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Executive summary

This Working Paper examines the reasons that underpin trade union mem-
bership retention in Europe and the impact of workplace representatives on 
the perceptions of the performance of trade unions among members. These 
themes are linked in so far as members view the performance of the union to 
be superior when there is a workplace representative present. In particular, 
the union is considered superior to management when a workplace represent-
ative is present and inferior in the absence of a workplace representative. The 
Working Paper explores these themes by means of a survey of fourteen trade 
union organisations based in twelve European countries.

Specifi cally, the Working Paper shows that:

1. ‘Support if I have a problem at work’ is the principal reason for retaining 
union membership among members in thirteen of the fourteen trade unions 
that participated in the research. With the one exception this fi nding applies 
irrespective of nationality, occupation or sector of union organisation.
2. In countries where a variant of the Ghent system operates (Denmark, Fin-
land and Sweden) ‘access to unemployment insurance’ appears either at posi-
tion one or two in the ranking of reasons for retaining union membership.
3. ‘To improve my pay and conditions’, ‘I believe in trade unions and want to 
take part’ and ‘industrial and membership benefi ts’ tend to appear towards 
the top of the ranking of the reasons for retaining union membership.
4. Women and young trade unionists tend to emphasise the importance of 
union support more than their male and older counterparts.
5. In the majority of unions that participated in the research between 25 per 
cent and 30 per cent of members do not have a representative present at their 
workplace: that is, the equivalent of either a shop steward or a works council-
lor.
6. Even if a representative is present at the workplace of members, a substan-
tial number of members think that there are insuffi cient workplace repre-
sentatives.
7. In only three unions were more than 50 per cent of the members content 
with workplace representation.
8. Members viewed the performance of the union more positively when a 
workplace representative was present. The presence of a workplace repre-
sentative led members to view the performance of the union to be superior 
to that of management on a range of tasks, but members tended to view the 
performance of management to be superior to that of the union in the absence 



of workplace representatives. These fi ndings apply to both single channel and 
dual systems of workplace representation.

The policy implications of these fi ndings are threefold. First, irrespective 
of nationality, occupation, industry, sex and age trade unionists retain their 
membership because of a ‘traditional’ union agenda, based on fairness, equity 
and improvements in the terms and conditions of employment. The policy 
challenge is to deliver this agenda in a form appropriate to current labour 
market circumstances. Second, workplace representation is the bedrock on 
which any form of European trade union renewal should be founded. Third, 
these fi ndings suggest that union renewal policies based on the deployment 
of workplace representatives to perform organising and recruitment activities 
in addition to their other representative duties may jeopardise how they are 
perceived by existing members, as many members already take the view that 
there are insuffi cient workplace representatives.
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1 Introduction

Throughout much of Europe unionisation rates have declined since the 
1980s. While the extent of decline varies between nations, no trade union 
movement has implemented an effective strategy to restore the levels of the 
late-1970s leading some to question the relevance of trade unionism for the 
twenty-fi rst century, the future role of trade unionism and the embeddedness 
of unions in globalised capitalism (Crouch 1986; Boeri et al. 2001; Hyman 
2004). In essence, two inter-related literatures have addressed these aspects 
of unionism in comparative perspective: explanations of the decline in un-
ionisation and analyses of trade union renewal or revitalisation strategies. 
This Working Paper adopts a third approach in identifying on a comparative 
basis why trade unionists retain membership during a period of membership 
decline and assesses the performance of unions at the workplace from the 
perspective of members. In adopting this approach the fi rst objective of the 
Working Paper is to identify the reasons that underpin membership and as-
sesses their implications for the renewal strategies implemented by trade un-
ionists. 

The workplace is the location of trade unionism for most trade unionists and 
the workplace representative is a key fi gure in generating collective identi-
ties. Where workplace representation remains in place the decentralisation of 
bargaining has increased the range of issues handled by, and hence the work-
load of, workplace representatives. Furthermore, new management practices 
include methods of direct communication with employees, which often by-
pass workplace representatives, may directly challenge their interpretation 
of events and may undermine the position of workplace representatives. To 
compound these challenges structural shifts in employment have contributed 
to a decline in the coverage of workplace representation. A second objective of 
this Working Paper is to chart the coverage of workplace representation and 
the views of union members towards workplace representation in fourteen 
union organisations based in twelve European countries. 

The Introduction outlines the salient points of the literature on the decline of 
unionisation and trade union renewal or revitalisation. Thereafter the Work-
ing Paper comprises three sections. The fi rst section outlines the composition 
of the survey sample. The second section identifi es why unionists retain their 
membership. The third section assesses the impact of workplace represen-
tation on members’ perceptions of union performance. Two arguments run 
through the Working Paper. First, ‘traditional’ reasons explain why trade un-
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ionists retain membership and central to these reasons is the performance 
of workplace representatives. Second, members with a representative pre-
sent at the workplace rate the performance of the union to be superior com-
pared to their counterparts with no representative present and to be superior 
to that of management: that is, the presence of workplace representation is 
a prerequisite to any form of union renewal and to the generation of union 
social capital.

1.1 Declining unionisation and renewal

Explanations of the decline in unionisation have traditionally been based on 
the impact of the business cycle (Bain and Elshiekh 1976; Schnabel 2003, 
2013) and the changing composition of the labour force (Western 1997; Far-
ber and Western 2001). Relying on similar econometric techniques, variants 
of these approaches highlight the impact on the decline in unionisation of 
changing relations between trade unions and political parties (Bean and 
Holden 1992; Thelen 1991), effects associated with the individual character-
istics of workers (Blanchfl ower 2007; Schnabel and Wagner 2007) and the 
effect of the Ghent system (Western 1997). Advocates of these explanations 
argue that they explain a substantial proportion of the decline in unionisation 
since the 1970s. Three criticisms are levelled at these studies. First, regres-
sion analyses link unionisation to a set of national characteristics rather than 
explaining differences in the national rates of membership decline, hence ig-
noring the increasing divergence of national density rates (Ebbinghaus and 
Visser 1999). Second, these studies do not address variations in union strat-
egy and associated questions, such as how is membership organised and what 
appeal, if at all, do unions have for members and potential members in cur-
rent circumstances (D’Art and Turner 2008)? Third, unionism for most union 
members is not an issue of national economic indicators or politics, but is a 
function of workplace circumstances, a point downplayed in the application 
of national explanatory models (Hancké 1993).

Unlike comparative studies of the decline in unionisation, the renewal lit-
erature focuses on union strategy and the characteristics of potential mem-
bers. The merits and limitations of strategic options such as servicing, 
partnership, organising and community unionism are debated (Heery 2002; 
Frege and Kelly 2004). Additionally, groups of workers that are under-rep-
resented within unions are identifi ed and their specifi c requirements of, and 
their potential contribution to, trade unions are isolated. In particular, the re-
quirements and potential contribution of young, temporary, migrant, women, 
part-time and, in some countries, white-collar workers are assessed as target 
groups (Cregan and Johnston 1990; Milkman 2000; Llorente Sánchez 2007). 
In contrast to the econometric modelling that is the mainstay of the literature 
on the decline in unionisation, examinations of union renewal are more reli-
ant on case studies (Nissen 2002; Kloosterboer 2007; Turner and Cornfi eld 
2007). The vast array of such evidence shows that the options available for 
renewal are not mutually exclusive analytically or strategically within unions 
(de Turberville 2007; Heery 2002), do not necessarily result in increases in 
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membership or new forms of union governance appropriate to changed cir-
cumstances (Voss and Sherman 2000) and that there are differences between 
stated policy intentions and day-to-day practice in many unions (Heery and 
Simms 2008).

Integral to the literatures on the decline in unionisation and union renewal 
is a question that has been downplayed or omitted from both: namely, why 
do people retain their trade union membership in times of declining unioni-
sation? Throughout Europe there is a perceived need for unions among union-
ists and non-unionists alike (D’Art and Turner 2008). Extant analyses of the 
specifi c question ‘why do people retain their union membership?’, however, 
tend to be national rather than comparative and, as the decision to remain 
a union member may be infl uenced by a range of social actors including 
managers, family members, work colleagues and union representatives, are 
often associated with examinations of how people initially joined the union. 
In this context Dutch workers cited improved terms and conditions of em-
ployment and to ‘avoid personal problems in the work environment’ (van 
de Vall 1970: 125-137; Klandermans 1986), British workers cited ‘support 
if I have a problem at work’ together with improved terms and conditions 
of employment (Waddington and Whitston 1997), while workers from the 
United States wanted more infl uence on workplace issues (Freeman and Rog-
ers 1999: 40-43). Although the primary reason Danish workers joined unions 
was to gain access to the unemployment insurance funds operated by trade 
unions, they ranked ‘to ensure that my interests are protected’ as the second 
most important reason (Jørgensen et al., 1992). Similarly, young workers in 
Britain and the Netherlands mention that they were union members because 
other workers at their place of work were in the union (Cregan and Johnston 
1990; Klandermans 1984). Membership retention is also associated with the 
quality of member services (Booth and Chatterji 1995), one of several obser-
vations that led many European trade unions to make available to members 
a range of fi nancial services as an ‘incentive’ to membership retention.

The national focus of these studies coupled to differences in the wording used 
in the questionnaires or interviews precludes direct international compar-
isons. In the absence of such international comparisons the relative ef-
fect of different national institutions on membership decisions cannot be 
assessed. This paper remedies this shortfall in drawing on survey evidence 
from fourteen union organisations based in twelve countries. The paper shows 
that the reasons that underpin membership retention do not differ markedly 
between countries. Although there are differences in emphasis in the rea-
sons for membership retention between unionists of different nationalities, 
between men and women and among unionists from different age groups, 
representation at the workplace is shown to be central to member retention 
throughout Europe

Trade union membership retention and workplace representation in Europe
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1.2 Workplace representation: at the core of union 
renewal

The literature on trade union renewal or revitalisation and on the maintenance 
or regeneration of power places the activities of workplace representatives 
at the centre of union practices. It is thus necessary to highlight the infl uence 
workplace representation may bring to bear in these areas. The combination 
of institutions, state and employers’ policies, and union structures and identi-
ties account for the variation in union strategic choices generally, and on union 
renewal strategies specifi cally (Frege and Kelly 2004:31-44). Most union re-
newal strategies, however, are underpinned by two assumptions. First, rais-
ing membership or density levels is important, but insufficient, for union 
renewal. Second, it is necessary to develop workplace representation in order 
to ensure that membership gains may be secured, at least, into the medium-
term, and that workplace organisation can become self-sustaining (Markow-
itz 2000; Simms et al. 2013:7-13). Workplace representation is thus both 
an object and a means of union renewal: an object in the sense that its devel-
opment is a purpose of union renewal; a means in so far as workplace repre-
sentatives are required to sustain renewed workplace organisation.

The implications of union renewal policies for workplace representatives in 
single channel and dual systems are wide-ranging. Within single channel sys-
tems the independence from management of shop steward organisation was 
derived, in part, from high levels of union density and strikes (Fairbrother 
1984; Hyman 1996) and consolidated in some instances by managerial in-
competence (Gallie and Rose 1996). The reassertion of managerial preroga-
tive and the use of human resource management (HRM) techniques to bypass 
workplace representation subsequently exposed limitations in shop steward 
organisation (Purcell and Ahlstrand 1994; Martin 1985). These limitations 
were accentuated in the UK where declines in the level of union density and 
strike activity, coupled to the terms of the legislation enacted during the 1980s 
and early 1990s, resulted in a greater dependence on managerial acquiescence 
for the continued presence of shop stewards, particularly in the private sec-
tor (Charlwood and Forth 2009). Other single channel systems fared better, 
however, in so far as the legal underpinning to features of the industrial rela-
tions systems offered more support to shop steward organisation. The Ghent 
system, for example, facilitates the maintenance of high levels of union den-
sity, which, in turn, ensure employers engage with workplace representatives 
(Kjellberg 2006).1 Similarly, the Swedish Förtoendemannalagen (Workplace 
Union Representation Act) of 1974 specifi ed the duties of workplace represen-
tation and allowed meetings in working time, thus consolidating workplace 
organisation. Even with such legal support, however, the confi dence of Swed-
ish union members in trade unions fell markedly between 1980 and 1990 (LO 
quoted in Kjellberg 1992:123-124).

1. In the Ghent system trade unions play a role in the administration of unemployment benefi ts, a 
procedure that encourages union membership (Kjellberg 2006). European countries in which ver-
sions of the Ghent system are in place include Belgium, Denmark, Finland and Sweden, the fi nal 
three of which are included in the analysis that follows.
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The legal underpinning of works councils in dual systems has also had a 
marked impact on the character of union renewal policies. In Germany it is 
unlawful for employers to prevent the establishment of works councils, if re-
quested by workforces, and the majority of works council seats are occupied 
by trade unionists. The capacity of employers to resist a union presence is 
thus severely limited. Furthermore, the effi cacy of works councils is shown to 
be dependent upon resources provided by trade unions, notably in the form of 
research, training and legal expertise (Müller-Jentsch 1995). Although a more 
politically distant relationship between works councils and unions persists in 
the Netherlands (Visser 1995), trade unions and works councils in Austria and 
Germany have developed a relationship of mutual inter-dependence (Traxler 
1998; Behrens 2009). In countries where the establishment of works coun-
cils depends on an initiative taken by employees, works councils have always 
been established in only a minority of eligible workplaces. In Germany, for 
example, the coverage of works councils is 10 per cent of eligible workplaces 
and between 38 per cent (East Germany) and 45 per cent (West Germany) of 
private sector employees. The proportion of works councillors in Germany 
that are not union members, however, has risen since the late-1960s (Ellguth 
and Kohaut 2010), a trend reproduced in the Netherlands (Visser 1995) and 
Austria (Traxler 1998), which, as unions are reliant on works councillors to 
organise new members, presents a challenge in the context of union renewal 
initiatives. In short, in both single channel and dual systems of representation 
union renewal initiatives place demands on workplace representatives and 
raise questions about the capacity of workplace representatives to effectively 
articulate the interests of trade union members while also deepening work-
place organisation.

A second theme that resonates throughout recent literature on union re-
sponses to decline concerns the issue of power. One element of trade union 
power is institutional, which, to a degree, is a function of the extent and char-
acter of the legal underpinning of workplace representation (Hancké 1993). 
As mentioned above, the legal underpinning of workplace institutions is com-
mon to Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and Spain, where dual systems are 
in operation, but is not always present where single channel systems operate. 
Workplace representation is central to a second element of trade union power: 
organisational power. While a high level of union density is often viewed as 
prerequisite to the deployment of union power, issues of mobilisation and sol-
idarity infl uence the ‘social capital’ of unionism whereby collectively organ-
ised networks of unionists provide mutual support both within and outside 
of the workplace and generate organisational power (Jarley 2005). Workplace 
representation is essential to the generation of social capital unionism. Earlier 
studies demonstrated how workplace representatives in single channel and 
dual systems were able to represent and mobilise members, to organise col-
lective and solidaristic workplace organisation and, on the basis of their rela-
tions with members, to secure concessions from management (Batstone et al. 
1977; Korpi 1978; Brandt et al. 1982).

The capacity of representatives to generate social capital among unionists 
may be questioned on four counts. First, shifts in the labour market effec-
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tively moved employment from areas of union strength to private sector ser-
vices where workplace representation is more rudimentary (Dolvik and Wad-
dington 2005) and the structural power of unionised employees tends to be 
more limited (Wright 2000).2 Associated with these shifts is the employment 
of more diverse workforces, which has generated a ‘crisis of interest aggrega-
tion’ (Müller-Jentsch 1988:177-178) as unions can no longer mobilise around 
a limited number of interests that are shared by most or all members, but are 
required to accommodate competing and often divergent interests. Further-
more, as older white male manual workers are over-represented as shop stew-
ards and works councillors, the assumption that workplace representatives 
could represent an increasingly diverse workforce has come under increasing 
scrutiny (Briskin 1999; Healy et al. 2004).

Second, the decentralisation of bargaining has effectively increased the work-
load of representatives. While managers have tended to ‘drive’ decentralisa-
tion processes, the character of such processes varies markedly (Keune 2011). 
Although industrial bargaining formally remains in place throughout much 
of Western continental Europe, the range of issues handled at company and 
workplace levels has increased as managers have sought to take decisions as 
near as possible to their point of effect and companies have either left or failed 
to join employers’ associations. Where bargaining takes place in the private 
sector in the UK it is almost exclusively at company level. Although policy 
initiatives intended to establish industrial bargaining were implemented in 
several Eastern European countries after 1990, employer resistance was suf-
fi cient to result in a relatively low coverage of bargaining conducted primar-
ily at company level (Bohle and Greskovits 2012; Meardi 2012). Irrespective 
of whether decentralisation has been organised or disorganised (Lash and 
Urry 1987; Traxler 1995), the point remains that in both single channel and 
dual systems, decentralisation introduces additional challenges for workplace 
representatives and makes meeting members’ expectations more diffi cult. In 
particular, decentralisation necessitates workplace representatives handling 
a wider range of issues, limits the access of workplace representatives to 
central management decision-makers and complicates articulation between 
workplace and union (Edwards and Podgursky 1986; Waddington 2001).

Third, as a means to generate social capital at the workplace and a mainstay 
of union democracy, workplace representation relies on the responsiveness 
of workplace representatives to the concerns of constituents and on the par-
ticipation of members in decision-making. Changes in the labour market led 
many to question whether workplace representation was suffi ciently sensi-
tive to the concerns of a diverse membership. In addition, in single channel 

2. Structural power is derived from the location of workers within the labour market. Workers with 
structural power may have acquired specifi c skills that are diffi cult to replace or may occupy key 
positions within production processes which allow them to impose signifi cant costs on employers 
should industrial action occur (Silver 2003; Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman 2013:30). Many 
workers in private sector services have relatively low levels of structural power as they have neither 
skills nor key positions within organisations from which they may impose costs on employers: for 
example, unskilled workers in hotels and catering. Among the workers in private sector services 
with structural power are those employed in transport.
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and dual systems member attendance at decision-making meetings is low or 
has declined and a vast number of elections to representative positions are 
not contested. Furthermore, even at the zenith of workplace organisation 
elements of bureaucratisation that contrasted with a democratic ideal were 
detected (Eldridge 1971; Hyman 1979). These elements ‘distanced’ workplace 
representatives from their constituents as the former assimilated a concern 
for the preservation of the institutions of workplace representation. 

Fourth, a ‘crisis of workers’ loyalty to trade unions’ was identifi ed (Müller-
Jentsch 1988:177-178) as arising from the management policies designed to 
promote employee commitment to the goals of the enterprise and/or substi-
tute management for trade unions as a source of advice (Bratton 2001: Heery 
et al. 2004). Direct communication between managers and employees that 
bypasses workplace representatives is an additional feature associated with 
HRM that challenges the role of the workforce representative (Boxall et al. 
2007: Dundon et al. 2005). More effective managerial communications ef-
fectively challenge the capacity of local representatives to mobilise power re-
sources, particularly when such communications promote workers question-
ing issues of solidarity and collective identity (Lévesque and Murray 2010). 
In order to encourage loyalty to the union workplace representatives are re-
quired to compete more intensely with management on communications in a 
manner that hitherto was not required.
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2 Sample composition

Questionnaire-based surveys distributed to the members of fourteen trade 
unions based in twelve countries were conducted between 2005 and 2010. 
In practice, the survey distribution within each union was conducted inde-
pendently, as the negotiation of access and time management issues effec-
tively precluded simultaneous distribution across all of the participating 
trade unions. The basic questionnaire design was sustained throughout the 
research with changes made only to accommodate institutional variation or 
differences in union policy. The questionnaire was designed in English and 
translated by industrial relations specialists into the language of the country 
within which it was distributed. In addition to extensive checks for meaning 
in the translations, the questionnaires were also piloted to ensure that poten-
tial respondents understood what was being asked of them and whether they 
had the information at their disposal to answer the questions in the survey.

Variation in the size of the distribution within each participating organisation 
was a function of cost, union membership size and the quality of union mem-
bership records. Within several of the participating organisations particular 
sections of the membership were selected as target groups for the survey. The 
target groups were selected by representatives of the participating unions and 
the author on the basis that members of the target groups were the subject 
of a union recruitment or organising initiative; were considered ‘diffi cult’ to 
organise and thus more information on them was deemed useful within the 
participating union; and/or, where possible, were employed in private sector 
services where levels of union density tend to be lower than elsewhere. As a 
consequence of this approach no claim is made here that the results are rep-
resentative of the entire unions that participated in the survey. The survey 
was distributed only to working members: unemployed and retired members 
were excluded. Table 1 provides details of each distribution and a sketch of the 
participating organisations.

With two exceptions the questionnaires were distributed by post to union 
members at the address held by the union. The distribution comprised a sam-
ple, based on the membership records held by the participating unions. Com-
pleted questionnaires were returned either directly to the author or to the 
head offi ce of the participating union where they were boxed while still in 
the return envelopes and then sent to the author. The fi rst exception to this 
general procedure was the Spanish Comisiones Obreras (CC.OO) where the 
questionnaire was distributed electronically to members of four of the con-
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federal federations that had submitted their e-mail addresses. This procedure 
resulted in a skewing of the sample of returns towards younger members: 
median age of CC.OO respondents was between 37 and 38 years whereas that 
for all participating unions was between 43 and 44 years. The second excep-
tion involved the Hungarian Bankok, Biztosítók Dolgozóinak Szakszervezete 
(BBDSZ) and Kereskedelmi Alkalmazottak Szakszervete (KASZ) together 
with the Polish Solidarność. These organisations did not hold comprehen-
sive membership records and thus there was neither the means to create a 
representative sample of the members nor to distribute the survey centrally. 
In consequence, the questionnaires were distributed by students to members 
at their place of work, collected by the students and then returned to the au-
thor via the head offi ce of the union. A consequence of this approach is that 
the questionnaire returns tend to be drawn from large workplaces located in 
Hungarian and Polish cities and thus cannot be regarded as representative. 
To establish the priorities of members from Eastern Europe was considered 
suffi cient justifi cation to proceed on this basis.

Shop stewards in single channel systems and works councillors in dual sys-
tems are treated here as workplace representatives. Union workplace repre-
sentatives established by some unions that operate in dual systems are thus 
excluded from the category ‘workplace representative’ employed here.3 The 
countries regarded as operating single channel systems from which partici-
pating unions are drawn include Denmark, Finland, Hungary, Italy, Poland, 
Norway, Sweden and the United Kingdom, whereas those operating a dual 
system include Austria, Germany, the Netherlands and Spain. In Hungary 
and Spain provisions allow for shop steward and works council representa-
tion. Hungary is treated as a single channel system in so far as the works 
councils established under the Labour Code of 1992 had only information and 
consultation rights, were often integrated into local union organisation, tend-
ed to be established only where union organisation was already present, and, 
in the main, left bargaining with management to the local union (Benyó et 
al. 2006; Tòth 1997). In contrast, Spain is treated as a dual system in that the 
Comite de Empressa (workers’ committee) comprises representatives elected 
by the workforce in enterprises with 50 or more employees; has the right to 
negotiate company or workplace agreements, and to information and consul-
tation; and the responsibility of ensuring compliance with external regula-
tory changes, such as on social security or employment legislation (Hamann 
and Martinez Lucio 2007).

Two further introductory remarks are noteworthy concerning trade union 
mergers and the participation of union confederations. Since participating in 
the survey three unions have merged with the result that they no longer exist 

3. Of course, it is recognised that the rights, duties and status of shop stewards and works councillors 
differ within and between countries. As will become apparent, treating shop stewards and works 
councillors as a single category ‘workplace representatives’ is a means to facilitate the presentation 
of the argument developed here. Included among the workplace representatives excluded from the 
category ‘workplace representative’ are the Bedrijfscontactsman and Vertrauensleute established 
in the Netherlands and Germany.
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as independent organisations: the Danish Restaurations Branchens Forbund 
(RBF) merged in 2006 with Fagligt, Fælles, Forbund (3F); the Swedish Sven-
ska Industritjänstemannaförbundet (Sif) merged with Handelstjänsteman-
naförbundet to form UNIONEN in January 2008; and the Finnish Toimihen-
kilöunioni (TU) merged to form Ammattiliitto PRO in January 2011. In each 
of these cases the confederal affi liation of the post-merger union is the same 
as that of the participating union. In addition, both CC.OO and Solidarność 
are union confederations. In the case of CC.OO four federations participated 
in the survey, each of which organised in one of the segments of the economy 
listed in Table 1. Solidarność comprises about 8,300 company trade unions, 
37 regional unions and 16 industrial unions that represent workers through-
out the Polish economy. The survey was distributed among these three ele-
ments of Solidarność in the sectors mentioned in Table 1.
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 3 Why do you stay in the union?

The data on ‘why do you stay in the union?’ are presented in three stages, 
which successively examine all respondents, men and women, and age groups. 
The sex and age group data are presented to explore arguments that women 
and young workers have different requirements of unions and thus remain in 
membership for different reasons. The Working Paper argues that there is a 
consistency across countries in the rank order of the reasons for membership 
retention, that there are differences in emphasis between men and women 
and between members of different ages for membership retention, and that 
representation and support at the workplace is central to membership reten-
tion.

3.1 All respondents

Respondents were asked to rank (one, two, three, etc.) their reasons for stay-
ing in the union from a closed list. Table 2 shows the results of this procedure 
for all members for each of the participating trade unions based on the issues 
ranked at positions one and two by each respondent. Respondents were also 
given the opportunity to indicate that ‘another reason’ was important to their 
membership retention. In only two unions, Credito Esattorie e Assicurazioni 
(UILCA) and KASZ, did more than 7 per cent of respondents indicate that ‘an-
other reason’ was among the two principal reasons for staying in the union, 
suggesting that the closed list included the primary reasons for staying in the 
union for the vast majority of members.

Reference to Table 2 shows that, with a single exception, ‘support if I have a 
problem at work’ (hereafter, support) appears at position one in the ranking. 
In every union more than 55 per cent of members cited ‘support’ as one of the 
two principal reasons for staying in the union and in three unions more than 
70 per cent of members adopted this position. The uniformity of these results 
suggests that if variation in industrial relations institutions is an infl uence on 
membership retention it is, at best, a second level infl uence. ‘Support’ appears 
at the head of the ranking, for example, irrespective of whether single channel 
or dual systems of workplace representation are in operation. It is acknowl-
edged, however, that the provision of support to union members at their place 
of work varies in practice between single channel and dual systems, requiring 
different approaches by unions.
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Four points arise from the results on ‘support’. First, these results confi rm the 
continued viability of ‘mutual insurance’ as a trade union method (Webb 
and Webb 1897:152-172). Second, these results are consistent with those on 
union leaving. UK research suggests that between 25 per cent and 35 per 
cent of union leavers do so because of inadequate workplace support offered 
by unions to members (Waddington 2006), whereas in the Netherlands 
and Spain inadequate support at the workplace accounts for 40 per cent 
and 35 per cent of leavers respectively (Visser 2002; Jódar et al. 2009:15). 
Third, the prominence afforded by members to ‘support’ indicates that union 
practices at the workplace and, in particular, the manner in which support 
is made available is key to membership retention. These results thus con-
solidate the view that well-developed union organisation in single channel 
systems or securing union workplace infl uence on works councils in dual 
systems underpins membership retention and promotes aggregate member-
ship levels (Hancké 1993). Fourth, the quality of support available to mem-
bers within both single channel and dual systems of representation is open to 
question in so far as only 57.7 per cent of members in single channel systems 
reported the presence of a shop steward at their place of work and 66.7 per 
cent of members in dual systems reported the presence of a work councillor 
at the workplace.

The exception to the pattern with ‘support’ at the head of the ranking is the 
Finnish TU where ‘to gain access to the union’s unemployment insurance 
scheme’ (hereafter, access to unemployment insurance) heads the ranking. 
In Denmark and Sweden, the other two countries from which participating 
unions are drawn in which variants of the Ghent system operate, ‘access to 
unemployment insurance’ appears at position two in the ranking. The high 
position in the ranking of ‘access to unemployment insurance’ in the three 
Ghent system countries represented here confi rms the impact of ‘selective in-
centives’ arising from variations in systems of unionisation and industrial re-
lations (Olson 1965). ‘Access to unemployment insurance’ fails to appear con-
sistently at the fi rst position in the ranking in Ghent system countries, a result 
that contrasts with earlier research (Jørgensen et al. 1992). Two explanations 
underpin the variation. First, unemployment levels were lower in Denmark, 
Finland and Sweden when the current surveys were conducted compared to 
the levels of the early 1990s. As a consequence of lower levels of unemploy-
ment, employees are less likely to prioritise ‘access to unemployment insur-
ance’ (LO 2005). Second, the relationship between ‘access to unemployment 
insurance’ and trade union membership has become looser and less transpar-
ent in recent years as a result of the establishment of unemployment insur-
ance funds that are independent of trade unions and reductions in the levels 
of benefi ts available relative to wages (Kjellberg 2006; Lind 2009; Böckerman 
and Uusitalo 2006). While the research reported here does not allow assess-
ment of the relative weight that might be assigned to these explanations, it is 
noteworthy that the ‘income insurance’ scheme offered exclusively to mem-
bers by the Swedish Sif is designed to protect the level of benefi ts relative to 
wages. This scheme was cited by 9.3 per cent of Sif members as one of their 
two principal reasons for staying in the union. While this proportion is not 
high compared to that for ‘support’ and ‘access to unemployment insurance’ 



it refl ects the infl uence of an attempt to modify the operation of the Ghent 
system in trade union terms on a basis that is exclusive to union members and 
compensates for government policies that have cut benefi t provision (Kjell-
berg 2006). ‘Income insurance’, however, was a cost to Sif members that was 
additional to both membership contributions and the fee for the unemploy-
ment insurance fund.

There is more marked variation in the rank order of the reasons for member-
ship retention between ‘to improve my pay and conditions (hereafter pay), ‘I 
believe in trade unions and want to take part’ (hereafter belief), and ‘industri-
al and membership benefi ts’ (hereafter benefi ts). Members of four unions (Sif, 
UILCA, KASZ and Solidarność) rank ‘belief’ above ‘pay’, whereas members of 
three unions (TU, BBDSZ and [Norges Ingeniør og Teknologorganisasjon] 
NITO) assign a greater importance to ‘benefi ts’ than to ‘belief’ and members 
of one union (KASZ) rank ‘benefi ts’ higher than ‘pay’.

The appearance of ‘pay’ at position two in the ranking for the majority of the 
participating unions is consistent with econometric explanations of changes 
in membership levels, which demonstrate that wages or real wages are in-
fl uential on membership change (Bain and Elshiekh 1976; Schnabel 2013). 
Similarly to ‘support’, the high position in the ranking of ‘pay’ within most 
unions confi rms the adherence of members to a longstanding trade union 
agenda based on fair and equal treatment at the workplace and improvements 
in terms and conditions of employment (Perlman 1928). Tests conducted to 
examine whether extant levels of pay among trade unionists infl uenced the 
prioritisation of ‘pay’ showed that the rank order of ‘pay’ did not change with 
variations in the level of pay among members. The relatively high position 
in the ranking of ‘pay’ confi rms the centrality to membership retention of 
maintaining high rates of coverage of collective bargaining (Scheuer 2011). 
The contraction in the coverage of collective bargaining since about 1985 in 
Eastern Europe and more recently elsewhere, coupled to decentralisation 
(Schulten and Müller 2013), is thus likely to have had a negative effect on the 
capacity of union to retain members.

‘Belief’ appears in the ranking below ‘pay’ in ten of the fourteen participating 
unions and above ‘benefi ts’ in eleven of the participating unions with a range 
of scores between 14.5 per cent (TU) and 50.0 per cent (Solidarność). The 
highest scores recorded for ‘belief’ are in the unions from Central and Eastern 
Europe (KASZ, BBDSZ and Solidarność) and from Southern Europe (CC.OO 
and UILCA). While Hungary, Poland, Spain and Italy are characterised by 
competing union confederations in contrast to several of the other countries 
from which participating unions are drawn, there is no obvious argument to 
suggest that competing union confederations generate a greater ideological 
commitment to unionism per se as these results suggest. It is acknowledged, 
however, that making a choice of one from two or more union confederations 
may generate a greater ideological commitment to the chosen confederation. 
The results on ‘belief’ are generally positive for unions in so far as they sug-
gest that an ideological commitment to unionism remains among a substan-
tial section of the workforce, which is supplementary to the demand for union 
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services. Furthermore, these results suggest that a proportion of members 
are still prepared to actively take part in union affairs.

The type of ‘benefi ts’ available to members of the participating unions var-
ies markedly. While most of the unions in Western Europe offer a package of 
benefi ts that covers some or all of sickness, funeral, accident, injury and strike 
benefi ts, the Hungarian unions retain provisions for holiday accommodation 
in addition to some of the benefi ts offered by Western European trade un-
ions. The value of the benefi ts available also varies. To illustrate, the sickness 
benefi t available to TU members in Finland is of far greater value than that 
available to Solidarność members in Poland even after differences in Finnish 
and Polish living standards are taken into account. Given the extent of varia-
tion in both the range and the value of the available benefi ts it is remarkable 
that the position of ‘benefi ts’ is so consistent in the ranking with between 
13.6 per cent and 20.2 per cent of the members of nine of the fourteen par-
ticipating unions assigning ‘benefi ts’ as one of the two principal reasons for 
staying in membership. Two of the exceptions to this schema are BBDSZ and 
KASZ where ‘benefi ts’ receive relatively high scores, suggesting that the holi-
day accommodation provisions available since before 1990 remain important 
to membership retention. Both TU and NITO offer a range of benefi ts specifi c 
to professional engineers that may also explain why ‘benefi ts’ are valued rela-
tively highly by members of the two unions. It remains to be seen if unions 
develop ‘benefi ts’ to compensate for the benefi ts withdrawn by states during 
the implementation of austerity programmes. Were unions to meet some of 
the shortfall arising from benefi ts withdrawn by states, the value of ‘benefi ts’ 
for membership retention may be enhanced (Johnston et al. 2012), as is illus-
trated by the ‘income insurance’ offered by Sif.

‘Union lobbying to infl uence government decisions’ (hereafter lobbying) 
tends to appear next in the ranking. Only in Solidarność does ‘lobbying’ ap-
pear higher than ‘benefi ts’, whereas in fi ve unions (Sif, RBF, TU, UILCA and 
BBDSZ) ‘most people at work are members’ (hereafter most at work) appears 
higher in the ranking than ‘lobbying’. Only in three unions, however, do more 
than 10 per cent of members regard ‘lobbying’ to be one of the two princi-
pal reasons for staying in the union (NITO, KASZ and [FNV-Bondgenoten] 
Bondgenoten). Furthermore, there is no apparent association between the 
importance assigned by members to ‘lobbying’ and the embeddedness of 
trade unions in national or state decision-making. NITO and KASZ, for ex-
ample, are no more embedded in national or state decision-making than Han-
del og Kontor i Norge (HK) or BBDSZ. While members downplay ‘lobbying’ 
compared to workplace issues such as ‘support’, it should be acknowledged 
that unionists often lobby for workplace benefi ts such as improved health and 
safety legislation, indicating that the separation between ‘lobbying’ and the 
workplace is not necessarily clear-cut.

‘Most at work’ was included in the ranking as a means to assess whether 
establishing high membership density would encourage member cohesion in 
the form of high levels of membership retention. The low rank order and per-
centage scores assigned to ‘most at work’ suggest that density levels are not 



very infl uential on decisions to retain trade union membership. Clearly, at 
many of the workplaces where respondents were employed density levels 
would be low, bringing into question ‘most at work’ as an appropriate meas-
ure of the infl uence of union density on membership retention. Where den-
sity is high, such as among engineers in Sif and TU, there was no markedly 
greater effect of ‘most at work’ compared to unions that organise in private 
sector services where membership density tends to be lower, suggesting that 
the impact of density levels on membership retention remain low irrespec-
tive of the level of density achieved. This fi nding contrasts with earlier re-
search showing that the probability of union membership increases with the 
perceived union density rate among co-workers (Visser 2002) and suggests 
that other factors may mediate the relationship between perceived density 
and union membership.4 

Only in NITO do more than 3.5 per cent of members regard ‘union train-
ing courses and career development advice’ (hereafter training) as one of the 
two principal reasons that underpin membership retention. ‘Training’ is thus 
marginal to membership retention. The relatively high proportion of mem-
bers in NITO that cite ‘training’ was primarily due to the professional train-
ing for engineers offered by the union. Even in these circumstances, however, 
‘training’ was ranked in position seven of nine within NITO indicating that 
the professional training that was offered was not central to membership re-
tention.

Packages of fi nancial services have been introduced by many trade unions in 
Europe as a means to attract younger and, supposedly, more instrumental 
workers into membership and as a means of retaining extant members by of-
fering discounted insurance and banking services. Similarly to ‘benefi ts’, the 
composition of the packages of fi nancial services varies between participating 
unions. In particular, the range of fi nancial services in the Eastern and South-
ern European trade unions tends to be narrower than that offered by trade 
unions based in Northern Europe. This variation, however, is not refl ected 
in the results for ‘fi nancial services’, which appear in the lower reaches of the 
ranking irrespective of the geographical location of the union. Fewer than 7 
per cent of members regard ‘fi nancial services’ as one of the two reasons for 
remaining in membership in every participating trade union. Furthermore, 
the longstanding and more traditional ‘benefi ts’ are more attractive than ‘fi -
nancial services’ in all participating trade unions. The time, energy and cost 
of introducing ‘fi nancial services’ seems misplaced in terms of membership 
retention, confi rming earlier work on ‘fi nancial services’ and union joining 
(Waddington and Whitston 1997).

4. The differences in the results between this study and that of Visser (2002) may also be infl uenced 
by the research methods employed. Visser (2002), for example, employed multivariate analyses.
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3.2 Membership retention: men and women

Although the infl uence of gender on decisions to unionise is contested, with 
some arguing no infl uence (Scheuer 2011) and others a signifi cant effect 
(Blanchfl ower 2007), it is generally agreed that the proportion of women de-
clines with seniority in unions resulting in adverse consequences for internal 
union equality and democracy (Hansen 2008; Ledwith and Colgan 2002) and 
that an equality agenda is underpinned by different requirements placed on 
unions by men and women (Briskin 1999; Milkman 2007) with women union-
ists prioritising social over economic factors and affective over instrumental 
relationships (Cunnison and Stageman 1993), tending to view unions as more 
ineffective than men (Sinclair 1995; Walters 2002), and fi nding the workplace 
and experiences of work to be gendered (Bradley 1999). This section exam-
ines whether these different priorities infl uence the reasons for membership 
retention. Table 3 shows the results for the fourteen unions disaggregated by 
sex.

Immediately apparent from Table 3 is that men and women rank the reasons 
for membership retention in the same general order. With the exception of 
TU, ‘support’ heads the ranking for men and women, followed in most cases 
by ‘pay’ in countries that do not operate the Ghent system. In Italy and East-
ern Europe ‘belief’ appears above ‘pay’ in the ranking for men and women. 
It would thus appear that if different requirements are placed on unions by 
women and men these differences are found within the categories used in the 
ranking rather than in a re-ordering of the categories. Within the general or-
der of the ranking, however, there are some marked differences in emphasis.

In twelve of the fourteen participating unions women placed greater empha-
sis on ‘support’ than their male counterparts. This result is consistent with 
earlier national studies (Klandermans 1984; Waddington and Whitston 1997) 
and fi ndings that show women are more likely than men to cite the absence of 
‘support’ as a reason for leaving unions (Waddington 2006; Jódar et al. 2009). 
Given that support is available at workplaces through either shop stewards in 
single channel systems or works councillors in dual systems it is noteworthy 
that among the survey respondents 60.3 per cent of men reported the pres-
ence of a shop steward at their place of work and 70.7 per cent the presence of 
a works councillor compared to 54.1 per cent and 61.4 per cent of women. In 
other words, the availability of support in the form of a representative at the 
workplace is more limited for women, suggesting that women are unlikely to 
receive the same support from workplace representatives as their male coun-
terparts and that the coverage of representation is an element of an explana-
tion of the differences in emphasis between men and women.

In ten of the fourteen participating unions women prioritise ‘pay’ to a greater 
extent than their male contemporaries, although the differences are less than 
fi ve percentage points in six of these ten unions. Interpretation of these results 
is far from clear-cut. That women prioritise pay in the majority of unions, al-
beit marginally in some cases, at least brings into question the argument that 
women tend to downplay economic and emphasise social factors by compari-
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son with men, but may refl ect an infl uence arising from the gender pay gap 
found in all the countries from which the participating unions were drawn. 
The category ‘pay’ as used in this research, however, also embraces other con-
ditions of employment. The emphasis placed on the category by women could 
thus also result from a desire to pursue an equality agenda or other aspects 
of a collective bargaining agenda. Whatever the case, the emphasis placed 
on ‘pay’ by women confi rms the policy requirement to increase the coverage 
of collective bargaining to embrace those areas of national economies where 
women form a majority of the workforce, but are excluded from collective bar-
gaining, such as in segments of private sector services. Tests were conducted 
to establish whether existing levels of pay infl uenced the emphasis placed on 
‘pay’ by men and women. No such infl uence was found with low paid men 
and women expressing a similar emphasis on ‘pay’ as their more highly paid 
counterparts.

Women downplay ‘belief’ compared to men in no fewer than twelve of the 
fourteen unions. Women expressed a stronger ‘belief’ than men in unionism 
only in HK and KASZ. Furthermore, in six unions (RBF, CC.OO, [Vereinte Di-
enstleistungsgewerkschaft] Ver.di, [Gewerkschaft der Privatangestellten / 
Druck, Journalismus, Papier] GPA/DJP, Bondgenoten and UNITE) the differ-
ences between the sexes was greater than ten percentage points. These results 
are also consistent with national studies (Klandermans 1984; Waddington 
and Whitston 1997). Interpretation of these results is again not straightfor-
ward. At one level the results suggest that women are not as ideologically 
committed to unionism as men even when they are already in membership. 
This explanation is certainly consistent with fi ndings that demonstrate sex 
to be an infl uential variable on the decision to unionise, in so far as a lower 
ideological commitment to unionise may make recruitment more problematic 
(Blanchfl ower 2007). This explanation would be on fi rmer ground, however, 
if the absence of unions at workplaces where women are employed had not 
been shown to be the major infl uence on the effect of sex on unionisation 
rather than ideological differences (Walters 2002). Alternatively, and given 
that respondents to the survey were already unionised, the downplaying of 
‘belief’ by women may result from the views of women members towards un-
ion organisation. For example, women may be pessimistic about the capacity 
of unions to implement internal changes favoured by women, the capacity 
of unions to exert infl uence on employers and the state and/or the gendered 
experience of unionism at the workplace. The limitations of representation at 
workplaces where women are employed, noted above, certainly supports an 
explanation along these lines.

Examination of the items positioned towards the bottom of the ranking re-
veals very few differences in the priorities of men and women. There are, for 
example, no consistent differences in the prioritisation of ‘benefi ts’. Further-
more, differences between men and women in the percentage scores assigned 
to ‘benefi ts’ are relatively narrow. It is clear, however, that ‘benefi ts’ are more 
attractive than ‘fi nancial services’ to both men and women in every partici-
pating union, again bringing into question the attraction of ‘fi nancial services’ 
as a means of encouraging membership retention. Differences between men 
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and women on ‘lobbying’, ‘most people’ and ‘training’ are negligible and show 
no consistent pattern, further supporting the idea that women have no partic-
ular conviction that unions can successfully lobby governments to implement 
an equalities agenda (Kirton 2005).

3.3 Membership retention: age groups

This section examines the reasons for membership retention by age. Evidence 
of low density among younger workers in Europe is widespread (Ebbinghaus 
et al. 2009) with the consequence that many union organising campaigns are 
directed specifi cally at young workers based on agendas deemed appropriate 
for young workers (Bailey et al. 2010; Pedersini 2010). There is a range of com-
peting, but not mutually exclusive, explanatory frameworks for the lower un-
ionisation rates among young workers. One explanatory framework detects a 
change in the propensity of young workers to unionise arising from the great-
er instrumentality and individualism exhibited by young people from recent 
generations compared to their earlier counterparts. Alternative explanatory 
frameworks emphasise both the propensity and the opportunity to union-
ise as underpinning lower unionisation rates among young workers. Both of 
these frameworks may also be infl uenced by the individualisation of the em-
ployment relationship in the form of decreases in the coverage of collective 
bargaining and restrictions placed in the collective legal protections available 
to workers (Freeman and Kleiner 1990; Peetz 2010). Such frameworks thus 
view the activities of employers, trade unions and the state as infl uencing the 
unionisation of young workers in addition to changes in attitude.

Within the terms of the framework established around changes in the pro-
pensity to unionise issues of ideology and instrumentality are examined here. 
The changed social, economic and political circumstances, marked, in par-
ticular, by the ascendency of the neo-liberal agenda, have resulted in changes 
in the attitudes, beliefs and ideology of young people (Cregan and Johnston 
1990; Gomez et al. 2002). Associated with these changes are more instru-
mental attitudes and shifts in ideological perspectives that run counter to the 
collective orientation that underpins unionism (Kelloway and Newton 1996; 
Gomez et al. 2002). Furthermore, and accentuating these developments is 
the breakdown of many traditional points of social reference, which has lim-
ited the ‘passing down’ of union tradition through social and family networks 
(Giddens 1990). For this explanation to be supported by the data young work-
ers would be expected to exhibit a more marked instrumentality and a lower 
ideological commitment to unionism than their older counterparts.

Within the terms of the explanatory frameworks that incorporate both the 
propensity and opportunity to unionise it is argued that young workers are 
concentrated in precarious employment at workplaces where unions are rare-
ly present, hence the opportunity for young workers to unionise is reduced 
(Oliver 2010; Vandaele 2012). Workers of all ages in precarious employment 
desire to reduce job insecurity and their vulnerability to exploitation and in-
timidation (Levine et al. 2008). Should unions establish a presence at work-



places where young workers in precarious jobs are employed an emphasis 
among the young members on support would be expected as young workers 
seek greater security and protection from exploitation and intimidation. An 
additional aspect of the opportunity to unionise argument related to young 
workers concerns the infl uence of extant levels of unionisation at the work-
places where they are employed on their joining or retaining union member-
ship. Research shows that young workers are more infl uenced by extant un-
ionisation rates than older workers (Klandermans 1984; Cregan and Johnston 
1990). For the results of these national studies to be upheld on a comparative 
basis young members would be expected to cite ‘most people’ more frequently 
than their older counterparts.

For most participating unions four age groups are identifi ed in Table 4: 25 
and under, 26-40, 41-50 and 51 and above. For Sif, RBF, NITO and UILCA 
there were insuffi cient respondents from the 25 and under category, hence 
this category is excluded. The small number of respondents from Sif, NITO 
and UILCA aged 25 and under is, in part, a consequence of the length of the 
training required prior to taking up employment positions organised by these 
unions. Similarly, for BBDSZ each age group category comprised very few re-
spondents with the consequence that the union is omitted from the analysis 
by age. The comparisons based on the age group ’25 and under’ thus focus on 
ten rather than fourteen trade unions.

The same general order of the reasons for membership retention for all and by 
sex is reproduced when the data are disaggregated by age in so far as ‘support’ 
tends to head the ranking followed by ‘pay’ or ‘belief’ in countries that do not 
operate the Ghent system. In TU ‘access to unemployment benefi t’ remains at 
the head of the ranking for members until they are 50 years of age after which 
‘support’ is emphasised. The most obvious variation from the general pattern 
is in Solidarność where workers aged 25 and under rank ‘pay’ above ‘support’, 
suggesting a greater instrumentality among younger workers. Two other in-
ter-related features are noteworthy for Solidarność. First, there is an inverse 
relationship between age and the importance attached to ‘pay’. Second, the 
gap measured in percentage points between ‘support’ and ’pay’ increases with 
age for those aged 26 or more. In other words, ‘support’ becomes increasingly 
important relative to ‘pay’ with age in Solidarność.

Reviewing the variation by age across the participating unions reveals that young 
members tend to emphasise ‘support’ more than their older counterparts. Only 
in NITO, KASZ, Solidarność and UNITE, for example, did older age groups em-
phasise ‘support’ more than the youngest age group. The greater desire for 
‘support’ from young members is consistent with the notion of reducing in-
security among members whose employment circumstances are precarious, 
although it is not an indication that unions are successful in this endeavour.

Differences between the age groups on ‘pay’ are relatively narrow. Further-
more, there is no consistent relationship between age and ‘pay’ across the par-
ticipating unions. Indeed, there is no consistent relationship between age and 
‘pay’ when smaller groups of unions are assessed, such as when disaggregated 
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by geographical location or the features of the industrial relations system in 
which they operate. The failure of young members to emphasise ‘pay’ does not 
suggest more instrumental attitudes among those young workers that join 
unions compared to their older counterparts. The fi ndings on ‘pay’ thus do 
not support the argument that young workers are more instrumental than 
older workers. Furthermore, there is no consistent relationship between age 
and ‘access to unemployment insurance’, again suggesting that instrumental-
ity and age are not directly related. Of course, it may be that the young work-
ers that join unions have different attitudes on instrumentality than non-
unionists, but assessment of this argument is beyond the scope of this paper.

There is a positive relationship between age and ‘belief’ in every participat-
ing union. Given that ‘belief’ was specifi ed in the questionnaires in terms of 
a belief in and a desire to take part in trade unions, the positive relationship 
indicates that there is less ideological conviction among young members than 
among their older counterparts. This suggests that the ideological changes 
associated with the ascendency of the neo-liberal agenda are not necessarily 
restricted solely to the choice between unionisation or non-unionism, but may 
also impinge on the ideological convictions of young unionists. The positive 
relationship between age and ‘belief’ also suggests a greater instrumentality 
among young members in so far as they are prepared to join a union, but are 
more reluctant to take part than their older counterparts: that is, they wish to 
benefi t from union membership without necessarily engaging directly in un-
ion activities. Both of these points raise signifi cant policy challenges for trade 
unions as they suggest a different ideological disposition among young work-
ers compared to older workers and a reduced likelihood of active participation 
in union affairs, a ‘willingness to pay’ without an accompanying ‘willingness 
to act’ (Offe and Wiesenthal 1979). At the very least, these results highlight 
a role for union education in the ‘socialisation’ of young members. What is 
unclear from these results, however, is whether members come to believe in 
trade unionism as they age and are more exposed to unionists and unionism 
at the workplace. While the positive relationship between age and ‘belief’ cer-
tainly suggests that such exposure with age may infl uence attitudes, only by 
tracing the ideological convictions of a cohort of unionists over time would it 
be possible to confi rm this argument.

Relative to ‘support’, ‘pay’, ‘belief’ and ‘benefi ts’ the proportion of respond-
ents that cite ‘most people’ is small across all age groups. Furthermore, there 
is no consistent evidence of young members being more likely to cite ‘most 
people’ than older unionists. In seven of the thirteen unions detailed in Table 
4 the youngest age group is the most likely to cite ‘most people’, but only in 
KASZ did more than 15 per cent of the 25 and under age group cite ‘most peo-
ple’. With the exception of Sif, young workers in the Nordic trade unions were 
more likely than older workers to mention ‘most people’. There are, however, 
no other geographical concentrations of unions or groups of unions organ-
ised by the characteristics of industrial relations systems within which young 
workers cite ‘most people’ at a greater frequency than older workers. These 
data thus suggest that the infl uence of extant unionisation rates is not more 
pronounced among young members than on their older counterparts.
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‘Financial services’ were not more attractive to young members than to older 
members. Although in six of the thirteen unions (Sif, TU, CC.OO, Solidarność, 
GPA/DJP, Bondgenoten) the youngest age category was the group most likely 
to cite ‘fi nancial services’ as one of the two principal reasons for membership 
retention, the 7.7 per cent of members aged 25 and under in Bondgenoten was 
the largest category to cite ‘fi nancial services’. In other words, young mem-
bers are not consistently more attracted by ‘fi nancial services’, which remain 
marginal to membership retention across all age groups in the participating 
unions. These results further bring into question an increased instrumen-
tality among young members. Furthermore, the youngest age group in every 
union for which data are presented in Table 4 ranked ‘benefi ts’, many of which 
had their origins in the early twentieth century if not before, higher than ‘fi -
nancial services’, suggesting that the development of these more traditional 
union services to meet the circumstances of today would be a more advanta-
geous approach for trade unions in Europe than offering an ever-wider range 
of fi nancial services.

3.4 Summary

In identifying the reasons that underpin membership retention within Eu-
ropean trade unions this section of the Working Paper has highlighted four 
points. First, ‘support’ followed by ‘pay’ underpins membership retention in 
most countries. The importance attached to these issues of longstanding cen-
trality to the raison d’être of trade unionism suggest that a traditional desire 
to be treated fairly and to be rewarded appropriately remain apposite to any 
current trade union membership strategy. The importance attached to these 
issues also refl ects the continued salience of collective reasons to membership 
retention. Recent initiatives intended to respond to the supposed increased 
instrumentality and individualism of potential members in the form of ‘fi -
nancial services’ are marginal to membership retention. Traditional ‘benefi ts’ 
remain more attractive than ‘fi nancial services’, suggesting that at issue may 
not be individualism or instrumentality, but the type of service that is avail-
able. 

Second, the delivery of ‘support’ at the workplace requires robust workplace 
organisation. Although the character of such workplace organisation will dif-
fer between single channel and dual systems of representation, the point re-
mains that the coverage of workplace organisation is declining in the majority 
of the countries assessed in this study. Similarly, the delivery of improvements 
in ‘pay’ constitutes a further challenge for trade unionists in the light of the 
contraction in the coverage of collective bargaining and the decentralisation 
of collective bargaining that is characteristic of the twelve countries within 
which the participating unions operate (Aidt and Tzannatos 2008; Traxler et 
al. 2001), effects that have been exacerbated by the impact of the post-2007 
crisis (Schülten and Müller 2013). In short, activity at the workplace is key to 
the delivery of ‘support’ and, with the decentralisation of collective bargain-
ing, is becoming more central to securing improvements in ‘pay’, yet more 
than 40 per cent of members in single channel systems and more than 30 per 



cent of members in dual systems report no shop steward or works councillor 
to be present at their workplace.

Third, men and women rank the reasons for membership retention in the 
same general order. Differences between the sexes in the reasons for member-
ship retention are within the categories employed here rather than the order 
in which they are ranked. Women, however, emphasise ‘support’ more than 
their male counterparts. The increased desire for support among women may 
result from there being fewer representatives at workplaces where women are 
employed. Similarly, women downplay ‘belief’ compared to men. Whether the 
downplaying of ‘belief’ results from different ideological outlooks between 
men and women, a greater pessimism among women regarding the capacity 
of unions to exert infl uence or the gendered experience of unionism at the 
workplace remains an open question vis-à-vis the data presented here.

Fourth, ‘pay, ‘benefi ts’ and ‘fi nancial services’ were no more likely to be cit-
ed by younger workers than by their older counterparts, suggesting that the 
greater instrumentality noted by some among young workers (Gomez et al. 
2002) does not extend to young unionists. Young trade unionists emphasised 
‘support’ more than older unionists, again confi rming the centrality of work-
place representation to trade unionism. Age and ‘belief’ are directly related in 
each of the participating unions, raising questions as to whether young union-
ists exhibit different ideological perspectives and are less willing to take part 
in union activities compared to older unionists. The impact of union educa-
tion and ‘socialisation’ remains an open question, which can best be directly 
addressed through the examination of cohort data.
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4 The views of union members on 
workplace representation

The views of trade union members on workplace representation are examined 
in three stages. The fi rst stage establishes the coverage of workplace repre-
sentatives and the extent to which union members regard workplace repre-
sentation as satisfactory where representatives are present. The second stage 
explores unionists’ views of union-management relations and the quality of 
the performance of the union at the workplace. The third stage compares 
the performance of workplace representation with that of management on a 
range of communication and related issues.

The analysis features comparisons between the views of unionists at work-
places where a representative is present and the views of unionists employed 
at workplaces with no representative. For the unions in the sample based in 
single channel systems 57.7 per cent of unionists reported the presence of a 
shop steward whereas 66.7 per cent of unionists in dual systems reported the 
presence of a works councillor. These fi gures do not indicate that the legal un-
derpinning of works councils in dual systems necessarily results in a higher 
coverage, as there is marked sectoral variation in the composition of the two 
samples. Three limitations are acknowledged regarding the approach used 
here for shop stewards and works councillors. First, the categories shop stew-
ard and works councillor are analysed as undifferentiated: that is, no account 
is taken of the sex, age or other demographic characteristics of the representa-
tive and how these may infl uence relationships with unionists and the ar-
ticulation of different interests. Second, distinctions are not drawn between 
unionised and non-unionised works councillors, although it is acknowledged 
that unionised works councillors are more likely to promote the union than 
their non-unionised counterparts. Union members with a works councillor 
present at their workplace reported that 77.8 per cent of works councillors 
were unionised. Third, no attempt is made here to incorporate an analysis of 
the impact of workplace union representatives in dual systems, which may 
supplement that of works councillors.

4.1 The coverage and perceived quality of workplace 
representation

The initial point of departure establishes the coverage of workplace represen-
tation and the extent of satisfaction among unionists with the performance 
of workplace representatives. Table 5 presents the results. The results from 
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Hungary and Poland should be treated with some caution, as the method of 
survey distribution is likely to result in a disproportionately large proportion 
of questionnaires being distributed at sites where workplace representatives 
are present.

Four points are immediately apparent from Table 5 regarding the coverage of 
workplace representation. First, the coverage of workplace representatives for 
most unions is in the range 56.3 per cent (CC.OO) to 91.7 per cent (GPA/DJP). 
For the majority of unions between 25 per cent and 30 per cent of members do 
not have a representative present at their workplace. Given that every union 
that participated in the research had adopted a policy of trying to ensure that 
all members had access to a representative at their place of work, it is clear 
that considerable work is required before this target is met. Second, the low-
est coverage of workplace representation is among the hotel and restaurant 
workers of RBF (31.8 per cent) and the bank and insurance workers of UNITE 
(32.2 per cent) where less than a third of unionists share a workplace with a 
shop steward, confi rming that sector and workplace size are infl uential fac-
tors on coverage rates. Further evidence supporting this argument is avail-
able in Ver.di where the coverage rate of works councillors for fi re fi ghters in 
the public sector is 90.1 per cent compared to 65.2 per cent for Ver.di members 
in retail, banking and insurance. Third, it is only in TU, UILCA, BBDSZ and 
Solidarność that a greater proportion of women than men report the presence 
of a representative at their workplace. In all of the unions operating in dual 
systems and most of the unions operating in single channel systems men are 
more likely to report the presence of a representative at their workplace. Cam-
paigns to ensure the presence of a representative at every workplace where 
members are organised are thus less developed in feminised segments of the 
labour force. Fourth, the argument that workplace representation in dual sys-
tems has been more resilient than shop steward organisation in single chan-
nel systems (Jacobi et al. 1992) receives only partial support from Table 5. The 
direct comparison of UNITE and Ver.di members in banking and insurance 
illustrates the relative resilience of workplace representation in dual systems 
in so far as twice as many Ver.di members (68.9 per cent) than UNITE mem-
bers (32.2 per cent) report the presence of workplace representatives. Com-
parison with UILCA, where 66.6 per cent of members have a shop steward at 
their workplace and membership is also organised in banking and insurance, 
shows that workplace representation in single channel systems can be resil-
ient. The distinction drawn between single channel and dual systems is thus 
insuffi cient to explain differences in the coverage of workplace representa-
tion.

If a workplace representative is present, respondents were asked to indicate 
whether there are enough workplace representatives. The range of responses 
citing that there were suffi cient representatives varied from 51.2 per cent in 
UNITE to 82.1 per cent in Bondgenoten. Even if a workplace representative 
is present substantial numbers of members thus think that there is an inad-
equate number of workplace representatives present. There appears to be no 
straightforward relation between the presence of a workplace representative 
and members’ views as to whether there are enough workplace representa-
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tives. Although the coverage of workplace representatives in RBF is only 31.8 
per cent, for example, almost 80 per cent of members with a representative 
at their workplace thought that there were suffi cient numbers, putting RBF 
towards the top of the range. In contrast, UNITE is at the bottom of the range 
on both the coverage and the number of representatives.

A means to ensure the presence of a suffi cient number of workplace repre-
sentatives is most pressing for women unionists. In only three of the partici-
pating unions (BBDSZ, KASZ and Bondgenoten) did a greater proportion of 
women than men think that there were enough representatives. Women were 
thus less likely to have a workplace representative present at their workplace 
and were less likely to think that there were enough representatives if one was 
already present.

Given the number of members who work alongside workplace representatives, 
but think that there is an insuffi cient number of representatives present at the 
workplace, it is not surprising that a substantial minority of members take 
the view that extant workplace representatives do not adequately represent 
union members. Between 50.8 per cent (TU) and 82.7 per cent (Solidarność) 
of members with a representative at their workplace thought that the repre-
sentatives adequately represented members. From the perspective of union 
members there are thus substantial numbers of workplace representatives 
who are not viewed as adequately undertaking representative duties. A range 
of factors may explain this result, included among which are the unwilling-
ness of members to take on representative responsibilities resulting in low 
numbers of workplace representatives, the availability and/or willingness of 
representatives to undertake training, a reluctance among managers to sanc-
tion suffi cient facility time, and high expectations among members about 
what can be achieved in current economic and political circumstances.

In twelve of the fourteen participating unions (exceptions BBDSZ and 
Solidarność) men are more likely than women to report that representatives 
adequately represent members. As mentioned above, women in the majority 
of unions were also less likely than men to have a representative present at 
the workplace and were less likely to think that there were enough representa-
tives if one was already present. Women emphasise support from unions more 
than their male counterparts as a reason for both joining and retaining union 
membership (Klandermans 1984; Waddington and Whitston 1997). The dis-
satisfaction among women compared to men with extant representation, even 
if a representative is present at the workplace, introduces an additional fea-
ture to the issue of workplace support from unions and raises questions about 
the nature of this support, which are discussed in more detail below.

The fi nal row of data in Table 5 reports the proportion of members that are 
content with workplace representation defi ned here as the presence of a 
representative at the workplace combined with members thinking that they 
are adequately represented. Putting aside the results from BBDSZ, KASZ 
and Solidarność for the reasons mentioned above concerning the meth-
od of the survey distribution, in only three unions (UILCA, GPA/DJP and 



Bondgenoten) were more than half the members content with workplace 
representation. In fi ve unions operating in single channel systems (RBF, TU, 
NITO, HK and UNITE) and the four federations of CC.OO that operate in a 
dual system fewer than 40 per cent of members are satisfi ed with workplace 
representation. In only three unions (TU, BBDSZ and Solidarność) is a 
greater proportion of women than men content with workplace represen-
tation. The extent of dissatisfaction among trade unionists with workplace 
representation raises questions about the issues on which satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction is expressed. Stages two and three of the analysis address 
these questions.

4.2 The impact of representatives on perceptions of 
workplace industrial relations

Stage one showed that large numbers of trade unionists are employed at sites 
where there are no workplace representatives present and that many mem-
bers with a representative at their place of work think that the quality of rep-
resentation could be improved. Stage two compares the views of unionists 
with and without a representative at their workplace on issues concerned with 
union-management relations and on the performance of the union on a num-
ber of basic tasks.

Five statements on union-management relations are identifi ed in the up-
per panel of Table 6. Overall, members are more positive in assessing these 
statements when there is a representative present at their workplace: in only 
sixteen of the seventy cases were members with a representative less posi-
tive than their counterparts with no representative present.5 Furthermore 
these sixteen cases were distributed across the range of industrial relations 
systems represented here. Two such cases were in CC.OO based in a dual 
system, seven cases occurred in Nordic unions, four in the unions based in 
Eastern Europe, two in UILCA and one in UNITE. The greater political ‘dis-
tance’ between Dutch works councils and trade unions compared to that in 
Austria and Germany is thus not refl ected in the perceptions of the members 
of Bondgenoten.

In every union, however, members with a representative present at the work-
place were more likely to view the union as ‘well organised’ than members 
with no representative and in ten of the fourteen unions the score with a rep-
resentative present was positive whereas that with no representative present 
was negative. While there may be an impact linked to the non-unionisation 
of some works councillors in dual systems, it is insuffi cient to change the di-
rection of the relationship between the presence of a works councillor and 
the perceptions of members of union organisation. The differences in the 
percentage scores on ‘well organised’ between members with and without 

5. Fourteen organisations participated in the research and for each union there are fi ve statements of 
union-management relations. In all there are thus seventy cases.

Jeremy Waddington
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workplace representation average 69.1 percentage points, which are high 
compared to the differences for the other statements. Only in UILCA (9.8 per-
centage points), BBDSZ (24.4 percentage points) and KASZ (35.8 percentage 
points) were the differences in the scores between members with and without 
workplace representation less than 50 percentage points. From the perspec-
tive of members, union organisation is thus markedly enhanced through the 
presence of a workplace representative.

For both ‘my workplace is well managed’ and ‘management-employee rela-
tions are reasonable where I work’ in ten of the fourteen unions members 
were more positive when there was a representative present at the workplace. 
In fi ve unions, four of which are Nordic (Sif, TU, NITO, HK), members with a 
workplace representative were more likely to cite that ‘management has pre-
vented the union from infl uencing key decisions’ than were members without 
a workplace representative.6 Where members with a workplace representative 
were more positive than members without a workplace representative on these 
three issues differences were narrower than on ‘the union is well organised 
at my workplace’. The average difference on ‘my workplace is well managed’ 
is 16.4 percentage points; on ‘management-employee relations are reasonable 
where I work’, 15.6 percentage points; and on ‘management has prevented 
the union from infl uencing key decisions’, 27.6 percentage points.7 These nar-
rower differences are anticipated in so far as each of these statements refers to 
relations between management and workplace representatives, which are not 
determined solely by the actions of workplace representatives. In the majority 
of participating unions, however, the presence of a workplace representative 
was suffi cient to infl uence unionists to take more positive views of the perfor-
mance of the union. 

In the eleven participating unions based in Western Europe members with 
workplace representation were less likely to think that ‘within my workplace 
my union has little power and infl uence’ than unionists within no representa-
tive present. In Western Europe members associate the presence of a work-
place representative with enhanced union power and infl uence. In contrast, 
more members with a workplace representative from the three unions based 
in Eastern Europe (BBDSZ, KASZ, Solidarność) thought that ‘within my 
workplace my union has little power and infl uence’ compared to their coun-
terparts with no union representative. While this result suggests that union 
infl uence at the workplace is more constrained in Eastern Europe than else-
where, Hungarian and Polish unionists also thought the presence of a work-
place representative limited the capacity of ‘management to prevent the union 
from infl uencing key decisions’ and that the union was more likely to be ‘well 

6. This relationship, of course, is likely to be infl uenced by the density of union organisation at the 
workplaces where the respondents were employed. There is no data, however, on this topic arising 
from the survey. 

7. This average is distorted by the fi gure of 159.9 percentage points recorded for Bondgenoten, where 
every members without a works councillor at their place of work thought that management had 
prevented the union from infl uencing key decisions. Excluding the data for Bondgenoten reduces 
the average to 11.1 percentage points.
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organised at the workplace’, suggesting that the constraints on union infl u-
ence are mitigated. The point remains, however, that members’ perceptions 
of union power and infl uence at the workplace differ in Hungary and Poland 
compared to those expressed in Western Europe.

The lower panel of Table 6 presents the results on the perceptions of members 
on tasks undertaken by the union at the workplace. Taking the tasks as they 
appear in Table 6 there are two on communications, two on representation, 
two on internal union relations and fi nally one on recruitment and retention. 
Treating the lower panel as a matrix of unions and tasks, members with a rep-
resentative rated the performance of the union to be superior on 83 of the 98 
cases than members without a representative. In eight of the unions operating 
in single channel systems (RBF, NITO, HK, BBDSZ, KASZ, Solidarność, UIL-
CA, UNITE) members regard the performance of the union to be superior on 
every one of these tasks when there was a shop steward present at their work-
place. Although differences between members with and without a workplace 
representative were small, in Sif and TU members without a representative 
rated the performance of the union to be superior in ‘encouraging participa-
tion in the democratic processes of the union’ (hereafter participation). Ad-
ditionally, the same group of members in TU viewed the union to be superior 
at ‘consulting members on matters that affect them at work’ (hereafter con-
sulting members), although both members with and without workplace repre-
sentatives scored the union negatively on this issue. For the unions operating 
in dual systems members without a works councillor rated the performance of 
the union on at least one of the tasks to be superior compared to their counter-
parts with a works councillor and in CC.OO this situation prevailed for four 
of the seven tasks.8 The situation in CC.OO may result from the peculiarities 
in the division of labour and the constitutional relationship between works 
councillors and shop stewards (see Martínez Lucio 1998).

Regarding the communication tasks, only in TU and CC.OO did members 
without a representative rate the performance of the union on ‘consulting 
members’ superior to members with a workplace representative and in CC.OO 
the same situation prevailed on ‘regular communication with members’ 
(hereafter regular communication). Elsewhere members with a workplace 
representative rated the performance of the union to be superior on both 
tasks. Furthermore, in fi ve unions (TU, NITO, HK, UNITE, Bondgenoten) on 
‘consulting members’ and in eight unions (Sif, TU, NITO, HK, UNITE, Ver.
di, GPA/DJP, Bondgenoten) on ‘regular communication’ the scores recorded 
by members without a workplace representative are negative, indicating that 
more members thought the performance of the union to be weak than viewed 
the performance as good. The average difference between the scores for mem-
bers with and without a workplace representative on ‘consulting members’ 

8. In Ver.di and GPA members without a works councillor viewed the performance of the union to 
be superior on ‘recruitment, retention and organisation of members’ whereas in Bondgenoten the 
performance of the union on ‘participation’ and ‘health and safety’ was superior in the absence of a 
works councillor.



is 25.7 percentage points and on ‘regular communication’ is 26.4 percent-
age points.9 In other words, the presence of a workplace representative has a 
marked and positive impact on members’ perception of the union. This point 
applies to the unions that operate in dual systems even though more than 20 
per cent of works councillors in the sample are not unionised.

The representative tasks included in Table 6 are ‘individual representation 
on grievances, discipline and other matters’ (hereafter individual represen-
tation) and ‘ensuring health and safety’ (hereafter H&S). With the single 
exception of CC.OO, where the scores are equal, members with a workplace 
representative rate the performance of unions to be superior on ‘individual 
representation’ compared to members with no representative. Furthermore, 
there are no negative scores recorded, indicating that even when there is no 
representative present at the workplace unions have implemented systems to 
ensure members have access to representation. In many unions, of course, 
full-time offi cers are deployed to meet the shortfall in workplace representa-
tives. On ‘H&S’ it is only in Bondgenoten that members without a representa-
tive rate the performance of the union to superior than members with a rep-
resentative. Elsewhere representatives have a positive effect on members’ 
perceptions of ‘H&S’. The differences in the average scores for members with 
and without a representative at their workplace were narrower for both ‘in-
dividual representation’ (20.9 percentage points) and ‘H&S’ (19.7 percentage 
points) compared to the communication tasks. This suggests that the pres-
ence of workplace representatives has a greater impact on the perception of 
members of the performance of unions on communication compared to rep-
resentation tasks.

The presence of a representative also affects members’ perceptions of how 
unions articulate workplace activities with the wider union represented in 
Table 6 by ‘encouraging participation in the democratic processes of union’ 
(hereafter encouraging participation) and ‘representing your interests within 
the union’ (hereafter representing interests). In all of the participating un-
ions, members with a representative were more positive than members with 
no representative on ‘representing interests’, a situation also present in ten of 
the fourteen participating unions on ‘encouraging participation’. It should be 
noted, however, that in Sif, TU, HK and GPA/DJP negative scores on ‘encour-
aging participation’ are recorded for members with and without a representa-
tive whereas in NITO, KASZ and UNITE only members without a represent-
ative record a negative score, a situation reproduced in TU and UNITE for 
‘representing interests’. The large number of unions recording negative scores 
suggests that the impact of workplace representatives is not as marked on ar-
ticulating workplace activities as it is on communication and representation, 
a point supported by the lower average scores with and without a representa-
tive for ‘encouraging participation’ (17.2 percentage points) and ‘represent-

9. Unions where members without a workplace representative reported a superior union perfor-
mance compared to members with a workplace representative were excluded from the calculation 
of the average scores. This procedure is used in subsequent calculation of average scores.
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ing interests’ (17.8 percentage points) than the comparable scores recorded 
on communications and representation tasks. The limitations of the impact 
of workplace representatives on the articulation of workplace activities may 
refl ect a further infl uence of the decentralisation of collective bargaining. In 
so far as the organisational power of trade unions requires internal union 
democracy (Lévesque and Murray 2003:16), however, the presence of a work-
place representative contributed to the maintenance or generation of organi-
sational power.

4.3 Comparing union performance with that of 
management

Direct communication between management and employees is a key theme 
of much recent literature on HRM (Boxall et al. 2007; Dundon et al. 2005). 
Such communications can be formal or informal, may be by e-mail, work-
of-mouth or one-to-one meetings, may be effective as a managerial means of 
generating higher levels of employee commitment to the goals of the enter-
prise, and may lead employees to regard management as the means whereby 
problems at the workplace can be addressed and as the primary source of 
workplace information (Dundon et al. 2005; Gollan 2006; Wilkinson et al. 
2013). In some circumstances direct communication from managers to em-
ployees is associated with union substitution and the bypassing of workplace 
representatives (Bratton 2001; Heery et al. 2004; Wells 1993). In the con-
text of more sophisticated managerial practices intended to generate greater 
employee commitment, a challenge for representatives is to ensure effective 
communications with members, thereby ensuring that the union message 
and a union purpose is sustained at the workplace (Gumbrell-McCormick and 
Hyman 2013:152-153) and mitigating, if not avoiding, a ‘crisis of workers’ loy-
alty to their unions’ (Müller-Jentsch 1988:177-178). Stage three thus exam-
ines the effi cacy of management and unions on communications and related 
workplace issues as perceived by union members in the absence and pres-
ence of a workplace representative. The statements listed in Table 7 refer to 
issues where unions and management provide information and may contest 
the interpretation of events. Communication on these issues is thus central to 
securing infl uence.

Four points are immediately apparent from Table 7. First, and replicating the 
evidence presented in Table 6, for 96 of the 98 statements union members 
thought that the union was more effective when a workplace representative 
was present. Only on ‘ensuring security of employment’ in Sif, and ‘dealing 
with work problems you or others may have’ in Bondgenoten did members 
without a workplace representative think that the union performed better. 
Second, in 86 of the 98 cases the union performance was superior to that 
of management when a workplace representative was present. This number 
fell to 22 when no workplace representative was present. Trade unionists are 
thus more likely to regard the union as superior to management at the tasks 
listed in Table 7 when a workplace representative is present. Third, in 59 of 
the 98 cases the performance of the union in the presence of a workplace 
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representative was superior to that of management whose performance, in 
turn, was superior to that of the union where no workplace representative was 
present. In other words, the absence of a workplace representative allowed 
management to gain a superior position in almost 60 per cent of the cases. 
Fourth, for only one case, ‘dealing with problems you or others may have’ in 
Bondgenoten, was the performance of the union in the absence of a workplace 
representative superior to that of the union in the presence of a workplace 
representative and that of management. In the majority of cases the presence 
of a representative is central to a positive perception of the performance of the 
union among members and to the perception of a superior performance of the 
union compared to management.

Examining the data by reference to the statements further demonstrates the 
impact on the perception of union performance among members of the pres-
ence of a workplace representative. The statements in Table 7 refer to issues 
where both the union and management may be the source of information for 
employees. In every union the performance of the union when a representa-
tive was present in the workplace of the member was superior to that of man-
agement on ‘treating members/employees fairly’. With the single exception of 
NITO the same situation applies to ‘dealing with work problems you or others 
may have’. Management outperformed the union where a workplace repre-
sentative was present only in (Sif) on ‘providing opportunities to comment 
on proposed changes’ and in two unions (NITO and BBDSZ) on ‘solving dis-
putes that fl are up between management and employees’. Similarly in Sif and 
NITO management was rated more highly than the union when a workplace 
representative was present for both ‘keeping everyone up to date on proposed 
changes’ and ‘responding to suggestions from members/employees’. Putting 
aside the statement ‘ensuring security of employment’ in only 10 of 84 cases 
recorded for the remaining six statements does management outperform the 
union when there is a workplace representative present from the perspective 
of union members. Seven of these ten cases are concentrated in two unions: 
Sif and NITO. Irrespective of whether a single channel or a dual system is in 
operation, the union with a workplace representative present is generally su-
perior in performance to management in the other twelve unions.

‘Ensuring security of employment’ is the only issue in Table 7 where trade 
unionists think that management outperforms the union when a workplace 
representative is present in four unions (Sif, RBF, NITO and HK). It is thus in 
Nordic unions that workplace representation may be inferior to management 
on the issues included in Table 7, and even among Nordic unions management 
is superior only in a minority of cases.

In contrast, management outperformed the union when there was no work-
place representative present on every issue listed in Table 7 for seven unions 
(Sif, RBF, TU, NITO, HK, UNITE and GPA/DJP). In only two unions (UILCA 
and CC.OO) did the union outperform management when there was no work-
place representative present. Elsewhere management outperformed the un-
ion on six of the seven issues in BBDSZ, fi ve issues in Ver.di and Bondgenoten, 
three issues in KASZ and two issues in Solidarność. In short, management is 
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much more likely to outperform the union when the member is not supported 
by a representative at his/her workplace.

4.4 Summary

This section of the Working Paper has demonstrated four principal points. 
First, the performance of the union is superior at workplaces where repre-
sentatives are present compared to workplaces where there are no representa-
tives. Second, the union is likely to outperform management on a range of 
workplace tasks when a workplace representative is present, but is unlikely to 
do so in the absence of workplace representation. Third, a substantial minor-
ity of members with a representative present at their workplace think that 
there are either not enough representatives or that representatives do not ad-
equately represent members. When these data are combined with those on 
the number of members who do not have a workplace representative at their 
place of work, a majority of members in eight of the fourteen participating 
unions were not content with union representation, with women members 
more likely to be discontented. Fourth, the three points mentioned above ap-
ply to shop stewards in single channel systems and works councillors in dual 
systems of representation. Although more than 20 per cent of works council-
lors were not unionised, there were no marked differences between the two 
systems of workplace representation on the core issues of this analysis.
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5 Conclusions

What are the implications of these fi ndings for explanations of membership 
change and trade union renewal strategies? The fi ndings presented here con-
fi rm that it is the effi cacy and character of activity at the workplace that un-
derpins trade union membership retention and suggests that the exclusion of 
activities at the workplace from explanations of membership change consti-
tutes an analytical shortfall when such explanations are applied to Europe (see 
also Ebbinghaus et al. 2011). This point of departure raises different policy 
questions in circumstances of single channel and dual systems of workplace 
representation. Where single channel systems operate ‘support’ and, if collec-
tive bargaining is decentralised, ‘pay’ may be available through the activities 
of lay representatives or full-time offi cers. Relatively few unions have opted 
for servicing strategies based on the provision of ‘support’ through the em-
ployment of additional full-time offi cers. The extent of membership decline 
with its adverse effects on union fi nances precludes most unions from afford-
ing the salaries of the extra full-time offi cers required to provide workplace 
‘support’ to members. Reliance on lay representatives is thus commonplace. 
As has been shown here, many trade unionists are employed at workplaces 
where there is no lay representation and women are less likely than men to 
work at a workplace where a lay representative is present. Furthermore, wom-
en remain under-represented among lay representatives compared to their 
presence among the membership in most unions (Hansen 2008; Ledwith and 
Colgan 2002). Similarly, in dual systems the provision of ‘support’ is reliant 
on the activities of works councillors, the distribution of which replicates that 
of lay representatives in single channel systems. In short, relying on work-
place representatives to provide ‘support’ to members necessitates the exten-
sion of the coverage of such representatives, particularly in segments of the 
labour market where women are employed in large numbers.

The implications of these fi ndings for union renewal are wide-ranging, par-
ticularly as for most trade unionists unionism is a phenomenon of the work-
place. A reason cited by many members that leave trade unions is the inad-
equacy of support and representation at the workplace (Visser 2002; Jódar et 
al. 2009:15). In the context of deregulation and the decentralisation of bar-
gaining it is also diffi cult to envisage union members either formulating and 
delivering a bargaining agenda or mobilising in support of such an agenda in 
the absence of workplace representation. A host of studies demonstrate that 
support from the union at the workplace is the principal reason for joining a 
union (Freeman and Rogers 1999: 40-43; Jørgensen et al. 1992; Waddington 
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and Whitston 1997). Similarly, non-members often report an unwillingness 
to join a union if they perceive the union is ineffective (Dribbusch 2003). In 
short, the workplace representative is central to union joining and member-
ship retention. The impact of representation on the generation of ‘social capi-
tal’ at the workplace is also evident. The union is perceived by members as 
better in communicating, articulating between workplace and wider union, 
and the representation of members in the presence of a workplace representa-
tive, all of which contribute to the generation of ‘social capital’.

While there is no doubt that many managements have implemented more 
sophisticated workplace and communication practices in recent years, these 
have not generated a ‘crisis of workers’ loyalty to unions’ at workplaces where 
representatives are present. To the contrary, members view the performance 
of the union to be superior to that of management in these circumstances. 
The opportunities for management to generate a ‘crisis of workers’ loyalty to 
unions’ are more evident at workplaces where no representative is present as 
members are more likely to view the performance of management to be su-
perior to that of the union. It is also the case that the presence of a workplace 
representative averts aspects of the ‘crisis of interest aggregation’ as once 
unions have established a workplace presence in private sector services the 
impact of a workplace representative is similar to that in sectors of more long-
standing union organisation.

There are two further implications of these fi ndings for union policymakers 
engaged in union organising campaigns. First, where unionists have adopted 
membership targets in organising campaigns such targets could be usefully 
supplemented by targets for the numbers of workplace representatives, with 
the objective of increasing the ratio of representatives to members. Where 
legally determined sliding scales specify the number of works councillors by 
reference to the size of the workforce increases in the ratio of representatives 
to members or employees are clearly more diffi cult to achieve. In these cir-
cumstances the appointment of more Bedrijfscontactsman (the Netherlands) 
and Vertrauensleute (Germany) or their equivalents elsewhere may be appro-
priate: that is, the appointment of union workplace representatives to supple-
ment the legally determined cohort of works councillors. Second, there is the 
issue of how workplace representatives may participate in union organising 
campaigns. One option pursued by union policymakers is that specialist or-
ganisers be added to union full-time staff to implement organising initiatives, 
thereby allowing workplace representatives to pursue the representative 
function within the workplace. In these circumstances the paramount issues 
involve generating appropriate working relationships between workplace rep-
resentatives and full-time organising staff, and establishing a career struc-
ture for the full-time organising staff rather than them remaining in junior 
positions within the union. A further policy relies on workplace representa-
tives to conduct organising campaigns. This study demonstrates that many 
workplace representatives are already unable to support existing members to 
the standard that they require. Apart from the challenge of providing training 
in organising skills and requesting many workplace representatives to engage 
in activities that hitherto they have eschewed, this policy option raises the 
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possibility that the quality of workplace representation may deteriorate from 
the perspective of members as workplace representatives are deployed to ad-
ditional organising duties.
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