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RECRUITING
NEW MEMBERS

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT  
TO RECRUIT NEW MEMBERS? 
Workers negotiating agreements in workplaces with a  
high number of union members are much more likely to 
have successful bargaining outcomes than workplaces 
where membership is low. Workers are also less likely to  
be bullied and intimidated by management if the union  
is strong in the workplace.

Where union membership is strong, membership is  
easier to grow and maintain. When members are  
confident they can achieve good outcomes, they are far 
more likely to work towards achieving a goal. Successful 
outcomes and an increased confidence in the ability 
to improve wages and conditions, increases pride and 
appreciation of union members. In turn, this leads to a 
stronger union profile and the ability to maintain and grow 
union membership and strength in the workplace. 

Workplaces with high union membership are also 
more likely to have more Delegates, Health & Safety 
Representatives and workplace contacts who keep their 
union active. Active Delegates are essential for keeping the 
union relevant and representative at a branch level. 

In short, a strong and active membership provides unions 
with the means to maintain their influence and relevance 
at all levels; from the concerns of an individual member, 
through to industry related issues at a national level.  
The ASU aims to continually increase its ability to  
advocate locally and nationally, on behalf of members  
in pursuit of their interests. 

High membership cannot be taken for granted and  
to be maintained, the union must remain active  
in the workplace. New employees must always be  
recruited and there should always be a strong cross  
section of employees active in your union to ensure it 
remains active and relevant.

Every year unions must recruit over 
300,000 members simply to maintain 
membership at the same level. The 
annual turnover of members in some 
unions is as high as 35 per cent. 
Effective strategies for recruiting 
‘new starters’ in the workplace are 
central to maintaining and building 
union membership, organisation and 
bargaining capacity.

Future Strategies, ACTU

SO HOW DO I GROW MY UNION? 
DO YOU REMEMBER WHY YOU JOINED? 
To be a successful recruiter, it is important to understand why people join unions. 
Understanding how and why you joined may assist you when talking to potential 
members. Not everyone will join for the same reason you joined, so it is important to 
understand the diversity of reasons why people join unions. 

People choose to join unions for a number of reasons. Some of these may include: 
• Respect on the job
• Better wages and benefits
• More flexibility for work and family needs
• A counterbalance to the unchecked power of employers
• A voice in improving the quality of their products and services
• Because they have a workplace problem
• Because their colleagues are members
• Their philosophical beliefs

NON-MEMBERS JOINING IN DISPUTE
A common question asked by Delegates is: 

I have been asking someone to join for years with no success, now they  
want to join because they have a workplace issue. What should I do? 

In cases like these you should make the member aware of the ASU’s membership policy. 
Whilst a person joining in dispute is welcomed and encouraged to join, there will be 
some restrictions on the assistance that the ASU can provide and the non-member 
may also be asked to pay substantial back dues (up to two years). See the Branch 
membership policy available online and also located in Part 4 of this manual. 

How the ASU deals with a non-member joining in dispute may vary, depending 
on factors such as whether other members are affected by the same problem, and 
the potential to recruit. Your opinion as Delegate regarding these variables is very 
important to us, so contact your Organiser or the Member Contact Centre if you are 
aware of a non-member joining in dispute.

WHY DON’T PEOPLE JOIN UNIONS? 
It is equally important to know some of the reasons why people don’t join unions  
and be prepared to talk through their concerns.

Some common objections we hear from non-members are: 
• Why should I join the union when I’ll get exactly the same wages and benefits?
• I can’t afford it 
• I can’t afford it because I have a family
• I don’t believe in/ don’t like unions
• The union does nothing for us, they just take our fees 
• The union will make us go on strike - I don’t believe in strikes
• I’m just not interested
• I’m only here for a short time
• My boss hates unions - I’m too scared 
• I don’t need a union - my employer is fair and will take care of me
• I’ve had a bad past experience with a union

The most common reason given by non-members when asked why they have 
not joined is “Nobody asked me”. The best way to recruit these people is for ASU 
members who work alongside them to ask. Remember, you are the union,  
so feel free to pop the question: “Do you want to join me, I am in the ASU?”
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Objections
HANDLING

When faced with objections it is important not to get into an argument 
with the person. This can be hard. We are human and sometimes 
our reaction to what they are saying is cynicism, anger, resentment, 
frustration, etc. But if we argue, we may never reach our objective. Our 
aim is not to win the debate with them; it’s to get them to join or to 
become more active. We also have to remember that often the objection  
is real for the person who is saying it. If we remember this it can help  
us empathise with the person.

A TECHNIQUE WHICH HELPS HANDLE AN OBJECTION AND, MOST 
IMPORTANTLY, HELPS TO ACHIEVE OUR PURPOSE OR OBJECTIVE IS:

1. Explore (question)
2. Equalise (acknowledge)
3. Elevate (handle the objection and move the worker)

OR IN NON-JARGON TERMS: 

1. Question 
2. Find common ground 
3. Engage in meaningful discussion

EXPLORE (QUESTION) 
Explore is an optional step. Sometimes people throw in an objection that 
is very difficult to understand, for example, someone might say, “I don’t 
believe in unions”. 

To try to respond directly to this is difficult if you don’t know what 
they really mean. By exploring the objection you then may be able to 
better respond. For example, “What is it about unions that you are not 
comfortable with?” The person may respond, “I don’t like the fact that 
unions go on strike”. We then have an opportunity to actually deal with the 
objection because we have got something tangible to try to talk through.

EQUALISE (FIND COMMON GROUND) 
This is an essential step in handling objections that many Delegates miss. 
Acknowledging the non-member’s position or feelings increases the 
chance that they will be willing to listen to your point of view  
or shift their views. 

For example, if someone says that they are concerned that unions 
strike all the time, you could acknowledge their feelings by saying “I 
can understand that if unions went on strike all the time or went on strike 
without good cause that would concern you and other people”.

ELEVATE (ENGAGE IN MEANINGFUL DISCUSSION)
No one likes being told they are wrong or that other people don’t agree 
with their opinion. Luckily, there are ways to talk to non-members that 
are less confrontational and stressful but still effective. Often when 
Delegates talk to non-members, they will at least agree on some things. It 
is important to use similarities that you have in order to engage the non-
member in a discussion about industrial issues and union activism.

To assist Delegates talking to people with objections, here are some 
tips on how to manage common objections that non-members have: 

Objection: “WHY SHOULD I JOIN THE UNION WHEN I’LL  
  GET EXACTLY THE SAME WAGES AND BENEFITS?” 

•  “Right, you’ll get all that the rest of us get, but we could get so much 
more for everyone if we didn’t have non-members.”

• “If every worker felt as you do, we would have no union at all to 
negotiate for us or to represent us. The longer you remain a non- 
member, the more difficult it is for our union to improve your wages 
and conditions.”

• “As a non-member, your employer will believe you are on their side 
and that you agree with them that our demands are not proper, 
and that you are not entitled to any improvement in wages and 
conditions.”

• “You seem like a fair person; it sounds unfair that some people accept 
the benefits others are paying for.”

• “Non-members have no voice in the workplace because you will not 
be able to vote on any important decisions that union members make 
such as contracts, workplace Delegates and what action to take.”

Objection: “I CAN’T AFFORD TO JOIN (I’VE GOT A FAMILY).” 

• “Union fees are tax deductible.”

• “If you break down the fees, it costs about the same as a daily 
newspaper.”

•  “Can you afford not to belong? It pays in the form of job security and 
better wages and conditions. The higher your wages are, the more 
money you have for your family.”

• “Everything of value has a price. Compare the value of union fees and 
you’ll agree that they are a sound investment.”

• “Did you ever stop to think about how much less money you’d be 
making if it were not for the union?”

• “You are certainly not alone when you say you have financial 
problems. That is exactly why we need a stronger union; so that we 
can get higher wage increases and improved conditions every year 
from now on.”

• “You say you have a family to support. You owe it to your family to be a 
member of our union to ensure job security, wage increases and better 
conditions. Your family benefits directly from these and other union 
services.”

Objection: “I DON’T BELIEVE IN (I DON’T LIKE) UNIONS.” 

• “Unions are just groups of people banded together for mutual 
protection and benefit. Everyone, farmers, bankers, lawyers, doctors 
and most definitely employers join together to form associations or 
unions to increase their effectiveness. Why not workers?”

• “By saying you don’t believe in unions, you are really saying that you 
think you get paid too much or your working conditions are too high, 
because it was unions who won these for you.”
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Objection: “I DON’T NEED A UNION – MY EMPLOYER  
  IS FAIR AND WILL TAKE CARE OF ME.” 

• “You’re right, this is a good place to work, but our union played 
a big part in making it so. The employer is fair because we have 
a union on the job to keep an eye on what they do. But this is no 
reason why we shouldn’t try to make it even better.”

• “Yes, but what if the company changes hands? What if the current 
CEO/ manager left and was replaced by a hostile boss?” 

• “But even if you never need the union, others will and they need 
your help in making our union as strong and effective as possible.”

• “If everyone felt the way you feel, there would be no union and 
no protection for anyone. I like to hope that you never need 
help from our union for unfair treatment by the employer, but if 
you ever did need protection, wouldn’t it be reassuring to know 
that the union would be here to make sure that you receive fair 
treatment?”

• “Sometimes, personality clashes arise between supervisors and 
workers. What would you do if this happened to you? Would you 
be able to help yourself if you were fired or were bullied by a 
manager?”

• “Often people say this and then when they are in trouble, they 
want to join the union. The ASU has a policy on non-members 
joining in dispute which means when they join they will only 
have access to a limited service from the union.”

Objection: “THE UNION HAS DONE NOTHING FOR US – 
  IT JUST TAKES OUR FEES.” 

• “The ASU is only as good as our members. If we are active and 
involved, our union will be more effective and will achieve more.”

• “The ASU advocates for members through participating in local 
and national campaigns. Our involvement in campaigns such as, 
the Your Rights At Work Campaign,  the SACS Equal Pay Campaign 
and Quality Part-time Work in Local Authorities Campaign have 
had far reaching effects for our membership. 

Objection: “THE UNION WILL MAKE US GO ON STRIKE. 
  I DON’T BELIEVE IN STRIKES.” 

• “Ninety-seven per cent of the time unions negotiate agreements 
without strikes occurring.” 

• “Only members of the union can decide to strike and there has to 
be a vote by secret ballot. If you are a member, you would be able 
to have your say and vote too.”

• “You only hear about strikes because they are news, but 
thousands of agreements are negotiated without strikes.”

• If there has not been a recent strike: “When did the ASU last have 
a strike here? I can’t remember the last one.” 

Objection: “I’M JUST NOT INTERESTED IN JOINING” 

• “You can’t afford not to be interested in the union.  
What happens in the union and between the union and employer  
affects you; it affects all of us.”

Objection: “I’M ONLY HERE A SHORT TIME.” 

• “You may leave this workplace but be part of the same industry.”

• “People are retiring every day. Who said they were only going to be 
working a short time. When I first came to work here, I felt the same way 
and couldn’t wait to leave, but I wound up staying on.”

• “You might decide to stay, or decide to come back. It’s a good idea to  
get to know your union while you are here, so you’ll know where to  
go in your next job.

Objection: “MY BOSS HATES UNIONS – I’M TOO SCARED.” 

• Point out that other workers are members.

• “You have the legal right to join a union and it is against the law for your 
employer to discriminate against you because you are a union member.”

• Prepare workers for what the boss will say about unions, so they know 
what is coming and have their fears already dealt with.

TALKING TO POTENTIAL MEMBERS 
Prior to talking to a non-member about joining  
the union you should: 

• Know how much membership costs and how payment can be made
• Be able to fill in a membership form correctly and have one with you
• Be able to locate the online join page on the ASU website. (There is a 

green ‘join’ button on each page of the site: www.asuvictas.com.au)

• Have material about the services and other benefits our union provides
• Know how to forward the membership form to the ASU office for 

processing and follow-up to make sure that everything proceeds smoothly 
if needed

• Think about potential questions a non-member may have, and have some 
basic information about their particular work areas

• Have a clear objective in mind

The objectives of talking to non-members might include:

• Learning more about the worker
• Finding out their opinion on particular issues
• Identifying issues and concerns
• Building a relationship
• Getting them to join the union
• Asking them to be involved in some union activities such as signing a 

petition, attending a meeting or talking to other workers

Successfully talking to non-members about joining the union usually involves 
a number of steps. These steps may not all occur in the one conversation but 
may take place over time. 
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DON’T GET DISHEARTENED BY REJECTION
Every Delegate should try and recruit as many members as possible but 

no Delegate will be successful with every non-member. It is not a personal 
failure to have a non-member say, ‘no’ to the union. If the worker says no, 
use the three times rule. Three times and you’re out. It is frustrating and 
counterproductive to argue. Move on. Don’t waste time and energy. Talk 

about something else to that person or go and talk to someone else.
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1. INTRODUCTION, DEVELOP RAPPORT

2. ASK BASIC INFORMATION 

3. TRY TO FIND ISSUES OF CONCERN

4. EDUCATE THEM ABOUT THE UNION

5. GET AGREEMENT TO DO SOMETHING ‘UNION’ OR TO JOIN

6. WRAP UP

STEP 1.  INTRODUCTION
The first step to getting workers more involved 
is to build a relationship with them. Through 
trusting you, they may begin to trust the union 
you are a part of. 

FIRST CONTACT
When you approach a worker for the very first 
time, it is important to adopt a friendly, open 
manner. Introduce yourself; explain your union 
role very briefly and why you’ve approached 
them, for example: 

“I’m here to introduce myself so that you know 
who I am and where to find me.”

SPEAKING TO A NON-MEMBER 
YOU ALREADY KNOW
Even when you know the worker it is  
important to continue to build the  
relationship and explain your reason for 
approaching them such as:

“Some of the other people here have come to me 
because they are concerned about.... I wanted 
to find out how you feel about it because we’re 
thinking of organising a meeting/conducting a 
survey/getting a petition together...”

STEP 2. BASIC INFORMATION
It’s important to show interest in the person by 
asking open questions about them and their 
work and by listening actively to what they 
say:
“How are you finding it here?”
“What other places have you worked in?”
“How does this compare with other places you’ve 
worked?”

SPEAKING TO A NON-MEMBER 
YOU ALREADY KNOW
It is just as important to continue showing 
interest by asking questions and listening 
actively to the responses:
“What’s been happening?”
“How’s the new roster system going?”

STEP 3. FIND ISSUES
Find out what the worker is concerned about. 
What are the issues for that worker? Look for 
something the person thinks is wrong that can 
be worked on collectively as a union. Workers 
are less likely to join or get more involved if 
everything at work is fine. But how often are 
things really fine?

This step involves asking a question (preferably 
an open question) to get them talking about 
their issues of concern. This shows that you, as 
a representative of the union, are interested in 
them and the issues that matter to them:
“How are you finding things here at work?”
“What’s changed here recently/over the last...?”
“What’s good about working here?”
“What would you change if you could?”

IF YOU ARE ALREADY AWARE  
OF AN ISSUE:

“Are you worried about...?”
“What’s happening about...?”
“Who else could be affected?”
“How do you think you and your workmates  
could be affected by...?”

STEP 4. EDUCATE THEM ABOUT THE UNION
When you are educating someone about the 
union, you are not expected to become a 
salesperson. Educating them means influencing 
the way they think about the union, making 
them realise that “being a union member” 
is about getting together to have the power 
to resolve the issues that affect workers. 
Education is not a sales spiel. It’s about getting 
people to make up their minds from their own 
experiences. In reality, a hard sell is not very 
effective. One technique that works and  
is used a lot by Delegates and Organisers is 
anger/hope/action.

ANGER/ HOPE/ ACTION
In order for someone to change their current 
circumstances they first become angry about 

their situation, then they have to believe  
that they can change the situation and,  
the most crucial step, they must act to  
bring about the change. 

ANGER
The first condition for joining or becoming 
involved in the union is anger. Many people 
are uncomfortable about expressing their 
anger directly. Being concerned, frustrated, 
annoyed, irritated, dissatisfied or stirred up are 
all ways of being angry.

Once you’ve found out what their issues are, 
get their feelings of anger to the surface by 
questions or comments such as:
How do you feel about that?
Do you think that is right?
That’s terrible. Would you like to tell me  
more about it?
That seems unfair to me
It must be hard working under those conditions.

ANGER CAN OVERCOME FEAR.

HOPE (MAKING A PLAN)
The second condition for joining a union or 
becoming more involved is hope. Hope is a 
realistic plan or pathway in which the person 
has a role as part of the union. You need to 
work with the person on the proposed plan. 
What you try to do is get the worker to say ‘yes’ 
to the plan.

Providing hope is not always an easy step 
because the changes necessary to address the 
problems may not be quickly or easily won.

Because many workers are not used to having 
a lot of hope, sometimes it will be enough to 
ask the question: 

“Do you think if some of us got together  
and just shared information about the problem  
it would help?”
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Some other questions to generate hope:

Sometimes when you talk through an issue, some great solutions can 
be uncovered. Would it help if we got together and talked about it?

If more people are affected by the same problem we may be able to 
get more people involved in this issue. Would it help if we found out 
who else is affected?

If the boss knows we all thought the same way, it may make them 
think again. Do you think it would it make a difference if the boss 
knew we were all united?
Did you know that we were able to solve a similar problem in 
the other section? How would you like us to work together to get 
something like that happening here?
We are planning to... Would you like to join us?

If there is no hope, workers will not want to join or become more 
involved, even though they are concerned or dissatisfied.

HOPE CAN OVERCOME APATHY.

ACTION  
(ASKING THE WORKER TO JOIN OR PARTICIPATE)
If you have been successful in Steps 1 and 2, you can assume 
the worker has agreed that there are issues that you need to get 
together on to change. 
The action step involves getting the person to do something 
(including join the union). The action can be a small step.

Here are some suggestions for the action stage:

So we’ll see you at the meeting
Here’s an ASU membership form for you to fill out
So which of your workmates can you talk to?
We’re glad you’re concerned. We need you to hand out this bulletin to 
the other people in your section.

If the worker says no, they do not want to join or to participate,  
it is important not to argue. Rather, return to the earlier discussion, 
to the anger, with statements such as “I thought you said you  
were fed up with…and that you thought it would make a 
difference if we…” 

If it turns out that the worker is not really concerned, or thinks it 
isn’t possible to change anything, you may need to go back to  
Step 1 and ask if there are other issues they are concerned about.

If the worker thinks it is impossible to make changes, you may 
need to go back to Step 2 and ask whether they have ever seen 
anything change, or if they think that together you can make  
some sort of difference.

STEP 5. Get agreement to do something union or to join
Getting people to sign a membership form or actively participating 
in the solution to a problem is the most important step towards 
change. Some people find this the hardest thing to do.  
Sometimes we even forget to take this step.  
It’s the ‘action’ stage of anger/ hope/ action.  
It is at this stage that we are most likely to get objections. 

STEP 6. CLOSURE
In getting commitment from people to join or become more active in the 
union, there are four approaches that make this easier.

1. SUMMARY CLOSE:

We have talked about the importance of this issue and of people working 
together. So all that is left is for you to agree to be a union contact in the section.
We have talked about the importance of this issue and of people working 
together. So all that is left is for you to join.

2. CHOICE CLOSE:

Would you prefer to organise a telephone tree or an email network?
Would you prefer to pay by direct debit or to pay by cheque?

3. SUGGESTION CLOSE:

I would suggest you become the section contact from now on and then we can 
start working together to resolve these issues.
I would suggest you join and then you are protected from now on and we can 
start working together to resolve these issues.

4. DIRECT CLOSE:

So you’ll hand out the leaflets. Thanks, that’s great. Here they are.
So join now. Here’s the form.

WRAP UP
This stage is rather like the introduction step. The focus returns to the 
relationship and closing off the conversation in a friendly way that leaves an 
opening for further contact, such as:

It’s been good talking to you. I’ll catch you next week.
It’s great you’ve decided to... and I’ll get back to you tomorrow about...
You know my number. Ring me anytime.

THE GOLDEN RULE:

LISTEN
LET PEOPLE KNOW 
YOU VALUE THEIR 

OPINION

ORGANISING =
70% LISTENING + 30% TALKING 

REMEMBER THE 70/30 RULE. NO ONE LIKES TO BE TALKED AT!  
THINK ABOUT HOW YOU CAN MAKE PEOPLE DO MORE OF THE TALKING – 

THIS WAY THEY FEEL LIKE THEY ARE BEING LISTENED TO  
AND THAT THEIR OPINIONS ARE VALUED.




