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Abstract 

Belgian union density is evolving more and more into an outlier position: membership did not decrease; no 

significant differences in union density exist among age and establishment size; employees in the private sector 

are more likely to be unionized than those in the public sector; and union membership is equally spread among 

the diverse occupational groups of ‘white-collar’ workers. 

In this paper, in order to understand the specific characteristics of Belgian union density, we look at union 

membership from both an individual and institutional perspective. In the empirical work we consequently 

concentrate on individual characteristics as well as on occupational and sectoral factors. We use a probit analysis 

to estimate the probability to be a union member in Belgium and 15 other countries. We therefore make use of 

micro-data from the European Social Surveys (waves of 2004, 2006 & 2008). 

Additional, we try to introduce new covariants of union membership into the Belgian model. Our 

preliminary results in this regard confirm a significant but negligible effect of the Belgian annual union bonus. 

In the near future we hope to introduce more explaining variables into our model. We among other things expect 

to find more explanations for the specific characteristics of Belgian union membership in union involvement in a 

range of benefits, not necessarily related to unemployment. 
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Introduction: the Belgian case 

Trade unions in Belgium are divided between three competing confederations, which have clear 

political traditions (Fulton 2011). The two largest ACV/CSC (Algemeen Christelijk 

Vakverbond/Confédération des Syndicats Chrétiens) and ABVV/FGTB (Algemeen Belgisch 

Vakverbond/Fédération Générale du Travail de Belgique) are linked to the Christian and socialist 

movements respectively, while the smaller ACLVB/CGSLB (Algemene Centrale der Liberale 

Vakbonden van België/Centrale Générale des Syndicats Libéraux de Belgique) is linked to the liberals1. 

Because of their broad support these three confederations have the status of ‘representative’ unions. 

As a result they can sign agreements and appoint candidates in works council elections. 

Figures from the unions themselves indicate that there are 3.201.302 union members in Belgium (in 

2010). However, with unemployment benefits normally being paid out by the unions, a large number 

of the unemployed are union members and many union members have retired. Competition between 

unions may also lead to the figures being inflated2. For this reason the number of employed trade 

union members is lower. Figures from the ICTWSS database3 put the total of Belgian union members 

at 2.969.000 (in 2009), of which 34.0 percent (1 million) is ‘outside the active, dependent and employed 

labour force’ (i.e. retired workers, independent workers, students, unemployed; see Ebinghaus & 

Visser 2000). Our own HIVA-figures show an even higher fraction of 36.4 per cent inactive union 

members (Liagre & Van Gyes 2011). The ICTWSS database puts union density in Belgium at 52.0 per 

cent (AIAS 2012). 

The Belgian industrial relations system can be described as highly self-organizing. The system is based 

on discussion and compromise between different groups of interest, without clear central control. 

Socio-economic problems are mostly avoided by collective labour agreements, where trade unions 

and employers reach a compromise on, among other things, wage increases in the coming period4. 

Collective bargaining is habitually highly structured, with a central level at the top, covering the 

whole of the private sector; an industrial level beneath, covering specific industrial sectors; and a 

company level negotiation at the bottom (Fulton 2011). This structure means that the proportion of 

employees covered by collective bargaining is high. The European industrial relations observatory 

(EIRO 2012) estimates union coverage at 96 per cent. 

Negotiations at national level take place in the so-called ‘Group of 10’ (Groep van 10/Groupe des 

10). The five members on the union side are made up of representatives of three confederations (2 of 

                                                           

1  An indication of support for these three confederations is the number of seats won in the four-yearly works council election. 

At the elections in 2012 the Christian ACV/CSC won 55.8 per cent of the seats (51.7 per cent of the votes), the socialist 

ABVV/FGTB 34.5 per cent (35.5 per cent of the votes) and the liberal ACLVB/CGSLB 8.0 per cent (11.3 per cent of the votes). 

Works councils must only be set up in larger companies – those with more than 100 employees. However, the figures for the 

elections to the health and safety committees, where the threshold is 50 employees, are very similar. 

2  Pasture & Mampuys (1990) brought to light that the ACV/CSC deliberately inflates the membership data in reports by 15-25 

per cent. In fact, it is a mutual tactic agreement among all trade union confederations to overstate their membership 

statistics (Vandaele 2005). 

3  The ICTWSS database (AIAS 2012) collects data regarding long-term trends in union membership and density on 34 

countries, including all Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, all EU Member States 

and some selected emerging economies including Brazil, China, and India (see also further in this paper). 

4  Socio-economical problems are mostly avoided by collective labour agreements, where trade unions and employers reach a 

compromise on, among other things, wage increases in the coming period. Only when unions and employers cannot reach 

consensus, the government will intervene by proposing a compromise. 
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ACV/CSC, 2 of ABVV/FGTB & 1 of ACLVB/CGSLB). At the industrial level negotiations are carried 

out in sectoral joint committees (paritaire comités/commissions paritaires), which cover the whole of 

the private sector. Sectoral joint committees are composed of the three trade union confederations and 

representatives of the employers active in the sector concerned. Many collective agreements, including 

issues such as pay and working conditions, are negotiated in these sectoral committees. The 

agreements reached in these joint committees are binding for all employers and their workers in the 

industries they cover5 (FOD Werkgelegenheid, Arbeid en Sociaal Overleg 2012). 

At company level, the trade union delegations together with the local union organisations 

negotiate with individual employers. However, agreements are only valid when signed by a trade 

union official (Vakbondssecretaris/Secrétaire Syndical) from outside the workplace. 

1 Explaining union membership variation 

The decision to become or remain a union member depends on a variety of motives, some of which fit 

in an individual utility-maximizing rational-choice framework. Further explanatory factors include 

union representation at the workplace; national and sectoral collective bargaining (Ebbinghaus & 

Visser 1999) and social customs (Visser 2002). Workers leave their unions, among other things, 

because they are unhappy with their union, or because they can benefit from the union without 

paying dues (Givan & Hipp 2012). 

Trade unions produce a host of non-selective public goods, benefiting members and (free-riding) 

non-members alike. These services can be seen as collective goods since they are non-rival in 

consumption, and low-cost exclusion of non-members is not possible (Schnabel & Wagner 2007). 

Olson (1965) argues in this regard that unions, seeking to recruit and mobilize (new) members, 

depend on their ability to provide workers with selective incentives, assuming that utility-maximizing 

individuals become or remain union members based on a cost-benefit analysis. Only where benefits 

are individualized and reserved to trade union members do they act as a powerful motivation for 

membership (Van Rie et al. 2011). If not, an individual has a free-rider incentive not to join the union 

(Schnabel & Wagner 2007). 

The key problem so is to explain why employees would join a union when dues are costly and 

when the benefits are not immediately available (Checchi & Visser 2002). Nevertheless, an individual 

utility-maximizing rational-choice framework of union membership seems highly consistent with the 

observed patterns of union membership. 

So, when deciding to join or leave a union, on the cost side, workers must consider the price of 

membership. Dues may so be an important consideration for prospective members, or for members 

discontinuing their membership (Checchi & Visser 2002). In a multilevel analysis of determinants of 

the leaving rates under Dutch union members, 24 per cent explains their leaving by price motives 

(union dues are to high) (Visser 2002).  

Not only do members need to believe that their dues and their engagement are worth the 

investment, but non-members also need to believe in the positive effects of unions in order to join a 

                                                           

5  Collective agreements reached here are also binding for employers who are not members of signatory organisations, but 

who are covered by the sectoral joint committee within which the agreement has been concluded. Employers are legally 

bound by the agreement unless they have individual employment contracts that include clauses negating the collective 

agreements (EIRO 2012). 
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union (Givan & Hipp 2012). The tendency for dues to rise less than wages, and the fact that the lowest 

dues are found in industries and countries where there is severe competition among unions, are 

further indicators that price considerations are not trivial (Checchi & Visser 2002; Streeck & Visser 

1998). For example, in countries where there are no closed shops, former members may leave the 

union because of a perceived lack of value for money for their dues or because of negative experiences 

they had with the union (Waddington and Kerr 1999). 

2 Covariates of union membership 

Scholars point to different groups of (possible) covariates of union membership: personal 

characteristics such as sex and age, but also establishment size and attitudinal variables should be 

important, while social factors should play a minor role (Schnabel & Wagner 2007). Scheuer (2011) 

highlights as ‘usual suspects’ of low union density, among other things, female gender, white-collar 

status, employment in the private service sector and in small companies and lack of collective 

bargaining coverage. 

Personal characteristics, as sex, age, education and origin, should all affect union membership in 

specific ways. According to Ebbinghaus and Visser (1999) membership statistics show a lower 

unionization of women. This gender gap is commonly explained by women’s weaker attachment to 

the labour market (due family life) and disproportionately participation in part-time jobs (that are less 

unionized). But since the early 1980s ‘the gender gap in unionization is narrowing’ (Visser 2003). 

Concerning age, empirical studies show that the probability of joining a union varies over the life 

course: it is greatest when a young apprentice is offered a permanent position and appears to be lower 

at the end of working life (Ebbinghaus et al. 2011). In general, the relation between age and 

unionization is expected to be concave: the probability of union membership is low among young 

workers, increases with age and decreases when employees exit from work (Blanchflower 2006; 2007). 

Ebbinghaus et al. (2008) document this pattern for nearly all European countries. 

Employees with low or high education are often reported to be less unionized. Although lower 

skilled workers belong to the traditional clientele of unions, they are in most countries less unionized. 

High-educated employees usually have greater individual bargaining power and have thus a lesser 

need for a collective voice. With the exception of the public sector, mainly in the Nordic countries and 

in Belgium, better educated employees tend to be less likely to be unionized (Ebbinghaus et al. 2011). 

Schnabel and Wagner (2007) finally include a dummy variable for native employees in their 

analyses. However international results for race and nationality are quite mixed (see Schnabel 2003), it 

might be expected that foreigners are not as likely to be union members as native employees. 

A second group of variables pointed to as covariate of union membership is linked to the occupational 

position of employees. Probably linked to educational attainment, lower skilled blue-collar workers 

tend to be less unionized than their more skilled colleagues. Ebbinghaus et al. (2011) suggest that, 

since their number has decreased in Europe, trade unions might not make substantial efforts to 

organize the unskilled. In contrast, union membership is prevalent in public services, where trade 

unions are usually recognized by the state. 

Scheuer (2011) calls the pattern of unionization by occupational status a U-curve, since he finds 

higher than average densities among employed professionals (a high-income group), and among 

skilled workers and machine operators. Lower than average densities are found among managers, 
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technicians and service/sales employees. Especially striking is, still according to Scheuer (2011), the 

difference between service/sales workers and clerical support workers, who are both usually classified 

as ‘white-collar’ workers. 

Thirdly, the presence of so-called Ghent systems, and an associated cluster of variables relating to the 

individual exposure to unemployment, has often been identified as a covariate of union membership 

(Oskarsson 2001; Scruggs & Lange 2002; Western 1997). Trade unions in Denmark, Finland, Sweden 

and Belgium are strongly involved in the provision of unemployment insurance6. In the Nordic Ghent 

countries7 (Denmark, Finland & Sweden) unemployment insurance is voluntary but, given that the 

bulk of unemployment insurance is financed through tax subsidies or social contributions, direct 

private costs are relatively low. In Belgium unemployment insurance is compulsory, but trade unions 

are strongly involved in the provision of benefits. 

Van Rie et al. (2011) attribute the exceptionally high union density rates in these countries, among 

other things, to this particular system of (voluntary) unemployment insurance. Heavily subsidized by 

the state and administered by union funds, it strongly motivates workers to become union members. 

The authors argue specifically that the institutional set-up and labour market conditions give rise to 

differentials in trade union density within countries. To gauge the extent to which Ghent-related 

factors can account for union membership, there model, tested using data of the 2006 ESS, includes six 

direct measures of exposure to unemployment. 

Fourthly, patterns of union density are being noted by workplace characteristics such as establishment 

size, union presence on the work floor and employee’s autonomy or influence at work. According to 

Schnabel and Wagner (2007) the most important variable in this group is the presence of a union at the 

workplace, which makes it easier to recruit, serve and keep members8. In all countries of their sample, 

except Belgium, the probability of union membership is significantly higher if there is a union at the 

workplace9. 

Usually, the probability of union membership is expected to rise with establishment size because 

union costs of recruiting and organising should be lower in larger units. In addition, union services 

may be valued most highly in large, bureaucratic organisations where workers are likely to be treated 

impersonally and feel a greater need for representation and protection. In contrast, unions face 

substantial difficulties with access to small-scale private service firms (Ebbinghaus 2006), thus 

supporting a cost-benefit explanation of union membership. 

                                                           

6  The Nordic systems have been subject to erosion: unemployment insurance has become more costly and less generous. 

Alternatives to dual membership of a trade union and its fund have gained in popularity. The risk of unemployment 

decreased from the mid-1990s to 2008. Nevertheless, it would appear that the Ghent system continues to favour union 

density, and to do so for workers across different occupations and educational levels (Van Rie et al. 2012). 

7  We use the term ‘Nordic countries’ to refer to the countries discussed in this article, Denmark, Finland and Sweden. 

Another Nordic country, Norway, abolished its Ghent system when it introduced mandatory unemployment insurance in 

1938 (Western 1997); its union density rate is currently at a level comparable to Belgium. 

8  Note that this relationship is not tautological (Schnabel & Wagner 2007). While in all countries union members are more 

often found in firms with a trade union, in some countries (such as Belgium and Denmark), about 30 per cent of union 

members work in firms without union presence at the workplace. 

9  This finding is consistent with a number of previous cross-national studies using aggregate data that find positive effects of 

workplace representation (rights) on union density (Checchi and Lucifora 2002; Checchi and Visser 2005; Ebbinghaus & 

Visser 1999; Hancké 1993). 
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But as Schnabel and Wagner (2007) posit, in addition to these four groups of variables (personal and 

occupational characteristics, Ghent-related factors and workplace characteristics), institutional factors 

can influence unionization as well. More precisely, in order to fully grasp the individual determinants 

of union membership, one should not disregard the macro-level context. 

3 The Belgian outlier position 

In this section of the paper we firstly describe (the growth of) the Belgian outlier position. Belgian 

union density will be compared with the density of other countries. Secondly, the differences in trends 

will be established, pinpointing to the success of Belgian trade unions in involving certain 

occupational groups (professionals) and service sectors. Therefore, the next specific determinants of 

union membership in Belgium will be discussed: the individual exposure to unemployment (Ghent-

related factors), the wider administrative involvement of Belgian unions and the fact that union 

membership in Belgium is reasonably cheap. 

3.1 Lon-term trends: membership is not decreasing 

Against the backdrop of a general relapse of union membership in nearly all OCED and EU member 

states, the divergent trajectory of Belgium has attracted considerable attention (Vandaele 2009; Van 

Rie et al. 2011). The number of union members in Belgium is not declining. The Belgian density rate 

even showed periods of growth over the most recent years. 

During the post-war period, the number of union members more than fivefold: from 601.300 

members in 1945 to 3.201.300 in 2010 (Figure 1). Trade union membership declines during only two 

periods in this timeframe: in the years 1959-1962, a regression of 0.7 per cent is observed; and between 

1977 and 1988, there is an increase of 2.8 per cent. This contrasts sharply with the decades of the 1950s, 

1960s and 1970s, in which the number of union members grew by 27.3 per cent, 20.5 per cent and 42.2 

per cent, respectively (Vandaele 2005). In the most recent decades of the 1990s and 2000s union 

members in Belgium grew by 12.5 per cent and 16.1 per cent. 

Despite this remarkable development, analytical research into Belgian membership figures 

remained limited. As one of the reasons why the existing research hardly reaches beyond the 

descriptive faze, Vandaele (2005) points at the reluctance of the Belgian trade unions to provide 

figures about their membership numbers. 
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Figure 1 Union membership in Belgium, in thousands, 1945-2010 

 
Sources 1945-1995: Ebbinghaus & Visser (2000) 

 1995-2010: Liagre & Van Gyes (2011) 

Union density, defined as the share of wage and salary earners in employment who are members of a 

union, fell in most rich economies, but losses varied substantially from country to country (Schmitt & 

Mitukiewicz 2011). An important data source regarding long-term trends in union membership and 

density is the Database on Institutional Characteristics of Trade Unions, Wage Setting, State 

Intervention and Social Pacts (ICTWSS), set up and maintained at the Amsterdam Institute for 

Advanced Labour Studies (AIAS) of the University of Amsterdam10, under the responsibility of 

Professor Jelle Visser (AIAS 2012). The ICTWSS database collects information on 34 countries, 

including all Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, all EU 

Member States and some selected emerging economies including Brazil, China, and India11. 

  

                                                           

10  The complete database can be downloaded at http://www.uva-aias.net/208. This paper uses the May 2011 version. 

11  The complete time series for membership trends and trade union density, covering the period 1960–2009, are among other 

things available for Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 

Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. The shorter, but also continuous time series for the Check 

Republic, Estonia, Greece, Hungary Luxembourg and Spain where also taken into account for this paper. 
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Table 1 Net trade union density in 21 European countries, 1960 - 2009 

 

1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010* 

Austria 67.9 62.8 56.7 46.9 41.1 36.6 33.3 28.1 

Belgium** 40.4 43.9 53.4 54.3 55.4 49.6 54.1 52.0 

Czech Republic 

    

43.5 27.2 19.7 17.3 

Denmark** 56.9 60.3 78.6 74.2 77.0 74.2 71.7 68.8 

Estonia 

    

32.2 14.9 9.1 6.7 

Finland** 31.9 51.3 69.4 72.5 80.4 74.2 72.4 70.0 

France 19.6 21.7 18.3 9.9 8.8 8.0 7.7 7.6 

Germany 34.7 32.0 34.9 31.2 29.2 24.6 21.7 18.6 

Greece     39.0 34.1 31.3 26.5 24.6 24.0 

Hungary 

  

94.0 83.1 49.1 21.7 17.5 16.8 

Ireland 50.4 59.1 63.5 56.7 52.3 40.4 36.6 36.6 

Italy 24.7 37.0 49.6 38.8 38.1 34.8 33.6 35.1 

Luxembourg 

 

46.8 50.8 46.4 43.5 42.5 41.4 37.3 

Netherlands 40.0 36.5 34.8 24.3 25.7 22.9 21.4 19.0 

Norway 60.0 56.8 58.3 58.5 57.3 54.4 54.9 54.4 

Poland 80.7 90.0 65.3 30.4 30.8 24.2 19.0 15.0 

Portugal 100.0 100.0 54.8 28.0 25.4 21.6 21.2 19.3 

Spain 

 

100.0 18.7 12.5 16.3 16.7 15.2 15.9 

Sweden** 72.1 67.7 78.0 81.5 86.6 80.1 76.0 68.9 

Switzerland 36.1 28.9 27.7 22.7 22.7 20.6 19.3 17.8 

United Kingdom 40.4 44.8 50.7 39.3 33.4 30.5 28.6 27.5 

Source:  Own computations based on data from the ICTWSS database (AIAS 2012). 

 * Data from the last available year is of 2008: France, Greece, Hungary and Luxembourg. Data from the last 

available year is of 2009: Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, 

Spain, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. 

 ** Ghent countries 

Table 1 presents information on union density in the by us selected countries. As can be seen in 

2008/2010 union density figures varied considerably in Europe, ranging from about 6.7 per cent in 

Estonia to 70.0 per cent in Denmark. In general the Nordic countries and Belgium record the highest 

union densities. When looking at relative developments between 1960 and 2009, it is possible to 

identify some important differences across countries in terms of trade union density patterns. In only 

a minority of counties, trade unions have managed to increase their density over the last half century.  

In Finland the union density rate increased by 38.1 percentage points: from 32 per cent in 1960 to 69 

per cent in 1995. This is an average increase of 0.76 per year. In Denmark in this same period union 

density increased only by 11.9 percentage points, however union density is always been high in 

Denmark. In Belgium the union density rate increased by 11.6 percentage points from 40 per cent in 

1960 to 32.0 per cent in 2009. In both latter cases, this is an average increase of 0.24 per year. 

A significant decline in trade union density seems to be a common feature of eastern and central 

European countries, with exceptional losses in Poland, Austria and the Netherlands. While the level of 

union density in transition economies in the early 1990s was typically high and above the EU average, 

it rapidly decreased and now usually stands below this reference (Eurofound 2010). The most evident 

decline in union density occurred in the ex-dictatorial countries Portugal and Spain, considering that, 

when the transition started, union density was virtually 100 per cent. 

Union density rates in Denmark, Finland and Sweden are significantly higher than in the other EU 

member states. In the two first-mentioned countries the share of union membership among wage and 

salary earners is now larger than in the 1960 and 1970. In these Nordic countries however, union 
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density over the last two decennia however, experienced a decline. Belgium on the other hand, is the 

only country which has confirmed a stable to growing trend in recent years. 

Denmark, Finland and Sweden, and in to a lesser extent Belgium, have the highest unionisation 

rates in the western world. These four countries contradict the notion that workers in industrial 

countries decreasingly join unions (Scruggs 2002). As explanation for the higher union density in 

those countries several authors pinpoint to the element that unions are involved in a de facto Ghent 

system of employment insurance (see Van Rie et al. 2011). 

3.2 Unemployment insurance and union membership 

Following Olson (1965), we believe that collective benefits do not, by themselves, explain the existence 

of collective action, or in this case union membership. In fact, for many such collective goods 

individuals have little incentive to contribute to their provision, since the likelihood of their 

contribution making any appreciable difference to the outcome approaches zero (Scruggs 2002). The 

control of access to unemployment benefits is a very good example of the kind of selective incentive 

that Olson deemed vital in overcoming collective action problems12.  

Western (1997) however, estimates union density for 18 countries and finds a significant negative 

impact of unemployment. Though he finds a consistent pattern for subgroups of countries, which 

allows him to claim that: ‘where unions manage unemployment insurance funds, rising joblessness 

has not threatened union membership rolls’ (Western 1997). Similarly, both Checchi and Visser (2005) 

and Oskarsson (2001) have shown that unemployment has an opposite impact in Ghent and non-

Ghent countries, both in the short and in the long run.  

So, contrary to the often negative association between unemployment and union membership, 

unions in Ghent countries have a tendency to increase their membership figures under conditions of 

rising unemployment. Belgium, as a de facto Ghent country13 (Scruggs 2002), practises a hybrid 

system with de jure compulsory unemployment insurance, but de facto union dominance through 

union involvement in benefit administration in both the public and the private sector14 (Vandaele 

2006). Just like the Ghent systems in Denmark, Finland and Sweden, the Belgian system supports thus 

unionisation but within a compulsory scheme. In contrast to other Ghent countries, Belgium has no 

prior membership requirements with regard to unemployment benefit services of trade unions, which 

leaves plenty of space for selection (Van Rie et al. 2011). 

While the Belgian Ghent system plays an important role in promoting trade union membership, its 

incentives seem more restricted to certain tiers of the labour market than is the case in other Ghent 

countries15. For example, the fact that manual workers have weaker dismissal protection and are at the 

                                                           

12  Indeed, given the importance of employment in the life-chances of wage earners, we might expect them to be quite sensitive 

to the selective benefits of being enrolled in union-run unemployment insurance systems (Scruggs 2002). 

13  Belgium is classified as a Ghent country by both Rothstein (1992) and Western (1997). Ebbinghaus and Visser (1999) and 

Vandaele (2005) call it a ‘quasi-Ghent’ system, in so far as unemployment insurance is compulsory rather than voluntary. 

Van Rie et al. (2011) call it a partial Ghent system. ‘The Belgian system has become non-Ghent’, they explain. 

14  The non-union-linked provision of unemployment benefit via the HVW/CAPAC, the state payment agency, remains 

inferior: most employees consider it as unattractive, which makes it easier for the unions to recruit and to keep members 

among the unemployed (Vandaele xxx). 

15  The Belgian case also reveals to a lesser extent the importance of factors that go beyond directly Ghent-related incentives. 

For example age effects are important in all three Nordic countries. This observation can in part be attributed to the erosion 

of the Ghent system there, which may be particularly marked among younger cohorts (Van Rie et al. 2011). 
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same time more exposed to unemployment provides them clearly with a greater incentive to join 

unions for Ghent-related reasons. 

3.3 The wider administrative involvement of Belgian unions 

The unemployment insurance system is an important, but not the only factor in explaining why 

Belgium is an exception to the general decline in union density. Belgian unions offer a much wider 

range of benefits than only providing unemployment benefits. Apart from this basic role, the 

unemployment insurance system also forms the basis for career interruption, short-time working 

benefits and the principal early retirement scheme. Van Rie et al. (2011) argue therefore that the 

Belgian institutional set-up provides stronger incentives for manual workers in industry with lower 

educational attainment and a past unemployment record16. 

First, there is a special provision called ‘temporary unemployment’, which provides 

unemployment benefits to workers – as a general rule only manual workers – who are forced to 

reduce their working time because of factors beyond the control of the employer (i.a. bad weather, 

technical failures and severe drops in demand). The employment contract is therby suspended on a 

temporary basis (Vandaele 2009). The system is widely used: in a typical year, one in ten manual 

workers is likely to receive such a benefit, which is paid by the unions (Van Rie et al. 2011). 

Second, notice periods tend to vary by sectoral agreement, but as a general rule they are 

significantly shorter for manual workers. This distinction has strong implications for unemployment 

insurance, since a dismissed worker becomes eligible for unemployment benefits only after the end of 

the notice period. As a result of shorter notice periods, manual workers are far more likely to have to 

resort to unemployment insurance. This means that manual workers in Belgium have a much higher 

probability than non-manual workers of receiving unemployment benefits, either in work or after 

redundancy. 

3.4 Union membership in Belgium is reasonably cheap 

Union dues in Belgium are reasonably cheap compared to other countries, which has in particular an 

important effect in retaining hard-to-reach groups (white collars, service sector …). This price factor 

seems a forgotten issue in the scientific debate of joining unions. But, according to the theory of public 

goods (Olson 1965), no one will rationally join in the cost of union benefits if one can enjoy the goods 

for free. After all, why would any individual join a union when dues are costly and the benefits apply 

to all workers despite of their union status? 

If agreements and their observance do not succeed, union egoism may prevail over the rhetorical 

demands for solidarity. This risk emerges especially in hard times during which membership numbers 

are declining (Keller 2005). Hence, according to the utility-maximizing rational-choice framework, 

each individual worker finds in the price of union membership an incentive not to join (Schnabel & 

Wagner 2007). Workers, according to this logic, will leave their unions if they can benefit from the 

                                                           

16  This distinction, between manual and non-manual workers, is particularly important for Belgium since the labour 

legislation and collective agreements relating to dismissal and severance payments distinguish between manual and non-

manual workers. Temporary unemployment, an important working-time reduction compensation mechanism is also 

restricted to manual workers. 
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union without paying dues (free-riding), which is especially possible in Belgium, where prior 

membership is not a requirement for union benefits, such as unemployment benefits. 

Because Belgian unions have been able to increase their membership figures in recent years, as well 

as providing unemployment benefit and legal services to members, Belgian unions are in many 

industries able to offer members an annual union bonus, which can account for more than half the 

unions’ annual subscription fees (Fulton 2011). For this annual union bonus (syndicale premie/prime 

syndicale), unions are dependent on employer’s goodwill in several sectoral agreements in which 

firms promise to pay back a part of membership dues to their workers in return for industrial peace 

(Van Gyes, De Witte & van der Hallen 2000). 

3.5 Hypotheses 

An employee’s decision to join a union is influenced by several factors, such as: personal 

characteristics, Ghent-related factors, workplace characteristics and institutional factors. With respect 

to age for example, we know that union density among young Belgian workers is rapidly increasing, 

in order to remain stable for a long time, after which union density falls rapidly from the age of 50. 

This is, in international perspective, a quite unusual pattern. Based on our theoretical framework, we 

also expect such an outlier position regarding other covariates of union membership. More 

specifically, we presuppose that occupational status in Belgium will be otherwise related to union 

membership than in the other countries in our sample (hypothesis 1). 

In line with Olson (1965), we suggested several selective incentives by which ‘latent’ collective 

interests might be mobilized more successfully. One particularly important incentive in the case of 

union membership is, as said, the individuals’ exposure to unemployment. Similar to the assumption 

that Ghent-related variables are strongly related to union membership, our second hypothesis is that: 

in Belgium, just like in other Ghent countries, past unemployment, job insecurity and manual work 

will be positively related to union membership. Consistent with these hypotheses, we expect this 

relation to be conversely in non-Ghent countries. 

Trade unions produce a host of non-selective public goods, benefiting members and (free-riding) 

non-members alike. But, according to the theory of public goods and the utility-maximizing rational-

choice framework, no one will rationally join in the cost of union benefits if they can enjoy the goods 

for free. Seeking to recruit and mobilize (new) members, trade unions therefore make use of their 

ability to provide workers with selective incentives. The annual union bonus in Belgium typically is an 

example of such a selective incentive. Therefore, our third hypothesis is that the existence of an annual 

union bonus in the sector where one works is significantly and positively related to the prevalence of 

union membership. 

4 Survey analysis 

The data used in this paper is derived from three rounds of the European Social Surveys (ESS), fielded 

in 2004, 2006 and 2008. This cross-section survey covers 28 countries17 and is representative of all 

persons aged 15 and over (no upper age limit) resident within private households in each country, 

                                                           

17  Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, 

Ireland, Israel, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Russian Federation, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, 

Turkey, United Kingdom and Ukraine. 
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regardless of their nationality, citizenship or language (ESS 2009; 2010). The survey involves strict 

random probability sampling, a minimum target response rate of 70 per cent and rigorous translation 

protocols. The ESS-data are collected in face-to-face interviews18. Although the sample size varies 

between countries (see Table 2), the ESS-data is a much better basis for cross-country comparisons 

than data from national surveys (Schnabel & Wagner 2007). A second advantage of the ESS-data lies in 

the ex-ante coordination of the questionnaire used among the teams involved in the various country 

surveys.  

We restrict the sample to employees only, to be able to calculate net trade union density rates for 

all 16 countries in our study19. Respondents are included in the analysis if they answered ‘employee’ 

at the question about their employment relation and the sample is restricted by age to all employees 

older than 15 and younger than 65 (the official retirement age in Belgium). 

The ESS data allow us to investigate the different groups of possible covariates of union membership 

as described in section 2. These variables can be used to estimate identically specified empirical 

models and they should provide a satisfying basis for cross-country comparisons. We rely therefore 

on a study of Claus Schnabel and Joachim Wagner (2007). 

Because the dependent variable in our study is a dummy variable, indicating whether an employee 

is a union member or not, a probit analysis is appropriate. More specifically we use the proc logistic 

procedure in SAS to estimate the probability of union membership.  

4.1 Operationalization 

In this section we translate our theoretical concepts into measurable variables. The dependent variable 

in our analysis is union membership among current employees. The respondents were asked whether 

they were a member of a trade union at the time of interview or previously. Those who answered this 

question with ‘yes, currently’ are coded as union members20. 

The explanatory variables in our analysis are clustered in four groups: personal characteristics, Ghent-

related factors, workplace characteristics and sectoral characteristics. The first group of variables 

contains four socio-demographic variables (sex, age, education, origin), one variable which refers to 

the occupational status of each individual and one control variable (political orientation). For age we 

introduce both a variable age and a squared form of this variable to detect whether or not there is a 

concave relationship between age and unionization. Educational attainment is operationalized by the 

ESS version of ISCED, based on the question ‘What is the highest level of education you have 

achieved?’ (ESS 2010). Our rescaled groups are: low education (up to lower secondary), middle 

education (upper secondary) and high education (tertiary education). Origin is operationalized by a 

                                                           

18  The ESS-data and information about the ESS are available on the ESS website host by the NSD – Norwegian Social Science 

Data Services (http://ess.nsd.uib.no). For this study we use the ESS1-2002 Edition 6.2, the ESS2-2004 Edition 3.2, the ESS3-

2006 Edition 3.3, the ESS4-2008 Edition 4.0 (all four released on 2 February 2011) and the ESS5-2010 Edition 2.0 (released on 

28 March 2012). 

19  Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, 

Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and United Kingdom. 

20  Note that the interviewees were asked ‘Are you or have you ever been a member of a trade union or similar organization?’ 

(ESS1: F 28; ESS2, ESS3 & ESS4: F 30; ESS-5: F39), and one category is ‘Yes, currently’. However, given that we do not know 

what the interviewees consider as a ‘similar organization’ we are not sure if they are all union members as strictly specified 

in the definition. 

http://ess.nsd.uib.no/
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dummy variable for native employees. Value 1 indicates that the individual was born in the country 

where he/she lives at the moment of survey. 

Unfortunately, the ESS does not provide a public/private-sector coding, and we therefore cannot 

directly control for this important distinction. To provide an answer to this problem, we constructed 

an occupational status variable, based on the ISCO-88, with the following possible values: manual 

worker, clerical worker, official and teacher. As a control variable, we include political orientation. 

This variable is derived from an 11-point left to right scale (0–10) in the ESS. The four most extreme 

values at each side were recorded into respectively ‘left’ and ‘right’. The remainder values were 

recorded as ‘middle’. 

To gauge the extent to which Ghent-related factors can account for union membership, a second 

group of variables on micro level contains three variables which are related to individual exposure to 

unemployment and the likelihood of having to resort to insurance unemployment benefits (see Van 

Rie et al. 2011). Past experience of unemployment is measured using the ESS question: ‘have you ever 

been unemployed and seeking work for a period of more than three months?’ Job insecurity is 

measured using the ESS question about the individuals’ employment contract. Possible values are 

‘unlimited’, ‘limited’ and ‘no contract’. The division between manual and non-manual workers is 

based on the ISCO-8821. 

As variable that fits into the type ‘workplace characteristics’, we introduce establishment size into the 

model22. Unfortunately, we do not have the necessary data across the different used ESS-waves to 

introduce 'the union presence on the work floor' into our model. This is also the case for ‘the 

employees' autonomy or influence at work'. 

Finally, we introduce one sectoral characteristic into the model: the potential right on an annual union 

bonus. This variable has value 1 if an individual, based on his sectoral joint committee, has the right 

on an annual union bonus. With the aim to assign to each Belgian ESS-respondent a sectoral joint 

committee, we recoded the ESS-variables Industry (NACE Rev. 1) and Occupation (ISCO88). 

Unfortunately, we have no comparative data to introduce this variable across the other countries in 

our sample. 

4.2 Descriptive findings 

In this section we outline a picture of the union density in Belgium and 15 other European countries, 

as found in Annex A. We do this based on our explanatory variables structure (see Table 1) and the 

operationalization of these variables as stated above. First we discuss the differences between 

countries concerning personal characteristics of employees, after which we focus on the differences 

concerning the professional position and the variables concerning the individual exposure to 

unemployment. 

As in most countries, there is a gender gap in Belgian union density. Union density among men is still 

higher: 52.7 compared to 40.1 per cent. Striking however is our finding that union density among 

                                                           

21  Recoding of ISCO-88 (COM): for non-manual workers ISCO88<6000 and for manual workers 5999<ISCO88. 

22  The ESS question is: ‘Including yourself, about how many people are/were employed at the place where you usually 

work/worked?’ Possible answers are: ‘under 10’, ‘10 to 24’, ‘25 to 99’, ‘100 to 499’ and ‘500 or more’ (ESS 2010). 
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women is higher than among men in all other Ghent countries23 (Denmark, Finland & Sweden). 

Belgium is an exception in this respect, which might be explained by the frequent occurrence of part-

time work among Belgian women. With regard to age, we know from previous research that union 

density among young employees is rapidly increasing, in order to remain stable for a long time, after 

which union density falls rapidly from the age of 50. The union density in Belgium has a so-called 

'strongly flattened, reversed U-shaped pattern' (Liagre & Van Gyes 2012). In this analysis however, we 

find proof that this is exceptional in international comparative perspective: not in one country is the 

distinction between union density among young employees (16-29 years) and the middle group (30-49 

years), in proportion, so small24. With regard to educational attainment we expected that the 

differences between the groups would be small, which is confirmed. The union density among low-

skilled is, in comparison with the middle group, nowhere as high as in Belgium. A second important 

fact is that only in Belgium the union density among highly-educated is significantly lower. The 

Belgian result for origin finally, is not statistically significant. 

The Belgian outlier position becomes even clearer if we look at the occupational position of 

respondents in our sample. As stated, Scheuer (2011) calls the pattern of unionization by occupation a 

U-curve, since he finds higher than average densities among professionals and among skilled workers 

and machine operators. Belgium however, is an exception in the first respect. The Belgian union 

density is lower among ‘professionals’ and ‘technicians and associate professionals’, which is not the 

case in any other country in our sample. On the other hand, we do find ‘craft and related trades 

workers’ and ‘plant and machine operators, and assemblers’ very well organized in Belgium, with 

respectively densities of 64 and 69 per cent. Especially striking in addition is the unity in union 

density between service and sales workers on the one hand and clerical support workers on the other 

hand. In contrast to other countries, an office worker in Belgium has an equal chance to be unionized 

than a hospital or nursery home assistant, or indeed, a sales assistant. 

Table 2 Net trade union density in Belgium and some other European countries, by occupational status 

 

BE CH CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB HU NL NO PL PT SE 

N 3331 3772 3261 5308 3224 3259 3475 4011 2819 4371 1952 3881 3678 3006 3448 3842 

total 46.3 14.0 10.1 14.8 75.8 8.9 11.8 66.1 8.4 21.0 10.8 21.1 50.6 9.7 10.6 69.5 

occupation *** *** ** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 

managers 32.9 15.0 ~ 16.3 74.5 5.5 ~ 65.4 8.9 14.1 ~ 21.6 44.7 11.3 10.7 66.1 

professionals 36.0 19.9 10.4 17.0 84.7 17.9 17.8 75.5 13.3 40.5 24.5 27.1 67.6 18.6 29.2 79.7 

technicians  45.5 15.5 11.6 16.8 84.7 13.7 15.9 69.9 10.6 35.8 14.1 23.0 61.4 16.0 17.1 74.1 

clerical support  42.5 7.7 12.4 14.7 75.6 6.9 12.2 62.8 8.0 18.4 16.7 14.1 48.7 10.2 17.3 59.1 

service and sales  42.8 10.6 6.4 8.5 64.9 4.1 8.5 64.1 4.4 12.4 12.0 13.4 39.1 3.8 9.2 63.7 

agricultural workers 50.2 ~ ~ 16.3 52.9 ~ ~ 46.6 ~ ~ ~ ~ 40.7 ~ ~ 41.9 

craft and related 64.3 18.4 7.8 19.4 81.0 7.7 11.7 65.0 6.3 16.2 4.0 29.8 43.0 8.7 4.8 70.0 

machine operators 69.0 26.3 13.4 16.9 80.3 9.9 14.1 68.0 11.0 24.7 12.5 40.1 52.0 9.8 7.1 77.2 

elementary occup. 48.0 6.7 8.9 7.6 57.4 3.0 9.3 53.4 4.4 14.5 3.8 7.7 33.6 5.5 3.6 52.1 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001; ~ means N = less than 10 

                                                           

23  It should be noted that not in no non-Ghent country union density is significantly higher among women. Union density in 

contrast is significantly higher among men in: Switzerland, Germany, Estonia, Spain, France and the Netherlands. 

24  We also note that the union density in our oldest age group in Belgium is slightly lower than in the entire population. This 

is in not the case in any other country in our sample. The difference is however quite small. 
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Looking to our occupational status groups finally (manual worker, clerical workers, officials and 

teachers), we find that Belgian manual workers are very well unionized, while union density among 

officials is below average. Especially in this latter regard, Belgium is unique: in all other countries 

union density among officials is higher, both than among manual workers and clerical employees. 

These are unexpected and remarkable differences. 

As a control variable finally, we included political orientation in our analysis. As expected, employees 

with left political orientation have a significantly higher chance to be unionized then those who are 

right oriented. Political orientation however, has less influence in Belgium then in other countries. 

Moreover, Belgium is the only country where centre oriented employees have a slightly higher chance 

to be unionized. 

To gauge the extent to which Ghent-related factors can account for union membership, a second 

group of three variables, which are related to the individual exposure to unemployment, were 

included in the model. Belgium is an exception regarding the descriptive statistics of two of them. 

Firstly, regarding past experience of unemployment, Belgium is the only country where employees 

who ever found themselves in a situation in which they were unemployed for a period longer than 

three months have a significantly higher chance to be unionized. For the other Ghent countries the 

difference between those who do and do not ever found themselves in such a situation, the difference 

in union density is not statistically significant. For all other countries the relation with past experience 

of unemployment is conversely. Secondly, regarding the division between manual and non-manual 

workers, Belgium is the only country where manual workers are in a situation in which they have a 

higher probability of union membership. 

As characteristic of the workplace, we introduced the establishment size into the model, a variable to 

which the Belgian workers in our sample form yet another exception. However, in this case not only 

the Belgians are different. In all the Ghent countries establishment size is less imported then in the 

bulk of countries. Union density ranges from 43.6 per cent in the smallest establishments (under 10 

employers) to 53.2 per cent in the biggest establishments (500 or more employers). 

4.3 Regression findings 

The regression model in Table 3 estimates the probability to be a union member in Belgium. A brief 

comparison between Belgium and other countries will be discussed in the section 4.4. A regression 

model for each other country in our sample can be found in Annex B. 

We build on a hierarchical regression in four sub-models whereby respectively personal 

characteristics, Ghent-related factors, workplace characteristics and sectoral characteristics (only for 

Belgium) are added to the model. The additions of the first two groups of variables meant a significant 

improvement of the model. The addition of the workplace variable (establishment size) and the 

sectoral variable (annual union bonus) contributed less to the model. Model 4 has a max-rescaled R2 

value of 0.1696. Below we discuss only this fourth model. 
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Table 3 Logistic regression, union membership among current employees, Belgium, N = 3331 

 

model 1 model 2 model 3 model 4 

 

est. 

odds-

ratio sign.  est. 

odds-

ratio sign.  est. 

odds-

ratio sign.  est. 

odds-

ratio sign.  

personal characteristics 

age (16 = 0) 0.209 1.232 *** 0.165 1.179 *** 0.157 1.170 *** 0.160 1.174 *** 

age squared -0.003 0.997 *** -0.002 0.998 *** -0.002 0.998 *** -0.002 0.998 *** 

sex (1 = men) 0.430 1.537 *** 0.412 1.509 *** 0.422 1.526 *** 0.406 1.501 *** 

educational attainment 

            low education -0.090 0.914 

 

-0.035 0.966 

 

-0.080 0.923 

 

-0.067 0.935 

 high education -0.869 0.420 *** -0.872 0.418 *** -0.892 0.410 *** -0.858 0.424 *** 

origin (1 = native) 0.361 1.435 ** 0.407 1.502 ** 0.326 1.385 * 0.274 1.315 (*) 

occupational status 

            clerical worker -0.498 0.608 *** -0.412 0.663 

 

-0.279 0.756 

 

-0.441 0.644 *** 

teacher -0.850 0.427 * -0.718 0.488 

 

-0.603 0.547 

 

-0.872 0.418 (*) 

official 0.041 1.042 

 

0.219 1.245 

 

0.349 1.418 

 

-0.104 0.901 

 political orientation 

            left oriented 0.063 1.065 

 

0.078 1.081 

 

0.075 1.078 

 

0.002 1.002 

 right oriented -0.259 0.772 * -0.220 0.803 * -0.234 0.791 * -0.280 0.756 * 

Ghent-related factors 

past unemployment > 3m 

   

0.643 1.903 *** 0.687 1.988 *** 0.657 1.929 *** 

job insecurity 

            limited contract 

   

-0.399 0.671 ** -0.380 0.684 ** -0.390 0.677 ** 

no contract 

   

-1.092 0.335 *** -1.024 0.359 *** -0.964 0.382 *** 

manual work (1 = yes) 

   

0.084 1.088 

 

0.203 1.225 

    workplace characteristics 

establishment size 

            under 10 employees 

      

-0.144 0.866 

 

-0.064 0.938 

 10 to 24 employees 

      

0.033 1.033 

 

0.026 1.026 

 100 to 499 employees 

      

-0.114 0.892 

 

-0.091 0.913 

 500 or more employees 

      

0.354 1.425 ** 0.319 1.376 * 

sectoral characteristics 

annual union bonus 

         

0.003 1.003 ** 

model 

observations used 3139 2957 3094 2581 

max-rescaled R2 0.1291 0.1623 0.1674 0.1696 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 Reference categories: sex (ref.: women); educational attainment; (ref.: middle education); origin (ref.: non-native); 

occupational status: (ref.: manual worker); political orientation (ref.: centre oriented); past unemployment (ref.: not 

experienced); job insecurity (ref.: unlimited contract); establishment size (ref.: 25 to 99 employees); annual union 

bonus (ref.: no union bonus) 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 

What concerns the personal characteristics, we find a significant effect for all six variables. For 

example: men have 1.50 times more chance to be unionized and with every year that one gets older 

increases this chance. The largest effect is observed for educational attainment: high-educated 

employees have 2.36 times less chance to be unionized then middle-educated. The result for low-

skilled employees is not significant. Also striking is the difference between manual and clerical 

workers. The latter have, in comparison with the former, 1.55 times less chance to be unionized. The 

effect of our control variable political orientation is significant, but rather small: right oriented 

employees have 1.32 times less chance to be unionized. 
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The most striking effects we find in the group of Ghent-related variables, referring to the 

individual exposure to unemployment. Employees who were unemployed for a period longer than 

three months, have nearly two times as much (1.93) chance to be unionized then those who were 

never in such a situation. Regarding the relation with job insecurity, we note that, compared to 

employees with an unlimited contract, the ones with a limited contract have 1.47 times less chance to 

be unionized. Employees without a contract have 2.62 times less chance to be unionized.  

Regarding workplace and sectoral characteristics, we only find two small significant linkages. 

Firstly, employees who work in an establishment with 500 employees or more have 1.38 times more 

chance to be unionized, compared to those who work in an establishment with 25-99 employees. 

Secondly, employees who, according to their PC, are entitled to a union bonus, have a slightly greater 

chance (only 1.003 times more) to be a union member. 

Figure 2 Logistic regression (significant results), union membership among current employees 

 
source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: Negative scores = ‘x time less chance to be unionized’ 

 Positive scores = ‘x time more chance to be unionized’ 

 

4.4 Looking beyond borders 

The tables in Annex B present the results of the estimating of identical models with the explanatory 

variables for all 16 countries. From the tables, it can be seen that our model does not perform equally 

well in each country and that the same covariates have a rather different explanatory power across 

countries (in some cases even changing signs between countries25. Despite and thanks to these 

differences, some interesting insights about the Belgian outlier position regarding union density can 

be drawn. 

Personal characteristics play a significant role in explaining union membership in all countries in 

our sample. The relative importance of individual characteristics and the direction of the relations, 

however, vary. In addition, there are only two countries in which all personal characteristics prove to 

                                                           

25  This is not surprising given the substantial differences between countries concerning the labour movement, the political and 

social system, traditions and history, the stage of economic development and the current economic situation (Schnabel & 

Wagner 2007). 
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be significant: Belgium and Norway. Firstly, age is related to union membership in all countries: the 

probability that an older employee is a union member is all over significantly higher. Compared with 

Belgium however, this relation is stronger in 9 countries, comparable in 4 countries and only weaker 

in two countries (Estonia & Switzerland). So the connection in Belgium between age and union 

membership is rather weak26. Secondly, as stated above, clerical workers in Belgium have a lower 

probability to be unionized then their manual working colleagues. This connection is only significant 

is two other countries, namely Denmark and Sweden, not coincidentally as well Ghent countries. 

With regard to Ghent-related variables, the most striking difference between Belgium and the other 

countries in our sample is that in no country, except for Finland, the connection between a past 

unemployment experience and union membership is positive: in 12 countries employees who were 

unemployed for more than three months have less chance to be unionized, in two countries the result 

is not significant. 

Regarding job insecurity, we noted that Belgian employees with a limited contract have 

significantly less chance to be unionized. This is also true in 11 other counties. However, the 

relationship between job insecurity and union membership is less strong in Belgium then in all other 

countries with a significant result. 

Establishment size finally, plays a less significant role for union membership in Belgium then in the 

other countries in our sample: while in Belgium only in workplaces with more than 500 employees the 

chance to be unionized is significantly higher; in all other countries the chance to be unionized is also 

significantly lower in small establishments. 

5 Discussion and preliminary conclusions 

The pattern of unionization by occupational status is often labelled as a U-curve. However, as our 

paper indicates, this occupational U-curve does not occur in the country of our focus. In Belgium, 

professionals are not so well unionized, while union density among service and sales employees is 

close to average and union density among craft and related workers is even higher. Belgium likewise 

is the only country in our sample where union density among elementary occupations is higher than 

average. Especially striking in addition is the concordance in union density between service and sales 

workers on the one hand and clerical support workers on the other hand, what occurs in nearly no 

other country (exceptions are Finland and the Netherlands). 

Moreover, only in Belgium we find that the manual workforce group has the highest union 

density, while in the other countries in our sample there is, either not much difference between 

occupational status groups (Denmark and Finland), or union density is much higher among officials 

(as, among others, in Great Britain, Hungary and Portugal is the case). In Belgium similarly, the gap in 

union density between officials and clerical workers is much smaller than in other countries. So, we do 

find conformation for hypothesis one: occupational status in Belgium is otherwise related to union 

membership than in the other countries in our sample. 

Secondly, we find only partial confirmation in our results on the second hypothesis, referring to 

the individual exposure to unemployment. In Belgium only two of our three Ghent-related variables 

are positively related to union membership. Employees who have been unemployed for a period of 

more than three months and manual workers have more chance to be unionized. Regarding job 

                                                           

26  Significant indications for the inverted U-shape by age (Blanchflower 2006; 2007) can be found in all countries. 
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insecurity however, we noted that Belgian employees with a limited contract have significantly less 

chance to be unionized, what does not correspond to our expectations. 

Conformation for our third hypothesis is more different to find. We hypothesized that: the 

existence of an annual union bonus in the sector where one works would be significantly and 

positively related to the prevalence of union membership. Employees who are entitled to a union 

bonus have accordingly a higher chance to be unionized. However the estimated relation is 

significant, the effect is rather negligible: they have only 1.003 times more chance to be unionized. 

These results seem to confirm the findings of Van Rie et al. (2011), who argue that the Belgian 

institutional set-up provides a strong incentive for unionization for manual workers in industry. As in 

Denmark, Finland and Sweden, the de facto Belgian Ghent system recruits workers across different 

occupations and educational levels.  

The objective of this paper was twofold. Firstly, it was our intention to highlight the Belgian outlier 

position with regard to union density. Secondly, it was our objective to complete the existing range of 

explanatory covariates of union membership with new (sectoral) data. In our first objective we have 

succeeded. Belgium is an exception in terms of union density. Besides we saw the importance of 

Ghent-related variables confirmed.  

In our second objective however, we succeeded only partially. Employees who are entitled to a 

union bonus have a higher chance to be unionized, but the effect negligibly small. In the near future 

therefore, we hope to introduce additional variables into our model. We assume among other things 

that social benefits, not always related to unemployment, will contribute to the explanation of high 

Belgian union density. Data collection in this regard however failed till now. 
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Annex A: Descriptive statistics 

Table A1 Net trade union density in Belgium and some other European countries, by personal characteristics 

 

BE CH CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB HU NL NO PL PT SE 

N 3331 3772 3261 5308 3224 3259 3475 4011 2819 4371 1952 3881 3678 3006 3448 3842 

total 46.3 14.0 10.1 14.8 75.8 8.9 11.8 66.1 8.4 21.0 10.8 21.1 50.6 9.7 10.6 69.5 

sex *** *** 

 

*** (*) * *** *** *** 

  

*** *** 

  

* 

female 40.1 9.8 9.8 10.2 77.1 9.8 10.0 68.8 6.7 21.2 11.8 15.2 53.8 8.9 10.3 71.1 

male 52.7 19.0 10.4 19.5 74.3 7.7 13.7 63.1 10.3 20.7 9.6 28.4 47.5 10.6 11.1 67.7 

age group *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** ** *** *** *** *** *** 

16-29 39.3 8.7 5.5 7.5 46.6 4.2 6.2 43.5 2.6 9.8 6.1 8.6 26.5 2.8 5.9 42.2 

30-49 50.5 14.6 10.4 15.6 83.7 9.8 12.8 76.5 10.2 23.8 12.6 21.1 55.5 13.9 11.9 77.6 

50-65 44.8 17.0 12.1 17.6 81.5 10.8 15.9 70.3 9.1 26.2 11.1 28.9 61.4 9.9 11.6 78.8 

educational attainment *** *** ** *** *** *** *** 

 

*** 

 

*** *** *** *** ***  

low education 50.7 7.7 3.9 8.5 54.2 3.7 9.2 

 

5.0 

 

4.0 17.2 38.2 4.6 5.4  

middle education 54.0 14.9 10.8 15.1 79.2 8.4 11.6 

 

8.4 

 

12.8 21.4 44.3 9.6 14.2  

high education 33.4 18.6 9.2 17.1 82.4 14.1 17.4 

 

13.0 

 

23.5 26.0 61.8 13.9 21.2  

origin (*) (*) 

 

** *** (*) *** ** 

 

** 

  

*** 

  

 

native 46.8 14.5 10.2 15.3 76.5 8.5 12.7 66.4 8.6 21.7 11.0 21.5 52.0 9.7 10.7 69.9 

non-native 41.9 ~12.1 10.2 10.2 65.2 10.8 ~4.7 54.2 6.6 15.6 1.7 18.0 35.1 9.4 9.6 66.1 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 

 ~ means N = less than 10 

Table A2 Net trade union density in Belgium and some other European countries, by occupational status 

 

BE CH CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB HU NL NO PL PT SE 

N 3331 3772 3261 5308 3224 3259 3475 4011 2819 4371 1952 3881 3678 3006 3448 3842 

total 46.3 14.0 10.1 14.8 75.8 8.9 11.8 66.1 8.4 21.0 10.8 21.1 50.6 9.7 10.6 69.5 

occupation *** *** ** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 

managers 32.9 15.0 ~ 16.3 74.5 5.5 ~ 65.4 8.9 14.1 ~ 21.6 44.7 11.3 10.7 66.1 

professionals 36.0 19.9 10.4 17.0 84.7 17.9 17.8 75.5 13.3 40.5 24.5 27.1 67.6 18.6 29.2 79.7 

technicians  45.5 15.5 11.6 16.8 84.7 13.7 15.9 69.9 10.6 35.8 14.1 23.0 61.4 16.0 17.1 74.1 

clerical support  42.5 7.7 12.4 14.7 75.6 6.9 12.2 62.8 8.0 18.4 16.7 14.1 48.7 10.2 17.3 59.1 

service and sales  42.8 10.6 6.4 8.5 64.9 4.1 8.5 64.1 4.4 12.4 12.0 13.4 39.1 3.8 9.2 63.7 

agricultural workers 50.2 ~ ~ 16.3 52.9 ~ ~ 46.6 ~ ~ ~ ~ 40.7 ~ ~ 41.9 

craft and related 64.3 18.4 7.8 19.4 81.0 7.7 11.7 65.0 6.3 16.2 4.0 29.8 43.0 8.7 4.8 70.0 

machine operators 69.0 26.3 13.4 16.9 80.3 9.9 14.1 68.0 11.0 24.7 12.5 40.1 52.0 9.8 7.1 77.2 

elementary occ. 48.0 6.7 8.9 7.6 57.4 3.0 9.3 53.4 4.4 14.5 3.8 7.7 33.6 5.5 3.6 52.1 

occupational status *** *** ** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 

manual workers 59.6 15.0 10.1 15.3 71.6 7.0 11.0 61.9 6.5 17.7 5.5 23.2 43.1 8.0 5.1 68.2 

clerical workers 40.4 11.8 8.8 13.8 75.9 8.3 10.8 66.2 7.4 18.6 13.5 18.5 49.4 9.5 13.0 67.1 

officials 43.9 29.8 14.2 24.7 87.1 22.5 27.2 82.7 20.8 58.6 30.8 39.7 85.6 24.4 34.1 89.5 

teachers 31.7 25.9 ~ 12.6 82.7 ~40 ~ ~ 24.2 40.4 ~ ~ 72.6 ~ ~ 88.6 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 

 ~ means N = less than 10 
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Table A3 Net trade union density in Belgium and some other European countries, by political orientation 

 

BE CH CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB HU NL NO PL PT SE 

N 3331 3772 3261 5308 3224 3259 3475 4011 2819 4371 1952 3881 3678 3006 3448 3842 

total 46.3 14.0 10.1 14.8 75.8 8.9 11.8 66.1 8.4 21.0 10.8 21.1 50.6 9.7 10.6 69.5 

political orientation * *** ** *** (*) (*) ** ** *** *** * *** *** * 

 

*** 

left oriented 46.6 19.9 13.6 17.8 77.2 10.1 15.2 71.2 12.5 28.8 14.0 25.8 62.0 9.5 12.1 76.3 

centre oriented 48.3 12.8 8.8 13.7 78.1 8.8 11.2 64.5 5.0 20.3 10.7 19.6 47.9 9.0 10.1 71.8 

right oriented 41.7 7.9 10.2 11.3 73.9 6.3 10.1 65.2 7.3 18.2 7.9 19.1 40.5 12.9 11.6 59.4 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 

 ~ means N = less than 10 

Table A4 Net trade union density in Belgium and some other European countries, by Ghent-related factors 

 

BE CH CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB HU NL NO PL PT SE 

N 3331 3772 3261 5308 3224 3259 3475 4011 2819 4371 1952 3881 3678 3006 3448 3842 

total 46.3 14.0 10.1 14.8 75.8 8.9 11.8 66.1 8.4 21.0 10.8 21.1 50.6 9.7 10.6 69.5 

past unemp. > 3m *** 

 

*** *** 

 

*** 

 

*** ** *** *** 

 

*** *** ***  

no 40.7 13.8 11.9 16.6 75.9 11.1 12.0 63.5 9.8 22.5 14.5 21.2 53.4 14.2 12.3 68.8 

yes 57.6 14.7 5.9 11.5 75.7 3.9 11.7 70.4 6.5 17.0 5.6 21.1 41.7 4.2 6.8 71.0 

job insecurity *** *** *** *** *** * *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 

unlimited 48.9 14.6 11.4 16.8 80.1 9.5 16.1 72.5 10.4 26.5 12.9 24.4 57.1 13.5 13.8 76.1 

limited 38.2 12.7 5.4 7.3 66.7 6.2 6.1 50.2 ~ 12.8 3.0 11.3 29.3 3.4 5.2 47.2 

no contract 27.2 ~ ~ ~ 50.4 ~ ~ 41.4 ~ 6.2 ~ 7.0 21.1 ~ 3.2 23.0 

employment *** 

   

*** ** 

 

*** ** ** *** 

 

*** ** *** * 

non-manual 40.6 13.9 9.9 14.6 77.9 10.4 12.6 68.8 9.3 22.1 16.5 20.7 53.3 11.3 16.1 70.5 

manual 58.9 14.2 10.4 15.1 70.8 7.1 10.9 60.8 6.3 18.0 5.6 22.9 43.0 7.9 5.0 66.8 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 

 ~ means N = less than 10 

Table A5 Net trade union density in Belgium and some other European countries, by establishment size 

 

BE CH CZ DE DK EE ES FI FR GB HU NL NO PL PT SE 

N 3331 3772 3261 5308 3224 3259 3475 4011 2819 4371 1952 3881 3678 3006 3448 3842 

total 46.3 14.0 10.1 14.8 75.8 8.9 11.8 66.1 8.4 21.0 10.8 21.1 50.6 9.7 10.6 69.5 

establishment size ** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** *** 

under 10 43.6 9.1 4.6 4.6 66.9 4.2 4.8 56.1 3.1 8.1 3.3 15.2 28.7 1.6 5.3 58.2 

10 to 24 48.2 15.7 6.1 11.0 72.6 7.6 11.3 67.1 5.4 13.8 7.6 17.6 45.7 6.0 10.2 67.1 

25 to 99 45.9 16.1 11.0 16.0 79.8 10.7 17.3 71.0 10.7 21.6 13.2 24.5 58.8 10.9 15.0 74.6 

100 to 499 53.2 20.7 26.3 28.8 81.9 20.2 24.4 73.4 13.5 35.4 23.3 25.2 69.4 19.8 24.9 76.0 

500 or more 53.2 20.7 26.3 28.8 81.9 20.2 24.4 73.4 13.5 35.4 23.3 25.2 69.4 19.8 24.9 76.0 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 

 ~ means N = less than 10 
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Annex B: Looking beyond borders 

Table B1 Logistic regression, union membership among current employees, Czech Republic, Denmark & Estonia 

 

Czech Republic Denmark Estonia 

 

model 3 model 3 model 3 

 

est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. 

personal characteristics 

         age (16 = 0) 0.200 1.221 *** 0.352 1.422 *** 0.133 1.142 ** 

age squared -0.002 0.998 *** -0.004 0.996 *** -0.001 0.999 * 

sex (1 = men) -0.084 0.919 

 

-0.133 0.875 

 

-0.047 0.954 

 educational attainment 

         low education -0.612 0.542 (*) -0.559 0.572 *** -0.417 0.659 

 high education -0.500 0.606 (*) -0.166 0.847 

 

0.259 1.296 

 origin (1 = native) 0.492 1.636 

 

0.492 1.635 * -0.086 0.917 

 occupational status 

         clerical worker 0.531 1.700 

 

-0.968 0.380 * 0.545 1.724 

 teacher 1.633 5.118 * -0.928 0.396 (*) 2.463 1.174 * 

official 1.222 3.395 * -0.453 0.636 

 

1.432 4.185 * 

political orientation 

         left oriented 0.342 1.407 * -0.006 0.994 

 

0.129 1.137 

 right oriented 0.107 1.113 

 

-0.270 0.764 * -0.489 0.613 * 

exposure to unemployment 

         past unemployment > 3m -0.845 0.430 *** -0.347 0.707 ** -1.106 0.331 *** 

job insecurity 

         limited contract -0.283 0.754 

 

-0.120 0.887 

 

-0.059 0.943 

 no contract 0.502 1.652 

 

-0.793 0.453 *** 0.072 1.075 

 manual work (1 = yes) 0.567 1.762 

 

-0.715 0.489 (*) 0.597 1.816 

 workplace characteristics 

         establishment size 

         under 10 employees -0.824 0.439 *** -0.448 0.639 ** -0.646 0.524 ** 

10 to 24 employees -0.405 0.667 (*) -0.066 0.937 

 

-0.297 0.743 

 100 to 499 employees 0.441 1.554 * -0.126 0.882 

 

-0.117 0.890 

 500 or more employees 1.097 2.996 *** 0.090 1.095 

 

0.858 2.358 *** 

model 

         observations used 2435 2905 2408 

max-rescaled r-square 0.121 0.2341 0.1287 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 Reference categories: sex (ref.: women); educational attainment; (ref.: middle education); origin (ref.: non-native); 

occupational status: (ref.: manual worker); political orientation (ref.: centre oriented); past unemployment (ref.: not 

experienced); job insecurity (ref.: unlimited contract); establishment size (ref.: 25 to 99 employees); annual union 

bonus (ref.: no union bonus) 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 
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Table B2 Logistic regression, union membership among current employees, Finland, France & Germany 

 

Finland France Germany 

 

model 3 model 3 model 3 

 

est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. 

personal characteristics 

         age (16 = 0) 0.316 1.372 *** 0.252 1.287 *** 0.152 1.165 *** 

age squared -0.004 0.996 *** -0.003 0.997 *** -0.002 0.998 *** 

sex (1 = men) -0.381 0.684 *** 0.292 1.340 (*) 0.578 1.783 *** 

educational attainment 

         low education 0.000 0.000 *** -0.422 0.656 (*) -0.048 0.953 

 high education 0.000 0.000 *** 0.077 1.080 

 

-0.403 0.668 *** 

origin (1 = native) 0.543 1.720 * 0.156 1.169 

 

0.322 1.380 

 occupational status 

         clerical worker -0.357 0.700 

 

-0.093 0.912 

 

0.360 1.434 

 teacher -1.182 <0.001 

 

0.952 2.592 

 

0.904 2.469 

 official 0.462 1.587 

 

0.776 2.172 

 

0.992 2.696 ** 

political orientation 

         left oriented 0.172 1.188 (*) 0.862 2.368 *** 0.288 1.334 ** 

right oriented -0.153 0.858 (*) 0.276 1.318 

 

-0.349 0.705 

 exposure to unemployment 

         past unemployment > 3m 0.162 1.176 (*) -0.190 0.827 

 

-0.325 0.723 ** 

job insecurity 

         limited contract -0.434 0.648 *** -1.206 0.300 *** -0.541 0.582 *** 

no contract -0.246 0.782 

 

-0.654 0.520 

 

-0.600 0.549 

 manual work (1 = yes) -0.192 0.825 

 

-0.027 0.974 

 

0.432 1.541 

 workplace characteristics 

         establishment size 

         under 10 employees -0.457 0.633 *** -1.017 0.362 *** -1.073 0.342 *** 

10 to 24 employees -0.024 0.976 

 

-0.541 0.582 

 

-0.379 0.684 ** 

100 to 499 employees -0.016 0.984 

 

-0.104 0.902 

 

0.256 1.291 * 

500 or more employees 0.171 1.186 

 

0.128 1.137 

 

0.687 1.987 *** 

model 

         observations used 3812 2548 4685 

max-rescaled r-square 0.2023 0.1446 0.1341 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 Reference categories: sex (ref.: women); educational attainment; (ref.: middle education); origin (ref.: non-native); 

occupational status: (ref.: manual worker); political orientation (ref.: centre oriented); past unemployment (ref.: not 

experienced); job insecurity (ref.: unlimited contract); establishment size (ref.: 25 to 99 employees); annual union 

bonus (ref.: no union bonus) 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 
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Table B3 Logistic regression, union membership among current employees, Hungary, Netherlands & Norway 

 

 Hungary Netherlands Norway 

 

model 3 model 3 model 3 

 

est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. 

personal characteristics 

         age (16 = 0) 0.251 1.286 *** 0.158 1.171 *** 0.177 1.194 *** 

age squared -0.003 0.997 *** -0.001 0.999 *** -0.002 0.998 *** 

sex (1 = men) -0.311 0.733 

 

0.686 1.985 *** -0.301 0.740 *** 

educational attainment 

         low education -0.880 0.415 ** -0.307 0.735 ** -0.386 0.680 ** 

high education 0.072 1.074 

 

0.000 1.000 

 

0.257 1.293 ** 

origin (1 = native) 1.032 2.805 

 

0.247 1.280 

 

0.781 2.183 *** 

occupational status 

         clerical worker 0.846 2.330 

 

-0.486 0.615 

 

0.554 1.741 

 teacher 2.191 8.942 (*) -0.304 0.738 

 

1.316 3.726 ** 

official 1.813 6.131 

 

0.363 1.438 

 

1.975 7.205 *** 

political orientation 

         left oriented 0.110 1.160 

 

0.295 1.343 ** 0.440 1.552 *** 

right oriented -0.355 0.701 

 

-0.118 0.889 

 

-0.444 0.641 *** 

exposure to unemployment 

         past unemployment > 3m -0.414 0.661 (*) -0.024 0.977 

 

-0.292 0.747 ** 

job insecurity 

         limited contract -0.816 0.442 * -0.490 0.612 *** -0.746 0.474 *** 

no contract -0.221 0.802 

 

-0.911 0.402 ** -1.098 0.334 *** 

manual work (1 = yes) 0.597 1.816 

 

-0.088 0.916 

 

0.779 2.179 

 workplace characteristics 

         establishment size 

         under 10 employees -1.043 0.353 ** -0.314 0.731 * -1.051 0.350 *** 

10 to 24 employees -0.598 0.550 * -0.312 0.732 * -0.425 0.654 *** 

100 to 499 employees 0.069 1.072 

 

0.019 1.020 

 

0.013 1.013 

 500 or more employees 0.924 2.520 *** -0.062 0.940 

 

0.418 1.520 ** 

model 

         observations used 1482 3439 3584 

max-rescaled r-square 0.2036 0.1384 0.2991 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 Reference categories: sex (ref.: women); educational attainment; (ref.: middle education); origin (ref.: non-native); 

occupational status: (ref.: manual worker); political orientation (ref.: centre oriented); past unemployment (ref.: not 

experienced); job insecurity (ref.: unlimited contract); establishment size (ref.: 25 to 99 employees); annual union 

bonus (ref.: no union bonus) 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 
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Table B4 Logistic regression, union membership among current employees, Poland, Portugal & Spain 

 

Poland Portugal Spain 

 

model 3 model 3 model 3 

 

est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. 

personal characteristics 

         age (16 = 0) 0.424 1.528 *** 0.263 1.301 * 0.175 1.192 *** 

age squared -0.005 0.995 *** -0.003 0.997 * -0.002 0.998 *** 

sex (1 = men) 0.197 1.218 

 

-0.151 0.860 

 

0.107 1.113 

 educational attainment 

         low education -0.375 0.687 

 

-0.983 0.374 * -0.327 0.721 * 

high education -0.226 0.798 

 

0.030 1.030 

 

0.064 1.066 

 origin (1 = native) -0.095 0.909 

 

0.003 1.003 

 

0.887 2.427 ** 

occupational status 

         clerical worker -1.023 <0.001 

 

-8.077 <0.001 

 

0.394 1.483 

 teacher -9.210 <0.001 

 

-1.832 <0.001 

 

1.129 3.092 (*) 

official -9.360 <0.001 

 

-7.734 <0.001 

 

1.042 2.834 (*) 

political orientation 

         left oriented -0.093 0.911 

 

0.296 1.345 

 

0.334 1.396 ** 

right oriented 0.253 1.287 

 

0.433 1.542 

 

-0.156 0.856 

 exposure to unemployment 

         past unemployment > 3m -0.966 0.380 *** -0.327 0.721 

 

0.155 1.168 

 job insecurity 

         limited contract -0.534 0.586 * -1.258 0.284 * -0.676 0.509 *** 

no contract -0.427 0.652 

 

-0.401 0.670 

 

-0.813 0.444 * 

manual work (1 = yes) -1.040 <0.001 

 

-8.394 <0.001 

 

0.780 2.181 

 workplace characteristics 

         establishment size 

         under 10 employees -1.422 0.241 *** -1.982 0.138 *** -1.078 0.340 *** 

10 to 24 employees -0.730 0.482 ** -0.819 0.441 * -0.217 0.805 

 100 to 499 employees 0.154 1.167 

 

-0.495 0.610 

 

0.557 1.745 ** 

500 or more employees 0.689 1.992 *** 0.079 1.082 

 

0.521 1.684 * 

model 

         observations used 2493 720 2796 

max-rescaled r-square 0.2269 0.2414 0.1669 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 Reference categories: sex (ref.: women); educational attainment; (ref.: middle education); origin (ref.: non-native); 

occupational status: (ref.: manual worker); political orientation (ref.: centre oriented); past unemployment (ref.: not 

experienced); job insecurity (ref.: unlimited contract); establishment size (ref.: 25 to 99 employees); annual union 

bonus (ref.: no union bonus) 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 
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Table B5 Logistic regression, union membership among current employees, Sweden, Switzerland & UK 

 

Sweden Switzerland United Kingdom 

 

model 3 model 3 model 3 

 

est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. est. 

odds-

ratio sign. 

personal characteristics 

         age (16 = 0) 0.344 1.411 *** 0.104 1.110 ** 0.183 1.200 *** 

age squared -0.004 0.996 *** -0.001 0.999 ** -0.002 0.998 *** 

sex (1 = men) -0.247 0.781 ** 0.740 0.210 *** 0.015 1.015 

 educational attainment 

         low education 0.000 0.000 *** -0.494 0.610 ** 0.000 0.000 *** 

high education 0.000 0.000 *** -0.111 0.895 

 

0.000 0.000 *** 

origin (1 = native) 0.417 1.518 ** 0.257 1.293 

 

0.559 1.749 *** 

occupational status 

         clerical worker -0.757 0.469 (*) -0.588 0.555 

 

0.614 1.847 

 teacher 0.299 1.349 

 

0.490 1.632 

 

1.722 5.596 * 

official 0.394 1.483 

 

0.286 1.331 

 

2.331 1.029 ** 

political orientation 

         left oriented 0.278 1.321 ** 0.531 1.700 *** 0.371 1.448 *** 

right oriented -0.700 0.496 *** -0.627 0.534 *** -0.309 0.734 * 

exposure to unemployment 

         past unemployment > 3m -0.073 0.930 

 

0.005 1.005 

 

-0.270 0.763 ** 

job insecurity 

         limited contract -0.458 0.632 *** 0.195 1.215 

 

-0.663 0.515 *** 

no contract -1.377 0.252 *** -1.082 0.339 * -1.256 0.285 *** 

manual work (1 = yes) -0.331 0.718 

 

-0.195 0.823 

 

0.740 2.096 

 workplace characteristics 

         establishment size 

         under 10 employees -0.479 0.620 *** -0.459 0.632 ** -0.755 0.470 *** 

10 to 24 employees -0.176 0.839 

 

0.089 1.093 

 

-0.396 0.673 ** 

100 to 499 employees 0.133 1.143 

 

0.054 1.056 

 

0.095 1.099 

 500 or more employees 0.131 1.140 

 

0.162 1.176 

 

0.604 1.829 *** 

model 

         observations used 3631 3340 3639 

max-rescaled r-square 0.2836 0.1286 0.2086 

source:  Own computations, based on data from the European Social Survey (ESS 2004, ESS 2006 and ESS 2008) 

note: N = sample size used to calculate the figures reported in the column ‘total’; computations use weighted data. The 

samples include all respondents aged 16 to 64 who were employed at the time of the interview. 

 Reference categories: sex (ref.: women); educational attainment; (ref.: middle education); origin (ref.: non-native); 

occupational status: (ref.: manual worker); political orientation (ref.: centre oriented); past unemployment (ref.: not 

experienced); job insecurity (ref.: unlimited contract); establishment size (ref.: 25 to 99 employees); annual union 

bonus (ref.: no union bonus) 

 x²-test: (*) < 0.1; * < 0.05; ** < 0.01; *** < 0.001 

 


