantaged position in the labour market. 

This discussion provides a background to help better understand the issues that women face in 

their unions, particularly relating to leadership. Scholarly research on these issues is then 

addressed, with a focus on five main themes. Women’s union leadership forms the basis of the 

first theme. Here, I examine the lack of women in leadership positions, and how their relative 

absence from decision-making roles has an impact on how women’s issues are addressed. I also 

talk about affirmative action and women’s involvement in bargaining committees as effective 

mechanisms to ensure that women’s voices are heard in their unions and to promote gender 

equality and women’s issues. I conclude this theme with a discussion of women’s leadership 

styles. The second main theme deals with two major barriers to women’s participation in 

leadership roles. Masculine culture has been and continues to be an important barrier that keeps 

women out of leadership positions and discourages them from moving up the leadership ladder. 

And, even when women take on leadership positions, they continue to have major 

responsibilities outside of the union, especially childcare and household duties, which represent 

significant barriers to their leadership. The third main theme addresses separate organizing, 

which has been central to the feminist literature on unions and more broadly. Under this theme, I 
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elaborate on the benefits and limitations of separate organizing and women-only spaces. I then 

provide a more in-depth discussion of women’s committees, and women’s education and training 

as two examples of women-only spaces. For the fourth main theme, I briefly discuss politics and 

the labour movement to highlight the importance of the relationship between political parties and 

unions in terms of ensuring that progressive policies are put in place that will benefit women and 

all workers in their workplaces and in society more generally. The final main theme centres on 

feminism and the labour movement, focussing on a feminist approach to leadership and the 

struggles with which feminist leaders must contend. I conclude this theme by arguing for the 

importance of an alliance between the women’s movement and the labour movement, given their 

shared commitment to social justice. 

Theoretical Approach 

 

Socialist Feminism 

  

Feminism is far from a unitary discourse or practice.  What is more, theories include 

different branches and the ideological boundaries are not static but rather fluid (Kennedy 2008).  

Although varied and diverse, feminist theories share a motivation to address gender inequality in 

society.  Socialist feminism came to prominence in the late 1960s and, although it does not have 

the same following today that it had in the 1970s and 1980s, it continues to be an important 

framework for understanding women’s position in society (Kennedy 2008).  Coming out of the 

movements of socialism and feminism, socialist feminism can be considered an uneasy 

juxtaposition of both.  What socialism and feminism have in common is that they both operate 

from a critical perspective and believe that dominant-subordinate relations that are at the core of 

society need to change.  However, whereas socialism considers class inequality and class 

relations as the central point of analysis, systemic gender inequality and gender relations are core 
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to a feminist analysis of society (Ehrenreich 1976).  Although criticized as a theory and model of 

practice that tended to homogenize women’s experiences, contemporary socialist feminism 

acknowledges oppressions other than gender and class, such as race and sexuality, that intersect 

to influence women’s experiences (Briskin 1989). 

Socialist feminists disagree with the Marxist notion that class is the key defining 

oppression and counter that gender and class both play a role in women’s oppression.  They see 

both capitalism and patriarchy as overarching systems that exploit and subordinate women in 

contemporary society.  Hartmann (1999) suggested that Marxism is insufficient to understanding 

women’s oppression in society as it tends to “subsume the feminist struggle into the “larger” 

struggle against capital” (424), thereby minimizing women’s interests and leaving unresolved 

patriarchal structures and relations that oppress women.   

Socialist feminism considers how the gendered division of labour is a key dimension of 

contemporary capitalism, or what many refer to as a patriarchal-capitalist system.  Socialist 

feminists have consistently argued that the gender division of labour in paid employment and in 

the home as well as the gender division of labour between the public and private spheres are core 

to women’s oppression (Armstrong and Armstrong 1990).   Many have highlighted that women’s 

work tends to be defined as unskilled and is less valued compared with that of men’s (Creese 

2006; Jackson and Thomas 2017; Luxton and Corman 2001; Moller an Li 2009; Munro 2001; 

Webster 1996).   What is more, women continue to be responsible for the lion’s share of caring 

and household labour and are more likely to engage with the labour market in ways that 

accommodate responsibilities in the home.   

Franzway and Fonow (2011) noted that gender relations and inequality are “woven into 

the very fabric of everyday life” (12), and that a class analysis is not sufficient to account for this 
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reality.  Using a socialist feminist lens to understand women’s position in society points to the 

need to focus also on how a patriarchal system, which is marked by gendered power structures 

and relations, is core to women’s oppression.  As we shall see when discussing women and 

unions, these gendered inequalities and relations are also found in union structures and relations.  

Though unions are fundamental in the struggle against class oppression, feminists have argued 

that they also need to play a key role in fighting gender oppression. 

  Almost three decades ago, Briskin (1989) suggested that a socialist feminist model of 

practice may be a tool for feminists fighting for social, political and economic change, although 

she cautioned against the danger of women’s issues being subsumed if they became 

mainstreamed.  This highlights the dilemma that remains true today for union activists who are 

often faced with the tactical decisions of separate organizing and separate space or fighting for 

gender equality to be mainstreamed within unions.  These choices are inevitably shaped by the 

political, economic and social conditions within which particular issues are being addressed.  

Briskin (1989) noted that “the very premise of a feminist politics (is) a belief in our ability to 

make change.  For socialist feminists, this agency is exercised through collective action” (104) 

including with and within unions. 

Standpoint Feminism 

  

Standpoint feminism is a theory of knowledge-building and also a method of doing 

research (Brooks 2007).  Feminist standpoint theory is attributed to Sandra Harding (1983), 

although essays by Dorothy Smith on the topic had been published as early as 1974.  This 

approach provides tools, both methodological and theoretical, to consider the impact of social 

relations that are organized by domination, exploitation and oppression.   

Rose (1983) highlighted that women’s knowledge has historically been ignored or 
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misrepresented.  Clough (1994) criticized traditional methods of science and epistemology and 

their assumption of men’s experience as the default for the production of knowledge and 

endorsed, by contrast, a feminist standpoint epistemology that places women’s experience as 

central.  Hennessey (1995) suggested that feminist standpoint theory validates women’s 

knowledge including their empirical knowledge.  Stanley (1997) submitted that feminist 

knowledge that is based on women’s experience is likely to be, “more complete and less 

distorted” (27), rather than when it comes from the place of the ruling gender.   

Standpoint feminism proposes that women are not a homogenous group and that women 

do not come from one particular standpoint, but rather that women’s experience are built on the 

intersection of many facets of their lives (Harding 1995; Hennessey 1995).  As Brooks (2007) 

noted, “women hail from a diverse range of class, cultural, and racial backgrounds, inhabit many 

different social realities, and endure oppression and exploitation in many different shapes and 

forms” (78).  Feminists believe that women’s oppression is universal, though it varies depending 

on the particular context, and that gender is not neutral.   According to Smith (1997), “the 

category “women” is peculiarly nonexclusive since it was then and has remained open-ended, 

such that boundaries established at any one point are subject to the disruption of women who 

enter speaking from a different experience as well as an experience of difference” (394).   

Standpoint feminist theorists critique dominant epistemologies in the social and natural 

sciences and challenge the normal male hegemony that dominates traditional fields of knowledge 

(Hill Collins 1997; Smith 1997).  Hill Collins (1997) described feminist standpoint theory as “an 

interpretative framework dedicated to explicating how knowledge remains central to maintaining 

and changing unjust systems of power” (375).  Smith (1997) remarked that feminist standpoint 

theory attempts to undermine the notion of white men’s knowledge and experience as being the 
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definitive standpoint for knowledge in the social sciences.  Harding and Norberg (2005) 

observed that feminist theorists and researchers have challenged conventional methods of 

research, which they claim “discriminate against or empower specific social groups” which in 

turn serve to control gender relations (2009).  Harding (1983) suggested that, as a result of the 

new sex/gender system identified by feminists, it became necessary to develop a new 

epistemology that recognizes the influence of misogyny and patriarchy. 

Literature Review 

 

Women’s experience of gender inequality in the workplace persists to this day.  What is 

more, as Kainer (2006) noted, despite over a century of increasing involvement, women continue 

to experience gender inequality and discrimination within the labour movement and trade unions.  

Unions are well placed to challenge discrimination within workplaces and in society more 

broadly.  However, they also need to “put their own house in order” to be an example of 

excellence in gender equality as well as to ensure that women have equal access and opportunity 

to positions and decision making within their unions. 

According to Briskin and McDermott (1993), the assumption that institutions, such as 

trade unions, are gender-neutral has made gender inequality invisible and prevented the 

identification and rectification of discrimination.  It is therefore important that, in order for 

unions to reflect the values of equality that they strive for in the workplace, they acknowledge 

and address their masculine history and sexist structures.  Briskin and McDermott (1993) pointed 

out that if sexism is not addressed within trade unions, it becomes systemic.  In addition, as 

Kumar (1993) argued, in order to challenge workplace and union structures and ideologies that 

are oppressive to women, it is necessary to acknowledge women’s different reality, particularly 

their location within the gender division of labour.   
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Women in the Canadian Labour Force 

    

Over the past 40 years, the Canadian economy has undergone major restructuring in the 

context of globalization and the spread of neoliberalism. Economic activity has become based 

less on the extraction of natural resources and the production of goods, and more on the 

production of services (Jackson and Thomas 2017; Pupo et al. 2017). Consequently, since the 

late 1970s, the services-producing sector has been the main source of employment, and the 

proportion of people employed in this sector grew from 63.9 percent in 1976 to 77.6 percent in 

2015 (Moyser 2017). Good jobs in manufacturing have disappeared while many of the new 

service jobs fall into the category of bad jobs. Labour market changes have been characterized by 

the expansion of precarious employment relationships where part-time work, temporary work 

and self-employment are much more prevalent (Jackson and Thomas 2017) as companies take 

advantage of technological and organizational changes to reduce labour costs in order to 

maximise profit in the context of growing economic liberalization in a global context (Lewchuk 

et al. 2013). This increasing prevalence of employment precariousness affects a large number of 

workers who experience greater job insecurity, low wages, the absence of control over their work 

and working conditions, and weak regulatory protection (Pupo et al. 2017; Vosko 2006).  

The economic and labour market transformation of the last 40 years is intertwined with 

the rapid increase in women’s participation in paid work. In the late 1970s, women aged 25-54 

participated in the labour market at a rate of approximately 58 percent. The growth in women’s 

participation rate slowed down starting in the early 1990s (Morrissette 2015). Nevertheless, by 

2014, this rate reached 82 percent. While women’s labour force participation increased between 

1950 and 2015, men’s decreased from 97.1 percent to 90.9 percent, thereby reducing the gender 

participation gap from 75.5 percent in 1950 to 8.9 percent in 2015 (Moyser 2014). The number 
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of women in the workforce rose from 563,000 in 1950 to 3.3 million in 1983, and to six million 

by 2015 (Moyser 2017). Women’s share of Canada’s workforce increased from 22 percent in 

1951 (Connelly 2015) to over 37 percent in 1976 (Ferrao 2010) and reached approximately 47 

percent in 2014 (Morrissette 2015). Women’s paid work tends to be located more than men’s in 

sectors of the economy and in jobs that are increasingly characterized by employment 

precariousness (Jackson and Thomas 2017). As Moyser (2017) pointed out, almost all of the 

growth between 1976 and 2015 in the number of women employed occurred in the 

services-producing sector where, as many have noted, employment precariousness is a 

significant feature (Fong 2018; Pupo et al. 2017).  In contrast, the number of women employed 

in the goods-producing sector remained fairly stable during this time. Women nonetheless have 

been able to find good jobs in the public sector and in education and health care. Not only do 

women tend to be employed in specific sectors of the economy, they are also more likely to be 

found in certain types of industries and occupations that reflect the traditional gender division of 

labour (Moyser 2017; Krahn et al. 2007). For example, in 2015, women represented over 80 

percent of the workforce in health care and social services, about 69 percent in educational 

services, and just under 59 percent in accommodation and food services.  Forty one percent of 

employed women worked in these industries compared to only 13 percent of men (Moyser 

2017). The majority of women are employed in teaching, nursing and related health occupations, 

social work, clerical or other administrative positions, or sales and services. These are the types 

of jobs in which women have been concentrated historically.  

The above transformations have had a significant impact on the labour movement, 

including on the changing gender demographics of unions (Drolet 2011). Women’s relationship 

to and participation in unions, including their leadership roles, have also changed. These issues 
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will be discussed in the next sections. 

Union Advantage 

 

Research on the labour movement reveals that unions play an important role in improving 

working conditions and benefits.  The union advantage pertains to issues such as wages, health 

care benefits, pensions, paid vacation, health and safety, and job security (Jackson and Thomas 

2017; Ministry of Labour 2017; OFL 2013).  According to Milkman (2016) such union 

advantages are particularly beneficial for women as they have historically been more 

disadvantaged and vulnerable than men and continue to experience more precarious work 

situations.  Because of the long-standing importance of wages to unions and to women’s struggle 

for equality in the workplace, wages and the gender pay gap will be discussed at greater length. 

This will be followed by a shorter discussion of other workplace benefits that unions have 

secured for their members. 

Wages are a key dimension of the employment relationship and the fight for better wages 

has been central to the labour movement since its inception.  Kruth (2015) noted that unionized 

workers typically earn higher wages than non-unionized workers and tend to receive higher wage 

increases.  The union wage premium was about 20 percent in the mid-1980s, (Fang and Verma 

2002) compared to 22.5 percent in 2015 (Jackson and Thomas 2017).  According to a recent 

Statistics Canada (2019) survey, the average hourly wage rate of unionized workers in 2018 was 

slightly over five dollars higher than that of non-unionized workers.    

The wage benefit for women who are unionized compared with women who are not 

unionized has been even greater.  Khosla (2014) reported that unionized women realized much 

higher earnings than women who were not unionized.  In 2015, unionized women workers 

earned an average of over seven dollars per hour more than non-unionized women workers (CLC 
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2015; Jackson and Thomas 2017).  Statistics Canada (2019) data show that, in early 2019, 

women workers who were unionized earned on average over six dollars more per hour than non-

unionized women.  While these more recent data indicate a decline in the difference between the 

two groups of women, the wage advantage of being unionized remains significant.  In 2015, the 

union wage premium for women was 33.4 percent (this compared to men’s at 14.8 

percent) (Jackson and Thomas 2017). 

Armstrong and Armstrong (2007) suggested that, “unionisation is an important strategy in 

achieving better wages for women, yet both the right to unionise and the relative success of 

unions in achieving equity and equality for women vary significantly over time” (20).  According 

to Cornish (2013), collective bargaining has been a key factor in improving the economic status 

of women workers in Canada.  She noted that, as unionization for women increased, the gender 

pay gap narrowed.  Milkman (2016) maintained that unions are a “powerful source of economic 

empowerment and being a union member significantly reduced the gender pay gap for women” 

(206).  Unfortunately, unionization has not completely eradicated the gender pay gap.  Even 

though equal pay for work of equal value has been a fundamental right in Canada since the mid- 

1980s, unionized women have continued to earn less than their male counterparts.  According to 

Kruth (2015), over the last 20 years, the wage gap has been reduced by only 6.6 percent.  

Statistics Canada (2019) reported that, in 2018, unionized men made an average of 31.45 dollars 

per hour, compared with women who were unionized who earned an average of 29.69 per hour.  

The impact of unions on the gender pay gap is also different between the public and private 

sectors, with unions succeeding in reducing the difference in pay between women and men more 

in the public sector than in the private sector (Jackson and Thomas 2017). 
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One of the reasons for the gender pay gap is that job classifications are gendered and 

wage rates for these classifications have been ranked according to these gendered positions 

(Armstrong 2000; Kruth 2015).  However, as Briskin and McDermott (1993) argued, unions 

have been complicit in the gendered segmentation of the labour market through their support for 

traditionalist ideologies about women’s work and the male breadwinner/dependent housewife 

model.  

As noted above, the union advantage goes beyond pay to include other benefits.  Health 

benefits are an important component of the union advantage.  Although Canada enjoys a public 

health care system, residents have to pay for dental care, medications and a number of other 

medical services not provided for by the public health care system.  Both women and men union 

members are far more likely than their non-union counterparts to have employer-paid health care 

insurance.  Whereas 82 percent of unionized workers had a medical plan in 2009, only 53.2 

percent of non-unionized workers did.  Likewise, 78.3 percent of unionized workers had a dental 

plan in 2009, whereas only 50.4 percent of non-unionized workers did (Jackson and Thomas 

2017).   However, not all unionized workers have access to employer-paid benefits.  Evidence 

suggests that unionized precarious and part-time workers are not always eligible for health care 

benefits during periods of lay-off and may have to be working for a minimum length of time in 

order to receive such benefits (Jackson and Thomas 2017).  Because women are more vulnerable 

to precarious and part-time work, they are more likely to be without secure benefits, even when 

unionized.  Betham (cited in Hunt and Rayside 2007) noted that unions must be conscious of 

women’s vulnerability with respect to precarity and the way that it negatively impacts health care 

benefits for them and their family, a concern that is particularly important given the increasing 

growth in precarious employment (CANSIM 2018). 
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Being a member of a union also has a significant benefit when it comes to workplace 

pensions. For example, in 2009, close to 80 percent of unionized workers compared to only 27 

percent of non-unionized workers in Canada were covered by an employer pension plan 

(Townson 2009). The proportion of Canadian workers covered by such plans has been dropping 

over the last few decades, going from 46 percent in 1977 to 38 percent in 2016 (Office of the 

Chief Actuary 2018; Jackson and Thomas 2017). However, women have been faring better than 

men on this front. Indeed, between 1977 and 2016, employer pension coverage for men 

decreased from 52 percent to 36 percent, while women experienced an increase from 36 to 40 

percent (Office of the Chief Actuary 2018; Fox and Moyser 2018). This divergence in the trend 

for men and women is related to the shift in the economy away from mainly private-sector goods 

production where men predominate to mainly public-sector service production where women 

predominate, especially in the fields of education, health and public administration (Fox and 

Moyser 2018; Young 2011) where workers tend to be highly unionized and where pension 

coverage is quite high compared to the situation in the private sector (Jackson and Thomas 

2017). Unionization is therefore a determining factor for access to an employer pension plan 

(Jackson and Thomas, 2017, National Union, 2008). 

The union advantage also extends to vacation time.  Indeed, unionized workers tend to 

receive better vacation provisions than non-unionized workers (Araf et al. 2017, Goerke et al. 

2015, Jackson and Thomas 2017).  Vosko and Thomas (2014) noted that, in Canada, many non-

unionized workers rely on employment standards legislation for their conditions of employment 

including vacation.  Although employment standards vary among provinces in Canada, Jackson 

and Thomas (2017) pointed out that the majority of employment standards provide for only two 

weeks of paid vacation after one year of service, with Saskatchewan being the exception in 
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providing three weeks after one year.  Employment standards provide for three weeks after five 

to fifteen years.  Unionized workers in Canada, by contrast, benefited from at least three weeks 

of paid vacation time after one year, with 70 percent of unionized workers receiving four weeks 

after ten years and over 30 percent receiving five weeks after 15 years of service (Jackson and 

Thomas 2017). 

  Ensuring healthy and safe workplaces is important to unions and they have bargained for 

provisions in collective agreements to improve working conditions.  In addition, unionized 

workplaces are more likely to have formalized health and safety protocols and joint union-

management health and safety committees where unions can encourage good practice and ensure 

compliance.  While such provisions are important for all workers, they have become significant 

for women workers given their predominance in certain types of jobs.  First, the nature of 

workplace injuries has changed with an increase in soft tissue and repetitive strain injuries, 

which are often caused by the repetitive nature of many jobs, such as keyboard work.  Job 

transformations have led to an increase in workplace injuries for women who dominate these 

types of jobs, although it is anticipated that many injuries go unreported due to the fact that they 

are less visible and have a slow onset (Jackson and Thomas 2017).  Second, according to Martin 

and Lewchuck (2018), precarious employment is likely to lead to an increased risk of injury due 

to the lack of workplace protections, and workers are less likely to raise concerns about hazards 

in the workplace or report health and safety violations by their employers for fear of losing their 

jobs.  Thus, women’s predominance in precarious employment makes them vulnerable to health 

and safety issues in the workplace.  

 Unions have been successful in bargaining for job security for their members, though not 

without major struggles.  Job security language in collective agreements is founded on the notion 
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that longer-term employees warrant greater protection from job loss based on their seniority.  Job 

security clauses protect workers from favooritism in times of downsizing, and collective 

agreements can include language that prevents employers from contracting out work normally 

performed by union members.  Collective agreements also often contain language that ensures 

that, in times of organizational and technical change, employees are entitled to retraining to 

ensure their capability for work and opportunities for promotion or redeployment (Araf et al. 

2017, Jackson and Thomas 2017, White and Bryson 2013).  According to Jackson and Thomas 

(2017), 68 percent of collective agreements in Canada have job security language (204).  They 

pointed out that only 5.5 percent of unionized workers involuntarily left their jobs in 2001 

compared with 9 percent of non-unionized workers (214), demonstrating the impact and value of 

job security language for unionized workers.  Collective agreement protections for job security 

are generally based on seniority, and precarious workers are likely to have less seniority.  As 

already discussed above, women are over-represented in precarious and part-time work, which is 

detrimental to job security. Likewise, women have tended to enter the workplace later in life than 

men, though this has changed over the past few decades, and they often take time out for 

reproduction and for child and elder care.   

As demonstrated in this section, unions are in a position to have an important influence 

through bargaining collective agreements to improve working conditions and various types of 

benefits for their members and to help redress the balance of power between the employer and 

workers (Briskin 2014).  However, as Araf et al. (2017) noted, with the increase in precarious 

employment, unions have found themselves fighting against employment insecurity, which has 

implications for women because they are over-represented in precarious work.  In addition, the 

attack on unions from both employers and governments over the past few decades has made it 
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increasingly difficult to bargain for working conditions and benefits that are particularly relevant 

to women because unions are put in a position where they devote much time and resources to 

fighting against the erosion of previously won working conditions and benefits.  What is more, 

women’s issues have often not been central to many unions where men hold the majority of 

leadership positions and a masculine culture predominates, and women’s issues have typically 

been the first to be dropped during collective bargaining.  

Women’s Union Leadership 

 

As discussed in the section above, there are many benefits to being unionized for both 

women and men.  Given women’s historical and contemporary location in the labour market, the 

benefits to unionization for women cannot be overstated.  Despite these benefits, there are still 

issues of inequality for women within their unions. The lack of women in leadership roles within 

unions is an important dimension of inequality, especially because it has consequences for all 

unionized women in terms of their interests being represented and their position in unions.   In 

discussing the importance of women being reflected within the leadership of their union, Amini, 

Peters and Amorim (2018) suggested that: 

It is essential that women attain positions of leadership within the union in order to 

represent those interests most salient to female workers. Unfortunately, gendered 

proportional representation in the union executive has been a historically persistent 

problem at the global level and women continue to be underrepresented in positions of 

leadership despite their increasing participation in the labour force (307).  

 

It is difficult to accurately quantify this gender imbalance because data collected on the gender 

composition of union leaders are sketchy, particularly in Canada (Parker and Foley 2010).  

Kaminski and Yakura (2008) noted that unions should look like its membership; however, like 

the gender pay gap, there is also what appears to be a gender leadership gap in unions (459).  

According to these authors, in 2007 in the United States, women represented between 18 and 33 
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percent of union leaders.  They found that women tend to be concentrated in the lower ranks, 

such as local union stewards.  Bronfenbrenner (2005) pointed out that, even in unions where the 

majority of members are women, they are under-represented in top leadership and staff positions.  

Ledwith (2012) observed that, despite an acknowledgement by unions that there are gender 

deficits in leadership roles within their organizations, remedial measures to achieve gender 

equality have failed and there continues to be few women in leadership positions, particularly in 

the most senior roles and those with decision-making power. 

 Women succeeding in filling leadership roles in their unions is not the culmination, but 

rather the beginning of the fight for change.  Eagly and Carli (2007) noted that there is an 

unrealistic perception that, once women are able to break the metaphorical glass ceiling, there 

will be a clear path forward for women in the union.  They questioned the notion that breaking 

the “glass ceiling” is the ultimate challenge for women’s success in their union.  They offered an 

alternative view, suggesting that the notion of a labyrinth or maze better reflects the challenges 

and obstacles that women have to navigate as they make their way to leadership positions within 

their unions.  More than a decade earlier, Briskin and McDermott (1993) had emphasized the 

idea that increasing women’s participation, creating separate spaces and putting women in 

leadership roles are not, in themselves, sufficient to create equality for women in unions.  In 

order for equality to be achieved, women leaders need to be successful in channeling the needs 

of their sisters and demanding their seat at decision-making tables as well as identifying and 

pushing to change the exclusionary practices and policies of the union.  The literature clearly 

shows that merely increasing the number of women in leadership positions does not guarantee 

that women’s issues will automatically be better represented (Briskin and McDermott 1993; 

Franzway and Muir 2000).   
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In order to become leaders within their unions, new activists have to develop the skills 

and gain the experience required by first becoming union officers and representatives at the rank- 

and-file level.  The literature shows that women in unions are better represented when there are 

women in all leadership roles within the union.  Also, having women activists at all levels of the 

union makes it more likely that sexist behaviours, policies and practices will be challenged.  

Amini, Peters and Amorim (2018) noted that, “unions with women in positions of leadership are 

more likely to implement a number of strategies that are intended to overcome inequity within 

the union and broader society” (325).  Khosla (2014) suggested that when unions support the 

advancement of women, particularly racialized women, in leadership roles, this contributes to 

not only the diversity of union representatives, but also ensures that equity remains as part of the 

bargaining and mobilizing priorities.  According to Amini, Peters and Amorim (2018), “solidarity 

within the labour movement is contingent on the representation of the needs of all labouring 

members” (365).  Feminists argue that, when a union fails to cast a gender lens on issues, they 

render women invisible in the fight for improved working conditions, benefits and employment 

opportunities.   Briskin et al. (2013) maintained that unions must focus on equality and not the 

watered-down idea of “fairness” which subsumes women’s agendas.  They noted that such 

“tweaking” of language is powerful and serves to obscure gender and other forms of 

discriminations. 

Decision Making 

 

Historically, women were excluded from decision-making roles within unions.  And 

despite the increased proportionality of women in unions over the last few decades, women’s 

representation in decision-making positions remains limited (Ledwith 2012).  Ledwith (2012) 

emphasized that a gender deficit has persisted at all levels of trade unions.  Briskin (2008) 
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discussed how male veto is often used within unions to limit women’s decision-making powers; 

for example, women may require the approval of presidents, who are often men, for financial, 

political and strategic decisions.  She remarked that women are often limited in their ability to 

send resolutions to conventions without going through the male hierarchy. Inhibiting women 

from having access to formal and informal decision-making forums reinforces women’s 

marginalization.  What is more, women’s limited access to decision-making positions makes it 

impossible for them to change the culture and structures that disadvantage them.  Kirton (2013) 

argued that it is a matter of natural justice that women be equally represented in union leadership 

and decision-making roles.  She maintained that unions need to establish decision-making 

structures that allow women to challenge and address the pressure points that they identify as 

barriers for them in gaining access to leadership positions within their unions. While many have 

emphasized that the lack of women in decision-making positions in unions is a key challenge for 

the labour movement, Ledwith (2012) offered up some hope when she suggested that there is, 

“increasing evidence of changing attitudes among younger and more diverse workers and trade 

unionists” (185), which may lead to increasing inclusion and gender equality within unions in the 

future. 

Affirmative Action 

 

Many have suggested that affirmative action is an effective way for unions to support 

gender equality and women’s issues, and to ensure that women have a voice within their 

organizations.  Luxton and Corman (2001) pointed out that affirmative action measures are 

designed to ensure that people are hired based on their ability to do the job, rather than because 

they are white, able bodied men.  Affirmative action is a response to many different barriers 

women face.  Its use against sexism is justified because sexist structures, practices, and attitudes 
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are difficult to change simply by amending constitutions, passing by-laws, or introducing 

convention resolutions.  While the latter are important, more forceful and focussed measures are 

better able to deal with the problem of institutionalized sexism and address women’s historical 

disadvantage (Briskin and McDermott 1993, Cuneo 1993).  Cuneo (1993) suggested that: 

While sexism disempowers (emphasis in original) by hindering women's involvement in 

informal activism and formal positions, affirmative action is one specific response to 

sexism that potentially empowers or re-empowers (emphasis in original) by creating a 

reserved social space for women within formal leadership realms. (120) 

 

Foley and Parker (2010) noted that, in Canadian unions, affirmative action initiatives 

have “encompassed a wide array of anti-discrimination, positive action and positive 

discrimination measures to help women overcome barriers to entering their union and to access 

special seats” (283).  These initiatives include measures such as reserved seats, quotas and 

proportional representation for women that aim to increase women's representation, voice and 

influence in their unions (Ledwith 2012; Brigden 2007).  According to Briskin and McDermott 

(1993), affirmative action is an acknowledgement that women’s voices are important and that it 

is necessary to empower women and engage them in all levels of leadership, from local unions, 

to national and international levels.  

Although many unions have developed positive discrimination measures in an attempt to 

achieve equal outcomes in women’s representation in existing union structures (Grey 2002), few 

unions have developed explicit affirmative action policies and procedures (Kirton and Greene 

2002, Parker 2003).  What is more, despite affirmative action initiatives, women still do not have 

equal forms or sources of power or widespread union participation as union men do (Parker and 

Foley 2010; Parker 2003). According to Fonow (2003), affirmative action strategies have not 

eradicated the problem of sexism within unions.  What is clear is that a sustained effort is 

required in order to redress patterns of belief and behaviour.  
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Collective Bargaining Committees and Gender Equality 

 

Negotiating committees are a key decision-making forum where unions can have an 

impact on their members’ terms and conditions of work.  As the literature demonstrates, unions 

have often been successful in bargaining for beneficial changes for workers, sometimes even in 

advance of progressive labour legislation (CANSIM 282-0225; CLC 2012; OFL 2013; Walters 

and Mishel 2003), which highlights the importance of collective bargaining.  Although unions 

have negotiated for more gender equality on issues such as pay, work hours, pensions, benefits 

job classification, seniority and job security since the mid-20th century, these issues continue to 

be challenges for women in their unions.  Though not without limitations, union bargaining 

committees have also negotiated language that addresses many social and structural gender 

inequalities, for example, paid parental and family leave, flexible working hours, and work-life 

balance, issues that many women identify as barriers to their participation in leadership roles. 

Many of these gains have been the result of women fighting to have items placed on the 

bargaining agenda, and also of women’s increased participation on union bargaining committees.  

Williamson and Baird (2014) acknowledged that collective bargaining can be an effective tool to 

gain gender equality in the workplace; however, they cautioned that bargaining practices are 

themselves gendered and given that women are under-represented in senior leadership positions, 

including bargaining committees, their voices remain somewhat silent and the opportunity for 

unions to achieve equality bargaining is limited.   

Bargaining committee structures play an important role in whether or not women’s issues 

are placed on the agenda.  In the case of many unions, including the USW, staff representatives 

take the role of lead negotiators during contract negotiations, and the vast majority of staff 

representatives have been men.  There is evidence that having gendered proportional 
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representation on bargaining committees has made it easier to get women’s issues on the 

bargaining agenda (Babak, Amini and Amorim 2018; Briskin 2014).  However, as Ledwith 

(2012) noted, women have rarely been proportionally represented on bargaining committees and 

the content of collective agreements has more often than not reflected men’s realities and 

priorities.   Parker and Foley (2010) asserted that it is necessary for women themselves to be at 

the bargaining agenda if women’s issues are to be adequately addressed in bargaining.  

Bargaining committees, and unions more generally, need to be committed to gender equality and 

consider the issues that women identify as valid and thus worthy of “time at the table”.     

Briskin (2014) discussed two internal union strategies, representational democracy and 

representational justice, as ways for improving equality bargaining.  Representational democracy 

pertains to the demographic profile of women’s participation in collective bargaining and 

requires that women are equal and active participants in the collective bargaining process.  

Representational justice refers to the increase in women’s influence as a collective because of the 

linkages between collective bargaining and internal union constituency structures.  Briskin 

(2014) noted that it is necessary to employ both representational democracy and representational 

justice in order to not only ensure that women are well represented on bargaining teams, but also 

that the collective voices of women are heard at the bargaining table.  Unions have faced major 

difficulties and challenges in the context of the economic crisis of the late 2000s, and Briskin 

(2011), among others, has highlighted the importance of equity supportive bargaining as central 

to union renewal as unions endeavour to diversify in order to survive.  

Do Women Lead Differently? 

 

Briskin (2006) cautioned that women in leadership positions need to be doing more than 

merely filling a seat to achieve quotas.  They have to be authentically representing the needs of 
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women, otherwise they are acting merely as a token placeholder and will not effect positive 

change for women or enable women’s voices to be heard.  Kaminski and Yakura (2008) asked, 

“does the gender of the leadership matter?” (461).  They echoed Briskin and McDermott’s (1993) 

contention that women have a different style of leadership and suggested that unions benefit 

from women being represented in leadership roles partly because of the leadership style that they 

typically bring to the table.  Briskin (2006) discussed how union women tend to use “more 

democratic, collaborative, consultative, and less-aggressive styles” or a “transformative” style of 

leadership.  Gray (2001) and Kaminski and Yakura (2008) also argued that women often use a 

different approach to solving problems that is based on a more open, participatory approach to 

leadership.  Kaminski and Yakura (2008) and Briskin (2011) identified different forms of 

organizational justice that women exercise in leadership roles: distributive justice (for example, 

pay and rewards), procedural justice (for example, grievance procedure) and interaction justice 

(for example, being treated with dignity and respect).  These authors also noted that women 

union leaders tend to prefer an interaction justice approach.  They suggested that such an 

approach is not commonly seen at the bargaining table (where there tends to be a power 

imbalance between men and women and not all members are fairly represented on bargaining 

committees) or in collective agreements.  For example, although there are almost always 

grievance clauses in collective agreements, there are rarely justice and dignity clauses.   

Suggesting that women have a different approach to leadership is not to essentialize 

gender approaches to bargaining and decision making, but rather to acknowledge that women’s 

experiences and ways of doing are different from men’s, and that an interaction justice approach, 

which women tend to utilize, is more likely to authentically represent their members than the 

traditional autocratic approach typically used by men (Briskin et al. 2013; Kaminski and Yakura 
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2008).  Briskin (2006) explained that recognition of gender difference that is the result of 

women’s lived experience, rather than essentializing women’s subordinate role, can positively 

highlight discrimination and be used as an organizing tool within unions and as an impetus for 

change.    

Barriers to Women’s Participation in Leadership Roles 

 

As noted earlier in this chapter, although women have taken on more leadership roles in 

unions over the last few decades, this increase has been slow and their participation remains 

significantly under-representative of their numbers.  A review of the literature suggests that, 

though there are different reasons for this under-representation, the culture of unions as well as 

women’s greater responsibility for childcare and housework play an important role. 

Masculine Culture 

 

Masculine culture is deeply embedded in the union movement and this, along with wider 

social traditional roles and expectations ascribed to women, has influenced women’s experiences 

in their unions (Briskin 2006a; Kirton 2012).     The union environment is male dominated and 

based on stereotypical ideas of women’s work and essentialist notions that privilege masculine 

leadership styles.  Indeed, as Ledwith (2012) pointed out, “cultures of exclusionary masculinity 

are strongly embedded in trade unions and among traditional male leadership” (185).  Milkman 

(2016) illustrated how, even in the late 20th-century, unions continued to be overtly male-

dominated institutions.  In referring to labour imagery, she noted: 

Labor iconography was laden with images of traditional masculinity—from hard hats to 

bulging muscles to cigars. This not only mirrored the material reality of male domination 

within the organized labor movement, but it also diminished the likelihood that women 

workers would turn to unionism as a potential vehicle for their own empowerment (207).  

 

Ledwith (2012) described how the traditional machismo of manual work translated into the 

notion of masculinity as power within unions.  Such an environment does not serve the needs of 
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women members and discourages them from becoming activists within their unions.  Discourses 

of traditional unionism have historically incorporated and continue to incorporate assumptions of 

what is considered the “norm”.  As Franzway (2000) argued, when we talk about trade unionists, 

the assumption is that we are talking about men.   

When considering what is holding women back from obtaining leadership positions in 

their unions, Ledwith (2012) suggested that, “culpability is placed at the door of the culture of 

traditional male unionism” (191).  She noted that gender relations within unions include ideas 

about the gender division of labour with men at the top of organizational power, and the 

construction of symbols, images, language and media that reinforce the stereotypical differences.  

The feminization of work and the gendered division of labour have led to misperceptions of the 

skills that women and men possess as a result of their gender.  This includes assumptions about 

not only women’s physical skills and abilities, but also their interpersonal and leadership skills 

(Gray 1998).  This is not a valid argument for the lack of women in union leadership positions, 

but can rather be seen as reflective of the discriminatory masculinist union environment that 

privileges masculinity and male power (Briskin and McDermott 1993).   

Babak, Peters and Amorim (2018) cautioned that, “a culture of misogyny will not only 

undermine the authority of women already in positions of leadership within the union, it will also 

work to bar those women who are interested in running for positions within the union Executive” 

(9).  Not only does systemic sexism discourage women’s participation in leadership positions in 

their unions, Dorgan and Grieco (1993) documented how women leaders are disrespected and 

submitted to “social punishments” such as ridicule and negative labelling and stereotyping within 

their unions.  Briskin (2006) suggested that the effect of the masculine culture of unions serves to 

challenge the credibility and legitimacy of women.   Cuneo (2007) summed up the impact of the 
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sexist union environment:  

Sexism in the labour movement can take a variety of forms, from the macho atmosphere 

in pubs, bars, and 'watering holes' at labour conventions to sexual harassment and assault, 

all of which disempower women by impeding their union careers or forcing them to quit 

the labour movement. It is a systemic problem that exists not only in the intentions and 

attitudes of union members, but also in the structures and organizations by which they 

govern themselves (120). 

 

Childcare and Household Responsibilities 

 

Despite their increased participation in the labour market, women continue to carry the 

burden of domestic labour and childcare (Briskin 2006c; Franzway 2000; Luxton and Corman 

2001).  A huge body of literature has demonstrated that the double shift or double “ghetto” 

makes balancing domestic and income-earning work difficult for women.  The lack of publicly 

funded childcare compounds women’s struggle to balance their competing responsibilities.  The 

burden of trying to balance paid work with caring and domestic responsibilities, along with the 

difficulty accessing quality, affordable childcare, is intensified when women become involved in 

other activities, for example as union activists.   

The feminist movement has consistently challenged the assumption that women should 

be expected to carry the responsibility of childcare and domestic burdens, and has demanded a 

more equitable division of household work, publicly funded childcare, and better conditions in 

paid work and in unions (Briskin 2006c; Corman and Luxton 2007; Kainer 2006; Luxton and 

Corman 2001).  Though the labour movement has taken up some of these challenges, usually in 

response to women members’ demands, unions have nonetheless been slow to implement 

policies and practices on these issues to make it easier for women to become activists and 

leaders.   

Babak et al. (2018) suggested that, when unions ignore the issue of gender within their 

institution, their practices and processes become gender blind and fail to accommodate the needs 



35 
 

of women.  For example, when unions schedule meetings in the evening or on weekends, they do 

not acknowledge that women still carry the bulk of childcare.  In addition, union activism 

requires a huge time commitment.  These demands have the effect of disadvantaging women by 

impeding their ability to participate in union activities and in leadership positions, which in turn 

impacts the gender composition of union activists.   

Separate Organizing 

 

Briskin (2014) suggested that separate organizing is an effective strategy that unions can 

utilise to address gender discrimination.  Discussions about women’s participation, 

representation and leadership in unions often focus on separate organizing.  Separate organizing 

has taken different forms in the labour movement such as: informal networks and caucuses; 

formal local, provincial or national women’s committees; women-only conferences; women-only 

education and training; or women-only unions.  Separate organizing has become institutionalized 

in unions through clauses to facilitate the establishment of such practices as those mentioned 

above as well as through the allocation of staff and financial resources (Briskin and McDermott 

1993; Kirton 2015).  The creation of separate structures and spaces enables women to articulate 

their concerns and this allows women’s voices to be heard, thereby ensuring that their 

experiences are considered legitimate.  

Separate organizing plays a strategic role in maintaining women’s representation in 

unions (Kirton 2013).  Briskin and McDermott (1993) observed that separate organizing 

“provides a power base from which women can effect change” (101) and that it can be seen as a 

“pro-active choice on the part of women in order to strengthen their voices, respond to their 

particular concerns as activists or workers” (97).  They noted that separate organizing in unions 

provides a balance between 'autonomy' from the structures and practices whilst allowing 
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'integration' into those structures.  Bairstow (2007) discussed the need to find a balance between 

separate spaces and mainstreaming women’s issues, suggesting that there is a need for a balance 

to be struck such that there is a “trade-off between involvement in decision-making processes 

and the dangers of being sucked in too far” (397).   

 Fonow (2017) noted that “the rationale for creating separate forms of organizing is 

predicated on women's minority status in a male-dominated union” (4).  Briskin (1998), for her 

part, argued that separate organizing is a recognition that women are discriminated against in 

their unions. She remarked that separate organizing is a, “mechanism designed to encourage 

participation among the diverse membership of the labour movement.  It challenges the sexual 

politics of male domination in unions” (7). 

According to Briskin and McDermott (2007), separate organizing recognizes that women 

enter unions with different experiences from those of men and that their relation to power is 

different than men’s. They emphasized that this is not a biologistic argument, but instead one that 

considers women's experiences as socially constituted.  They discussed how male power is also 

socially constructed, arguing that such constituted power serves to exclude women: 

Male power and privilege, male leadership, and traditional organizational forms intersect 

and function to exclude and disadvantage women. This is not just because those in power 

are men, but because male power, which is socially constituted, functions 

organizationally in specific ways (101). 

 

Brigden (2007) maintained that separate organizing has “recast the gendered space, and power 

dynamics between men and women” (169).  In a similar vein, Briskin and McDermott (1993) 

pointed out that because “women's separate organizing simultaneously contests gender power 

and organizational structures, it is experienced by men as a serious challenge” (101).   

Women-only Spaces 

 

In Canada, women-only spaces exist in a variety of forms, including women’s bathrooms, 
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gyms, classes, associations (for example, the Canadian Federation of University Women and the 

Women’s Institute), political forums (for example, the Women's Legal Education and Action 

Fund), and trade unions.  Women-only spaces can take the form of social groups or be a focus for 

political activism, such as the lesbian separatist community, where women challenge patriarchy 

and refuse to participate in any political, social or economic relationships or have any 

interactions with men (Browne 2009).  According to Siebritz (2008), “women-only space is not 

simply a room filled with women; it’s an ideological and political space, where patriarchy in all 

its oppressive manifestations is challenged” (2). 

Briskin (2002) remarked that women-only spaces can be used as an effective strategy for 

women’s empowerment in unions.  She considered women’s separate space to be a positive 

space and noted how this is in contrast to enforced segregation where women are discriminated 

against by being excluded from male-dominated spaces.  Beattie (1986) highlighted that 

privileged places (for example women’s committees, caucuses and conferences) have allowed for 

consciousness-raising and ideological development that is not possible, or at least not sufficiently 

developed, within the larger union structure.  She argued that through women-only spaces, 

women’s issues have been protected from being marginalized and women’s voices have not gone 

unheard.  Indeed, Heart (2013) supported this claim, emphasizing that women-only spaces allow 

for “speaking the basic truths of our experience out of earshot of the oppressor” (1).  Luxton and 

Corman (2001) suggested that women-only spaces have been useful vehicles in preparing 

women to challenge their unions, noting that, “women-only caucuses, committees and 

conferences in unions have developed as a way to identify concerns, strategies and tactics and to 

advance women’s issues and strengthen their voices and capacity to intervene in the male 

dominated culture of the union” (6).  Fonow and Franzway (2009) echoed this idea when they 
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argued that, “separate spaces allow women to identify and articulate their needs, create feminist 

politics and develop the will and ability to contest existing power structures within unions” (10).  

Women-only spaces provide an opportunity for women to come together to share and reconcile 

their experiences and strategize.  As Northup (2013) stated, “When we gather together 

as women, we each hold a piece of the whole story. Together we heal faster than we would if we 

remained isolated or separate, and group members hold up a mirror for us to see ourselves more 

clearly” (1).   

Baker and Robeson (1991) pointed out that, although women-only spaces allow for 

privileged access for women, such structures nonetheless can be a contentious issue.  Women-

only spaces are perceived by some to be divisive and a challenge to the union’s ethos of 

solidarity (Colgan and Ledwith 2000; Parker 2003; Parker and Douglas 2010).  Parker and 

Douglas (2010) emphasized that such views can be particularly vocal during times when unions 

are under attack or there are additional pressures on union resources, such as decreases in union 

membership.  For example, during the 2008 economic recession, women’s (and other equality 

seeking groups) issues often lost footing as unions struggled to maintain jobs and stand up 

against the austerity measures that the government and employers were trying to enforce.  These 

authors maintained, however, that women’s structures can “positively contribute to union revival 

strategies” (439), including internal reform strategies.   

According to Parker and Douglas (2010) the development of women’s spaces is often 

linked to the decentralization of union’s decision-making procedures.  They raised the concern 

that different types of women-only spaces are at risk of becoming institutionalized such that in 

order to access resources they may lose their separate-space autonomy.  They further noted that, 

when women’s committees are offered inclusion at the greater union level, it is often in an 
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advisory rather than a decision-making capacity.  Briskin (2002) suggested that women need 

access to both women-only spaces, such as women’s committees (to redress the historic 

disadvantages), and all other union spaces, particularly decision-making forums, as a means of 

avoiding exclusion and discrimination. 

Women’s Committees 

 

Women’s committees are a form of women-only space that have been particularly 

beneficial to union women. According to the literature, women’s committees have been used as 

gender-equity mobilizing structures and consciousness raising forums where women challenge 

discrimination and collectively harness the resources of their organizations whilst building 

solidarity and alliances (Briskin 2011; Fonow 2003, 2011; White 1994).  Fonow (2003) 

maintained that women’s committees allow women union members to discuss among themselves 

issues that concern and affect them and out of the earshot of or without interference by men.  

While being able to discuss all matters is important, she noted that union women’s committees 

provide a safe space where women can discuss issues of discrimination and harassment that they 

encounter both in the workplace and within their unions.  She also highlighted that such 

committees are a way of alleviating some of the isolation and invisibility that women can 

experience due to their minority status within male-dominated unions  

Studies have found that women’s committees contribute to increased activism of women 

in leadership roles, including organizing and supporting union campaigns (Briskin 2011; Foley 

and Parker 2010).  Parker (2003) emphasized that women’s committees, “provide a platform 

from which women can develop their strengths, advance their concerns and access empowering 

positions” (164), and Fonow (2003) suggested that they are often used as a collectivist form of 

decision making.  Indeed, as she stated, women’s committees, “strengthen both the engagement 
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of women members in their unions, and the project of union renewal” (223), which is vital to the 

success of the labour movement.  What is more, there is evidence that unions that encourage or 

mandate women’s committees tend to better represent women’s issues at the bargaining table and 

have more success with critical issues such as pay equity than unions that do not encourage or 

mandate a women’s committee structure (Amini, Peters and Amorim 2018; Briskin 2014; Kirton 

and Healy 2013).   

Over two decades ago, White (1994) argued that women's committees in unions are a 

"critical base of women's activity inside the union movement" through which "their demands 

[get] onto both the convention floor and the negotiating table" (94).  While women’s committees 

are one initiative that unions have harnessed as a tool in the move towards achieving gender 

equality, feminists have raised concerns about such committees working in isolation from the 

broader union (Boehm 1991; Healy and Kirton 2000; Parker 2003).  They noted that it is vital 

that women’s structures and committees have direct access to decision-making bodies, otherwise 

they risk being powerless.  Even when unions allocate resources for women’s committees and 

the committees are successful in facilitating collective decision making among women, feminists 

have emphasized the importance of ensuring that women’s committees be empowered to directly 

impact decision making at the highest level of the union (Briskin 1990; Foley and Baker 2009; 

Fonow 2003; Homa 2006).   

Women-only Education and Training 

 

Women-only education and training is another important example of women-only spaces 

that unions have implemented in an attempt to address the issue of male domination.  Many 

unions now offer women-only education courses ranging from basic steward courses to higher-

level representation courses such as arbitration and running for public office (Greene and Kirton 
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2002; Grey 1998; Needleman 2004).  In examining the development of union education 

programs, Briskin (1998) pointed out that early union education programs were based on the 

“deficit” model, which focussed on changing women, by, for example, providing assertiveness 

and self-esteem training and teaching them about union procedures and strategies to navigate 

their way in the union.  Contemporary union education programs for women, by contrast, focus 

on changing the union rather than the women by concentrating on the institutional and societal 

barriers that women face in becoming active within their unions.  However, this change in focus, 

which challenged union structures, policies and practices, was not welcomed by all because it put 

into question long-existing and dominant processes, thereby effectively challenging those in 

positions of power and privilege (Briskin 2006a).    

Studies have demonstrated that women’s union education programs, which utilize a 

method known as “popular education”, play a key role in politicising women and encouraging 

them to become women’s advocates within their unions (Hanson et al. 2019).  Cranford (2007) 

noted that this is particularly effective when popular education is combined with feminist 

practices aimed at empowering women.  Popular education focusses on the strength and diversity 

of the experience of participants and, as such, can be fertile ground for women to develop 

collective action in their fight for equality within their unions (Needleman 2004).   

Kirton and Healy (2004) suggested that women-only union courses not only develop 

women’s confidence, but also act as a source of consciousness-raising and increased collective 

gender identity.  According to Greene and Kirton (2002), women-only union education allows 

women to “inject their own gendered experiences” (41) into the courses and encourage the 

valuing and utilization of women’s difference.  For Kirton and Healy (2004), women-only 

education is a forum in which women develop not only their personal skills, but also a sense of 

https://fernwoodpublishing.ca/authors/view/cindy-hanson
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political power that enables them to challenge the culture of male domination within unions and 

provides them with the tools to question societal gender inequalities.   

Politics and the Labour Movement 

 

Jackson and Thomas (2017) commented that, “government policies play an important 

role in shaping conditions of work, and in the changing patterns of work” (12).  Through its 

involvement in politics, the labour movement is an active participant in influencing and 

challenging the legislation that affects what happens in our working lives as well as social 

changes that have an impact on our lives outside of paid work.  Hyman and Gumbrell-

McCormick (2010) argued that unions are, “necessarily protagonists in the political arena” in 

their relationship with governments and political parties (135).  In discussing the importance of 

the labour movement’s political engagement in advancing the status of women, Briskin (2007) 

contended that, “Canadian labour has been, and continues to be, at the forefront of public policy 

debates and involved in coalitions to advance equity by influencing government policy and 

shifting public consciousness” (253).  She also pointed out that women activists have been key to 

the development of social-movement unionism that expands solidarity such that unions work to 

defend all workers and not just their members through political activity.     

Though labour law specifies the relationship between unions, employers and the state, 

and formally gives unions a seat at the table, it is through political alliances that the labour 

movement has been able to influence labour legislation.  Hyman and Gumbrell-McCormick 

(2010) suggested that trade unions and their allied political parties are, “mutually dependent 

organizations” (320).  In the Canadian context, Savage (2009) noted that there has been a long-

standing relationship between the Canadian labour movement and the New Democratic Party 

(NDP) since the 1960s with unions providing financial support to this political party at both 
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federal and provincial levels.  For its part, the NDP has represented workers and the interests of 

the labour movement since its inception.  It is through their mutually beneficial relationship and 

shared goals and values (for the most part), that the NDP and the labour movement have worked 

together on developing policies and on political campaigns to benefit workers and in the broader 

fight for social justice (Fonow 2003; Hamelin 2017; Savage 2009).  These shared goals are what 

motivates the USW to continue to be a fervent supporter of the NDP.  Indeed, in addition to 

financial donations, the USW encourages its members to become members of the NDP and 

provides much human capital to the party during campaigns and elections by the way of 

volunteers (Fonow 2003).  It is through such an alliance that the labour movement can maximise 

its influence to fight for legislative changes that will benefit working people, particularly women 

and other equity seeking groups (Fonow 2003; Jackson and Thomas 2003, 2018). 

Feminism and the Labour Movement 

 

Fonow (2011) described feminism as, “a discursive practice and goal-oriented collective 

identity” noting that feminist union activists work to “make their unions and the labour 

movement more responsive to the concerns of women workers” (88).  Kirton’s (2005) study 

showed that feminist women union leaders tend to adopt a strong feminist voice to challenge the 

masculine culture, policies and practices within their union.  Colgan and Ledwith (1996) and 

Kirton and Healy (1999) found that the majority of senior women activists in unions self-

identified as feminists.  Though not all women trade union activists identify as feminists, they 

have an opportunity through union activities such as conferences, workshops and schools, to 

meet and develop strategies to effect change within their unions and develop a feminist labour 

agenda that will challenge the existing sexist and misogynistic culture of the labour movement.   

Kirton (2005) suggested that a feminist approach to leadership that addresses the need for 
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giving women a voice, by, for example, encouraging consultation and enabling collective 

decision making, can effect positive change for women within their unions.  Women union 

leaders, in the course of fighting for justice and equity for their female members, whether 

simultaneously working to change the traditional structures of the union or not, have to operate 

within the existing male-dominated policies and practices of the union (Franzway 2000).  

Fighting for change is an enormous task that involves challenging decades of male domination 

and social, political and institutional power and dogma.  Franzway (2000) argued that women 

union leaders need to not only navigate the male-dominant institutions of their unions, but have 

to do so whilst juggling the high demands of union activism that is based on a male standard of 

limited domestic responsibility.  Despite these challenges, women union activists have, at times, 

been criticized by feminists inside and outside of unions for failing to do enough for women 

workers and, in particular, for allowing women in unions to be excluded from key leadership 

positions and decision-making processes (Colgan and Ledwith 2002; Kirton and Healy 2004, 

2013).  The criticism of women labour activists failing women in unions ignores the multitude of 

competing stakeholders within unions that are vying to attain improvements for their own 

constituent groups – for example, persons with disabilities, persons of colour, persons of 

different nationalities – which, along with the political challenges with which unions must 

contend, makes it difficult to access resources for women’s projects.  

Fonow (1998) asked, “how do feminist activists harness the union's considerable 

resources, structure, and formal channels of communication to organize on the behalf of feminist 

issues and goals?” (117).  In the context of the heavily male-dominated culture and structure of 

unions, men are often the gatekeepers to resources, making it more challenging for women 

activists to access resources, particularly when their goal is to develop a feminist agenda.  



45 
 

Franklin (2006) argued that this may be the result of sexist assumptions about women’s needs 

within their union as well as notions of the way in which union funds should be allocated.  Thus, 

not only are women activists competing for resources, they are also fighting the sexist culture of 

the union that has little sympathy for a feminist agenda.   

Franzway and Muir (2000) noted that the labour movement continues to be dominated by 

sexual politics that exclude women and considers feminism as an opposition to unionism, despite 

the reliance on women and feminists for the labour movement’s revitalization.  Kainer (2003) 

emphasized that despite decades of struggle for a feminist labour agenda, fighting “fundamental 

gender power relations” (emphasis in original) (31) in unions continues.  In addition, she 

remarked that if women are merely filling equity seats rather than assuming leadership roles that 

include challenging sexist union structures in order to transform them and developing a feminist 

agenda, then nothing will change. She stated: 

Simply inserting women and equity-seeking groups into the existing union structures 

without understanding that the equity project is part of a larger gender politic to transform 

labour as a social movement will not alter the policies and practices of trade unions (32). 

 

If women are not involved and active at all levels of their unions and consciously pushing the 

feminist agenda forward, then women’s role will continue to be subordinate to that of men and 

their needs will not be addressed (Blaschke 2015).   

Yet, as Fonow (2011) pointed out, feminism and trade unionism need not be 

diametrically opposed.  The women’s movement and the labour movement are both dynamic 

social movements with a commitment to and sustained victories in social justice causes.  A 

successful alliance between the two movements, along with other progressive partners, based on 

honesty and mutual respect, and with an acknowledgment of diversity and multiple intersecting 

identities, will enable them to collectively strive for justice and dignity for all workers. 
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Conclusion 

 

 The main goal of this literature review was to develop an understanding of women’s 

equality within their unions, especially pertaining to leadership.  The first two sections, which 

focussed respectively on women’s position in the Canadian labour market and the advantages 

that derive from union membership, provided a backdrop for the discussion of five main themes 

relating to women’s equality and leadership.  These themes, which are core to the scholarly 

literature on women and unions, are: women’s union leadership; barriers to women’s 

participation in leadership roles; separate organizing; politics and the labour movement; and 

feminism and the labour movement.  The topics raised in this chapter provide the context and 

conceptual map for the discussion of the findings in Chapter 4 that deal with the experiences of 

Women of Steel in the USW and their identification of ways in which the USW can address the 

structural inequalities and support them in their fight for equality within the Union.  Before 

moving to the findings, the methodological approach used for this study will be discussed. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

 This chapter details the methodological approach that was used to guide this study.  In the 

first section, I discuss the feminist approach that underpins this study, and why I chose this 

approach.  I then describe my personal background, particularly in relation to the participants as 

well as my positionality in society.  This is followed by a description of the recruitment process 

and participant profiles.  Next, I provide details on the interview process, and on how I analyzed 

the data.  Finally, I elaborate on how I ensured that the research was conducted ethically and the 

measures I took to ensure confidentiality.    

Feminist Methodology 

 

This study is guided by a feminist approach to research, which strives to ensure that 

women are the focus of the investigation and that they benefit from the research (Liampatong 

2013).  Women’s voices are legitimated with a feminist methodology and the researcher commits 

to reflect their words honestly (Kirton 2012).  While feminist methodology includes a wide range 

of methods, the key element is a commitment to women being the focus and beneficiaries of the 

research (Liamputtong 2013).  A feminist methodology allows for women to speak for 

themselves and to describe their experiences in various contexts.  According to Smith (1997), 

“experience is a method of talk” (394).  She suggested that the methodology of working from 

experience (such as that promoted by the women’s movement) allows us “to unearth the tacit 

underpinnings of gender” (395).  For her part, Liamputtong (2013) noted that, within feminist 

methodology, “the process is as important as the outcome” (11).  Particularly relevant to my 

study is Kainer’s (2006) argument that a feminist approach is appropriate to understand the 

challenges that women face in society more generally, and also in the labour market and unions 

more specifically.   
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It is with these issues in mind that I designed this research project.  I conducted the 

research, as Baker (1998) suggested, committed to documenting and respecting the Women of 

Steel’s voices accurately and respectfully and, as recommended by Hesse-Biber and Leavy 

(2007), attempted to “highlight women’s experiences and illuminate gender-based stereotypes 

and biases that impact their lives” (4).   

Qualitative research methods, and one-on-one in-depth interviews in particular, are 

appropriate for this study, which focusses on Women of Steel’s experiences of gender inequality 

within the United Steelworkers (USW) in Canada, as well as the strategies they propose as a 

means to advance gender equality within their Union.  As a feminist conducting research, it is 

important to allow space and time for participants to define the issues and concerns as they see 

them. This approach, along with an acknowledgement of the researcher’s own social location and 

bias and a commitment to authentically reporting and analyzing the data, are strong 

underpinnings of a feminist methodology (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2007).  

This study also operates from a feminist standpoint theory position. As Hennessey (1995) 

cautioned, not all women operate from a feminist perspective.  She noted that, “In attending to 

the complex material forces that structure the relations between social positioning and ways of 

knowing, feminist standpoint theories have challenged the assumption that simply to be a woman 

guarantees a feminist understanding of the world” (14).  Though I identify as a feminist, these 

cautionary words made me consider how to approach the women I was interviewing.  After some 

reflection, I decided to ask participants whether they identified as a “feminist” because I was 

interested in uncovering whether women who identified as Women of Steel and who therefore 

likely had some concerns about issues pertaining to women, also identified as feminists. 

This research project, in using a feminist standpoint approach, aims to challenge the 
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voices of the predominantly male leadership within the USW and, instead, places women’s 

voices, opinions and concerns centrally on the agenda by having Women of Steel describe their 

own experiences within the USW and asking them to propose changes that the USW could 

implement to improve gender equality within the Union.  Briskin and McDermott (1993) stated 

that “sexism disempowers women, if not acknowledged, named or studied, solutions are not 

sought and it becomes systemic” (10).  Unions, therefore, need to acknowledge and address their 

masculine history and sexist structures and policies, and take into account women’s experiences, 

realities and voices.  This research aims to help move the dialogue and practices in this direction.   

Background and Positionality 

 

When conducting research, especially when adopting a feminist approach, it is important 

to disclose one’s background and positionality.  This helps situate the researcher in relation to the 

topic being studied and to participants.  In this section, I therefore discuss my background and 

positionality, which will provide a sense of why this research is so important to me.   

I am a Woman of Steel and therefore potentially a peer of some of the participants, as 

well as a Union Sister of the participants.  I have been a union leader for twelve years and am 

currently the President of USW Local 4120.  I have held the position of Chair of the South-

Central Area Council, Women of Steel Committee, and currently am a delegate to District Six 

Women’s Committee and an Equality Instructor for the USW.  I also have a reputation as a 

feminist, and as a fervent and vocal activist for women’s equality within the Union.  I have 

instructed Women of Steel courses in anti-harassment for the USW, a pilot course on domestic 

violence in the workplace for USW, and three levels of Steward Training courses.  I was an 

invited speaker at the Canadian National Women’s conference in 2012, and a delegate, on behalf 

of USW, to the Ontario Federation of Labour’s first Women’s Summit in 2012. I was the 
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Coordinator of a project on behalf of USW District Six Women’s Committee to devise a proposal 

for a formalized Women of Steel Mentorship Program and was invited to speak on this issue at 

the USW Canadian National Policy Conference in Montreal in April 2016 and again at the 

District Six Conference in September 2018.   

Given my extensive involvement in the USW, I inevitably had working and personal 

relationships with some participants, for example, joint involvement in workshops, conferences, 

training, networks, committees and boards.  Thus, when carrying out this study, it was important 

for me to remain cognizant of my relationship with participants and be aware of my own 

personal biases with regards to the topic of the research in an attempt to avoid superimposing my 

own opinion on participants’ responses or in analyzing and reporting on responses.  Rather than 

having a negative impact, however, these personal relationships were used to encourage 

participants to speak openly and freely about their experiences, and in some cases enhanced the 

quality of the findings because there was already a rapport with the (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 

2006).  In addition, my extensive union experience provided me with a solid knowledge base, 

which minimized the need to constantly ask participants to explain basic concepts or expand 

when they mentioned unions or acronyms, or when they talked about union activities or 

structures. 

Recruitment and Participants  

 

When I began conceptualizing the project, I had hoped that a range of women from 

across the USW in Canada would participate in the research.  I aimed to interview Women of 

Steel from all levels within the Union from rank-and-file members with or without local 

leadership positions or experience to key staff and officers at the district, national and 

international levels.  Participation by individuals from different categories would have ensured 
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the gathering of information on a variety of experiences, thereby allowing for a rich 

representation of the challenges and barriers that Women of Steel face within the USW and 

providing a broad range of suggestions for the enhancement of gender equality within the Union. 

In order to ensure as broad representation as possible, I had initially planned on asking key USW 

staff members and department leaders to support this research project and assist in the circulation 

of the recruitment information.  However, in May 2016, I learned about a similar research study 

that had been designed by another University of Guelph graduate student (on a wider range of 

equity issues) who had begun recruiting participants in March 2016.  The study had been vetoed 

by the USW leadership and USW staff were directed not to promote the study.  Given this 

situation, I decided instead to reach out to those USW leaders who had already shown support for 

my project during personal conversations and asked them to support, participate in, and circulate 

information on the study.  Because of this recruitment approach, I likely ended up with a 

narrower range of participants than may have been the case had the study been more widely 

publicised and promoted by the Union. 

I began recruiting participants in June 2016.  Potential participants were primarily 

contacted directly by phone, email or in person.  In addition, some staff members of the USW 

were provided with information and asked to support the project. All those contacted were asked 

to pass on information about the study to other Women of Steel. Emailing proved to be the most 

efficient and effective method of contacting potential participants, partly due to scheduling 

conflicts and also due to the time of year as many people were taking vacation. I initially 

assumed that contacting potential participants in person or by phone would be more effective; 

however, such methods of communication proved to be difficult in recruiting Women of Steel.  

After several follow-up attempts, email was the method to which most responded. 



52 
 

To participate in the study, an individual had to identify as a woman and had to be a 

Woman of Steel in Canada at the time of the recruitment or have been a Woman of Steel in 

Canada in the past.  The sample was restricted to Canada because one of the aims of the project 

was to identify strategies to promote gender equality that would go above and beyond the 

Women of Steel Program which, until recently, was only available in Canada.  Women of Steel 

from across Canada who were actively working or retired, as well as Women of Steel who were 

on disability or a leave of absence, were eligible to participate.  Those who had been Women of 

Steel in the past but were no longer working in a USW facility by reason of attrition or 

redundancy, were also eligible to participate.  It was thought that this group may have something 

unique to add to the study in terms of whether they perceived that gender had contributed to 

them no longer working in a USW workplace. 

Sixteen interviews were completed over the period of July to September 2016.  

Participants ranged in age from 26 to 56, and the average age was 45.  All were from District Six 

within the USW.  Fourteen were from Ontario, one was from Nova Scotia, and one was from 

Newfoundland.  Of the 16 participants, 11 had held office at least once, and some had held office 

in various capacities within their locals.  There was a wide range of education levels among the 

participants as follows: high school diploma (3), college diploma or certificate (6), undergraduate 

degree (4), MA degree (2) and PhD degree (1).  Fourteen participants were active USW members 

and working full-time, one participant was retired, and one was a former USW member who was 

now working in another job outside of the Union. Participants’ length of service as a USW 

member varied from 3 to 32 years, with an average of 12 years.  There was a good cross-section 

of participants from various sectors within the Union covering education (5), manufacturing 

automotive (1), manufacturing steel (3), manufacturing other (4), mining (1), public sector (1), 
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and forestry (1). 

Interview Process and Data Analysis 

 

As indicated earlier, the aim of this research was to access the “subjugated knowledge of 

the diversity of women’s realities” (Hesse-Biber 2007) and enable Women of Steel to speak in 

their own words to describe both their experiences of gender equality within USW and to offer 

suggestions on ways in which the Union could improve gender equality.  Qualitative in-depth 

interviews were therefore used to gather data for this study because this method provided 

participants with the space to talk about, and reflect on, their experiences and perspectives.   

A detailed guide was developed for the one-on-one interviews, which meant that there 

was a degree of control exercised by the researcher with regards to key issues that needed to be 

addressed to help answer the study’s research questions.  The interviews, however, were semi-

structured in that the participants had an opportunity to lead the discussion by expanding or 

deviating from the formulized questions. The questions were mostly open ended to allow 

participants to expand on their answers, thereby adequately conveying their experiences.  This 

allowed for more detailed and richer qualitative data to be collected than would have been 

possible through closed questions.  In addition, participants had the opportunity to raise 

additional topics not covered in the interview guide.   

Interviews were conducted in person, by telephone, over Skype, and over Facebook.  One 

interview was carried out using Skype, one using Facebook, one in person and 13 by telephone.  

The average duration of the interviews was 60 minutes, with the shortest interview lasting 45 

minutes and the longest interview lasting 75 minutes.  I obtained consent to record each 

interview, which was of great benefit during the interview itself and for data analysis. 

Throughout the interview process, I was cognisant of my own positionality as a Woman 
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of Steel and was conscious of the need to carefully listen to what participants were saying rather 

than make assumptions or presume that either I knew the answer that participants would give or 

that my interpretation of what they were saying was accurate.  This was particularly important 

when I knew the participants well.   

The interviews went very well and, overall, there were no insurmountable problems with 

the interview process.  There was some difficulty with the first two interviews using Skype and 

Facebook because the volume of the recordings was not loud enough. For the rest of the 

interviews, I used an external media recorder rather than one that was integrated into my 

computer, which produced a much clearer recording for the phone and in-person interviews.  I 

had also underestimated the time involved in contacting potential participants and scheduling 

interviews.  This was aggravated by the fact that the interview period coincided with summer 

vacations and several of the interviews had to be rescheduled for a variety of reasons. 

Transcription of the interviews took much longer than I had anticipated, which delayed my 

timeline for completing this part of the research project. In the end, however, I felt that I had 

gathered a rich body of valuable data that provided solid information to help answer my research 

questions.  

My qualitative study generated a large quantity of very interesting and useful data.  In 

order to manage the data (without using a qualitative research software program), the answer to 

each question that participants were asked was coded separately.  This first coding method was to 

summarize the issues being discussed. I undertook a second round of coding, which involved 

reducing the summaries to key words (varying from one to three). This allowed for easy 

identification of topics and made it possible to quickly locate appropriate quotes when 

developing the analysis.  The process that I adopted was as follows. First, the responses were 
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transcribed word for word into a table.  The responses were then summarized in the second 

column of the table to reflect the topics being discussed.  In the third column, the responses were 

further summarized into one to three key words.  These codes reflected either one of the pre-

determined themes around which the questions were grouped, or a theme that had been identified 

by one of the participants during the interviews.  This system of active coding allowed for a 

fulsome analysis of the participants’ comments and for the researcher to consider “unforeseen 

areas and new research questions” (Charmaz 2006 cited in Liamputtong 2013).   

The key final themes identified included: women in leadership roles and role models; 

women and childcare; USW and the Women of Steel Program; union education, training and 

mentorship; masculine culture and harassment; women’s voices; women-only spaces; women’s 

committees and conferences; USW hiring practices; separate organizing; decision making; 

collective bargaining and bargaining priorities; unions and politics;  and, feminist identity and 

feminist labour agenda.  Even though the study used mostly open-ended questions to allow 

participants to expand beyond the specific questions asked, it was possible to categorize all 

responses under the above themes.   

Ethical Considerations 

 

All ethical requirements as prescribed by the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board 

were strictly adhered to during the research process.  Because of my insider status, it was very 

important to ensure that no deception was used in this project. Participants were made aware of 

my role in the Union and they were reminded of their right to not answer specific questions or to 

withdraw from the study.  Also, because participants were likely to be union activists, and 

therefore engaged politically, it was important to protect their identity and ensure the 

confidentiality of their responses.   
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Participants were informed at the beginning of the interview that confidentiality would be 

achieved by separating responses from consent forms and that every effort would be made to 

refrain from using any identifying information when reporting on the data either in written 

material or oral presentations.  One participant requested reassurance that, due to her specific 

position within the Union, extra caution would be used in reporting on her data to avoid 

identifying her when using any of her comments.  Participants were asked if direct quotations 

could be used in the reports and presentations, and all but one agreed.  Participants were advised 

that an executive summary of the study would be circulated to USW leaders as it was intended 

that the findings would be useful to help improve gender equality within the Union. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 

The purpose of this study was to develop a deeper understanding of Women of Steel’s 

experiences of gender equality within the USW and what they perceived as the barriers to greater 

equality in the Union.  My goal was to explore the barriers that Women of Steel face in achieving 

equality despite the actions taken by the USW to enhance equality, and to seek the views of 

Women of Steel on ways that gender equality could be improved in the USW.  Unions have been 

advocates for and allies of women in the fight for gender equality at work and in society more 

generally.  They have campaigned for and supported equal pay legislation, anti-gender 

discrimination legislation and equality language in collective agreements.   However, where 

many unions have fallen short is in ensuring that women have equal access to promotions and 

decision-making positions within unions themselves.  Women are also not treated equally to and 

with the same respect as men.  Indeed, as was discussed in Chapter 2, the existing literature on 

women in trade unions in Canada and in other counties shows that, despite women’s increasing 

numbers in union membership, they continue to be grossly under-represented in leadership 

positions and therefore do not have decision-making privileges and organisational power.  

Women are already at a disadvantage when compared to their union “brothers” due to the 

discriminatory effects of gender inequality within society.  Limited access to decision-making 

power in unions only serves to exacerbate this disadvantage. 

This chapter discusses in greater detail the key themes pertaining to gender equality 

within the USW that emerged from the interviews with sixteen Women of Steel.  I begin by 

discussing the topic of women in leadership roles in the USW paying attention to how the 

USW’s hiring practices negatively affect Women of Steel and their access to leadership roles 

within the Union. I then focus on role models within the Union and women’s issues that 
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participants identified as significant to them. This leads into a discussion about childcare and 

how its lack of availability has an impact on women’s involvement in their union activities.  

Next, I consider the topics of the USW’s masculine culture and women’s experience of 

harassment in the Union.  This is followed by a discussion on union education and training, and 

the Women of Steel Program.  Women’s voices within the Union, and women-only spaces, 

including women’s committees and conferences are the subject of the next two sections.  I then 

focus on bargaining committees and bargaining priorities, paying attention to women’s 

involvement on such committees and whether women’s issues are being made central to 

bargaining agendas.   The labour movement’s political engagement and the impact on women’s 

issues and rights are then considered.  The final topic addressed is union women’s feminist 

identity.  I conclude this thematic analysis chapter by summarizing key issues from the findings.   

Women in Leadership 

 

Over the years, and largely in response to demands by feminists and women union 

members that policies and practices be put into place to ensure that more women take on 

leadership positions, most unions have initiated some structural reforms, such as implementing 

quotas and creating women’s committees, to facilitate this process.  However, these efforts have 

not resulted in proportional gender representation in union leadership (Franzway and Fonow 

2011).  Kainer (2006) suggested that, if unions are committed to achieving gender equality, they 

need to completely transform their structures and practices, which would include proportional 

representation of women in leadership roles.  Such a transformation would not only ensure more 

gender equality in terms of leadership, but it would also increase women’s representation by 

other women as well as the number of role models for women, which may well serve as a 

motivating factor for women to take on leadership roles.  What is more, greater gender equality 
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in union leadership would increase the likelihood of women’s concerns and issues being 

prioritized in all areas of union activities.   

The majority of participants in this study felt that it was important for women to take on 

leadership positions in the union and serve as role models, which suggests that they were attuned 

to the issue of gender inequality within the Union and can perhaps also be taken as an indication 

that their participation was motivated by a desire for change.  Eleven of the women who were 

interviewed for this study had held an office within the local. Only one had held the position of 

President, the most senior position within the local and the one with the most decision-making 

power. Two participants had held the position of Unit Chair, which is the position below the 

local’s President in an amalgamated local. Two participants had held the position of Vice-Chair.  

The Recording Secretary position had been held by two participants.  This position is typically 

considered as a support role and one that is often designated to women.  The above positions are 

table officers (those who oversee the day-to-day functions) and the key ones within the USW 

executive committee.  Women interviewed for this study also held other executive positions and 

union committee membership positions which is detailed in Table 1.  The importance of 

women’s representation on the executive and other committees is that these are vehicles for 

voicing women’s issues and may provide opportunities to enable changes within the Union that 

will benefit women and move towards gender equality.  It is worth noting that the five women 

who stated that they had not filled any of the elected table officer leadership positions within 

their local may have been activists at a lower level within their local.  Lower level activism is 

generally a precursor to higher leadership positions. 
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Table 1. Positions held within local unions  

 Study 

Participants 

President 2 

Vice-President 2 

Unit Chair  2 

Financial Office 2 

Recording Secretary 2 

Grievance Officer 3 

Health & Safety Committee 2 

Women’s Committee 

Chairperson 

6 

Chief Steward  2 

Steward 3 

Guide 1 

Human Rights Office 1 

No Offices Held 5 

 

 Gray (1993) discussed how the selection processes in unions are, in part, responsible for 

so few women being in leadership positions.  Traditional male-dominated and male-biased 

approaches to leadership appointments continue to plague unions. Such approaches view unions 

as a male domain and overlook women and their skills for leadership positions.  Affirmative 

action has been used by unions to address this problem. As discussed in the literature review 

(Chapter 2), affirmative action is a proactive employment practice designed to end systemic job 

discrimination in the workplace whether mandated or voluntarily adopted (Roskin 1998).  This 

policy of favouring members of a disadvantaged group who have suffered discrimination 

focusses on the hiring and promotion of women (and other minority groups) to address the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Discrimination
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historical imbalances of the organization or workplace.  In a union context, affirmative action is 

an effective mechanism to support women’s issues and address gender inequality not only for the 

purposes of hiring, but also in assigning duties and projects, making appointments to committees 

and boards, and ensuring access to training or attendance at conferences.  Briskin (2006) argued 

that the application of affirmative action policies by unions has altered the demographics of 

union leadership.  However, she cautioned that, in order for equity in unions to be achieved, it is 

important not only to increase the number of women, but to ensure that those who are elected or 

appointed are adequately representing the concerns of the equity seeking group.  When men are 

the decision makers and utilize an exclusively male perspective, gender inequality in unions goes 

unchallenged.   

One participant in this study argued that the Union leadership, when considering 

candidates for positions, “need to apply an equity lens and not just default and select the white 

male.  If there is a woman equally qualified, do not default to the male” (P.15).  Another 

participant suggested that diversity in age and ethnicity is also critical, nothing that, “We need an 

international executive that reflects the membership and not the old white guy” (P.8).  Members 

need to see themselves reflected in the leadership of the Union if they are to feel comfortable 

moving up the ranks.  Without affirmative action policies that mandate the appointment of 

women to leadership positions, unions will continue to appoint men and, as a result, women’s 

issues will continue to go unaddressed.   

 The metaphor of a glass ceiling is often used in the academic literature and in the media 

to describe how women fail to progress to senior leadership positions.  Participants in this study 

were adamant that there is a glass ceiling within unions, and that this ceiling is generally 

positioned around the level of the Union locals. When unions fail to appoint women to leadership 
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roles within the union, they are effectively creating a glass ceiling for women.   As one 

participant observed, “Women are encouraged to take on leadership roles, but outside of the 

locals there are not many women on staff, for example” (P.5).  The notion of a glass ceiling, 

however, may oversimplify the problem of women’s access to union leadership roles.  Indeed, 

Eagly and Carli (2007 cited in Kaminski and Yakura 2008) suggested that the barriers women 

experience are multi-faceted, such that it is more of a maze that they have to negotiate rather than 

a singular obstacle, such as a glass ceiling.  

One of the impacts of women not being appointed to the entry level staff positions within 

the Union is that they are unlikely to be represented in higher-level positions.  The fact that there 

is only one woman on the International Executive Board of twenty members is reflective of the 

Union’s poor performance in gender equality and its lack of affirmative action policies.  

Participants were keenly aware that women were underrepresented on the International 

Executive Board, as is demonstrated by the following two quotes, “The International Executive 

have one token woman and one token Black person. Even in the district, no female directors, or 

assistant directors” (P.15) and “The International Executive Board is a perfect example: one 

woman and mostly white men.  That shows discrimination” (P.8). Participants also highlighted 

that even when women hold leadership positions within the Union, they continue to be controlled 

by men. One made this point succinctly with a concrete example, “There is still a national 

director above her [National Health and Safety Co-ordinator], who is a man, who controls what 

she does” (P.3). 

It was noted, in particular, that only one out of a total of 16 Area Co-ordinator positions 

in Canada was held by a woman and, following her retirement last year, the position was filled 

by a man.  The Union’s justification for appointing a man to this position was that there were no 



63 
 

“experienced” women who could fulfill this role.  To suggest that the reason for not appointing 

women is their lack of experience, as the male leadership tends to do, only reinforces the point 

that the Union is failing to provide women with opportunities for advancement.  The following 

participant proposed a way that the Union could use its current policies to encourage and support 

women to gain experience: 

Definitely need to start coaching and grooming women to take over more higher level 

leadership roles and not be constrained to women’s committees or office positions. But at 

this point, it is not really happening. Even if they come out [to work for the Union as a 

staff representative] for a short three-month term contract, it will give them exposure and 

some more training (P.14).   

 

It was suggested by participants that there may be some “smoke screening” going on 

within the USW.  For example, the International President is often heard saying, in defence of the 

Union’s gender equality strategy, that all of the heads of departments in the international office 

are women.  However, one participant took issue with this, stating that, “At the international 

level, there are a lot of heads of departments that are women.  This is still by appointment, is still 

a support role and it still reinforces gender stereotypes.  They still have to do what a man tells 

them” (P.15).   

One of the risks of women relying on being appointed to positions by a male leader, is 

that they can also be un-appointed if, for example, they try to challenge the status quo of the 

Union.  Some of the women interviewed understood this problem only too well.  Indeed, the 

following participant expressed concern about job security should she move beyond the local 

level into a staff position, “If you were to go into a staff rep position, you have to be very careful 

in what you say and what you do when you become staff and hired than you do at the local level, 

or you are going to be fired” (P.9).  She pointed out that this precarity of staff positions within 

the USW also has a political impact that limits women’s voices, “So, in other words, the voice of 
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women and feminism stay in the locals.  There in the locals, the presidents and vice-presidents 

have a bigger voice. You’re going to have a fair voice and a better chance at pushing forward 

issues than if you were to go into a staff rep position” (P.9).  Such issues raised by participants 

highlight the systemic problem of women at the local level being limited in their decision-

making powers.  Consequently, the impact they have at all levels of the Union in terms of 

structural changes is limited.  Yet, once women become Union employees, such as Staff 

Representative, their employment status is dependent on their District Directors who can end 

their employment if they fail to follow “the party line”.  Women who want to address the unequal 

power structures of the Union therefore find themselves in a double bind. 

These obstacles are further aggravated by the Union’s hiring practices, which participants 

felt were a systemic problem that further disadvantaged women in their union careers.  Indeed, 

USW hiring practices were identified by many as a barrier to women wishing to progress from 

local activism to staff positions.  As the following participant noted, “Hiring practices overall, at 

the district, national and international level.  They should practice what they preach.  Sometimes 

there is opposition to hire women and they don’t do a good job of that” (P.16).  Another 

interviewee suggested that historical sexist hiring practices continued in the Union, “It is still a 

boys club … I love the USW, but unions have always been male-dominated and we are just 

breaking through. If you want to go higher in the Union, for example, a staff rep, there is no 

equality” (P.9).  One woman discussed how her labour career options are limited when 

appointments are made largely by “the stereotypical old white men”: 

The composition of the leadership is mostly older white men and still the old boys club. It 

is hard to be a part of something when you don’t see yourself reflected in the leadership 

of the organization. Ok, they hire women to work in the offices, for example, the 

International Director of Education is female, but so what.  Who gets to say where I go or 

what I could possibly do when these positions are appointed by the stereotypical old 

white men. (P.14)   
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Yet another participant discussed the lack of commitment to women’s equality within leadership 

positions in the Union, something she saw as being more than negligence or thoughtlessness: 

A lot of people do not understand the concept of internalized misogyny and some of the 

barriers that women face if they are running for positions of leadership, and that is 

woefully misunderstood. Not just in the USW, but in society in general. I think that a lot 

of Steelworkers would be like “I have no issue with gender parity in leadership”.  But 

they hear and they don’t understand what might be preventing someone from running for 

those positions or getting themselves into a position or running for leadership. So, I think 

there is a bit of willful ignorance there.  “My hands are clean; I don’t care if a woman 

were to sit on this board or were to be my director”.  But I don’t know if there is a 

commitment on a deeper level to understand why women are not running or why more 

women are not in positions of leadership.  It is willful ignorance. (P.14) 

 

One participant, however, suggested that there was no malicious intent, “I don’t think anyone is 

trying to block women’s advancement to these roles. However, it has the same effect in that there 

are not enough women there” (P.7).  Despite her suggestion that the barriers to women’s 

advancement in the Union was unintentional discrimination, she clearly felt that the impact on 

women was equally detrimental to intentional gender discrimination in keeping women from 

filling staff representative positions or other leadership positions.  

What was clear from participants’ comments is that they felt that the USW’s recruitment 

policies were one of the root causes of the problem of the absence of women in staff and higher-

level positions within the Union. The following quote highlights this point, “I have some issues 

with recruiting policies. [They are] bad to begin with and then they hire more men.  If they are 

not hiring women, they are not walking the walk, but only talking the talk.  Then really, “are we 

there?” (P.8). 

The women interviewed for this study argued that there were not enough women in 

leadership positions in the Union and felt strongly that this was a major problem. They believed 

that the Union has a responsibility to promote gender equality in leadership positions in its 
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organization. They felt that it is essential that women take on a wide range of jobs and not only 

those that are stereotypical female jobs, such as Recording Secretary.  They also maintained that 

not only does the Union have a duty to reflect the gender diversity of its members, it also needs 

to encourage women to aspire to leadership positions and to facilitate their transition into these 

jobs.  For many, the work of involving more women in leadership positions begins in the locals, 

as highlighted by the following participant: 

Yeah, again, they need to do more at the local level.  Reach out, mentoring, pulling those 

women along.  Showing them they need to know what the Union is about. Most women 

don’t know what the Union is for, what it does, how it works, anything.  It’s real 

grassroots it’s got to start at.  Before making the icing for the cake, they need to know  

how to make the cake. (P.3) 

 

Another participant argued that the Union should be more proactive in providing women with 

more support and resources to enable them to gain skills to be able to move into leadership 

positions. She stated, “They need to practice what they preach and start within our local unions.  

We need to spend more effort on training and giving women in the USW opportunities to 

develop skills and abilities to get certain opportunities for advancement… We need to provide 

more support and resources for gender equality.  We need to encourage women in the Union and 

provide resources and encourage the engagement of women into leadership roles” (P.16).   

In discussing possible strategies to move forward, some of those interviewed suggested 

that the Union needs to encourage the participation of young women, as highlighted in the 

following quote, “I think getting more women involved, especially young women. It is really the 

younger generation we need to get involved” (P.11).  Participants were hopeful that, as younger 

members, especially young women, become the leaders of the Union, outdated male-dominated 

structures would be replaced by more contemporary equitable ones.  Some felt strongly that 

young women need to participate more and take on leadership roles immediately to ensure that 
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women are included in the succession planning to replace the current leaders as they retire.  

Further development of the USW’s NextGen (a program to inspire and educate young members 

of the Union) as well as outreach, particularly through social media, to those younger members 

who displayed potential as future leaders were seen by some as a beneficial strategy for the 

Union.  It was further suggested by participants that the USW needs to make a concerted effort to 

address the sexist culture and pay more than just lip service to gender equality in leadership 

positions and more generally, if it wants to be seen to be “walking their talk”. Some believed that 

the sexist culture had kept women out of leadership roles, and this would have to change if 

young women were to be recruited into such roles. 

Women as Role Models and Women’s Issues 

 

Having more women in leadership positions is critical for union women because they 

serve as role models and are more likely to ensure that issues of importance to women are placed 

on the union agenda. The significance of role models was not lost on the women who 

participated in this study.  There was a real sense that women needed to feel that the Union was 

relevant to them and that they were a core part of it.  This finding supports the literature, which 

also identified the necessity for women to see themselves reflected in the leadership of their 

unions and to have positive role models in those who represent them (Briskin, Genge, McPhail 

and Pollack 2013; Kainer 2006; Kaminski and Yagura, 2008).  Inevitably, if women are not in 

leadership positions, other women will be denied positive female role models.  Most of those 

interviewed said that it is important for women to be able to identify with female role models, 

which could have an impact on their comfort level in moving up the Union ranks. As one 

participant pointed out, although there are not many role models, the hope is that this will change 

going forward, “There are not a lot of women role models.  We are just breaking through.  Some 
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women have done great, they have paved the way, but we are not there yet.  I think we will see 

more females in those roles.  We can raise the flag and seeing more females there and real 

positive role models coming through will help” (P.9).  Despite the lack of women in positions of 

leadership in the USW, participants identified several Women of Steel as role models who had 

inspired them. The majority of the women who were identified as inspirational had been 

employed as staff of the USW, which demonstrates the importance for the Union to consider the 

impact of gender when appointing staff.  A lack of female role models creates another problem in 

that it inevitably translates into a lack of female mentors, as highlighted by the following 

participant, “My experience in my early years was that my mentors were men because there were 

not many women around to be role models” (P.15).  Another participant spoke about the 

importance of having other women to talk with noting that, “It’s good to be able to talk to 

women to get a sense of power and be rejuvenated by the women doing great things in the 

Union. Knowing that other women exist and have the same issues and having the opportunity to 

connect is a great thing for women” (P.14). 

What came out clearly during the interviews is that encouraging women to seek 

leadership positions is important so that women can see themselves reflected in the Union and 

can look to their role models to help them aspire to leadership positions themselves.  Not having 

a sufficient number of women in leadership positions serving as role models can be discouraging 

for women who might have considered taking on such positions, as the following quote 

illustrates: 

If I want to talk to a female in a leadership position who has come through the ranks, 

there are only two.  They are the only two women that I know who have any sort of rank 

outside of the local … So if I, or anyone else, wanted to see myself reflected in the 

leadership, there are only two of all the staff reps. This shows you what your chances are 

of being successful. (P.14) 
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The importance of having more women in leadership positions at the local was particularly 

important because, as one participant stated, “Local leaders are good role models and we need to 

utilize that” (P.16).   

That unions with predominantly male leaderships have not tended to take into 

consideration women’s experiences and different realities, and have consequently not represented 

their interests, has been discussed extensively in the literature (Briskin, Genge, McPhail and 

Pollack 2013; Briskin and McDermott 1993; Jumar 1993; Kainer 2006; Kaminski and Yakura 

2008; Smith 1997).  Those interviewed for this study were quite adamant that the lack of women 

in leadership positions had a negative impact on the representation that they received.  They 

noted that it is important for them to have representatives who understand their experiences and 

expectations and that women would better represent them than men would.  If executive 

committees or bargaining committees, who make decisions on behalf of members and are 

responsible for representing them within the Union, are primarily comprised of men, women’s 

issues may not be identified or addressed adequately. Those interviewed believed that women’s 

involvement in leadership positions had to occur at all levels of the Union, with a strong 

presence at the local level.  As many noted, the local level is where women go to access supports 

and benefits provided to them under their collective agreements, as well as being a forum for 

defending their rights under labour and human rights legislation. If women are not found in 

leadership roles at the local level, it is more difficult to bring their issues of concern to the 

forefront. As one participant stated, “Our local is male dominant, we have some women on the 

bargaining committee within our local, but it should be more” (P.16). Another participant noted, 

“I don’t think it is something that our local looks at as clearly as it should.  I feel confident going 

to my local with an issue gender related or what have you, but I’m not sure that they take us as 
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seriously as they are a predominantly male executive and male President” (P.11).  This was 

echoed by the following participant who stated succinctly, “I think it’s difficult for an all-male 

executive of a union to really understand in any significant way what women are going through 

… I don’t think they are not trying, they just can’t” (P.14).  These concerns are also reflected in 

the following quote, “I don’t think executive officers every fully understood the issues. You can 

talk to them, but they don’t get it, they don’t get that there are a lot of issues for women still” 

(P.3).  Another participant expanded on why she felt that it was not possible for men to 

adequately represent women: 

I think they try, I don’t think it’s malicious. It’s not for lack of training, but I don’t think 

that male leaders can ever really reflect what women need or how they can represent 

women.  They cannot represent how women would represent other women; it is not 

possible. Unless you have lived as a woman, you don’t understand the barriers and 

challenges that malle-dominated spaces create for women.  It’s just not possible for them 

to understand. (P.14) 

 

Women and Childcare 

 

One issue that was raised consistently by the participants in this study was childcare.  The 

literature on women and unions clearly shows that women’s capacity for union involvement is 

impacted by their socia responsibilities (Gray 1993; Ledwith 2012; Luxton 2001; Yates 2011). 

The majority (15 out of 16) of participants in this study were unequivocal in their belief that 

childcare and family responsibilities are barriers to women being active in their unions and 

becoming leaders. Most of the women reported that family responsibilities, particularly 

childcare, limit their ability to participate in the Union’s activities.   

Many of the women highlighted that their caring responsibilities restrict their attendance 

at union meetings and travelling for union functions. They felt that union activities and 

responsibilities tend to be designed around assumptions and expectations of availability that men 

are more likely to meet. One participant commented on the difficulty of being an activist when 
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her children were young, “When my kids were little, I just couldn’t take time to be away. For 

example, I wanted to take leadership training, but I just could not go to Pittsburgh for weeks at a 

time, I just could not do it” (P.9).  A few participants talked about how motherhood could not be 

balanced easily with key union roles, such as staff representative. One stated, “If you want to be 

a staff rep, for example, if you have children, you would not be able to do it.  However, men 

seem to be able to, as they have women looking after the kid” (P.15).  Another participant 

described how her childcare responsibilities prevented her from working as a staff representative 

because one of the terms of the employment contract for this position is a willingness to relocate 

where the Union deems necessary.  She noted, “Yes, it’s a barrier… I could not just pick up and 

move like men seem to be able to do more easily. I couldn’t, for example, be a staff 

representative in Sault St Marie” (P.3).  The following participant was offered a position with the 

Union, but had to turn it down due to childcare issues, “I would have to attend miles away and I 

hate that thought that in this day and age women have to turn down opportunities for lack of 

childcare” (P.8).  Concerns were also raised about the challenges of being in leadership positions 

and taking maternity leave. One participant expressed this issue succinctly, “I would be 

interested in knowing of any women who have been union staff working full time and have had 

families and gone on maternity leave.  I am not sure that anyone has, and so if I went on 

maternity leave, would I be able to maintain my position, seniority etc.?” (P.14).    

The lack of childcare at Union events was identified as a major pressure point for women. 

Although only seven of those interviewed had been prevented from attending a Union event due 

to the lack of childcare, all of them felt strongly that childcare should be provided to ensure that 

women could participate in events, which demonstrates that women who do not require childcare 
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acknowledge that it is a barrier for those women who do. The availability of childcare at events 

removed at least one barrier for women, and a participant remarked that: 

The one convention I was able to go to was the Ontario Federation of Labour because 

they provided childcare.  My kids still talk about when they used to get to go to  

convention with me and that was because there was childcare.  It was awesome but few 

and far between. (P.3)  

 

Some participants argued that childcare is not just a women’s issue but is also something 

that affects men. One noted that, “It should be available to men as well, day care generally.  

Either a single dad or someone whose partner is unable to care for the children, so that they can 

participate” (P.10). One participant took the idea of providing childcare one step further and 

suggested that, rather than merely offering childcare, Union events should be child friendly. She 

stated, “You could keep your children with you.  Depending on the age [of the child] and the 

event, women should be allowed to participate and have their children with them” (P.10).   

The fact that, to date, very few USW events have included childcare suggests that the 

current, largely male, leadership has either failed to identify this need or failed to prioritise it, 

thus underscoring that male leaders do not adequately represent women’s issues in the Union.  As 

is noted in the literature, in order for unions to achieve gender equality, it is necessary for them to 

account for women’s realities (Amini, Peters and Amorim 2018; Blashke 2015; Briskin 1993,  

2014; Foley 2001), and childcare and other family responsibilities are core to most women’s 

realities. 

Masculine Culture and Harassment 

 

Masculine Culture 

 

The labour movement, which has been male dominated and entrenched in masculine 

norms for well over a century, was never going to be transformed overnight into a more 

progressive organization that worked to ensure gender equality.  However, it would have been 
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realistic to expect that, after almost six decades of extensive pressure from the women’s 

movement, there would be more obvious cultural changes reflecting women’s growing numbers 

in unions and their increased involvement in union structures and activities.   

While unions, including the USW, have attempted to address the problem of masculine 

culture, progress has often been slow.  Indeed, participants in this study reported that, despite 

efforts towards equality as well as women’s increasing numbers in the USW, there remains an 

entrenched masculine culture within the Union that continues to render women inferior to men.  

As one participant noted: 

A lot of times, how do I put this, a lot of times, again, we say it, we put it on paper, but 

there are all kinds of things that go on with women, things that we have to accept as part 

of life. That’s the way it goes. Um, you know, you don’t want to rock the boat, right.  You 

want to get along with everybody, so you just have to suck it up.  And I don’t think the 

guys ever have to “just suck it up”. (P.3)   

  

This quote demonstrates how women can be marginalized by the masculine culture of the Union 

as they are expected to not raise issues and instead accept the situation as it is.  The following 

quote illustrates how the Union is still male dominated and that there is an unwillingness to 

change, “It will improve once the old guys die off and we get someone new in.  They were there 

when there were no females, it is still that boys club.  Equality rights, women’s rights, they’re not 

trying hard enough” (P.9).  The notion that trade unions must change their traditional culture as a 

basis for gender equality is emphasized by Dean (2006:4) who argued that, rather than women 

having to adapt to fit the male norm, the unions need to change to better reflect new realities.  

Participants identified other systemic issues within the USW that were further evidence 

of the gendered culture of the Union.   For example, some were particularly concerned that 

women often hold traditionally “feminized” supportive roles within the Union, such as that of 



74 
 

trustee or recording secretary, rather than decision-making roles such as that of president.  As one 

participant noted: 

When I left the board of 11 to step down, the only women were in the office.  When I left, 

I was not replaced by a woman.  Women tend to hold support roles, like trustee.  I feel 

that’s what women do.  For example, serving role as opposed to the president which are 

generally men.  So it is still the “old boys club”. (P.15) 

 

Another observation made by a participant was how the allocation of and access to union 

resources were major barriers for women within the USW.  This is a problem particularly when 

executive committee members and presidents are men and in the position of making decisions 

regarding spending and the allocation of union funds.  She remarked, “When there is an 

international convention and they want to send people to Las Vegas, they send everybody they 

want”.  However, she noted that, “When there is a women’s international conference and it’s in 

Pittsburgh, they say we can only send two” (P.3), suggesting that when the women’s committee 

asks for resources, it is not taken seriously or seen as a priority.   

The impact of a masculine culture such as has been reported by the participants in this 

study is profound.  Indeed, women find themselves isolated, unsupported, not feeling part of the 

Union, and unwilling to participate in activities and social events.  The more acute problem is 

that a disrespectful culture of sexism and entrenched sense of male power create a fertile ground 

for harassment. 

Harassment 

 

The USW’s anti-harassment policy states, “There are two principles fundamental to the 

labour movement: human rights and solidarity.  Harassment strikes at the heart of both” (USW 

2017).  Known as the “Yellow Sheet”, the USW’s anti-harassment policy is read at the beginning 

of every event.  At conferences, at least two anti-harassment counsellors are introduced to the 
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delegates who are advised to contact one of them if any issues arise during the event, suggesting 

that the Union is aware of the potential for harassment.   

When participants were asked if they believed that the Union’s policy was effective, the 

responses were varied.  One participant remarked, “I have read it many times.  I have heard of 

times when there have been concerns, but things seemed to be resolved. Having the Yellow Sheet 

there certainly gives me a sense of protection and somewhere to go during those events, if I did 

have any concerns” (P.8).  Another participant who felt that the Union was addressing 

harassment observed, “I think the Union has done a good job to bring harassment and 

discrimination to the forefront… I believe they are very supportive, and they do what they can in 

order to make sure that it gets done” (P.9).  

Although some participants acknowledged that the USW had taken steps to fight against 

harassment, others suggested that its anti-harassment policy and practices were not enough to 

ensure that members experience a harassment-free environment at all union activities, events and 

meetings.  According to the following participant, “It’s good to have policy which makes people 

aware, but a policy does not eliminate it” (P.15).  Some of those interviewed raised concerns that 

harassment was not taken seriously by Union members, particularly men.  In addition, some 

maintained that the policy did not prevent members from feeling intimidated to report 

harassment.  In noting that, “It’s all completely run by men and it is just talk”, one participant 

suggested that the policy could not be effective as the USW continues to be dominated by men 

who are not committed to the equality of women within the Union.  This apprehension was 

echoed by the following participant when discussing the effectiveness of the policy in dealing 

with harassment: 

Even if they have it, it depends on how they are enforced, if at all … Following through, 

being real and not just having policies that are toothless, and assuming having a policy 
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document is enough.  There needs to be true intent in addressing the systemic 

discriminations of all kinds that exist and continue. (P.6)   

 

Despite the steps taken to prevent harassment, seven participants reported that they had 

personally experienced harassment in the Union. One participant described an incident of 

harassment that she personally had suffered: 

For example, when I was “newish” to the union, a fellow in the local was brutal.  He 

would take shots at my chest as it was not big.  That was going back some years, but it 

scars you. That doesn’t have anything to do with my abilities. It was because I was a 

threat to him as I was moving forward in the union.  But it’s not right, it shouldn’t be 

happening. (P.15) 

 

While women in the USW are better placed than women without union representation to fight 

against harassment, they nonetheless must confront the reality that harassment continues to be 

part of their experience. 

Union Education and Training 

 

 Historically, education has been very important to the labour movement, and the focus 

has been on advocating for equal opportunities for all and the eradication of class privilege (Gray 

1993; Kaminski and Yakura 2008).  The establishment of education and training programs and 

activities by unions for their members has been critical in building knowledge, but, as 

importantly, has played a key role in strengthening union representation, solidarity, activity and 

culture.  In addition, education and training have been vital in addressing gender inequality in 

unions (Briskin 2006b; Fonow 2003), though this focus has been more recent than other 

educational goals.  

Union education and training was seen by participants in this study as critical to 

developing a deeper knowledge about workplace issues, the history and purpose of unions, 

labour-management relations, employment policies and legislation, broader economic and 

political issues, and leadership issues.  Those interviewed felt strongly that all women would 
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benefit from education and training, with one stating, “To see so many young women active, and 

passionate young women. I wish we could get everyone’s involvement. Education is so 

important and to show them that if you could only get involved, you would benefit” (P.11).  

Though participants saw the relevance of education and training for the purposes of 

developing knowledge among members, they also highlighted other types of benefits that were 

particularly important for honing women’s skills and in the interest of achieving gender equality.  

One of the key benefits was that the Union’s education and training courses, particularly women-

only courses, resulted in women learning that what they had to say was important and that they 

could learn how to make their voices heard.  Confidence building and assertiveness training were 

seen as key tools for women in unions, as indicated by one participant, “The LDSP [Leadership 

Development Scholarship Program], that’s a fabulous training course for anyone, but especially 

for women.  Women need to be reminded that they have permission to speak, so assertiveness is 

important” (P.14).  Interestingly, participants noted that women often found their voice and 

gained confidence when speaking at microphones at various types of meetings.  For some 

women, it was a Union leadership training program that first provided them with the opportunity 

to speak at a microphone. Being in a supportive and non-threatening environment when 

developing public-speaking skills was more comfortable and less nerve-wracking.  Participants 

felt that having the space to speak at a microphone and gaining confidence to do so is very 

symbolic of having their voices heard and they were grateful that the Union’s education and 

training programs provided such space. 

What came out clearly from the interviews is that one of the main benefits of education 

and training is that women could use what they learned to help other women in their locals, as 

demonstrated by the following quote, “I have gained so much knowledge, it makes me stronger 
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and I go back to [the workplace] where I can help other women.  With the training I have, I can 

help one-on-one and give support to other sisters in the workplace” (P.10).  Most of the 

participants reflected on their ability to use their own learning experiences, and the knowledge 

and skills they developed, to try to improve the lives of other women in their workplaces. 

In a similar vein, participants reflected on how education programs enabled them to 

network and share knowledge.  In speaking of the Women of Steel Leadership course, for 

example, one woman noted, “I think it is a very good program and a huge learning tool.  We 

need to make sure it gets out there. A lot of women walk away with great networking and lots of 

knowledge and understanding about things they had not thought of in their workplaces” (P.13).  

Networking can be a very useful tool for union activists, particularly for women who are a 

minority in their workplaces and unions.  Those interviewed noted that being able to discuss 

ideas or share experiences with other women made them feel less isolated and more supported. 

Though participants acknowledged that they benefited tremendously from education and 

training programs implemented by their Union, they nevertheless faced significant obstacles in 

gaining access to, and in taking full advantage of, these programs.  One of the major hindrances 

to women’s participation in residential educational programs was the typically male-oriented 

extra-curricular activity that often-occurred following education courses.  According to some of 

those interviewed, the focus on the “bar culture” of many social events often made women 

uncomfortable enrolling in courses.  As one woman stated, “I am always wary around large 

groups of men drinking and I am not sure how safe that environment is for women” (P.7).  

Another participant spoke of her experience in the following way: 

When I first got involved, I went to many courses where it was just me and 15 men. I 

went to one course, which was a pilot facilitation course, and one of the men said, “I bet 

you like having all this attention from 15 guys”. That was always an issue, whether I’d go 
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back to their rooms after class. I was usually the token women in a leadership role back 

then as it was mostly men. (P.15) 

 

Participants also faced problems in trying to enrol in education and training courses.  

Some indicated that, at times, it was a struggle to be approved to attend such courses.  The cost 

for union members to attend courses, particularly release time which is typically the main cost, is 

often used as a reason to deny attendance. Local unions have financial autonomy, with the 

membership having responsibility for approving all expenditures. There are therefore two steps 

to gaining approval to attend educational events: the executive committee needs to approve a 

motion to take the request to the membership, and the membership then needs to approve the 

expense. The executive committee or membership not being committed to, or not understanding 

the importance of, women’s education, and more particularly women-only education courses, 

could prove to be a major barrier to women participating in education and training activities.  

Though those interviewed were happy that the Union had put in place education and 

training programs for women, one noted that it would be beneficial to develop an advanced 

Women of Steel Program or curriculum to ensure that women could benefit fully from USW 

education: 

We need some sort of advanced women’s leadership course.  Also, as we have taught 

them about what needs to be done, we now need to plan activities and teach them how to 

do things and then let them go out and do it.  Women are keen to do things, but they do 

not always know how or where to start to do them. (P.15) 

  

She indicated how just teaching skills is not enough, but rather that offering guidance, support, 

mentorship and opportunities to participate allows women to put their skills to use. In other 

words, “give them a job”, is often the best way to encourage activism. 

Proficiency in activism and leadership can be gained through mentorship programs, 

which have been established by many unions.  For some time now, women in the USW have 
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advocated for a formal mentorship program that would support graduates of Women of Steel 

training courses.  All of the participants in this study were enthusiastic in their support of such a 

program, which would provide one-on-one support to graduates of the Women of Steel Program.  

As one participant noted, “More mentorship would do a great deal for women in our union 

regarding their confidence” (P9).  The establishment of mentorship programs for women in their 

unions is supported by Gray (1993) who noted that, although informal mentoring is key to 

learning the ropes in unions, women are often overlooked for mentorship opportunities due to the 

unions’ male-dominated power structures. She suggests that we should look to those women who 

have “made it”, despite the roadblocks, for solutions to overcoming barriers to women’s union 

leadership.  A formal program would ensure a more comprehensive and uniform support system 

that would maximise and develop the next generation of union leaders.   

Building networks and coalitions is necessary to navigate the dense political map of 

unions, and having a woman mentor who can serve as a guide is important.  What participants in 

this study realized is that the male-dominated structures hinder women’s progress in the Union 

and, therefore, women need to build alliances and networks with other women who will support 

and mentor them.  Participants felt that a formal mentorship program specifically for women 

would thus help to address the barrier of the Union’s masculine culture. 

The Women of Steel Program 

 

The Women of Steel Program is more than a range of courses addressing women’s issues 

or offered in a women-only space.  The program is also a forum for women in the USW for 

creating space to meet, debate, educate, network and strategize (Foley 2013).  Participants in this 

study generally spoke in very complimentary terms about the Women of Steel Program.  They 

discussed how the program taught them how to use their voice, encouraged them to speak up and 
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speak out, and also to “speak up and shut up” – a saying that encourages individuals to speak, but 

also to allow and encourage others to be heard, to not dominate the conversation and not assume 

to be able to speak on behalf of others.   

Twelve of the sixteen women interviewed reported that they had participated in either the 

Women of Steel Leadership Program or the Leadership Development Program.  The Women of 

Steel Program was regarded favourably by some of the interviewees as an endeavour to improve 

gender equality within the Union, as indicated by the following quote, “The fact that there is a 

women’s committee structure suggests that they [the Union] do have policies and practices that 

support women” (P.1).  The commitment to encourage women to participate in courses and other 

events was also suggested as demonstrating the Union’s commitment to gender equality, as 

highlighted by the following participant, “They encourage women to attend and participate in 

conferences.  Some of the locals ensure that they send equal numbers of women and men to 

training, conferences and events.  [The Union has] local, district and national women’s 

committees” (P.7).   

However, despite the accolades for the Women of Steel Program, it is important to note 

that some women experienced barriers in accessing the program.  Some of the women mentioned 

that either they or someone they knew had been unable or refused permission to participate in 

Women of Steel events or training.  Although she personally had not been refused admission to a 

training program, one participant noted, “It has happened to sisters at the local level, they were 

refused permission to attend” (P.16).  Three participants confirmed that, at some point, they had 

to use vacation time to attend USW education programs.  As one interviewee said, “Yes, lots of 

time I use vacation to attend union training as leave of absence from my workplace is difficult” 

(P.10).  Furthermore, seven participants commented that the lack of childcare at USW training 
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events had prevented them from participating.  Therefore, despite an acknowledgment by the 

Union that education is an important route to union involvement for women, there remain 

systemic barriers to their participation, including for Women of Steel training, which is a key 

opportunity for women to learn to find their voice.   

Women’s Voices 

 

Much has been written on the importance of listening to women’s voices and 

allowing them to speak for themselves when they are participants in research projects (Hesse-

Biber and Leavy 2007).  This argument has also been made in relation to women in unions. 

Indeed, as Kumar (1993) noted, it is important that unions recognize the need for women to have 

the space in order to have their voices heard on all issues.  The following participant in this study 

articulated well how women need to know that they have a right to speak, “You have the right to 

speak, the right to make your own decision and the right to be supported in what you have to say 

as a woman in your Union” (P.9).    

In raising concerns about women’s “ability to speak as a group without being poo pooed 

or looked down upon” (P.11), one participant highlighted the derogatory attitudes that some men 

in the Union hold towards women when the latter voice their opinions.  This sentiment was 

echoed by another participant who stated that, “men need to not see that [women speaking out 

and for themselves] as whining”.  Some of those interviewed spoke about how this behaviour by 

men reinforces women’s silence.  Smith (1987) suggested that women have been rendered an 

audience rather than a presenter as a result of their gendered silence and this denies them the 

opportunity to “carry the talk” (32).  According to Briskin (1998), women are merely asserting 

their democratic right when demanding more voice within their unions.  There are real benefits 

when women speak up on issues of importance to themselves and to other groups in society as 
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highlighted by the following comment by one of this study’s participants, “I am thinking back to 

the National Policy Conference, there were women at the mike speaking on women’s issues.  We 

had lots of good conversations around LGBT issues” (P.14).   

Another issue that was brought up by several participants was the lack of women’s voices 

in the process of writing and presenting resolutions.  In terms of the operation of the USW, 

policy decisions are made at the Canadian National Policy Conference and the International 

Policy Convention. One participant spoke of the importance of women’s involvement in crafting 

resolutions that are presented at these events for consideration. She noted, “It is important that 

when resolutions are written, it is important to think how it will affect women.  It is important for 

women to have a voice. How things are worded and who is speaking on them send a message” 

(P.7).  What this quote makes clear is that women should be involved in writing resolutions, but 

they should also be the ones speaking on them.  However, women often find themselves in 

competition with men to be able to attend conventions because the membership votes on who 

attends and women are often under-represented in the delegation.   

Participants in this study raised concerns about the process for putting forward 

resolutions for discussion on the convention floor.  They felt that the process was problematic 

and disadvantageous for women.  Only four of the 16 interviewed believed that there was an 

effective mechanism for women to submit resolutions to the Canadian National Policy 

Conference or the International Policy Convention that address issues of concern to women.  

When asked about the process to submit resolutions, one participant stated, “I guess there would 

be the national policy conference.  Locals could look at putting in a resolution and then the 

resolution could be sent to the resolutions committee. I guess it appears effective” (P.8).  The 

process, however, involves several hurdles before the resolution can make it to the Canadian 
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National Policy Conference or International Policy Convention floor for discussion and some 

noted that the submission of resolutions is not a gender-neutral process.  One participant 

remarked, “There is a mechanism in that you can propose a resolution.  However, it has to be 

approved by the local and if it is not approved because of sexism in the local, then it stops right 

there” (P.7).  Another participant agreed that women confronted barriers when trying to present 

resolutions and proposed a solution to enable resolutions from women to reach the convention 

floor. She observed, “They have to be passed by your executive before they get there. So, if your 

executive is all men, so no, there is not a mechanism.  It should be able to go straight there 

through your women’s committee” (P.3).  Even when women are successful in getting their 

resolution accepted for presentation at a convention, they face further barriers, as demonstrated 

by the following quote, “A resolution may get to the resolution book but does not get debated at 

convention.  Conventions often focus on solidarity building, and that is important, but sometimes 

there is a reluctance to debate issues that are contentious” (P.7).  Once a list of resolutions is 

accepted, the International Executive has the power to reorder or veto the presentation of the 

resolution during the convention.   

 A final concern worth mentioning is that resolutions committee members are appointed 

by the District Directors.  Committee members had always been men until 2017, when the 

student researcher of this study, on request, was appointed to the committee.  It is obvious that in 

a male-dominated “old boys club”, the structures in place and the process for policy development 

are fraught with challenges and barriers that limit women’s ability to effect change within the 

Union.   

Participants suggested some strategies that the Union could put in place to address the 

problem of men dominating conversations at events.  One strategy would be to teach women to 
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understand the processes, which might encourage them to speak up.  One participant remarked 

that some Union events have orientation sessions, which are helpful for explaining the rules and 

guiding delegates, thereby enabling women to gain the confidence to speak.  As suggested by the 

following participant, “some mock training allowing practice at the mike would help” (P.7).  

Training as a way for women to amplify their voices was put forth by many of the participants.  

As one stated, “I have always been able to speak up, that’s just me. But training would be helpful 

for those women who are not used to it. Perhaps public speaking courses would be beneficial” 

(P.4).  It was also felt that more mentorship would be beneficial in encouraging women to 

develop confidence and be more willing to have their voices heard. 

The issue of a quota on speakers at the microphone was raised by some participants who 

noted that this was not a practice at USW events, though other unions had adopted this practice. 

As one woman observed, “Some organizations have a process where they alternate women and 

men speakers. So, if there are three men and then one woman, she will get bumped forward to 

speak” (P.7).  Participants felt that this process would enable more women to be heard because 

men tend to dominate the microphones on convention floors.  However, as the following 

participant highlighted, even when women are given the space to speak, they are not always 

willing to take the floor, “It’s difficult to do that, even if you are confident about your subject.  

Practice helps” (P.16).   Some of the participants emphasized that women find it difficult to speak 

up even when the subject is familiar and relevant to them, and that their voices are heard even 

less when the subject matter tends to be more “male focussed”.   

Many of those interviewed felt that it was critical for women to mobilize in order to 

ensure that issues that are of importance to them be placed on the agenda and discussed at 

conventions and conferences.  However, participants also strongly believed that women need to 
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be fully integrated into the fabric of the Union in such a way that their voices are fundamental to 

all discussions and policy developments.   This sentiment is reflected in the literature and is in 

line with what some labour movement specialists have advocated for years (Kumar 1993).  It is 

clear that women’s voices in the USW continue to be drowned-out by those of men.  The 

creation of women-only spaces is one way in which women can raise their voices without 

interference from men. 

Women-Only Spaces 

 

 As was discussed in Chapter 2, the literature shows that creating women-only-spaces is 

an effective strategy for empowering women (Briskin and McDermott 1993; Browne 2009; 

Franzway and Muir 2000; Heart 2013; Luxton and Corman 2001; Northurp 2013).  Women-only 

spaces create forums that allow women to talk about their experiences without having to 

negotiate and share the space and “airtime” with men.  The Women of Steel courses, caucuses, 

committees and conferences are examples of how women-only spaces are carved out within the 

USW.  When we look at the demographics of the locals from which the participants in this study 

came, the vast majority (66%) of the locals were male dominated and 75% of the locals were 

traditional, male dominated “heavy” industries such as auto, steel, mining and forestry.  When 

we consider that only two of those interviewed had occupied the position of President within 

their local, it comes as no surprise that women’s voices have been lost among those of men as the 

women try to negotiate for their own specific needs.  It is therefore particularly important that 

women have access to women-only spaces within these male-dominated environments, so that 

they can develop and strategize with other women in their Union.    

Women’s Committees 
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Women’s committees are one example of ways in which unions can provide women-only 

spaces for their members. Women’s committees were considered important by all participants in 

this study.  When they talked about the advantages of such committees, five distinct themes 

emerged:  education and resources, raising women’s voices and exposure, women’s support 

networks and safe space, solidarity and alliance building, and union and political activism.     

Participants felt that women’s committees at the local, district and national levels were 

active in working to improve and support their communities, especially on issues that are 

relevant to women. However, it was noted that this depended on the specific locals and the 

specific USW district within Canada.  Several participants remarked on how active the District 

Six Women’s Committee is and on the good work that they do.  One participant stated, “District 

six has what I perceive to be an active committee.  They are very visible at conferences, they 

attempt to do outreach via social media, to network with members, to reach out to members, for 

example women’s conferences and an event for Women Build coming up which gives exposure 

in the community” (P.8).   

One of the impacts of women being marginalized within their male-dominated unions is 

that, as well as their voices being silenced, they are often rendered invisible.  One participant 

suggested that women’s committees were a good medium for providing women with an 

opportunity for exposure and being visible within the Union. She noted, “If you are a trustee in 

your local, you likely do not get as much exposure compared with if you were a table officer, 

which are often men.  Women’s committees allow women exposure. For example, you get the 

chance for speaking and getting opportunities.  Otherwise it would be hard to crack it” (P.15). 

Colgan and Leith (1999) argued that women need to advocate for themselves and set their 

own agendas in order to ensure that their interests are addressed. One participant raised concern 
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about whether women’s issues were understood, stating, “I’m not sure how solid they [men and 

Union leaders] are in women’s equality or whether the issues they focus on are the most relevant 

ones to women” (P.7).  The following participant provided an example of women’s needs not 

being anticipated or understood, which impacted their ability to obtain the basic health and safety 

equipment required for work, “As I said men don’t understand.  In male-dominated workplaces 

they can get boots to fit without having to fight about it like us women” (P.11).  Women’s 

committees are a forum for women to raise their concerns and discuss the challenges they are 

experiencing together as women.  Participants in this study noted that the Women of Steel were 

adamant that the women’s committees would not be seen to be a social or fund-raising 

committee, but rather a focus for activism and a resource for representing women’s issues in the 

workplace and within the Union.  One participant noted, “We don’t do fund-raising, we don’t 

want to.  When we first started the women’s committee, the initial perception was thought that 

we were a social committee, that we would organize retirements and Christmas parties, you 

know. That is not our function.  Our function is to make sure that the women in the local are 

represented” (P.9).  However, as women’s committees can have many conflicting demands 

placed on them in fighting for the rights of their members within their locals, they may 

experience difficulty in taking on additional roles such as political action.  As one member 

observed, “There have been a couple of events, “Love Shouldn’t Hurt”, an awareness on 

Valentine’s day for domestic violence.  Then we do something for Equal Pay Day, but in terms of 

the activist level, nothing yet, but we are bordering on activism, we are trying to be more, um, 

militant and political and get out there, but it is difficult” (P.14). 

When discussing women’s committees as a resource for women, one participant 

highlighted the benefits as follows, “If you are having problems in the community or in the local, 
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the women’s committee provides an outlet for you. They [women’s committees] are definitely 

important and good value to locals” (P.14).  Another described the importance of these 

committees for women in the following way, “Number one, we listen and give support to 

women’s issues.  Other women look forward to it.  They know that if there is a women’s 

committee, there is always someone to go to for advice. It allows us to have someone to talk to” 

(P.10). Working in an all or mostly male environment can lead to isolation and stress, especially 

when women do not feel that their needs are being met or that they are being listened to.  The 

following participant described how a women’s committee helped to ameliorate this pressure for 

her, “My change house is three times further away than the men’s is.  Yeah, I came to work here 

in a male-dominated workplace, but I still have rights. When I am talking in the women’s group, 

they understand my issues and accept them, they get it.” (P.11) 

Women’s committees can be an avenue for encouraging networking among Women of 

Steel beyond individual locals.  When talking about the role of women’s committees in 

developing a women’s network to help them to deal with the issues that they were experiencing, 

one participant stated, “Finding community, finding common goals, knowing you are not 

isolated, knowing that there are others and there is power in numbers” (P.12).  The advantage of 

having a network of Women of Steel supporting and providing leadership was particularly 

important when dealing with issues of discrimination, as the following participant indicated, 

“Women are not equal in society, equality issues, salary, respect, promotion in the workplace, 

male dominant.  Driven women do more for their sisters, providing education and leadership and 

give hope to others” (P.16).    

Briskin (2011) and Fonow (2003) noted that women’s committees are an ideal forum to 

facilitate women-only education, whether to identify women’s needs for training or to use the 
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committees to deliver the training.  Participants remarked that the USW encouraged women’s 

involvement in the Union by mandating women’s committees and offering women-only training. 

Women’s committees were therefore seen by participants to be a forum where women could 

obtain education, resources, support and advice.  Participants felt that women’s committees were 

important in providing a safe forum for women to develop their skills, as demonstrated by the 

following quote, “I think they [women’s committees] are very valuable. To me, it’s allowing the 

space for women to be able to grow within the union and develop skills within a safe 

environment” (P.15).  When discussing the Women of Steel Leadership course, which is often 

given to women’s committee members, one participant stated, “I think it is a fantastic program.  

It is a great entry way for women to get involved in activism and leadership” (P7).   

Literature on women’s committees in unions (Briskin 2011; and Fonow 2003) indicates 

that such committees are effective in encouraging women to see themselves as part of the union, 

a reality that is supported by findings from this study. Indeed, women’s committees are viewed 

as a means of building union solidarity among women and integrating them in the Union, as was 

succinctly highlighted by one participant, “The women’s committee pulls them out, brings them 

forward and makes them feel part of the union” (P.16).  Another participant supported this idea, 

noting that involvement in women’s committees, “gives solidarity to the women that work within 

the plant, it gives them a feeling of belonging to the union” (P.11).  The following quote from yet 

another participant illustrates well the benefits to women of being involved in women’s 

committees: 

In terms of benefits: twofold, professional and personal.  Sometimes as women we can 

feel like we are not being included. A women’s committee gives you that personal feeling 

of being included, of belonging. Which I think benefits us as women in terms of our 

confidence, and that feeling of isolation if you are not connected or not around.  It helps 

you to feel valued as a person and in terms of the work we do. So, equity and feelings 

that we are being inclusive (P.8) 
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The sense of solidarity and alliance-building among Women of Steel was considered by 

one participant as a means of facilitating global solidarity with their sisters around the world, 

“We pushed ahead for the greater good of women worldwide, not just for women in the Union. 

Those oppressed women in the world, we tried to reach out to them as well. So, it wasn’t just 

about Women of Steel, it was also about women across the world and helping women 

everywhere” (P.3).  The following participant noted how women’s committees can be a vehicle 

for consciousness-raising beyond the committees, “They [women’s committees] can help to raise 

the issues of concern to women, especially to those who are not part of women’s committees and 

don’t necessarily know what the issues are” (P.1), which can be a springboard for union and 

political activism for women. 

According to Colgan and Ledwith (1999) and Briskin (1999), suggested that women’s 

committees are an effective resource for political action.  This was echoed by a few participants. 

One suggested that, “They [women’s committees] are important in that, they can, if utilized 

effectively, they can be a vehicle for political action” (P.6).  Another talked about how, through 

women’s committees, the Union supported women in being politically active, “I understand they 

[the Union] put a lot of energy into encouraging women to become activists and in encouraging 

new women member’s involvement. They provide materials and courses” (P.7).  

Despite the competing demands on their time, those interviewed for this study were very 

active in their women’s committees.  Indeed, eleven out of the sixteen had sat on their local 

women’s committee and ten out of the sixteen had sat on the district or national women’s 

committee.  This suggests that they recognized the value of women’s committees and took the 

opportunity that these structures provided to raise their voices, access the Union resources 

available to them, develop and share their skills, organize, politicize and mobilize, network and 
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build alliances.  However, despite the support and solidarity found in women’s committees, they 

can be limited in their effectiveness when they have to negotiate with male keepers of the “purse 

strings” when they want to initiate any women’s programs.  A few participants also raised 

concerns about the Union not being fully committed to the establishment and functioning of 

women’s committees, as one interviewee noted: 

When they mandated that every local union had to have a women’s committee, 

internationally, that was a step forward.  Nationally and at the district level, both have 

functioning women’s committees and are trying to push the issues forward. The only real 

problem with that is that they know there are locals without women’s committees and 

they really don’t push to make it happen.  In the locals that aren’t involved, I don’t think 

they reach out enough. It’s like everything else, it looks really good on paper but does it 

really function?  If it did, there would be one female district director somewhere, but 

there isn’t. (P.3)   

Women’s Conferences 

 

Union conferences are generally an opportunity for women to network and build 

alliances.  Fonow (2003) observed that the first USW International Women’s Conference, which 

took place in 2000, came about as a result of the Women of Steel using their voices and 

demanding such a conference.  Women’s conferences were seen in a positive light by those 

interviewed for this study and as a necessary tool in the fight for gender equality within the 

USW.  They considered such conferences to be safe forums where women had an opportunity to 

be heard in a women-only space, as the following participant noted, “I think they provide a non-

threatening space for women to come together. A safe space to talk about issues they want to talk 

about” (P.14).   Such conferences were also seen as a forum where women did not have to 

compete with men for “airtime”, which was not the case at conferences where women are not in 

the majority.  A participant spoke about how difficult it could be to speak at a male-dominated 

conference, “Just getting up to the mike to speak when one of only a few women is intimidating” 

(P.15).  According to another participant, women’s conferences “allow space for women to meet 
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and discuss and for women to have a voice” (P.14).  One participant highlighted the importance 

of having the opportunity to “find her voice” as an immigrant coming from a country where 

women’s voices were effectively silenced, “My experience is so much power, you feel 

empowered in a Women of Steel conference. For me, in the country I came from, as a woman 

you didn’t realize that you had a voice.  Coming from my country, it was a wake-up call for me 

realizing that I had power and having a voice” (P.10).     

Although women’s conferences are not exclusively women-only spaces, they are a forum 

where women are in the majority and where women can plan and work together to demonstrate 

their strength and solidarity within their unions. The action of organizing a union women’s 

conference does not in itself address issues of gender inequality unless women are tasked with 

setting the agenda and the responsibility for the organization of the conference.  Organizers must 

also have access to funds to implement what they believe to be necessary for the event to provide 

a platform for women to highlight their issues and the decision-making power to initiate changes 

within the Union.  Though men are not excluded from these conferences, one participant 

questioned whether they should take on the role of key speaker, “I think that a women’s 

conference, when its women’s activities, it is important to have women open the conference, we 

do not need a man to open conference, it’s not right” (P.10). 

When asked if they had ever participated as an organizer, instructor or speaker at a 

women’s conference, eleven responded that they had and five had not.  Thirteen women reported 

that they had attended a National Women’s Conference and ten had attended an International 

Women’s Conference.  Women who had attended conferences indicated that one of the 

advantages to them was the ability to meet with other women to strategize.  One interviewee 

stated: 
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They are an opportunity for women to get together and talk about common problems and 

issues.  They need to be an opportunity for women to plan ways to address the issues and 

problems. They need to be a place to strategize.  Women should leave knowing what they 

should be doing and what the next steps will be. (P.7)   

 

Women’s conferences were considered a valuable resource and opportunity to discuss and raise 

awareness of women’s issues, but also to foster a feeling of solidarity for women and other 

minority groups.  In fostering a sense of solidarity among women, it is necessary to take into 

account their diversity and the intersectionality of their identities.  The following participant 

maintained that it was important that conferences were reflective and inclusive of minority 

groups, “We are still male dominated.  We need to be more inclusive of race, gender, and show 

more diversity including intergenerational.  If you are a young, Black or Indigenous woman, you 

would likely not see yourself represented on the podium” (P.7).   

Women’s conferences often have an educational component to them with workshops 

offered on specific topics to delegates.  These workshops were considered to be of particular 

value for skill building as reported by many of the women interviewed.  One stated, “Because of 

Steelworkers, I had a lot of confidence.  I spoke at the microphones a lot.  And I was actively 

involved in all the sessions. If nothing else, I think Steelworker conferences were well set up to 

encourage women to participate” (P.3).  The workshops were also considered by participants as 

an opportunity to discuss not only women’s issues, but also issues of importance to other 

minority groups, as noted by an interviewee, “However, we need to make sure we are also 

listening to the small voices in the room and get their issues on the agenda.  An example of this 

might be a gender-neutral bathroom.  It may only affect one person, but we need to get it on the 

agenda and keep it from getting dropped” (P.15).   

Sending delegates to women’s conferences was seen to benefit not only the  
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delegates themselves, but also all women in the locals.  One participant remarked, “At those 

conferences, we need to educate and have people go back to their locals and draw more people 

out. We need to concentrate on how the locals can get more women involved and keep them 

involved.  Locals need to do more. Teach members what women’s role could or should be” (P.3).  

A few participants suggested that delegates to women’s conferences can use what they learn to 

encourage other women in their locals to become activists in their union and to fight for gender 

equality.  One interviewee felt strongly that women were willing to become activists, but just 

needed to be made aware of the issues and be given some guidance on how they could be 

involved, “Women need to get more involved. I find that we have a lot of women who just aren’t 

educated and don’t understand.  They want to get involved, they just need that push and when 

they get that push, they just blossom” (P.13).   

Despite the importance of women’s conferences and notwithstanding that the USW 

formally supports these forums, four participants reported that they had been refused permission 

to attend a conference by their local membership, the executive committee or president of their 

local. This is concerning as women’s conferences are a key tool in exposing women to the 

broader Union and an opportunity to network with other women in the local. Nine women said 

that they had spoken at an open microphone at a conference or event, and nine said that they 

believe that women have equal access to microphones at conferences and events.  Women’s 

voices are crucial in the fight against women’s marginalization in their unions (Beattie 1986) and 

unions have a responsibility to ensure that their policies and practices are designed to achieve 

gender equality. 

Bargaining Committees and Bargaining Priorities 
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Bargaining is a key forum in which unions can advance equality for members.  As 

discussed in the literature review (Chapter 2), women need to be well represented on bargaining 

committees in order to ensure that women’s issues are addressed.  What is more, as feminists 

have pointed out, women’s issues must be recognized as a priority, and women must be able to 

speak for and represent themselves (Kumar 1993; Luxton and Corman 2001).  The literature 

leaves no doubt that women must be present at the bargaining table, a conclusion that was also 

strongly supported by those interviewed for this study.   

Though ten out of sixteen participants reported that they had been a member of a 

bargaining committee, one participant reported that her local had never had a woman on its 

bargaining committee.  Another participant noted that bargaining continued to be seen as a 

“man’s job” in the Union and that women were not equally represented on the bargaining 

committees. She stated, “You know, those take care of jobs, recording secretary, health and 

safety, the mothering type jobs that they give us, or think we will be more comfortable doing.  

But no way bargaining. I don’t think they prepare women enough for bargaining.  All those 

bargaining courses, local unions don’t send enough women” (P.3). 

There appeared to be no consistency, standard or quota for representation by women on 

bargaining committees, varying greatly from no women on the committee repeatedly, to a norm 

being a majority of women on the committee, depending on the local.  Several participants in this 

study felt that women had been fairly represented by the bargaining committee in their Local, 

especially when women were members of the bargaining team. When women are at the 

bargaining table, they are in a position to identify the issues that are important for women and 

that men may not even think about or consider to be important.  Participants reported that the 

following benefits had been successfully bargained for women: health and safety measures; 
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appropriately fitting clothing and safety boots; transfer from hazardous jobs for pregnant women; 

accommodation for women who were pregnant; workers health and safety training; pay equity; 

maternity pay top-up; and other parental and family benefits.   

When discussing issues relevant to women that women bargaining committee members 

had brought to the bargaining table, one participant was impressed with how they fought to have 

maternity leave reclassified under their collective agreement. She remarked, “Maternity leave, a 

lot of our maternity leave language is classified under disability language, which I don’t agree 

with, we are not disabled” (P.9).  She also talked about how they continue to struggle to get 

changes to drug testing procedures that are disrespectful to women, “Right now we have male 

security guards doing testing on women, so at that time of the month you are peeing into a jar in 

front of a man”.   Another participant discussed how she had fought for pay equity at the 

bargaining table for her members, “They would not agree to pay retro-pay.  With 75% women, 

and no evidence of adhering to pay equity, we wanted some recognition.  Still an idea that 

women are secretaries and don’t need pay equity because their husbands earn big or more, is still 

there” (P.8).  Expressing disappointment with the USW’s bargaining priorities, a participant 

noted that, despite the World Health Organization’s recommendation that babies should ideally 

be breastfed for two years, the Union had failed to bargain with the employer to have a room 

where women could nurse their babies.  This is a gender-based disadvantage for women who 

have to return to work from maternity leave whilst continuing to breastfeed and an issue that has 

not yet been addressed in labour legislation.  Although blame for failure to bargain changes to a 

collective agreement can, at times, be laid at the feet of the employer, participants felt that some 

responsibility also lies with union bargaining committees in that they either withdraw their 

proposal or continue to bargain to impasse.  This decision will often be the result of how much 
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importance the bargaining committee, the chief negotiator or the union (depending on who the 

final decision rests with) affords the issue. 

Bargaining is also an opportunity for unions to address social and cultural gender 

inequities.  Unions have often been successful in bargaining these benefits into collective 

agreements before legislation came into place.  One participant noted that her local was able to 

bargain for language to be included in the collective agreement that minimized the financial 

disadvantage for women, “Before it became law, we successfully bargained that women on 

maternity leave would not lose seniority benefits or pension accrual” (P.3).  It was also noted that 

the Union was leading the way in bargaining collective agreement language for members 

experiencing domestic abuse.   Some locals now have provisions that include time off to attend 

court, consult with lawyers and relocate.   

The Labour Movement and Political Engagement 

 

  The labour movement has historically been involved in party politics and, through its 

engagement, has been able to influence policy in ways that have been beneficial to workers. 

Through its political engagement, the labour movement has also fought for women’s equality and 

for other social justice issues (Briskin 2014; Fonow 2003; Ledwith 2012).  All of the participants 

in this study indicated that the labour movement’s involvement in politics was vital.  The 

following participant cautioned on the risks associated with failing to engage in politics, “I don’t 

think you can make wise choices without being involved in politics” (P.12). 

In discussing how trade unionists could improve workers’ conditions through 

participation in politics, one woman noted that, “We need to be able to lobby for changes in 

legislation that affects us at work and generally” (P.5).  Several of those interviewed suggested 

that it is important to use political power in order to influence legislation as a means of 
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improving women’s rights. As one argued, “Without politics, we can’t have legislative changes 

that create opportunities for women.  It goes hand in hand. Politics is power” (P.12).  Participants 

also talked about how political engagement affects women not only at work, but in all aspects of 

their lives, as was eloquently described by one interviewee, “We need legislation to protect our 

rights as workers and our right to organize.  We need to influence politics to ensure that we can 

have equality within society so that we can raise our families, participate in the labour force and 

have protections” (P.6).  Engaging in politics was considered to be necessary as a way of 

endorsing the social justice values and principles of unionism, as the following quote highlights, 

“The right to bring Indigenous women’s issues, minimum wage, its impact on mothers and single 

mothers.  We need to be political and push together. Politics is huge” (P.9). 

In order to maintain or change provincial or federal legislation, it is necessary to have 

allies in the legislatures who will speak on behalf of and support the labour movement and 

working people.  Trade unions are often aligned with specific political parties, a relationship that 

can be described as a “marriage of convenience” whereby unions help labour-friendly parties win 

elections and the political parties help the working class by supporting labour-friendly legislation 

in parliament (Haugsgjerd and Bale 2017). The USW is a vocal supporter of the New 

Democratic Party (NDP) in Canada, a relationship that participants acknowledged. One 

interviewee noted succinctly, “The NDP and the labour movement need to be huge supporting 

partners of each other” (P.14).  Another participant clearly demonstrated how important the 

relationship with the NDP is as well as the strength and resources that the labour movement 

brings to the NDP:  

I think that the NDP, without the support of organized labour, would lose a lot of core 

strength and would certainly lose a lot of vocalizing power. Where do we go when we 

need volunteers? We go to unions and say we need you on this day and, by the way can 

you bring some of your supplies.  And they come. Between organized labour and NDP, 
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organized labour is the glue that holds the NDP together and I don’t see one existing 

without the other. (P.14) 

 

Although not all unions in Canada support the NDP, the following participant discussed why she 

believes that it is appropriate for the USW to support the NDP, “Party politics has a big place in 

the Union. To me, the Union plays a role, they fight for the little guy and there is only one party 

that wants to represent the little guy, and that is the NDP” (P.3).  The NDP was identified by 

some of those interviewed as a party that supports not only workers’ rights, but also women’s 

rights.  As one observed, “From my experience, some political parties don’t think of women as 

equal, and therefore the union, by backing the NDP, in my mind is good.  They see women’s 

issues much better than other parties” (P.11).  Many participants remarked that the NDP had been 

strong in pushing for legislative changes on pay equity, an issue that is of particular importance 

to union women.   

That many unions support the NDP does not suggest that the labour movement is united 

in its political leanings, nor does it speak with one political voice.  Divisions can be more visible 

in larger unions that represent workers in various and diverse workplaces, a situation that some 

participants discussed in relation to the USW, as illustrated by the following quote, “The 

membership of the Union, however, is very large and politically diverse.  As locals within the 

Union have a great deal of autonomy, the Union’s backing of the NDP can cause conflict, 

especially when local leaders are asked by the Union to financially support and promote the 

party in their communities” (P.14).   

Many of those interviewed for this study suggested that it was appropriate that the Union 

supported the NDP, the reason for which is well captured in the following quote, “I definitely 

believe we need to endorse the party that represents the values and principles of unionism”.  

However, some argued that the Union needed to develop relationships with the other political 
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parties in Canada by lobbying whichever party was in power at the time.  As one participant 

suggested, “I believe politics and the Union go hand in hand sometimes.  I don’t believe one 

party is going to be able to go after politicians to get what we need for our members… we need 

to be political and push together” (P.9). 

Political participation was therefore considered by participants in this study to be a forum 

in which they could assert their rights as workers and in the fight for gender equality as well as 

an important avenue for challenging systemic sexism at work, in their Union and in society more 

generally.    

Feminist Identity 

 

Fonow (2003) described how Women of Steel, “secured space within a male dominated 

union from which women could challenge sex discrimination and advocate for women’s rights” 

(2).  She suggested that they developed and used “in-between” spaces of the women’s movement 

and the labour movement to, “create a feminism more responsive to their multiple political 

interests as workers, as women and as citizens” (2).  Yet, more than 15 years after Fonow’s 

observations, the Women of Steel who participated in this study overwhelmingly reported that 

they feel they still do not have equality within their Union.  One participant stated that, “It is 

about challenging systemic sexism in society.  Gender parity has not been achieved, on a social 

level, or within the USW” (P.6).   

  Kelly and Gauchat (2016) argued that feminism “encompasses a broad social justice 

Agenda”.  Most participants in this study agreed with such a statement and they noted that those 

who identify as feminist tend to be actively involved in social justice issues.  According to one 

participant:  

Feminism is about working for equality for women on a social, political and economic 

level.  It is about tackling all forms of oppression.  Women experience oppression on 
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many different levels and we need to address all those discriminations to achieve equality 

for women. (P.7)   

 

When asked by Fonow (2003) in the early 2000s if she identified as a feminist, Loretta Tyler, the 

then president of a USW male-dominated local, responded, “How could you not be?”.  Tyler 

argued that feminism is akin to social justice, civil rights, political consciousness and labour 

activism.   

For many women, identifying as a feminist is part of their overall fight for social justice. 

Yet, only eleven out of sixteen participants in this study reported that they identified as a 

feminist.  Of the five who indicated that they did not identify as a feminist, three of them 

declined to answer my subsequent question, “What does feminism mean to you”.  Of the two 

women who did not identify as feminist but did answer the question, “what does feminism mean 

to you”, one of them responded, “[you should] be able to be who you are and support women in 

every aspect of society”.   

The masculinist culture of the USW has propelled the notion that feminism is a “dirty 

word”.  This creates for women a contradiction as they see, on the one hand, that the Union can 

be a vehicle for them to fight for social and political justice and equality for women, yet their 

experiences are of a male-dominant culture that does not accommodate them or meet their needs.  

According to Fonow (2003), women in the USW developed a sense of “union feminism”, which 

reflected the overlapping and intersecting sites of discrimination that women within the Union 

experience.  The tension between women’s feminist agenda and the Union’s masculine culture 

means that women are faced with challenging both the Union and society more broadly in their 

struggle for equality.  It is imperative that they are able to speak with their own voices and that 

they are heard and their opinions are respected.  One participant suggested, “My ability to be 

able to speak out about any issues I feel is a feminist issue that relates to women, to have my 
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voice heard, to be able to participate” (P.8).  The following participant highlighted the need for 

women to make their own choices: 

Right to choose, choose whatever and being supported. That means I do not have to burn 

my bra, I have a choice to burn it or not, I don’t get ridiculed [by men in the Union]. 

More than anything, feminism is about how I have the right to choose how high I want to 

go [in the Union].  That is what I see as feminism (P.9). 

 

This sentiment was echoed by another participant who stated, “being able to speak up about my 

issues without being put down by men, even if they have their own issues.  I have a right to be 

treated equally at work, and in my community, that’s what it [feminism] is about (P.11). 

Conclusion 

            Despite the positive measures and initiatives that the USW has already taken to address 

some of the barriers that Women of Steel encounter, participants in this study reported that 

women continue to experience gender inequality within the Union and felt strongly that there is 

still much more work to be done.  They argued that the Union must ensure equality by including 

women in decision-making roles throughout the organization such that strategic appointments are 

not merely tokenistic, but rather point to a change from the hegemonic masculine culture to one 

of true equality that reflects the Union’s demographics and demonstrates equality and 

proportional representation of its membership.  It was noted by participants that women need to 

see themselves reflected in the Union and that seeing other women as role models inspired them 

to become activists and leaders in the Union.  Participants identified the lack of childcare as 

being a major barrier to their participation in their Union, particularly when coupled with the 

male-dominated practices of the Union, which failed to account for women’s experiences with 

domestic responsibilities.  Participants highlighted that the USW continues to be male dominated 

and that the sexist culture within the USW fails to embrace all diversity and encourage all equity 

seeking groups, including women, to step forward and take on leadership roles. The Women of 
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Steel also argued that effecting policy changes is not sufficient.  They maintained that changes in 

the union culture and members attitudes are also critical.  Participants of this study reported that 

union education, particularly women-only education, was vital for women to strategize and 

mobilize on issues pertinent to women within the Union.  The Women of Steel Program was 

considered to be an effective program of education as well as a vehicle for women to network 

and undertake consciousness-raising on union issues.  Central to effecting change within the 

Union was the ability for women to have their voices heard. Women’s committees and women’s 

conferences were acknowledged by the participants as a valuable method of achieving this.  It 

was noted that women’s participation was imperative in order for women’s issues to be taken to 

the bargaining table and maintained as a priority.  The women in this study described the 

importance of political engagement to the labour movement.  The main point of disagreement 

related to the necessity of a feminist identity for women’s unionism.   

 In conclusion, the participants felt that if the USW covets the idea of continuing to be a 

leader in social justice and strives to become an example of excellence in gender equality, it must 

acknowledge and address what Women of Steel are saying about their experiences of gender 

inequality within their Union.  Specifically, the USW must advocate for gender equality and 

facilitate the movement of Women of Steel into true decision-making leadership positions within 

the Union.  Women’s voices must be amplified within the Union, and the USW must show the 

authentic face of the Union in all of its diversity.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions  

 

Little research has been conducted on the experiences of Women of Steel in Canada, 

particularly on their leadership and on the barriers they face in participating in their Union. This 

study goes some way to address this gap.  Another goal of this project was to provide Women of 

Steel in Canada with the opportunity to identify and reflect on these barriers and propose 

strategies for furthering the Union’s agenda to promote gender equality and eradicate sexist 

structures and practices. The study therefore not only contributes to our knowledge of women’s 

role in unions, but also offers a political tool for Women of Steel in Canada to develop proposals 

for change.   

This research used a feminist standpoint approach to consider Women of Steel’s 

experiences of gender inequality within the USW.  Such an approach was useful in encouraging 

them to share their knowledge and experience and to propose solutions to what they determined 

were the barriers in accessing positions of leadership within the Union.  Using standpoint 

feminism allowed me to place the Women of Steel as the central focus of the research and ensure 

that their voices were treated as valid and legitimate.   

This study also adopted a socialist feminist framework, focussing on how the gender 

division of labour is key to women’s oppression in a capitalist society.  Socialist feminists have 

pointed out that unions, while engaged in a class struggle to improve the working conditions and 

overall lives of workers, are important sites of gendered power structures and relations that serve 

to disadvantage women. This study was built on the socialist feminist assumption that change is 

possible and agency is exercised through collective action with and within unions. 

In the first section of this chapter, I briefly discuss Women of Steel’s experiences of 

gender inequality within the USW and the impact on their access to leadership roles within the 
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Union.  Throughout this discussion, I highlight the solutions proposed by participants in this 

study.  I then discuss the limitations of the study and possible future research that would enhance 

the literature on the subject.  I conclude with a description of how the results of the study will be 

communicated to both academic and non-academic audiences. 

Women of Steel’s Experiences of Gender Inequality and Proposals for Change 

 

Overall, the women who participated in this study felt that the USW’s Women of Steel 

Program is an excellent set of training programs that allow women to develop skills in women-

only classes.  All of the women interviewed agreed that the Union should continue to invest in 

the Women of Steel Program as a means of addressing gender inequality and commit to 

developing an advanced range of Women of Steel Program training.  Participants felt that their 

voices were rarely heard within the Union and their concerns, issues and experiences were not 

taken seriously or respected, and they suggested that the Women of Steel Program and women-

only courses were ways in which the Union could support women in having their voices heard.  

It was proposed by participants that the establishment of a mentorship program for 

graduates of the Women of Steel Program would enhance the program and assist the graduates as 

they navigated towards leadership positions.  Participants acknowledged that women’s 

committees provided support to women in the Union; however, they proposed that the Union 

establish mandatory funding by locals, districts and the international office for the funding of 

women’s committees and women’s events that are not subject to male veto.   

Although the Women of Steel Program was held in high esteem by the participants in this 

study, most maintained that the lack of decision-making power of the women’s network of 

committees and conferences further silenced women on the issues they identified within these 

forums, therefore reinforcing their marginality and the discrimination they faced.  Participants 
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proposed that instituting direct lines of decision-making powers for women’s committees and 

conferences would enable women to set the agenda for women’s events and for the Union in 

general.    

Participants noted that, despite women’s increasing numbers in the USW, there was a lack 

of women representatives on different committees and in leadership roles.  The participants were 

clear that there needed to be more women role models for them to aspire to and to network with.  

Participants also recommended that the Union consider instituting quotas - for example, on 

bargaining committees and attending Union events - as a means of encouraging women’s 

participation and developing their skills for leadership positions. Participants also suggested that, 

as a way of increasing the critical mass of women within the Union and to demonstrate that the 

USW is a Union that represents women, the USW appoint women as organizers and continue to 

organize female-dominated workplaces, including small ones. 

Some of those interviewed noted that the NextGen program has resulted in an increase in 

the number of women as leaders and the Union should be commended on this.  However, it is 

this demographic of women that may be hindered by the lack of childcare at Union events, which 

participants identified as a major problem.  While only a few of the participants indicated that 

they had personally been prevented from attending USW events because of lack of childcare or 

elder care, they noted that it would be beneficial to have input from women who were unable to 

be active due to the lack of childcare.  As a result, the participants proposed that childcare be 

provided at all Union events to ensure that women could attend. 

 There is a particular group of women who have been disadvantaged in their Union 

careers, partly due to childcare and domestic responsibilities, but also because of gender 

discrimination within the USW.  This group of women find themselves now, later in life, in a 
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position where they are ready, willing and available to be active in the Union; however, they are 

limited by their experience and now also by their age.  Participants in this study noted that the 

Union needs to consider this when setting policy, such as increasing the maximum age of the 

NextGen, which is currently set at 35, or develop and invest in another program that will allow 

these women to “catch-up”.   

Participants in this study talked about the barriers that women are experiencing in gaining 

access to leadership roles throughout all levels of the Union, especially from the level of staff 

representative and up, and they do not have the opportunity to obtain the necessary training and 

experience that would qualify them for these positions.  This is a systemic case of institutional 

sexism.  Participants maintained that this discrimination needs to be acknowledged by the Union 

in order for the necessary change to happen.  They also proposed that the Union invest in training 

for women and offer them experiential learning opportunities to prepare them for leadership 

positions and to help them work their way up the Union ladder. 

As highlighted in the findings, women do not see themselves represented in the 

leadership of the Union.  Participants argued that the USW needs to make changes to its hiring 

practices such that women can apply for positions for which they feel they have the skills and 

also appoint women rather than defaulting to choosing men. They maintained that the hiring 

practices of the Union are based on a system that is disadvantageous to women.  For example, 

the way in which staff representatives are hired, promoted and assigned is not conducive to 

working while having child or elder care responsibilities.  This is a barrier that has to be 

addressed by the Union and would involve a change to practices and policies.  Participants 

proposed that vacant positions should be advertised rather than individuals be appointed, in order 

that women could apply when the conditions are suitable to them.  Under the current system, 
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individuals are sometimes given a position anywhere in the country to fill vacancies at the whim 

of their District Director.   

Participants in this study noted that the Union was based on an outdated stereotypical 

notion of “the old boys club” and that masculinized ways of conducting business did not reflect 

women’s reality.  Participants observed that masculine practices, such as bargaining for long 

hours and extensive periods of travel, are barriers for women who wish to become more active in 

the Union, particularly due to their domestic responsibilities.  Participants suggested that a 

priority for the Union must be to address the institutional sexism and male-dominated power 

structures by shining a light into the dark corners where it lurks and raising awareness of 

harassment and gender inequality.  In order to achieve this, it will be necessary for the USW to 

provide mandatory training to all male committee members on masculinity and power. 

The sexist culture of the USW likely hinders Women of Steel from engaging in 

discussions on feminism.  Although this study was limited in its scope and its ability to make a 

detailed assessment of the participants “feminist identity”, the Women of Steel clearly identified 

with some of the basic notions of a broad definition of feminism; for example, their commitment 

to represent and help their sisters; the notion of the value of women-only training classes, 

acknowledgement of the benefit and role of women’s committees and conferences; the opinion 

that there needed to be space for women’s voices within the USW; and the identification of 

sexism and the sexist culture within the Union and the persistence of the “Old Boys Club”.  In 

addition, the concept of intersectionality was well articulated with strong views on the need for 

justice and fairness for Indigenous women.   

Women are an integral and ever-increasing segment of the USW.  The role of unions is 

“to deepen union democracy, organise the unorganized and institutionalise equity for all 
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marginalized workers” (Briskin 2006a:3).  Setting a feminist agenda and being willing to use the 

“F” word would move the USW in this direction.  Ultimately, the USW needs to develop a real 

commitment to addressing social and institutional sexism if they intend to “Walk the Talk” in the 

fight for gender equality within the Union.  Whether the USW implement the suggestions herein 

from the Women of Steel who participated in this research project or not, they are tasked with 

furthering gender equality within the Union.  The participants of this study have reinforced the 

widely held view of Women of Steel – “We are not there yet!” 

Limitations of this Study 

 

 One of the limitations of this study is the small number (16) of participants interviewed in 

the one-on-one interviews, which makes it difficult to generalize the findings.  In the planning 

stages of the research, it was hoped that a broader range of participants would be reached.  

However, I had initially planned on asking key USW staff members and department leaders to 

support this research project and assist in the circulation of the recruitment information, I became 

aware that another University of Guelph graduate student whose sample group was USW 

members had their study vetoed by the USW leadership.  Given this situation, I decided instead 

to reach out directly to those USW leaders whom I believed would be supportive.  This likely 

resulted in fewer and a narrower range of participants than may have been the case had the study 

been more widely publicised and promoted by the Union.  However, the demographics of the 

participants showed a range in ethnic origin, age, level of education, and the province that they 

lived in.  The majority of the participants were seasoned union activists with many years of 

experience, which means that the findings do not fully reflect the experiences of newer activists.  

 When the project was being designed, it was anticipated that a detailed analysis of the 

participants’ personal feminist identity would be conducted using the Richards (1987) Feminist 
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Identity Scale.  However, I realized that, due to time constraints and the extensive number of 

questions used in this scale, this was impractical within the scope of this study.   

 Another limitation of this study is that the sample group was limited to Canada and 

therefore may not be applicable to Women of Steel in the United States.  Though this may be a 

limitation, the intent was to learn more about the experiences of Women of Steel in Canada given 

that little research has been conducted on this topic in this country. 

Possible Future Research 

 

 As noted in this thesis and in the literature, there is little statistical information on 

women’s participation in unions.  The collection of such data would provide critical information 

on women’s roles in unions and serve as a useful basis in developing strategies for unions to 

address systemic sexism and gender inequality within their organizations. 

It is obvious that, in order for women to achieve equality within the USW, men’s attitudes 

and behaviours have to change along with the persistent “old boys club” mentality and 

institutional philosophy.  Without such changes, it will be difficult to move towards structural 

organizational transformation.  For these reasons, it would be important to involve men as 

participants in future research on gender equality within the Union, including senior leaders. 

Such research would allow for an analysis of the sexist attitudes that the Union continues 

(however unwittingly) to embrace.  It would provide men with an opportunity to openly discuss 

their views on gender equity initiatives and the role that men might play in moving the 

organization towards greater equality. 

 Feminism and feminist ideas are rarely discussed and most certainly not embraced within 

the USW.  It was apparent during the one-on-one interviews that some of the participants were 

reluctant to identify as a feminist, even when their leadership styles and definition of feminism 
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were congruent with a feminist ideology.  My sense is that the notion of feminism as a “swear 

word” within the USW is central to women’s continued experience of gender inequality.  

Therefore, a study of feminism and feminist ideology within the USW would be beneficial. Such 

a study might lead more Women of Steel to realize their feminist orientation and encourage them 

to become actively engaged in the fight for gender equality within the Union. 

 Also, a more in-depth study with a greater number of one-on-one interviews with a 

broader range of participants along with focus groups would provide a richer data base on this 

topic.  The vast majority of participants in the study were activists. Those Women of Steel who 

are not active in the Union may offer different or additional insights into issues about gender 

inequality in the USW and how to resolve this problem.  For this reason, further research that 

would include more rank-and-file members would be beneficial.  Such a project would perhaps 

benefit from a partnership with the USW as a means of gaining access to a wider sample group 

and increasing participation in the study.  Such a partnership would signal the USW’s willingness 

to engage with the issues and concerns raised by its women members. 

Communication of Results  

 

Following completion of this research project, I will request time on the agenda at the 

District Six Women of Steel Committee meetings to present the findings of the study.  These 

meetings are held four times per year at the District Six office in Toronto.  Women of Steel from 

across Ontario and the Atlantic provinces attend this weekend-long meeting representing their 

District Area Councils.  Approximately thirty women are delegates to these meetings. This will 

allow for a presentation on the findings of the study and an opportunity to convey thanks to 

Women of Steel for promoting the study and circulating the poster seeking participants.   A report 

summarizing research findings will be provided to each attendee and they will also be offered the 
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option of receiving an electronic version of the report.  The Women of Steel will be encouraged 

to share the report of the results with their sisters, women’s committees and local unions.  The 

report will also be provided to key national staff and chairs of all the District and area council 

women’s committees throughout Canada with a request that the report be published on websites 

and made available on request.  A copy will also be provided to the Chair of the Canadian 

National Women’s Committee and the Chair of the International Women’s Committee and the 

USW International President.  A request to present research findings to all District Women’s 

Committees will be made.   A request will also be made to the USW Canadian National Director 

that the above presentation be made at the next USW National Women’s Conference in 2020.  I, 

along with the District Six Women’s Committee, will draft resolutions on women’s issues within 

the Union for the USW International Policy Convention in 2020.  The results of this study will 

inform the resolutions that will be presented to the District Six Women’s Committee.  

Resolutions that are supported by the District Six Women’s Committee will be circulated among 

USW locals for support and, where the minimum requirements are met, will be submitted to the 

USW International Policy Convention resolutions committee for consideration.  It is hoped that 

the experiences of the Women of Steel who participated in this research project and the 

suggestions that they provide as a means of furthering gender equality within the USW will be 

taken seriously and used to effect positive change within the Union. 

In addition to disseminating the findings of this study within the USW with the aim of 

influencing Union policy, the summary of research findings will also be distributed to other 

unions in Canada and to various women’s groups who might be interested in this topic.  Finally, 

my thesis advisor and I have already begun discussing the outline of an article for publication in 

a scholarly journal, which we plan on finalizing over the next few months. 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 
 
Liz Cherry REB #16MR044  

1  
  
Walking Our Talk”: Women of Steel Propose Strategies for the United Steelworkers to 
Further Gender Equality in the Union.  

Interview Guide  
Introduction  
Hi …….., My name is Liz Cherry, and I am a master’s student at the University of Guelph, currently 

studying within the Department of Sociology and Anthropology. Thank you for agreeing to take part 

in this interview. The consent form will be separated from your responses to ensure 

confidentiality. Your name will not be recorded with the responses. Indirect identifying 

information (e.g. Local number) will be removed or replaced to ensure that answers to the 

interview questions will be anonymized. You have the right to refuse any questions which you are 

not comfortable answering. You can withdraw, without consequences, from this interview at any 

time before the end of this interview, when your consent form will be separated from the transcript of 

the interview.  

I would like to review the consent form with you and obtain your signature before beginning the 

interview.  

Questions  
About you  

1. Can we begin by you telling me age?  

2. Which Province do (or did) you work in?  

3. How do you describe your gender identity  

4. Do you identify as an indigenous woman?  

5. What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have received?  

 

You and USW  

6. Are you currently a USW member or Retiree? If retired are you a member of Steelworkers  

 

Organization of Active Retires (SOAR)?  

7. How would you describe your current employment status?  

8. How long were you / have you been a member of United Steelworkers?  

9. What, if any, involvement have you had with a local, area or district Women's Committee?  

 

Your Local Union  

10. What sector do you work in?  

11. How many members are in your local  

12. What is the gender demographic of your local?  

13. Which offices do you or have you held within your Local? 
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2  

• President  

• Vice-President  

• Unit Chair  

• Financial Secretary  

• Treasurer  

• Secretary  

• Guard or Guide  

• Trustee  

• Health & Safety Committee  

• Women's Committee  

• Other e.g. casual representative position  

 

14. Please discuss what you think are the key issues for your local?  

 

Women's Committees  

15. Does your Local have an active Women's Committee?  

16. Do you believe that women's issues are adequately addressed within your Local?  

17. Please discuss in detail what you believe is done at the District, National and International level 

to address women's issue within USW.  

18. Please discuss what value and benefit you believe that women's committees provide to women 

within the Union?  

 

Harassment and Discrimination Free Environment  

19. Do you believe that the USW Anti-harassment policy and practices ensure that members 

experience a harassment-free environment at all union activities, events and meetings?  

20. Have you ever experienced discrimination within the USW as a result of your gender or other 

prohibited ground (e.g. race, age, marital status, sexual orientation, disability, political or religious 

beliefs, or place of national origin)?  

21. Please discuss ways in which you believe USW could improve anti-discrimination within the 

union.  

 

Bargaining  

22. Have you ever been a member of a Bargaining Committee?  

23. Do you believe that women have been fairly represented on the bargaining committee within 

your Local?  

24. Please briefly describe proposals made at the bargaining table by your local that you believe 

address women's issues (whether you were on the bargaining team or not) and whether or not they 

were implemented or successfully bargained  

 

United Steelworkers  

25. Do you believe that the USW is committed to gender equality within the Union?  

26. Do you believe that there is an effective mechanism within the Union that enables women to 

submit resolutions that address women's issue to the International Convention?  
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27. Please describe the ways in which you believe that USW could improve gender equality within 

the Union.  

 

Training and Education  

28. Have you participated in the Women of Steel Leadership Program or the Leadership 

Development Scholarship Program?  

29. Do you believe that USW training materials offer positive representations of women?  

30. Do you have any suggestions to improve or comments on the Women of Steel Program?  

31. Have you ever been refused permission to participate in USW training or education programs?  

32. Have you ever had to pay a portion of the cost of USW training or education or had to complete it 

on your own time (i.e. use vacation or loose time from work, not including evening or weekends for 

residential  

33. Do you believe the WOS program would benefit from an ongoing formal mentorship program 

that would provide one-on-one support to graduates of the WOS program?  

34. Has the lack of child-care at Union training or education prevented you from participating in 

education?  

35. Please describe your experience of participation as a woman, in USW training and education 

courses  

 

Political Campaigns  

36. Describe your involvement in any political campaigns  

37. Please describe what role you believe that party politics has within the union and in what ways do 

you believe that politics can help address women's issues inside and out of the union.  

 

Organizing  

38. In what ways do you believe that organizing within the USW can help to address women's Issues 

and how can organizing benefit women members within the Union?  

 

Conferences  

39. Please describe your experiences as a woman at USW conferences and events?  

 

40. Have you ever participated as an organizer, instructor or speaker at a Women's conference or a 

guest or delegate to an international event on behalf of USW (e.g. Workers Uniting, Humanity Fund, 

political action)?  

41. Which of the following conferences have you attended • National Women' s Conference  

• International Women' s Conference  

• District Conference  

• National Conference  

• International Conference  

• International Convention  

 

• Health & Safety Conference 
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• Human Rights Conference  

42. Have you ever been refused permission to attend a conference by your Local Membership, 

Executive or President?  

43. Have you spoken at the open microphone at conferences or events and if so, have you been 

provided with training from USW to help you do this. What training or strategies would you suggest 

that USW could implement to encourage women to have their voices heard? Do you feel that women 

have equal access to open microphones at conferences and events?  

44. Do you believe that speakers at the podium at conferences and events are representative of 

women and women's issues within the Union? Have you been unable to attend Union events due to 

the unavailability of child-care at the event? Do you believe that the USW should provide childcare 

facilities at District, National and International events?  

45. Please discuss the ways in which you believe that Women's Conferences are or can be used as a 

means of women effecting change with USW  

 

Representation of Women and Leadership Roles in the USW - Are We There Yet?  

46. Do you believe that the leadership (Executive and Committee representatives) in your Local 

union reflects the ratio of women in the local?  

47. What policies or strategies do you believe that the USW employs to encourage women to become 

activists and take leadership roles within the Union?  

48. Which of the following issues do you believe are barriers to women becoming active leaders 

within the USW?  

• Childcare or family responsibilities  

• Pay  

• Hours (e.g. long, irregular hours)  

• Relocation  

• Workload of union positions  

• Job Security  

• Work Life Balance  

• Lack of positive role models  

• Lack of support or mentoring  

• Lack of Skills or training  

• Other  

49. What do you believe should be priority gender issues for the USW in the future?  

50. Please describe ways in which you believe that gender equality might be improved within the 

International Union.  

51. Please discuss in detail any Women of Steel who have inspired you. 
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Appendix 2: Consent Form 

"Walking our Talk": Women of Steel Propose Strategies for the United Steelworkers 
to 

University of Guelph, COLLEGE OF SOCIAL AND APPLIED HUMAN SCIENCES 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 

 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
“Walking Our Talk”: Women of Steel Propose Strategies for the United Steelworkers to 
Further Gender Equality in the union. 
 
You are asked to participate in a research study conducted by Dr Vivian Shalla (Faculty Supervisor), 
Department of Sociology and Anthropology and Liz Cherry (MA Candidate in Sociology and 
Anthropology). 
 
The results of this study will contribute to Liz Cherry’s Master’s thesis. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact Dr Vivian 
Shalla (Faculty Supervisor), email vshalla@uoguelph.ca, phone 519-824-4120, ext. 52195, or Liz 
Cherry (Student), email lcherry@uoguelph.ca, phone 519-766-4120. 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The goal of this study is to gain a better understanding of gender inequalities as experienced by 
Women of Steel, members of the United Steelworkers. This research project also aims to provide 
information to Women of Steel so that they could develop and promote strategies and structural 
changes that will encourage the United Steelworkers (USW) to further work towards gender equality 
within the Union. 
 
PROCEDURES 
 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, we would ask you to do the following: 
• Review this consent form. 
• Indicate that you agree to participate by signing the form and returning to the Student researcher. 
 
Take part in a one-on-one interview, which is expected to take approximately one hour to complete. 
 
Please provide as detailed comments as possible. Your opinion is valuable and will contribute to 
better understanding and addressing gender equality within USW and the labour movement. 
 
 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
The researcher will be asking participants about their experiences, which may bring up emotional or 
distressing memories. Should privacy be breached, there is a possibility of embarrassment or 
conflict with other union members or officials. These risks are not expected to be greater than the 
participant would encounter in everyday life. Please remember that you are free to refrain from 
answering any questions that you are not comfortable answering. 
 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
 
Participants in this research will potentially benefit from having an opportunity to voice their opinion 
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on the issue of gender equality within the USW, which could positively impact changes within the 
Union.  
 
The potential benefit of this research to the labour movement and society is that the experiences of 
women within USW will be voiced with suggestions for solutions for improvements to gender equality 
within the wider labour movement and society. 
 
The potential benefit of this research to the USW will be suggestions for ways to further enhance  
gender equality within the Union. 
 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality of any identifying information that is obtained in 
connection with this study. No names or identifying information will be used in reports of this study. 
Please avoid the use of any identifying information (for example, the name of the company that you 
work for) in order to keep your responses confidential. Verbatim quotes, may be included in written 
reports, publications or conference papers. Identifying information will be modified to protect the 
identity of participants.  The electronic recording of the interview will be transferred to a password-
protected computer and a password-protected USB memory stick immediately following the 
interview, and the recording will be permanently deleted. The recording will be kept on the computer 
and USB until the interview is transcribed (within two weeks of the interview). All written 
documentation and notes will be locked in a filing cabinet in the researcher’s home office. All written 
data will be destroyed after five years. An electronic copy of interview transcripts (with identifiers 
removed) will be kept indefinitely as the researcher may conduct further research on this topic. 

 
If you would like a summary report on the findings of the research, please advise the student 
researcher, Liz Cherry, who will make this report available after the completion of the project. 
 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
You can choose whether to participate in this study or not. If you volunteer to be in this study, you 
may withdraw from it at any time up until submission of your responses, without consequences of 
any kind. You may also refuse to answer any questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in 
the study. The investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise that warrant 
doing so. 
 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
You may withdraw your consent at any point up until the completion of the one-on-one interview.  
After this, the consent form will be separated from your responses and it will not be possible to 
identify your responses.  You do not waive any legal rights by agreeing to take part in this study.   
This project has been reviewed by the Research Ethics Board for compliance with federal guidelines for 
research involving human participants. 

 
If you have any questions regarding your rights and welfare as a research participant in this study 
(REB #...), please contact: Director, Research Ethics; University of Guelph; reb@uoguelph.ca; 519-
824-4120 ext. 56606. 
 
SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 
I have read the information provided for the study “Walking Our Talk”: Women of Steel Propose 
Strategies for the United Steelworkers to Further Gender Equality in the union, as described herein.  
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this interview.  I 
have been given a copy of this form. 
 
Signature: …………………………………………. Date: ………………….. 

mailto:reb@uoguelph.ca

