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About Reveille Strategy. 

Formed in 2015, Reveille Strategy is a consulting business that works with Unions and other 
membership organisations on strategy, public policy, governance, change, message 
design, campaigning and organising.    

We help build new forms of power for workers and communities. 

The co-Directors of Reveille, Tim Lyons and Troy Burton, have more than four decades of 
experience in Australia’s unions as organisers, leaders and strategists at local, national and 
peak council level.  

	
Tim Lyons Director | E tim@reveille.org.au | P 0418 533 501 

Troy Burton Director | E troy@reveille.org.au | P 0428 436 924 
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Introduction. 

The current union organising context – hostile employers, a stifling legislative environment, 
and fundamental changes to the very nature of work – combined with recent revelations 
about the extent of exploitation of workers such as those in the 7eleven stores, has 
challenged us to figure out new ways of communicating with and organising in key sectors 
of our economy.  

In these areas, simply tinkering with the 1996 model of unionism isn’t enough.  But if we wait 
until we have all the answers or a guaranteed pathway forward we will never start anything 
big or compelling enough to make a difference.  

Australian unions currently have one “full service” model of membership, based on a 
worker being employed at a unionised workplace and under a collective agreement.  This 
model benefits workers enormously – it is difficult to think of an institutional arrangement that 
has done more to lift living standards across the world.  

Unions must continue to protect and extend these arrangements, including via new 
“traditional” organising campaigns. 

However there is a now a widely acknowledged reality that in many parts of the economy 
we have and will continue to struggle to make this model work sustainably. From 
conversations which began in somewhat whispered tones in Australian unions in around 
early 2014, this view has quickly been socialised in the union movement more generally.  

Despite this, actual progress on developing and trialing new forms of membership has been 
relatively slow. This paper presents an analytical framework to help unions think about, 
develop and assess proposals for new forms of organizing and membership.   

This framework has been developed through our work directly with a variety of Australian 
unions as they think through these questions, and discussions with colleagues overseas 
involved in similar projects. 

Setting up a new organization, based on new methods of engagement and membership 
models intrinsically involves taking some risks (including potential cannibalisation of “full” 
membership), but these risks can be taken in a calculated way. A staged development 
process assists mitigating and containing those risks, and increases chances of success.  

The authors believe that this process must be about identifying concepts and projects that 
have the potential to be genuinely transformative – in terms of the power they can build 
and the scale they can achieve.   
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What will not work. 

Proposals to tinker with “membership lite” offerings centered around services and discounts 
will almost certainly fail as they did in the 1990’s.  

This is not transformational change – it’s about designing a revenue stream for the existing 
institution. In any event the rise of e-commerce has removed much of the utility of closed 
membership discounts as the internet has reduced information asymmetry between 
retailers and consumers – you don’t need a book of vouchers to access the best price.  
Similarly, focusing on technology as an end and not as a tool is likely to lead nowhere: a 
better app is not the answer. 

We are still ‘talking union’. 

As they have been in some other parts of the world, these projects need to be about 
allowing sympathetic workers to build alternative models to go around legal barriers to 
organising, and to generally widen the notion of membership and participation in the 
union movement.  

This task is more like writing the code for a game than the text of a book:  providing the 
space for workers to determine what being “union” and “collective bargaining” mean for 
them.    

 It’s vital that this work be understood as building new forms of unionism that will still share 
the fundamentals of what it means to be a union. If these are discarded, the result will be a 
civil society actor of a fundamentally different kind to a union – and possible a mere 
product.   

The fundamental aims of a union that must be retained: 

(1.) Collectivising activity by workers in a way that builds power; 

(2.) Collectivising money in way that is sustainable; and 

(3.) Fulfilling a promise to members that they can be part of something bigger than 
themselves, that makes a difference in their working lives. 

We believe any project that jettisons any of these aims would not be a “union” – and it 
certainly couldn’t win.  
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Breaking the Cycle of Decline. 

For the past two decades, many union leaders have been focused on adapting to an 
increasingly hostile environment.  Adapt or die has been the mantra. To focus on 
adaptation is to compound a loss of power with a loss of purpose.  Unions are not, and 
should not be, passive actors in the social and political context in which we operate.  The 
very purpose of collective “movements” is to move these things.   

Neither a “membership lite” product, based and priced on research about workers current 
perception of unions and workplace power that simply reinforces our current weakness, nor 
a misplaced faith and focus on (even “betting the farm”) on electoral politics will help. 

The figure below is an analysis of the process by which unions decline. The issues in the 
outside loop represent a self-perpetuating cycle. Key macro drivers that reinforce this 
process are included inside the cycle.  The cycle erodes density and resources. Successful 
strategies to combat decline must be transformative- they must break this this cycle and 
deal effectively with the macro drivers. This seeks to use our agency to change our 
environment, not just accept it.   When using the following tools, unions should think about 
how this cycle operates and how a specific proposal seeks to break it. 
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Adaption vs Transformation. 

As noted above, unions have been focused on how to adapt.  

This is the wrong question to have in mind when approaching new forms of organising and 
membership, as adaptive solutions will be premised on accepting our environment and will 
not break the cycle of decline (see over page).  .   

Challenges can be simple or complex.. The task of designing new forms of organising is 
complex. The solution is not adaptive but transformational. 

Simple challenges be answered by adaption– often by doing what you are already doing 
better and a little differently.   A simple challenge is one where you don’t seek to change 
your environment but deal with a modestly different future.   

SIMPLE CHALLENGES  COMPLEX CHALLENEGES 

Definition Response Definition Response 

Cause and effect are 
close together / clear 
Non-Systemic Causes 

Piece by piece  
Cause and effect are 

far apart / unclear 
Systemic Clause 

Requires systemic 
response that  
connects up.  

Future is familiar & 
basically predictable  

Plan based on existing 
best practice & experts 

Future is unfamiliar and 
unpredictable  

Experimental: learning 
through trying things 
out & collaboration. 

Solutions in Adaption 
We don’t need  to change our context  

and environment. 

Solutions in Transformation 
As our  context is unsustainable, we can’t adapt, 

to it, we can and must change it. 

In the case of unions, the Adaptive Question is; “What can we do to save / fund our existing 
institutions?”   

The risk in an Adaptive Strategy are relatively low– but so is the potential “pay off”.  

The Transformational Question is: “What is the transformative activity we need to rebuild 
power for working people?”  

A Transformational Strategy is higher risk, but has the potential for an asymmetric “pay off” - 
a big win. A Transformational Strategy can break the cycle of decline and shift the 
environment.  
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Design Tools & How to Use them. 

For many unions there will be multiple potential areas to experiment with new forms of 
organisning and membership.  Scarce resources, and the need make investments where 
the reward is great , requires a disciplined and thoughtful decision making process.  

Tools 1-4 on the following pages are intended to help a union design a project, understand 
clearly what it is and how it relates to the balance of their work.  Tool 5 is a scheme to 
govern the development, implantation and assessment of a proposal.  

Tool 1 – Organisation on a Page  

This tool designed to allow a group to work-up, in a short period, an “Organisation on a 
Page.” It is useful to formulate and give some basic shape to a concept organisation by 
answering specific questions. (This tool is based one that is in use in the US). 

This framework allows for an organisation or form of membership to be “brainstormed” and  
tests its basic logic.  

Tool 3 & 2 – What is this idea exactly? 

Extending the initial organisation on a page, these tools helps understand what that idea of 
any new organisational model is about by mapping it’s economic and geographic 
footprint and  and by thinking about where the obvious tactical battlefields are.  

Tool 4 – What is the project really about?  

This tool is designed to test what the aims of the project or new organisation really are, by 
testing how the concept relates to the labour market, the idea of membership, politics and 
the union itself. 

Tool 5 – Assessing Project Against Our Purpose. 

This tool ensures that the project is assessed against the original purpose of considering new 
forms of organisning and membership.   

Tool 6 - Stage & Gate Process 

This tool is about implementation. A “Stage and Gate” process used by organizations 
engaged in R&D process in included in page 3.  This process gives discipline to decision 
making by moving sequential from ideas to feasibility to plan to implementation with an 
overlay of assessment and accountability.  A union executive could use this structure 
(including appropriate delegations) on a project of this kind.  

Tools 1-4 are intended to provide sufficient detail to allow “Concept Sign Off” at Gate 1.    



Research Note | New Forms of Organising & Membership 
	
	
	

	 	
	
	 8	

Tool 1 - Imagining the new organisation. 

Workers. What. Problems. 

Who are the constituents? 
Who are the sympathetic 

workers? 

Where do we play and 
what are the strategies to 

win? 

Top 3 problems with this 
idea? 

What’s the cost of failure? 

Winning & Holding. Membership Design. Structure & Leadership. 

What does winning look like? 
What’s the theory about 

how we get and hold 
members? 

What are the benefits to 
someone who gets 
organised? 
What is the clear proposition 
that makes this worth 
joining?  

Who is a member? 
How to members drive the 

organisation? 
Where is democratic 

control? 

Core Competencies. Metrics. Winning Advantage. 

What are the capabilities, 
and controls we need to 

make this work?  

What do we have to 
measure to track progress 

honestly? 

What’s unique thing that will 
make this work? 

Finance. “The Enemy”. Scalable / Replicable. 

What do we need to seed 
this? 

What’s the theory of 
financial sustainability? 

Do we need one? 
If so, who are they? 

What’s the theory about this 
being scalable & replicable 

elsewhere? 

Collective Power. Distribution Channels . 

How does this build power for workers? 
What are the collective actions members 

take? 
What are potential escalations? 

What are the ways members get to us, we 
get to potential members & we get to allies? 

	  



Research Note | New Forms of Organising & Membership 
	
	
	

	 	
	
	 9	

Tool 2 - What is this idea exactly? 

 

The What . The Who. 

Low wage? 
Public  / Funded or Private? 

Blue or White Collar 
“Old” or “new” economy. 

Demographics 
Gender, Age, Ethnicity, 

Occupations. 
What defines this collective? 

The Union. The Where. 

Is the union declining, or 
absent? 

Is it burnt ground? 
Is it Greenfield? 

Are other unions in or around 
this? 

State or national? 
An industry? 

A sector? 
An Occupation? 

A Company? 

	

Tool 3 - What are the tactical battlefields?  

 

Legal / Industrial Research. Digital Organising Ground Organising 

Offensive strategies  
& plans to avoid 
traps in FWC & 

courts. 

Roles for strategic & 
message research 

Digital organising of 
membership & 

collective action 

Role for ground 
campaigns, strikes 

demonstrations 

Regulatory Capital Consumers / Allies Communications 

Any specific 
regulatory ask or 

obvious intervention 
points 

Shareholder & 
capital stewardship 

angles. 

Any role for moving 
consumers or 
enlisting allies. 

Earned media 
Digital campaigning 

to support 
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Tool 4 - What is the Project / New Org really about? 

The Labour Market. 
What are trying to do in the labour market  

by building this organisation? 

Politics. 
What are we trying to do in relation to 
politics & public policy by building this 

organisation? 

Win increases in 
wages & conditions. 

Demonstrate a 
problem or failure. 

Help build a social 
movement. 

Move an ally or fight 
an enemy on 
specific policy. 

Move a fight with 
employers 

A new form of 
collective that has 

power in this 
environment. r 

Electoral politics / 
Moving votes 

Other 

Organising. 
What is the membership model we are 
trying  to create by building this org? 

The Union. 
How does building this organisation fit into  

the union’s broader strategy? 

A genuinely new 
form of membership. 

Traditional member 
“lite” in some form 

Separate but 
doesn’t detract from 

it 

Uses our existing 
capacities & builds 

them 

Campaign / 
supporter 

membership. 

“Membership” in 
name only /“Astro-

turfing” 

Creating a model 
that works where our 
current one doesn’t 

An attempt at 
transformative 

change 

	

Tool 5 – Assessing Project Against Our Purpose. 

Thinking about the underlying purpose of this work, how does the proposed project provide 
a realistic pathway to: 

(1.) Collectivise activity by workers in a way that builds power. 

(2.) Collectivise money in way that is sustainable. 

(3.) Fulfill a promise to members that they can be part of something bigger than 
themselves that makes a difference in their working lives. 

(4.) Contribute in a substantial way to the building of a new movement. 
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Tool 6 – Stage & Gate Approval. 

Sophisticated organisations often use a version of what is commonly called the “Stage and 
Gate” process manage projects, including R&D. Our project to consider new forms of 
membership and organisation is engaging a sort of “Union R&D”. Set out below is simple 
version of Stage and Gate process that might be used, (with further refinement and 
clarification of roles and responsibilities) to develop, assess, plan and deliver a program – 
and measure it’s success.  This process gives discipline to decision making by moving 
sequential from ideas to feasibility to plan to implementation with an overlay of assessment 
and accountability. 

 

Ideas 
Concepts are proposed 

& dsicussed. 
Gate 1 
Concept 
Signoff 

Feasibility 
Concepts are worked up 

into formal proposals 
with workplan, timeline & 

indicative budget 
Testing / Peer review. 

Gate  2 
In-Principle 
Agreement 

Full Plan Developed 
eg Member models. 

Full timeline & resources  
Governance Settled. 

Budget Finalised.	

Gate  3 
Signoff on 

Plan & 
Launch	

LAUNCH 
Project is 
launched 

as per plan	
PROJECT 

ACCOUNTABILITY  
& ASSESMENT 

Monitoring & reporting 
against plan, capacity 
build, lessons learned.  


