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As an RCN steward you’ll make 
a difference to the working 
lives of RCN members as well 
as increasing the influence of 
nursing staff in your workplace. 

This pocketbook is designed 
to be used alongside the 
Stewards’ Handbook. 
It provides stewards  
with key headlines, actions 
and checklists along with 
links to where you can find 
more information.

You will be: 
• providing essential support and 

representation to RCN members 
including representation in formal 
matters such as disciplinaries, 
grievances or other workplace 
employment procedures 

• working proactively to improve  
the working lives of RCN members  
by connecting with members  
to understand what matters  
to them most, and working  
with members, RCN staff and 
employers to achieve change

• creating and building relationships 
in your workplace including with 
key managers, working groups 
and committees, and your 
colleagues from other unions 

• building the capacity and  
voice of the RCN and, as a 
representative of the RCN you’ll 
work with and be supported  
by committees, branches and 
boards who will steer and support 
you at a local and national level. 

The Stewards’ 
Pocketbook 

The Stewards’ Pocketbook
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1.  SUPPORTING &  
REPRESENTING 
MEMBERS

Enquiries

You may be approached by 
members in your workplace with 
general queries. When this happens:

• signpost them to the right 
information and encourage them 
to resolve the issue

• note the enquiry on the CMS  
as it helps us to gather evidence 
and will help if the enquiry 
becomes an issue that requires 
representation.

Formal representation

Formal representation covers:
• disciplinary, conduct or capability 

issues (including investigatory 
meetings and hearings)

• grievance hearings including 
bullying and harassment

• sickness absence and facilitating 
a return to work 

• flexible working requests 
• job evaluation. 

For detailed information about each 
form of representation, see Chapter 
1 of the Stewards’ Handbook. 
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Actions for all  
formal representation

Follow the Case Management 
protocol and use the Case 
Management System (CMS)  
–  Use these guides, tools and 
resources to manage cases and 
provide high quality, consistent 
support and representation.

Meet with your supervising officer  
– Use these meetings to review your 
cases, discuss challenges and build 
up your knowledge and confidence. 

Check RCN membership on the 
CMS – We’re unable to provide 
representation on any matter that 
took place before someone was  
a member of the RCN. 

Check terms and conditions  
of employment – Identify the key 
contractual entitlements and 
statutory rights that relate to  
the case. Pay particular attention 
to length of service.

Know and work with your employer’s 
policies relating to the case –  
These could be local and found  
via HR or a staff handbook,  
or in the case of Scotland and 
Wales, be national policies. 

Know and keep to time limits –  
There is a great risk to the RCN  
if is if representatives or staff fail  
to submit required information, 
claims, or appeals within  
prescribed time limits. 

Consider possible discrimination 
– Discrimination can be direct  
and indirect and lie beneath the 
surface of many cases. Potential 
discrimination dimensions  
should be discussed with your 
supervising officer. 

Signpost to counselling support – 
This could be a stressful or 
distressing time for the member.  
If so, refer them to their  
employer’s counselling service,  
if they have one, or to the RCN 
Counselling Service. 

Signpost to support with statement 
writing – The RCN has great guidance, 
templates and a statement checking 
service for members.
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Representing at meetings  
and hearings

Before
• Read all relevant terms and 

conditions and local policies.
• Ensure the member has been 

given adequate notice and time to 
prepare and request an extension 
if needed.

• Confirm with the member that you 
have all the facts and documents.

• Meet with the member to  
explain the process, discuss  
their preferred outcomes and 
manage their expectations. 

During
• Encourage the member  

to speak for themselves. 
• Listen, keep track and take notes. 
• Intervene to highlight or  

challenge something important  
or to manage the process 
elements of the meeting. 

• Request to adjourn if: 
 – new information or options  
are presented that need 
consideration

 – the member is distressed
 – you’re concerned about process 
or conduct. 

• Listen out for any signs or 
indicators of discrimination.

• Sum up or clarify what has been 
agreed and next steps.

• Request any agreements or  
next steps are communicated  
in writing. 

After
• Meet with the member to debrief. 

Check out their understanding  
and their wellbeing.

• Review the minutes of the 
meeting to make sure they  
are an accurate recording  
of what was said. 

• Ensure that you and the member 
receive written confirmation of any 
agreements or actions not outlined 
in formal minutes. 

• Agree with the member any  
follow-up actions and if/when  
you’ll next meet. 



The Stewards’ Pocketbook1. SUPPORTING & REPRESENTING MEMBERS

109

Documents and 
correspondence  

On opening the case 
Seek out the relevant workplace 
policy and clarify the process and 
documentation required. Request 
from the member all related and 
supporting documents including:

• a letter or email of invitation  
to the meeting/hearing with  
an outline of purpose and 
timeframes

• a written chronology of events
• previous correspondence related 

to the matter (conversations of 
concern, informal meetings, 
denied requests etc)

• letters or minutes and  
informal and formal processes 
connected to this case 
(conversations of concern, 
previous ‘stages’ of sickness 
review, denial of requests  
for adjustments etc). 

While preparing for a case 
There may be documents and 
records you wish to request or 
create to support the case, such as: 

• witness statements 
• professional development 

reviews/appraisals 
• occupational health reports
• pay slips
• sickness absence records
• statements/copies of statements.

After the meeting or hearing 
You and the member should receive:

• the minutes
• an outcome letter. 

If the member wishes to appeal 
follow the appeals process outlined 
in the policy. This will usually require: 

• a statement of appeal (usually  
a template within a policy)

• supporting documentation  
or statements

• a management statement  
from the initial hearing.
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If the case goes to 
dismissal and potential 
employment tribunal 

The legal process for dealing 
with employment issues

Allegation made, investigation is carried out to 
establish facts and whether there is a case to answer

Investigation escalates to Disciplinary Hearing,  
the potential outcome is dismissal

Member is dismissed following Disciplinary Hearing, 
and attend Appeal Hearing

Appeal upholds decision to dismiss. Case is escalated 
to Employment Tribunal (this has to be done within  
3 months minus one day of the dismissal)

Employment Tribunal decision is “perverse” or there 
has been an “error in law” the case can go to the 
Employment Appeal Tribunal

Appeals can be referred to the Court of Appeal if the 
decision was incorrect, or suffered from a serious 
procedural error or irregularity

The Supreme Court of the United Kingdom is the 
highest Court and applies across England, Wales, 
Northern Ireland and Scotland – its decision is final

The European Court of Justice is the 
highest Court in matters of European Law 
– only cases where the law is derived from 
Europe can be referred here

Right to representation. This is provided  
by RCN Legal Department if there is more 
than 50% chance of success (RCN criteria)

Right to representation. This is provided  
by RCN Steward or Regional Officer

Right to representation. This is provided  
by RCN Steward or Regional Officer

No right to representation, although  
NHS policy states this is good practice.  
RCN steward will attend with member

Either employer or employee can escalate 
to these higher Courts. The RCN will 
continue to represent where appropriate
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Supporting members  
to raise concerns

1. Signpost them to the  
RCN online Raising Concerns 
Toolkit and the Guidance for  
RCN Members. 

2. Meet the member to discuss  
their concern. 

• Ensure you meet in a 
comfortable and safe environment 
and encourage the member to  
take notes. 

• Ask the member to outline  
the issue and any incidents  
or evidence and use the RCN 
Nursing Workforce Standards  
to identify and articulate where 
care is, or is in danger of, falling 
below standard. 

3. The member should then write  
a statement to their employer 
highlighting their concern  
or contact their Freedom  
To Speak Up Guardian if they 
want to submit the complaint 
anonymously

4. Open an enquiry or case  
on the CMS. 

5. Discuss with your supervising 
officer and any other RCN  
reps and/or other trade union 
reps so you can coordinate  
further actions.

Escalating a concern
If you don’t see a positive response 
from the employer and you need  
to support the member to escalate 
it, work with your supervising 
officer to plan your next steps 
which could be: 

• taking further local actions
• formally handing the case  

to the RCN regional office  
to raise at a higher level within 
your organisation

• raising the case with a health  
care regulator to investigate.  
(This can be done anonymously).

As a nursing professional and an 
RCN rep, you may feel compelled  
to raise the concern yourself  
as an accountable practitioner.  
The RCN will support you to do  
this, so please make sure we are 
aware you have done so.



The Stewards’ Pocketbook2. IMPROVING THE WORKING LIVES OF MEMBERS

1615

2. IMPROVING THE 
WORKING LIVES  
OF MEMBERS

Policy reviews 

Most employers have a set of 
policies that set out the agreed 
employment practice and 
procedures. 

An employer doesn’t have to  
have a particular number or policies 
and there are no set rules about 
what content has to be covered. 
However, they are likely to group 
areas together to create over-
arching policies. For example, 
a ‘taking time off’ policy might 
include not only annual leave but 
other forms of planned absence 
such as bereavement, jury service 
or study leave. 
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Your policies are the foundation  
of all representation work and  
you should locate and understand 
the policies in your workplace. 
Including those relating to:

• disciplinaries and conduct
• grievance 
• equality, diversity and inclusion
• sickness absence
• flexible working
• whistleblowing 
• leave entitlement.

All policies will be subject to  
a review and have a review date.  
Most employers will offer to review 
policies in partnership with staff.

Try and speak to members to hear 
their experience of using the policy 
and whether they think it works  
well or not.

It’s really important that  
stewards understand any  
changes before agreeing to  
them on behalf of members. 

Critiquing a policy

Step 1: Read through the policy
• Does the new policy replace  

an existing policy? Does it 
‘reinvent the wheel’?

• Who has written/designed  
the policy?

• Does the policy need  
to be read in conjunction  
with other policies?

• Are there any guidance notes  
to accompany the policy?

Step 2: Review the content
• What are your general 

impressions of the policy?
• What is the evidence given  

for the policy and is it valid  
in your opinion? (such as absence 
levels)

• Is it non-discriminatory?
• Is the policy based on current 

employment legislation and/or 
good practice?

• Will the policy affect RCN 
members? How many will  
be affected? 
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• Will it mean changes  
in work practices?

• Will the affect be an  
improvement or deterioration  
in terms and conditions?

• Is the policy realistic and able  
to be delivered?

Step 3: Review the presentation 
and accessibility of the policy
• Is it well presented, easily read 

and understood, and jargon free?
• How does the policy compare  

with any RCN model policy or 
RCN advice or information in  
RCN publications(for example,  
job share or workability booklets).

‘Staff side’:  
Working in partnership 
with other unions  
and colleagues 

The interface between 
management and all recognised 
unions ensures a collective 
approach to issues relating to 
employment terms and conditions.

In the NHS it can be called ‘staff 
side’ or be given a local term such 
as Joint Consultative Negotiating 
Committee (JCNC) or Area 
Partnership Forum.

In the independent sector the  
staff side model can vary with  
some organisations having  
similar arrangements to the NHS. 
However the written detail and 
process may not be as clear or easy 
to find. Smaller employers may  
not have a staff side group but may 
have local ways of working in place. 

The number of RCN seats will 
normally be directly proportional  
to the number of RCN members in 
the organisation, so it is essential all 
reps work together to agree who 
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will take the seat/s on the 
partnership forum and organise 
cover to ensure that wherever 
possible all the RCN seats are  
filled at all meetings. 

As an RCN steward you will usually 
be involved in the consultation and 
negotiation of employee terms and 
conditions of employment including 
important organisational change. 
However you may have to pick up 
and feed back on health and safety, 
and workplace learning issues  
on behalf of other RCN reps.

Preparing for staff side

• Are all reps from recognised 
unions entitled to attend staff 
side meetings?

• Who are the current staff side 
executive chair and secretary  
(and vice positions)?

• Do you know how to get in touch 
with them?

• Where does staff side  
post information about what 
it is doing?

• How often and where do staff  
side meet?

• Do you know where to find the 
facilities agreement for your 
workplace and how to apply for 
time out to attend staff side?

• Have you accessed information  
on your staff side works such  
as the terms of reference or 
constitution?

• Is there an opportunity to shadow 
someone else for your first staff 
side meeting?

• What information do you have 
that you could bring to staff side 
to support the discussion?

• How do you plan to communicate 
with members before and after 
meetings to gather their views?

• Have you spoken to your officer 
about attending staffside and 
discussed how you will share 
information with them?

For more information see Working 
Together: Being active on staff side 
which you can find on our website.
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Working proactively  
to address  
system-wide issues

Ask. Listen. Act.

• Whenever you are bringing issues 
into formal spaces it’s important 
that you have information to 
support you.

• Asking questions will help you  
to access information and data 
that will help to build a picture  
of what is happening in your 
workplace. From that you will  
be able to identify any emerging 
issues early and work in 
partnership to address them 
before they become problems. 

Consider:
• How you ask. It might be you who 

asks a question, or it might be 
better to influence someone else 
to ask it, for example, the staff 
side chair.

• Where it is best to ask key 
questions (or arrange for them  
to be asked), for example, Joint 
Negotiating and Consultative 
Committee (JCNC)/Partnership 
Forum (or equivalent), health  
and safety committee, or board 
meetings. Or it might be more 
appropriate to request one-to-
ones with key people.

• Who you need to involve in your 
workplace, for example, the 
director of nursing/lead nurse, 
other RCN reps, other union reps. 

• What you’ll do with the answer. 
How will you share the 
intelligence or data you obtain 
with your union colleagues and 
your RCN regional/country office? 
How will you record any agreed 
joint actions?
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The RCN Nursing 
Workforce Standards

The most compelling argument  
for improving working conditions  
is how they link to patient care.  
The RCN Nursing Workforce 
Standards provide an excellent  
way of presenting the link in  
a way that will also help people 
understand trade union activity  
in a professional context. 

Use the Standards to frame your 
questions in a way you can move the 
conversation from ‘who went wrong 
and how can we blame them’ to 
‘what might be wrong and how we 
can fix it’. 

The Standards are grouped  
into three key themes: 

• responsibility  
and accountability 

• clinical leadership  
• health, safety and wellbeing. 

Within each of these areas there are 
key standards (14 in total) which the 
RCN expects to see delivered, 
wherever you work. 

Download ASK. LISTEN. ACT.  
Using the Nursing Workforce 
Standards to Improve the Working 
Lives of Members from our website. 
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Taking action

What is the issue? Try and capture 
the issue and describe it in a short 
‘problem statement’ that includes 
how widespread the issue is and if  
it has been raised already. 

What is your ideal outcome?  
Now link your statement to a  
clear desired outcome that will  
be effective in the long term. 

What needs to be done to achieve 
that outcome? This depends on the 
issue and the energy and influence 
needed for the desired outcome. 
You might: 

• take the issue to your local  
RCN branch 

• work with other unions to raise  
it at staff side 

• talk to the people you know  
can make the change quickly 

• arrange a meeting for members 
to come together to discuss the 
issue and agree what they would 
like to do about it. 

Try to include members wherever 
you can so that they can own the 
issue and any positive results.

Who can help? Every issue will 
require a different approach and 
different people to make it happen. 
Your RCN officer is key.
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3. BUILDING 
WORKPLACE 
RELATIONSHIPS

Facilities time and  
your relationship with 
your line manager

Recognition is when an employer 
formally recognises a union, such  
as the RCN. There will usually be  
a written recognition agreement.

As an accredited steward, if the 
RCN has recognition, you are legally 
entitled to facilities time which  
is paid time for trade union duties. 
This includes time off to undertake 
your Learning and Development 
Pathway for RCN representatives. 
You are also entitled to unpaid  
time off when taking part in trade 
union activities.

Facilities time will be outlined  
in your local recognition/facilities 
agreement, or equivalent in  
your organisation. 

Some workplaces may not  
have trade union recognition. 
If you do not have a recognition 
agreement, or are having difficulties 
in securing facilities time, speak  
to your supervising officer at the 
earliest opportunity.
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Negotiating time off with your 
manager is a key first step. 
Although you are legally entitled  
to it, some managers may not have 
any experience of trade union reps 
and so you may need to help them 
to understand your role and how  
it benefits your organisation. 

Five things managers 
should know about  
RCN stewards

RCN stewards:
• are legally entitled to time off  

to undertake their duties and 
managers can talk to HR about 
how to backfill

• combine their responsibilities  
with their health care role to  
bring a unique perspective and 
understanding of how changes 
impact on both staff and patients

• help members to sort out problems 
before they become complex or 
formal, which saves time and 
reduces workloads for managers 

• provide members with formal 
representation for employment 
processes and ensure they have 
the support they need at a time 
that can be incredibly stressful 

• play a big part in facilitating  
the management of change  
by explaining the situation  
to members, supporting them 
through the process, and ensuring 
that it is carried out correctly. 
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Building a network  
to support your role  
as a steward 

Your network will be unique to  
your role and your organisation,  
but will include HR and managers, 
your fellow RCN reps and other 
union colleagues. There will also  
be groups and committees that  
you may wish to liaise with or ask  
to be more closely involved with. 

Who is who?
• Chief Officer/Chief Executive
• Director of HR/Workforce

 – PA to Director of HR
• Medical Director

 – PA to Medical Director
• Director of Nursing and Quality

 – PA to Director of Nursing
• Name of staff side  

partnership group
 – Chair
 – Secretary

• An Occupational Health/Employee 
Wellbeing Professional

• Stewards  
(RCN and other unions)

• Safety Reps  
(RCN and other unions)

• Learning Reps  
(RCN and other unions)

Before meeting any senior 
managers, check in with your 
supervising officer to learn more 
about their existing relationship 
with the RCN and how you might 
enhance it.
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4.  BEING AN  
RCN STEWARD Raising your profile 

RCN reps play a key role in building 
RCN membership and union 
activism at a workplace level.  

• Walk around your workplace  
to make sure that members  
and non-members know your  
face and how to contact you  
for information and support. 

• Start conversations  
with members and non-members 
based on previous conversations 
with other workers; listen and 
then engage members in activism. 

• Understand and become familiar 
with the workforce. Map your 
workplace and start to identify 
where there are gaps in the RCN 
membership and where potential 
activists are based. 

• Be a constant recruiter  
of members and encourage 
members to take on more  
active roles.

There are helpful resources you  
can order. Check the Reps Hub  
for a full list. 
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10 reasons to join  
the RCN

1. We are the largest nursing union 
in the UK, probably the world.

2. We only recruit nursing staff –  
so nursing is our specialism.

3. Nursing support workers and 
health care assistants can join 
the RCN at a lower rate, but the 
service is equal across all levels 
of membership.

4. We are viewed by employers, 
government and health  
bodies as the experts on  
all that is nursing.

5. We have trained stewards, 
health and safety reps, and 
learning reps to support you  
in the workplace. 

6. RCN Legal Services cover all 
aspects of employment law  
as well as offering legal advice 
on non-work matters.

7. We have over 40 professional 
forums and networks linking 
members who work in similar 
fields, sharing ideas and 
professional knowledge. 

8. We have the largest body  
of learning and development 
resources and opportunities  
for all levels of nursing 
compared to any other union.

9. We have a suite of learning 
resources specifically for 
nursing support workers  
which is free to all members.

10. We have the largest nursing 
library in Europe. It’s free  
to all members and can be 
accessed electronically.

For up-to-date information  
on membership fees it’s best to  
check the membership page on  
our website. Note that new nurses 
and midwives pay half in their first 
year of registration, and trainee 
nursing associates and health care 
assistants also pay a lot less than 
registered nurse students.
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Supporting  
RCN campaigns 

The RCN has been campaigning  
for more than a century, protecting 
and securing better and safer 
working environments, improving 
terms and conditions, achieving 
better pay and ensuring access  
to learning. 

Campaigning is about finding  
your voice, raising awareness  
and trying to achieve change  
that makes things better. 

Every RCN member has the 
potential to become an active 
campaigner whether it be as  
part of a national campaign  
or something specific and local  
that is impacting them and 
colleagues. 

As a steward, you can help members 
find their voice and be heard.

For more information about RCN 
campaigns visit the campaigns 
section of our website. 

Building relationships 
within the RCN

The RCN UK Stewards Committee 
works at a national level, reporting 
through the Trade Union Committee 
to the RCN Council. 

It provides a voice for RCN 
accredited stewards and helps  
to shape the RCN’s policies on 
workplace and employment rights. 

Your branch provides a local RCN 
structure and accountability linking 
with the relevant board to ensure 
that the views of branch members 
are taken into account. It builds 
union capacity and activity by:

• growing the RCN membership 
and encouraging members  
to become engaged and active  
in the RCN

• providing communication  
and networking opportunities  
for RCN members locally

• providing a focus for local  
RCN visibility and local activity 

• recruiting, accrediting 
and supporting reps
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• supporting current and  
future union leaders through 
nominations for election  
to senior roles and committee 
membership.

Both the RCN UK Stewards 
Committee and your branch  
are eligible to submit proposed 
agenda items for RCN Congress. 

For more information about how  
the RCN is governed visit the 
governance section of our website. 

Support for you  
as an RCN steward

Managing member expectations 
Members will seek support when 
they are having difficulties and  
are feeling anxious and uncertain.

This may mean they make substantial 
demands on your time or have 
unrealistic expectations of what  
you can achieve on their behalf. 

• Encourage members to come to 
you as early as possible so issues 
can be ‘nipped in the bud’. 

• Ensure the member  
understands the purpose  
and scope of your role. 

• Only promise what you can 
deliver. Be realistic about what 
can be achieved. People feel 
reassured when they know what 
they can expect from you.

• Make sure members know that 
you’re not an RCN employee  
but, with RCN support to develop 
skills, you do this role in addition  
to your substantive post. 
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• Decide what your boundaries are 
and when you will be available. 
For example, when will you switch 
your phone on/off? Communicate 
this clearly with members from 
the outset. 

• Agree your preferred methods  
of communication such as text, 
email, telephone, etc. 

• Keep communication lines open 
and members updated. 

Managing unacceptable behaviour 
Unacceptable behaviour towards 
stewards will not and should not  
be tolerated, either by you, your 
supervising officer or the RCN’s 
leadership. 

The RCN has produced Managing 
Unacceptable Behaviour Guidelines 
for Accredited Representatives and 
Relevant RCN Staff which you can 
find on our website.

If you feel that a member’s 
behaviour has become 
unacceptable and no longer  
falls within the RCN Respect 
Charter, contact your supervising 
officer and consider completing  
the reporting unacceptable 
behaviour form on the Reps Hub.
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