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REPORT: 

 

Title:  South-East Regional Black Members Training & Networking Event 

Location:  UNISON Centre, London, Euston  

Date:   20th – 21st September 2019 

 

 
 
 
This years’ South-East Regional Black Members Training & Networking Event was held on 
20th – 21st September 2019 at the UNISON Centre, London, Euston chaired and facilitated 
by Simon Bolton, Regional Organiser and Clare Boorman, Local Organiser from the UNISON 
Kent Branch.   
 
The aim of the weekend was to provide members of SOGs (self-organised groups) who 
want to improve their ability to set-up and organise Black Member Groups within their 
branches and workplace.  The weekend also consisted of learning and considering tried 
and test strategies from other members about how to overcome barriers and obstacles 
leading to improved recruitment, organisation and representation of all Black members. 
 
Black Members were also reassured that the environment was a ‘safe space’ and that all 
personal accounts and observations raised by members would remain strictly confidential 
and not disclosed to any external sources.   
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Defining the term Black? 
 
The session kicked-off with a discussion defining the term ‘Black’, as many new members 
considered this terminology to be either offensive or not politically correct.  It was 
explained that Black is used as an all-encompassing term in a broad political and inclusive 
sense, and not skin tone, to describe people in Britain that have suffered colonialism and 
enslavement in the past and continue to experience racism, prejudice and discrimination 
in today’s society, notably from African, Arab, Asian and Caribbean communities.   
 
Members also shared their dissatisfaction with the terms ‘minority’ and ‘ethnic minority’.  
The Chair explained the disadvantages of using these terms and the negative connotations 
such as being marginalised or appearing to be less important within many neighbourhoods 
in Britain.   
 
Case Study: President Barack Obama 
  

 Obama was mixed-race with his father originating from Kenya, East Africa who was 
black and his mother from Kansas, USA who was white.  
 

 Obama strategically used the term ‘Black’ to describe himself as a means to ensure 
black struggle and black politics was on the US agenda.    

 
UNISON Membership Statistics 
 
UNISON membership data was provided for the South-East region as of 19th September 
2019.  Here is a snapshot of the data subset for the Southampton area: 
 
Table 1. 
 

BRANCH TOTAL 
MEMBERS 

TOTAL 
BLACK 
MEMBERS 
 

PERCENTAGE 
OF BLACK 
MEMBERS 

BLACK 
WOMAN 

BLACK 
MEN 

BLACK 
MEMBERS 
UNKNOWN 

Eastleigh 
(8251) 
 

87 2 2% 2 0 0 

Southampton 
District 
(8256) 
 

2,514 186 7% 148 38 0 

Southampton 
Hospitals 
(20851) 
 

1,388 267 19% 194 72 1 

University of 
Southampton 
(8239) 
 

312 19 6% 9 10 0 

TOTAL 
 

4,301 474 34% 353 120 1 

 
PLEASE NOTE: the data provided in table 1 is based on members who have self-identified 
themselves as Black, which includes: Asian UK, Asian Other, Bangladeshi, Black UK, Black 
African, Black Caribbean, Black Other, Chinese, Indian, and Pakistani.  
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To put the Southampton Black members’ data in context, here are the overarching 
statistics within the UK: 
 
Table 2. 
 

ETHNIC GROUP TOTAL 
POPULATION  

PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL 
POPULATION 
 

White or White British 
 

55,010,359 87.1% 

Gypsy/Traveller/Irish Traveller 
 

63,193 0.1% 

Asian or Asian British 
 

4,373,339 6.9% 

Black or Black British 
  

1,904,684 3.0% 

Mixed or Multiple 
  

1,250,229 2.0% 

Other Ethnic Group 
 

580,374 0.9% 

 
TOTAL 
 

63,182,178 100% 

 
PLEASE NOTE: the ethnic composition of the UK in table 2 was from the 2011 Census. 
 
The Problems  
 
The group were asked to consider the question why are there not more branch or work 
based Black Member SOG’s in the South-East Region.  The members responded collectively 
with the following explanations:  
 

 Disenfranchised members – some members are reluctant to be active as they feel 
nothing can be achieved to provide adequate support to progress within their 
career or assist them with their issues because there is no real tangible resolutions 
to their problems.  UNISON membership used as an insurance policy.     
 

 English not a first language – members who emigrate (exiting), immigrate (coming 
in) or migrate (moving) to the UK may have broken English and not feel 
comfortable to speak out again issues within the UK.  
 

 Confidence issues – many Black members lack the self-efficacy of their own 
abilities and skills, and do not feel that they have a voice that will be heard or 
supported.  Many Black members feel that they are also undermined or put down.      
 

 Disproportionately represented – lack of or non-existent black leaders within the 
workplace or within society per se to aspire towards or even to inspire, motivate 
and encourage members to do more. 
 

 Individual limitation – many Black members have multiple jobs to pursue and 
families to support so do not have the capacity to get involved with social activities 
or CPD’s (continuous professional development).  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_People
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/White_British
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romani_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irish_Traveller
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The Solution 

 
The following discussions explored how we overcome these problems and barriers? 

 

 Succession planning - focus on targeting young Black members to develop and 
nurture to become future leaders within their communities and workplace.  Also, 
promote leadership training courses to existing members.   
 

 Career pathway – better career progression opportunities should be made 
available such as cleaners being supported to become supervisors or put on courses 
to help develop their English language skills.  
 

 Awareness raising campaigns – more online and offline posters, leaflets, booklets,   
business cards outlining black member benefits and positive news stories through 
developing case studies to push and reinforce key messages such as empowerment 
and importance of developing a diverse workforce.  
 

 Invite disengaged black members to the annual conference – there is a pre-
conference seminar that may help members to understand how to get the best 
from the conference, network with other members to build contacts and learn 
about all types of support provisions, information, advice and guidance. 
 

 Dedicated Black member role – salaried post to take lead to develop links and 
relationships with community groups and education providers with a specific aim to 
recruit Black members by acting as a role model as well as representing within 
local, regional and national branches and committees. 
 

 Events and activities - Black History Month activities could be used to reinforce 
UNISON Black members messages by pitching at the start of sessions or by having 
UNISON presence.  Engage members or send surveys to identify the types of 
activities that would interest them.           
 

 Positive action strategies – a member explained that their workplace has 
introduced a positive action plan to encourage people from under-represented 
groups take advantage of opportunities for employment.  It was suggested that by 
taking such steps is subject to certain conditions, including having the objective to 
reduce the under-representation in the employer's workforce and help black people 
progress within careers. 
 

 Shift patterns – many Black members have low paid entry level positions where 
they have anti-social working patterns, therefore, consider hosting meetings to be 
held to allow them the opportunity to attend.  Also, consider hosting meetings 
close to where members are based. 
  

 Positive messages – discussions revolved around identifying the best contact 
details (not always email or telephone call) of members and then send out clear 
and concise messages to invite black members to meetings and events.  It was also 
discussed that many members may face prejudice and discrimination on a daily 
basis, therefore, send out positive messages to reassure them and explain support 
is always available.  The Chair also shared with the group that 86% of South-East 
members joined through online channels therefore online social media platforms 
should be considered. 
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Case study – Oxfordshire Clinical Commissioning Group (OCCG) 
 
Rosita Ellis, who is the OCCG Branch Secretary, and has a fully functional Black members 
SOG, shared her experience of the inception of the group from 3 members to 25 active 
members and how to engage them: 
 

 Tenacity, persistence and resilience – the group mapped the location of Black 
members from local public sector organisations to targeting local BME networks.  
Key messages of support and developing flyers promoting training and development 
opportunities, such as ESOL courses (English for Speakers of Other Languages).   
The group ensured that there was also visibility within each workplace with 
messages to illustrate that the group is a force to be reckoned with.  
 

 Building critical mass – engage with county-wide Black members group covering all 
UNISON services and specialist groups. 
 

 Regular communication – new members visited twice per month to build rapport 
and identify if there are any issues or challenges, as well as continuing to reinforce 
key messages to existing members and encourage them to progress within UNISON. 
   

 Monthly meetings - hosting lunchtime and evening meetings for members within 
central and accessible locations, members usually take turns to host meetings.  
Meetings consist of a combination of important updates and invite black guest 
speakers from within the region.  Lunchtime events include food, and if evening 
meetings are held the group usually coincide this with other social events such as 
meals and going bowling. 
 

What do we do now? 
 
The group were asked to consider the next steps to progress and suggested the following:  
 

 Visit Oxford branch to shadow how they self-organise themselves  

 Positive action initiatives 

 Recruit black members - start small and grow (4 people minimum) 

 Develop Black members what’s app group for regular messages 

 Develop business cards with contact details 

 Map out where black members work and then identify training and support 
required? 

 Black members to support each other and learn from each other 

 Engage with all black members within county or region to formulate wider larger 
group 

 Highlight equality issues within region  

 Don’t focus on things we can’t do, focus on things we can achieve 

 Develop principles instead of rules 

 Mentorship initiative with senior roles 

 Campaigns in branches with minimum 3 black members 
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Future Events: 
 
18th October 2019 - Young Black Members Awards, London, Euston 
16 November 2020 – Black Members AGM  
January 2020 – Black Members Conference, Bournemouth 
February 2020 - Regional council AGM  
 

 
 
 

 


