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A causal order analysis of union membership and Labour Party proximity in the UK 

Economic and Industrial Democracy https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X251391648 

 

Marco Trentini, Department of Education Studies “Giovanni Maria Bertin”, University of Bologna, 

Via Filippo Re 6, 40126 Bologna, Italy. E-mail: marco.trentini@unibo.it 

 

Through a longitudinal analysis of a sample of 1,053 individuals aged 20-65, followed from 2010 to 

2020/21 (data from the UK Household Longitudinal Study), this article examines the causal order 

between union membership and proximity to the Labour Party in the UK, combining sequence 

analysis and multivariate analysis. It is a case of reciprocal causality. The states/events considered, 

related to union membership and proximity to the Labour Party, are subject to variability over time, 

which is greater for the latter. 
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Introduction 

This article continues the study of the changing relationship between union membership and 

attitudes towards politics in the United Kingdom. Whereas previously (Trentini, 2022) it was 

studied by considering political orientation and political participation as independent variables 

determining union membership, here the aim is to investigate the causal order between the two 

variables. Several studies have shown that there is a relationship between union membership and 

attitudes towards politics. However, the causal direction is not clear (Hadziabdic and Baccaro, 

2020; Kollmeyer, 2013; Schnabel, 2002). On the one hand, political orientation (being left-wing) in 

many countries is an important predictor of unionisation. On the other hand, the latter influences 

interest in politics and political participation in various forms (e.g. voting, voting for a left-wing 

party, attending demonstrations, etc.). 



A significant number of studies on the relationship between union membership and politics are 

cross-sectional. While they can highlight the potential correlation between the variables, they are 

unable to ascertain the causality. To gain a deeper understanding of the causal order, longitudinal 

studies are essential. However, such studies are currently scarce. They assume that the relationship 

between unionisation and attitudes towards politics is a process that develops over time (Hadziabdic 

and Baccaro, 2020).  

The research presented here investigated the relationship between union membership and attitudes 

towards politics, but only one aspect was considered: political orientation, specifically proximity to 

the Labour Party. The focus is exclusively on closeness to the Labour Party, rather than on a broader 

left-wing political stance, because the relationship between trade unions and the Labour Party is 

well-established historically in the UK (Haugsgjerd Allern and Bale, 2017), although there has been 

no lack of conflict over time. The transition between the states/events1 concerning union member-

ship and proximity to the Labour Party has been studied.  

The research questions are whether there is a causal relationship between being a union member 

and being close to the Labour Party, and if so, in which direction. 

To address them, data from the UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS, University of Essex, 

Institute for Social and Economic Research, 2023) were analysed, covering a sample of 1,053 

individuals, aged 20-65 years, followed from 2010-12 (wave 2) to 2020-22 (wave 12). The 

longitudinal analysis was conducted by combining sequence analysis and event history analysis.  

The next section will present a review of the literature on the relationship between union 

membership and attitudes towards politics. Following the presentation of the methodology, the 

research results will be outlined. The conclusions will address the findings of the research. 

  

The relationship between union membership and attitudes towards politics 



The phenomenon of union membership is complex and is explained in the literature by reference to 

macro and micro variables (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999; Schnabel, 2002, 2013, 2020; Schnabel 

and Wagner, 2007; Trentini, 2022; Visser, 2002, 2019; Waddington, 2015).  

The former includes, for example, economic cycle trends, such as growth, employment and 

unemployment, and inflation (unionisation follows a procyclical pattern). Or changes in 

employment following the transition to a post-Fordist economy and the diffusion of non-standard 

employment. The factors mentioned above have contributed to the growth of public sector 

unionisation in several European countries (Schnabel, 2020; Visser, 2019). The latter have hindered 

union membership for several reasons, including job discontinuity, the weakness of job position and 

difficulties in establishing contact with the union. The political cycle is also a significant factor 

(Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999). The presence of pro-labour parties in government is conducive to 

unionisation. Another macro variable is the structure of the industrial relations system. The 

existence of union-administered unemployment insurance (the so-called ‘Ghent system’, 

Ebbinghaus et al., 2011) is an example of a factor that has promoted union membership.   

At the micro level, some economists have employed the rational actor approach to explain 

unionisation, comparing costs and benefits (e.g. membership fees vs. wage differentials or 

likelihood of job loss compared to non-members) (Schnabel, 2002). Other variables at the micro 

level concern the characteristics of the workforce, including age, gender, education level, and the 

presence of migrant workers. In the UK, recent years have seen a trend towards the feminisation of 

union membership and an increase in the education level of members (Department for Business and 

Trade, 2023). At the micro level, the features of the workplace as its size (large) (Arndt and 

Rennwald, 2017) and the presence of the union at the enterprise level (Waddington, 2015) influence 

the likelihood of unionisation.     

Aspects related to values and identity are also determinants of union membership (Riley, 1997; 

Schnabel, 2002; Schnabel and Wagner, 2007). The former includes attitudes towards politics.  



The question of causality between unionisation and attitude towards politics can be understood by 

distinguishing between the selection effect and the moulding effect (Hadziabdic and Baccaro, 

2020). The selection effect refers to the fact that the union tends to attract individuals who exhibit 

certain characteristics in terms of attitude toward politics, understood both as political orientation 

and participation in its various forms (voting in elections, contacting elected officials, involvement 

in a political party, association or action group, signing a petition, taking part in a public 

demonstration, etc.). 

The moulding effect concerns the process of socialisation of members by the union. It suggests that 

union membership and militancy may change the attitudes and values of their members, particularly 

those who are more active. The selection effect assumes that the causal relationship goes from 

attitude toward attitude towards politics to unionization, and vice versa the moulding effect. 

About the selection effect, a significant debate has taken place, particularly until the 1970s, 

concerning in certain countries the strong relationship between class identity (working class) and 

union membership (Hyman, 2001). This assumption was called into question in the post-Fordist era 

for several reasons. Firstly, social changes have led some authors to speak of a shift towards 

individualisation (Bauman, 2000; Beck, 1992; Beck et al., 1994; Giddens, 1991). Others have 

questioned how class identity was changing (Goldthorpe et al., 1968; Evans and Tilley, 2017). 

There has also been a rethink of the concept of social class. For example, a move to define it by also 

considering social and cultural capital, and not only the position in the labour market (Savage, 

2015; Savage et al., 2013).  

There is a growing consensus in the debate that class boundaries and class identities are blurred, 

which could have implications for union membership (Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2013).  

Politics itself is undergoing significant shifts. There is a decline in ideological value and a growing 

unpredictability in voting patterns (Evans and Tilley, 2017; Mosimann et al., 2019; Rennwald, 

2020).  



The recent research on the relationship between political orientation and union membership has not 

yielded clear results (Trentini, 2022). The studies used different data sources and different ways of 

defining political orientation. The main alternatives were voting to the left-wing, proximity to a left-

wing party, and self-placement on the left-right scale (Ebbinghaus et al., 2011; Kirmanoğlu and 

Başlevent, 2012; Schnabel and Wagner, 2007). Some authors have identified a relationship between 

left-wing political orientation and unionisation (Kirmanoğlu and Başlevent, 2012; Kollmeyer, 

2013). For other researchers, the relationship is only present in certain periods (Checchi and Visser, 

2005) or some countries (Schnabel and Wagner, 2007). For instance, research indicates that left-

wing political attitudes are associated with a higher likelihood of union membership in Denmark 

and Sweden, but not in Finland and Norway (Jensen, 2017). In the UK, despite a decline in union 

membership, left-wing affiliation and political participation have been identified as predictors of 

union membership in the early decades of the 21st century (Trentini, 2022).  

About the selection effect, it can be observed that the focus of research has undergone a partial shift 

in the post-Fordist phase. The extent to which the decline in union membership is due to ideological 

reasons has been a subject of considerable debate (Hyman, 2007). The decline of the trade union is 

not solely attributable to the hegemony of conservative or neo-liberal policies, which have gained 

greater prominence in certain countries, such as the UK. Also, the relationship between political 

orientation and union membership is becoming more fluid. The identity of the working class is 

undergoing a process of transformation. One example is the shift in voting patterns observed among 

members of the working class, who have increasingly voted for radical right-wing parties in recent 

years. With regard to this matter, the findings of research studies are not conclusive. They vary 

depending on the country under consideration (Mosimann et al., 2019; Rennwald, 2020; Rennwald 

and Pontusson, 2021). Unionisation has been found to reduce the probability of voting for radical 

right-wing parties in many countries (Mosimann et al., 2019). This can be considered an example of 

a moulding effect (Hadziabdic and Baccaro, 2020). The lower propensity of union members to vote 

for radical right-wing parties may be due to the values that inspire the union, such as solidarity 



among workers regardless of their nationality, gender, and ethnicity, which are quite different from 

those of a radical right-wing party (Mosimann et al., 2019) 

As previously stated, the term moulding effect refers to the process of socialisation of members by 

the union. Collective reasons for union membership also serve to reinforce identity and values 

(Waddington, 2015; Waddington and Whitston, 1997). Despite recent literature has also emphasised 

the necessity for unions to provide individualised services and benefits to members (Gumbrell-

McCormick and Hyman, 2013; Mundlak, 2020), the capacity to retain and mobilise members 

(Frege and Kelly, 2003; Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2013) also necessitates a sense of 

identification with the union, that is a convergence of objectives, actions and values. Union 

revitalization strategies place the focus on organising (Frege and Kelly 2003; Mundlak 2020; Visser, 

2023), that is the union’s mobilising capacity also a community level (Holgate, 2015). 

Consequently, the process of union membership must be regarded as a dynamic phenomenon that 

extends beyond the mere act of joining.  

Some recent research supports the fact that being a union member promotes political participation. 

This is evidenced by the findings of Turner, Ryan and O’Sullivan (2020) in Ireland. Similarly, in the 

United States, the fall of white support for the Democratic Party and the workers’ voting loyalties 

change can be attributed, at least in part, to the concurrent decline in union membership 

(Macdonald, 2021, Newman and Skocpol, 2023). Moreover, unions shape the political preferences 

of their members. For instance, in the US, union communication on trade policies has influenced 

their members’ attitudes on the topic (Kim and Yotan, 2016). The union has facilitated a change in 

the racial and ethnic attitudes of its members (Frymem and Grumbach, 2021). Similarly, in many 

European countries, attitudes towards immigration have been affected (Donnelly, 2016). Trade 

union action has not always been effective in changing the preferences of its members, as was the 

case in the UK in the Brexit referendum (Fitzgerald, Beadle and Rowan 2020).  

In the UK, the moulding effect can be understood by examining the role of trade unions and the 

Labour Party in fostering workers’ class consciousness from the late nineteenth century until at least 



the 1960s (Miles and Savage, 1994). Since the 1980s, two salient phenomena have emerged: the 

decline of unionisation and the deterioration in the relationship between the Labour Party and the 

working class. The reasons for this are numerous and, in summary, can be attributed to the 

aforementioned fragmentation of the working class and the political stance adopted by the Labour 

Party. For instance, Blair’s New Labour has shifted towards centrist, if not right-wing, positions to 

gain consent from other social classes (Evans and Tilley, 2017). Trade unions and the Labour Party 

are distancing in terms of values (Haugsgjerd Allern and Bale, 2017), even if the relationship 

changes over time.  

The distinction between the selection and moulding effect is a useful analytical tool in 

understanding the relationship between political orientation and unionisation. However, it risks 

presenting a static view and underestimating that the process of attitude formation is dynamic and 

occurs over time (Hadziabdic and Baccaro, 2020). For instance, the shift in postures may happen 

before union membership or extend over time even in the event of a member’s departure from the 

union. Attitude formation towards politics itself may be the outcome of social changes and/or 

socialisation that may also take place in other organisations besides the union or contexts (e.g. 

parties, associations, movements, religious institutions, informal groups such as friends, 

colleagues). In their research on the relationship between unionisation and the class vote of workers 

in the Rust Belt, an area that constituted the industrial heartland of the US, Newman and Skocpol 

(2023) focused on the changes in identity that occurred in the local community. Fundamental, was 

the role of social networks that developed in everyday life. In the Rust Belt, the centrality of the 

trade union in the community has diminished over time in favour of other actors such as churches 

and gun groups. This phenomenon has prompted a notable decline in support for the Democratic 

Party, as previously highlighted. 

As the research results presented indicate, the relationship between trade unions and the Labour 

Party in the UK has become more fluid and characterised by divergences. In light of these 

developments, this study adopts a longitudinal approach to examine how individual trajectories of 



union membership intersect with proximity to the Labour Party and vice-versa. By conceptualising 

both as evolving states or events, this research aims to contribute to a dynamic perspective that is 

under-represented in current literature, which often treats these variables as static and either 

dependent or independent.  

 

Methods and data 

Methodologically, in the social sciences, where it is not feasible to manipulate the independent 

variable through experiment, the direction of causality between two variables is usually established 

through an analysis of the time sequence. The variation of the independent variable precedes that of 

the dependent variable (Corbetta, 2003; Finkel, 1995).  

In order to analyse the causal order between union membership and political orientation, a 

longitudinal analysis was carried out by combining two methods, sequence analysis and event 

history analysis. These two methods are no longer considered to be alternatives to each other, as 

was initially thought (Abbott and Hrycak, 1990; Abbott, 1995; Abbott and Tsay, 2000; Ritschard 

and Studer, 2018). 

Sequence analysis has been used for descriptive purposes. In the sequence analysis transitions 

between four states were studied: 1. not being a member of the union and not being close to the 

Labour Party (both no); 2. being a union member; 3. being close to the Labour Party; 4. being a 

member of the union and being close to the Labour Party (both yes). For this purpose, a variable 

was created by aggregating the answers to two questions: ‘Are you a member of a workplace 

union?’ and ‘Which political party are you closest to?’, dichotomising the answers (yes, no). 

In addition to sequence descriptions, through optimal matching analysis (OM), a technique that 

measures their dissimilarity with an algorithm (Abbott and Hrycak, 1990; Abbott, 1995; Abbott and 

Tsay, 2000; Studer, 2013; Studer and Ritschard, 2016), clusters of similar sequences were identified.  

With event history analysis has been analysed the causal relationship between union membership 

and political orientation. A multivariate analysis was carried out, using a binomial logit discrete-



time model (Mills, 2011; Singer and Willett, 2003). A discrete-time model has been chosen since 

the data were collected in discrete time units of years. The fieldwork period for each UKHLS wave 

lasted 24 months and only a few waves were considered, as we will see (the year in which the 

survey began was indicated in the presentation of the results).  

Separate models were created for the events being a union member and being close to the Labour 

Party. In that related to unionisation, being a union member was the dependent variable and 

proximity to the Labour Party was the independent one. Conversely, in that relating to proximity to 

the Labour Party. 

To identify the causal order of the relationship between union membership and political orientation, 

the lagged one-year (t-1) values of the independent variable (being close to the Labour Party or 

being a union member) were employed. As said, the variation of the independent variable should 

precede that of the dependent variable (Finkel, 1995; Mills, 2011; and Singer and Willett, 2003). 

The odds ratios of the lagged independent variables were then compared, referring to the events of 

being a union member vs. being close to the Labour Party. 

In the models, the year was considered the time variable. The control variables were socio-

demographic variables (gender, birth cohort recoded in three-level: 1944-1959, 1960-1975, 1976-

1991; educational qualification, recoded into three levels: no qualification; GCSEs, A levels, other 

qualification; degree and other higher degree), the socio-economic classification of current job 

(recoded into three levels: management and professional, intermediate and routine), a variable that 

could affect mainly union membership as the number of employed at workplace in current job 

(recoded into two levels: small-medium: 1-199 employees; medium-large: 200 and more) and the 

lagged (t-1) value of the independent and of the dependent variables (being a union member or 

being close to the Labour Party). 

Two variables about the political context were also considered. The first was the leader of the 

Labour Party,  given the central role he plays in defining the party line and the trend towards the 

personalization of politics. The period considered in the case of the Labour Party is marked by 



turbulence. It is characterized by the party’s transition to opposition in 2010, and by its defeat in 

four consecutive general elections (in 2010, 2015, 2017 and 2019). Between 2010 and 2020, there 

were two major leader changes in the Labour Party: Ed Miliband in 2010 and Jeremy Corbyn in 

2016.2 The two leaders initiated a renewal of the party that broke with New Labour (Batrouni, 

2020).The second variable referred to the union’s mobilization capacity. Starting from the number 

of working days lost due to strike action in thousands (source: ONS, Office for National Statistics),  

a binary variable was created (high if the value was above the period average, low if it was below). 

Between 2010 and 2020, the number of working days lost due to strikes remained low, except in 

2011 and, to a lesser extent, in 2014. In both years, it was mainly attributable to a large number of 

strikes in public sector.       

Trade union membership and being close to the Labour Party can be recurrent events, i.e., they can 

occur more than once. This suggests that certain individuals may be more susceptible than others to 

the events in question (Mills, 2011). A frailty model was employed to account for this unobserved 

heterogeneity.3 The frailty term accounts for individual-level differences in hazard to an event. 

Sequence analysis and event history analysis were carried out by pooling longitudinal data from the 

UKHLS (University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research, 2023). The analysis was 

conducted on data from waves in which questions concerning both union membership and 

proximity to a political party were included (waves 2, 4, 6, 8, 10 and 12).  

The panel is balanced: the data have been collected at the same time point for each subject. As 

previously stated, a sample of 1,053 individuals was selected for which 4,929 longitudinal 

observations were collected. The subjects of this study were individuals who were at least 20 years 

old and less than 66 years old at the time of wave 2. The selected individuals were followed from 

2010-12 until 2020-22 and until the age of 65. For those who reached the age of 66 earlier or 

dropped out for other reasons, the data were censored to the right.  

In selecting the sample, the methodological feature of event history analysis was followed, which 

requires that at the starting point (2010 in our case), none of the individuals under study had 



experienced the target event (Singer and Willett, 2003), i.e., they were not union members and had 

not declared themselves to be close to the Labour Party. Of the 1,350 individuals who stated in 2010 

that they were not union members and were not close to the Labour Party, remained 1,053 for 

whom observations were collected for more than one wave.4  

In sequence analysis, a critical issue is the handling of missing values that may affect the length of 

sequences or alignment. The default setting of TraMineR codes gaps and left-missing states as 

missing. Right-state missing states as void elements, leading to the sequence being considered 

terminated. 

The data were weighted only in sequence analysis, since its descriptive purposes. A longitudinal 

weight was calculated, to account for the phenomenon of attrition (the withdrawal of participants 

from the survey).5 

The data were in wide format (the subject’s repeated responses are in a single row), while for the 

event history analysis, they were transformed into a long format (each subject has multiple rows 

since each row is a one-time point per subject). 

The data analysis was performed with BlueSky Statistics 10.3.1, R Commander 2.9-5 (data 

management and binomial logit discrete-time model) and TraMineR, the package for sequence 

analysis in R (Gabadinho, Ritschard, Müller and Studer, 2011).  

The sample comprised 57.5% women and 42.5% men. The cohort born between 1960 and 1975 

constituted the largest proportion (43.7%), while the cohorts born between 1944 and 1959 and 

between 1976 and 1991 were of an equivalent size (27.9% and 28.4%, respectively). The majority 

of the sample (91.9%) were born in the UK, with 1.7% of cases missing this information. The 

largest proportion of the sample was born in England (72.0%), followed by Northern Ireland 

(7.9%), Scotland (7.6%), and Wales (4.3%).   

 

Union membership and Labour Party proximity, a case of reciprocal causality 



The sequence analysis revealed, as expected, a certain degree of differentiation: there were 165 

unique sequences. The ten most frequent sequences accounted for 69.3% of the total. Among these, 

five sequences (representing 689 cases) consisted exclusively of both no state, with the most 

prevalent sequence making up 33.0% of the total (the state both no occurred six times). The 

remaining four sequences also included both no state but only for shorter periods. Three of the top 

ten sequences (3.8%, 39 cases) involved the state of being a union member. 

The trends over time in the four identified states (both no, being a union member, being close to the 

Labour Party and both yes) were most easily visualised in the State Distribution plot (Figure 1), 

which represented the relative frequencies per year, rather than in the Sequence Index plot. 

 

Figure 1 Union membership and proximity to the Labour Party. State distribution plot (weighted 

data) 

(About here) 

 

The largest group comprised both no, which went from 100% in 2010 (remember that only 

individuals who were not union members in the first year were included in the analysis) to 78.2% in 

2020. The proportion of union members rose from 9.2% in 2012 to 13.3% in 2020, showing an 

upward trend over the period. The share of individuals who declared themselves as being close to 

the Labour Party increased from 4.3% in 2010 to 6.3% in 2020. This group showed greater 

variability over time than union membership. The number of individuals who were both union 

members and Labour Party supporters (both yes) was small, ranging from 0.9% in 2012 to 2.2% in 

2020. 

As most respondents were neither union members nor close to the Labour Party, the entropy 

measuring the diversity of sequences in terms of states, which ranges from 0 to 1, was low, although 

it increased to 0.52 by 2020 (of course it was 0 in 2010 and then 0.39 in 2012). This indicates an 

increase in the diversity of states over time. 



The transition rate between the four states (Table 1) showed that the tendency to stay in the same 

state prevailed. The values, however, were very different and ranged from 90% of those who were 

both no to 36% of those who were both yes, who were therefore particularly dynamic. Those who 

were union members were more static than those who were close to the Labour Party (63% vs. 

43%).  

 

Table 1 Transition rate among the four states both no, being a union member, being close to the 

Labour Party and both yes (%, weighted data) 

(About here) 

 

In a research study aimed at identifying the causal order between two variables, it was interesting to 

analyse which state one is moving towards. Both no became union members more than close to the 

Labour Party (7% vs. 3%). Among union members, there was a greater tendency to leave the union 

(both no 28%) than to become both yes (6%) or to become close to the Labour Party only (3%). 

This phenomenon was more pronounced among those who were close to the Labour Party. 44% 

moved away from the Labour Party (both no), 10% joined also the union (both yes), and 3% only 

joined the union. 

Finally, if they changed their position, both yes tended to remain only union members (34%). They 

passed to both no or being only close to the Labour Party to a similar extent (16% vs. 14%). 

Overall, the transition rates demonstrate that union membership and proximity to the Labour Party 

are phenomena that exhibit variability over time, with the latter showing the most pronounced 

changes. If union members or those close to the Labour Party changed state, an exit in the direction 

of both no prevailed.      

As previously mentioned, optimal matching analysis (OMA) creates clusters of sequences. Through 

a dendrogram the number of clusters identified was three (Figure 2). 

 



Figure 2 Union membership and proximity to the Labour Party. State distribution plot of the 

sequences by cluster (weighted data) 

(About here) 

 

The first cluster comprised individuals who are neither union members nor close to the Labour 

Party (both no) throughout the considered period. In the second cluster, the proportion of people 

who say they were close to the Labour Party increased over time compared to the first cluster. The 

high instability of political orientation was confirmed. The values showed variability over the years, 

with increases and decreases occurring even on an annual basis, which were particularly evident 

from 2014 onwards. The third cluster comprised union members. In this case, variability over time 

was smaller. It can be assumed that there was a stable core membership and a more variable 

minority. 

To identify the longitudinal patterns that characterise the clusters, it is useful to represent the ten 

most common frequencies within each cluster (Figure 3). They amounted to 82.2% of the sequences 

in the first cluster, 78.6% in the second, and 66.6% in the third. Therefore, the top 10 sequences 

summarised the prevailing trends in all three cases. 

 

Figure 3 Union membership and proximity to the Labour Party. The ten most frequent sequences 

within each cluster 

(About here) 

 

Since stability in both no state prevailed in cluster 1 (what changed was the duration and presence 

of missing), the other two clusters were more interesting. The greater variability of proximity to the 

Labour Party compared to union membership was again evidenced. Trade union membership had 

greater continuity over time, at least for some members. Furthermore, it was confirmed that the 



transition from being a trade union member to both yes and from being close to the Labour Party to 

both yes was limited. Only in cluster 3 did it turn out to be the fourth most common sequence. 

The descriptive analysis showed that both union membership and the Labour Party were subject to 

some variability over time, with the latter being more pronounced. In the case of exit from the state, 

a shift to both no rather than both yes was observed. 

Following the descriptive analysis, a multivariate analysis was required to further investigate the 

causal order. 

As previously stated in the methodological section, binomial logit discrete-time models were 

employed. The analysis focused on the occurrence of two events (being a union member and being 

close to the Labour Party). To identify the causal order between union membership and proximity, 

the regression coefficients were compared in pairs of events. 

Multiple models were used for both events. In the first model examining the relationship between 

trade union membership (the dependent variable) and proximity to the Labour Party (the 

independent variable) year was used as the time variable and the lagged value (t-1), for the reasons 

already stated, of the variable proximity to the Labour Party. In the second model, the socio-

demographic variables (gender, birth cohort and education level) were introduced as controls. In the 

third model, the socio-economic classification of current job and job size were added; in the fourth, 

the political context variables (Labour Party leader, working days lost due to strike); and in the fifth 

the frailty term. The same was done in the model where proximity to the Labour Party was the 

dependent variable and trade union membership the independent one. In this case, the lagged value 

of the variable being a union member was used as a predictor. Many predictors were time-varying. 

The Akaike information criterion (AIC) was utilised for the model comparison, with the one with 

the lowest values being selected. As one might expect, it was the fifth that was the only one here 

presented (Table 2). 

 

Table 2 Being a union member and close to the Labour Party. Binomial logistic discrete-time model 



(about here) 

 

The models showed that the predictors of the events being a union member and being close to the 

Labour Party were different. Gender predicted union membership, confirming the feminisation 

trend in the UK unions (odds ratio less then 1).6 The birth cohort was not predictive for either event 

while having a university degree (graduates vs. GCSEs, A levels, other secondary qualifications) 

increased the likelihood of both union membership and Labour Party proximity. Socio-economic 

classification of the current job predicted only union membership, with higher probabilities among 

routine workers compared to intermediates. Job size was not a significant predictor. The Labour 

Party leader was a significant predictor of union membership and closeness to the Labour Party. 

Miliband’s leadership has increased the likelihood of both joining the union and being close to the 

Labour Party. 

Crucially, the lagged value of Labour Party proximity predicted union membership and the lagged 

value of union membership predicted Labour Party proximity. The odds ratios were similar (1.96 vs. 

2.06). Given the overlap of the confidence intervals for the two coefficients (95% CI: 1.24-3.10 for 

being close to Labour Party lagged and 1.27-3.34 for being a union member lagged), the 

relationship between the two variables can be designated as one of reciprocal causality. Union 

membership exerted an influence on political orientation (in this case, proximity to the Labour 

Party), and vice versa, political orientation was also a determinant of union membership.  

 

Discussion and conclusions 

The longitudinal analysis carried out in our research confirmed that the relationship between union 

membership and political orientation is a dynamic process. This result is consistent with that of 

Hadziabdic and Baccaro (2020), who had previously emphasised the necessity for longitudinal 

studies rather than cross-sectional ones.  



The analysis of the causal order between two variables represents a challenge. In the social 

sciences, time succession is employed to identify it (Corbetta, 2003; Finkel, 1995). Consequently, 

the one-year lagged value (t-1) of the independent variable (whether the individual is a union 

member or is closely affiliated with the Labour Party) was utilised in the multivariate analysis.  

The results showed that, as might be expected, union membership and proximity to the Labour 

Party affect only a minority of the subjects surveyed. The relationship between the two variables is 

one of reciprocal causality; the state being close to the Labour Party is a predictor of the event 

being a union member, and vice versa. Recalling the static conception presented in the literature 

review, it could be said that the union tends to attract members who are close to the Labour Party 

(selection effect) and that being a union member contributes to the socialisation of the members and 

influences their political orientation (moulding effect).  

These results are consistent with the literature review regarding the UK. The originality of this 

research lies in its investigation of the causal order between the two variables through a longitudinal 

analysis, which is not very common in industrial relations. It allows to better focus on the 

relationship between the two variables over time. 

When interpreting reciprocal causality, it is worth bearing in mind that although the relationship 

between trade unions and the Labour Party has changed and has been somewhat conflictual over the 

last thirty years, the link between the two organizations remains stronger in the UK than in other 

countries (Haugsgjerd Allern and Bale, 2017). This relationship is institutionalized, as evidenced by 

the fact that many trade unions are affiliated with the Labour Party. During the period under study, 

the renewal of the party under Miliband and Corbyn — particularly the latter’s criticism of austerity 

policies — may have reinforced the bond between the two organizations (Batrouni, 2020). 

Considering the results of the causal analysis presented here, in addition to the two variables under 

study, the determinants of trade union membership and proximity to the Labour Party can be linked 

to micro and political context variables. The former, in the case of trade union membership, are 

gender, education level, and the socio-economic classification of the current job. In the case of 



proximity to the Labour Party, it is only education level. As well as maintaining its roots in 

traditional occupational groups (routine workers), the trade union is experiencing feminization and 

an increase in the education level of its members. These phenomena are related to greater 

unionization in the service sector, particularly in the public sector. Education level (having a degree) 

is also a predictor of proximity to the Labour Party, confirming that the latter is opening up to new 

social groups. 

As education level is a predictor of both events and states, it can be considered a key variable in 

interpreting the reciprocal causal relationship between union membership and proximity to the 

Labour Party. Another variable that is found to be a determinant of both union membership and 

proximity to the Labour Party has to do with political context, exemplified by the Labour Party 

leader. As said, under Miliband’s leadership, the likelihood of both joining the union and being 

close to the Labour Party has increased. This result should be interpreted with caution, as the 

relationship could be due to period effect and variables that were not included in the models.  

The relationship with trade union membership is somewhat more problematic. Miliband can be seen 

as the leader who initiated a process of renewal of the Labour Party’s political line without adopting 

Corbyn’s more radical approach (Batrouni, 2020). This may have enabled to maintain ties with the 

new social groups that had become closer to the Labour Party. As we have seen, these groups are 

increasingly joining the trade union. As regards the Labour Party proximity, in an increasing 

personalized political landscape where party leaders play a pivotal role in shaping political opinion 

(Garzia, Ferreira da Silva & De Angelis, 2020), Corbyn’s turbulent tenure may have alienated many 

from the Labour Party. There was no shortage of internal conflicts and ambiguities, as evidenced by 

the Brexit referendum and the rifts it may have created between party leader, MPs and voters 

(Schnapper, 2025). The press and media strongly criticized Corbyn since the beginning of his 

leadership, contributing to his weakening as a political leader. Indicative of the difficulties faced by 

the Labour Party during the Corbyn years is the fact that the defeat in 2019 was the worst result for 

the party since 1935. 



The results of the causal analysis should be interpreted in light of the descriptive analysis carried 

out using sequence analysis. It allowed us to deepen the relationship between union membership 

and closeness to the Labour Party and showed that it is subject to high variability over time, as 

demonstrated by transitions between states. An exit prevailed, which could be called as negative, in 

the meaning of quitting (shift to both no) rather than adding (shift to both yes). 

Variability over time and negative exit raise questions about the dynamic process of attitude 

formation and the moulding effect. 

There is a certain fluidity in terms of transitions over time when considering the two states of being 

a union member and being close to the Labour Party. This variation is greater for the latter. Those 

who maintain union membership over time are more consistent than those who claim to be close to 

the Labour Party. This is evident in both the graphs showing the clusters of sequences (Figure 2) 

and the ten most prevalent frequencies within each cluster (Figure 3), as well as when considering 

the transition rate between states (Table 1). In dynamic terms, continuity in the state of being a 

union member or being close to the Labour Party in time is given by the sum of the transition rates 

of those who said they remained in that state and those who switched to both yes. Union 

membership was more permanent over time than being close to the Labour Party (69% and 53% 

respectively). 

Looking at the transitions from being a union member and from being close to the Labour Party 

(Table 1), an negative exit prevailed: those who have left their state mainly moved to both no (28% 

and 44% respectively) more than both yes (6% and 10% respectively). The change of state from 

being a union member to being only close to the Labour Party, and vice versa, is marginal (3% in 

both cases). 

Exit may signal dissatisfaction (Hirschman, 1970). The higher degrees of the fluidity of the state 

being close to the Labour Party may be because the proximity to party is less binding than union 

membership. Political offers and positions, as well as leadership, can drive individuals away from a 

party. This is evidenced by the non-voting patterns of the working class for the Labour Party in 



recent years in the UK (Evans and Tilley, 2017; Telford and Wistow, 2020), highlighted in the 

literature review. 

The reasons for leaving union membership differ from those that lead to initial membership. They 

can be traced back to both union-related and other factors (Inner, 2023; Leschke and Vandaele, 

2018; Waddington, 2006). The former includes aspects such as discontent with union action, even at 

the workplace level and for unions’ performance. External factors include changes in employment 

position (becoming unemployed, retiring, changing sector, moving to a non-standard contract, being 

hired by a small company).  

The prevalence of negative exit suggests that trade union membership and proximity to the Labour 

Party are the result of different decision-making processes.  

The fact that negative exit is so common raises questions about the moulding effect. It mainly 

concerns union members, since the variable considered as political orientation does not allow an in-

depth examination of the moulding effect. The proximity to the Labour Party does not necessarily 

imply political activism, interactions with other party members or sympathisers, or even a strong 

identification in terms of values and ideas. Consequently, it may not lead to the formation of a 

collective identity, which, as evidenced by the literature on civicness, is crucial for changing 

attitudes (Putnam, 2020). The fact that proximity to the Labour Party was a cause of union 

membership and that the sequence analysis showed that 10% of those close to the Labour Party 

transition to the state both yes, confirmed that ideological leverage can lead to union membership. 

But it says nothing about the formation of attitudes. 

With regard to union membership, the research presented here showed that there is a causal 

relationship between being a union member and being close to the Labour Party. However, only 6% 

of union members have moved to both yes state. While it is necessary to proceed with caution when 

drawing conclusions about the moulding effect (which was not the focus of the research), the 

findings suggest that it seems limited in its effectiveness. As previously mentioned, the majority of 

sequences and transitions demonstrate that union members are a rather heterogeneous group. It 



could be hypothesised that the moulding effect varies depending on how long someone has been a 

union member. An aspect not considered in our research is whether the moulding effect is more 

pronounced among those who are more actively engaged in union activities (Almond and Verba, 

1989). Past research provides mixed evidence on this point. For example, Hadziabdic and Baccaro 

(2020) found that the distinction between active and passive members is less important than might 

have been expected.  

On the other hand, the heterogeneity of the sequences suggested that the formation of attitudes (in 

this case, political orientation) was a process that occurred over time. It can be assumed that it 

involves multiple actors. They may include, but are not limited to, trade unions (Hadziabdic and 

Baccaro, 2020; Newman and Skocpol, 2023).  

The causal order between union membership and political attitudes needs to be further explored 

with longitudinal studies covering other countries. 

There are some limitations in the research presented here. The choice related to the longitudinal 

analysis methodology to consider only those individuals who were not in the state under study in 

2010 (being union members and being close to the Labour Party), reduced the number of cases, 

compared to the respondents in wave 2 of the UKHLS. Attitude to politics is measured only by 

proximity to the Labour Party, and not the broader being left-wing and others aspects that reflect 

political participation (e.g. keeping informed, voting, voting for a left party, being a member of a 

party, attending demonstrations). Finally, the methodology focused on the occurrence of an event 

and the transition between states. It did not allow an in-depth study of how attitudes are formed, a 

topic that emerged as relevant during the research. Rather than being a limitation of the research, 

given its aim, this can be pointed out as a theme for further research. 

 

 

 

Notes 



 

1 The difference between state and event refers to a static and dynamic perspective, respectively. A 

state is a condition one is in, whereas an event is a condition one is in following a transition. An 

event causes a change of state, and a change of state is an event (Gabadinho, Ritschard, Müller and 

Studer, 2011). 

2 Even if Miliband was leader from 25 September 2010 to 8 May 2015, and Corbyn from 12 

September 2015 to 4 April 2020, in the variable Labour Party leaders, only two leaders were 

considered, Miliband, 2010-2015, and Jeremy Corbyn, 2016-2020.  

3 Frailty models are regarded akin to multilevel analysis and random effects models (Mills, 2011). 

4 The fact that the sample consists of only 1,053 individuals may seem surprising when one 

considers that 40,960 individuals aged between 20 and 65 were interviewed in wave 2 of the 

UKHLS.  As shown in Table 1 in the appendix, however, the number of eligibles for our research 

was significantly reduced because the two questions considered – ‘Are you a member of a 

workplace union?’ and ‘Which political party are you closest to?’ – had a high number of 

inapplicable. This was because the former was only addressed to those who were employed, and the 

latter to those who answered a previous question that they were close to a political party. 

 5 Weight is given by the inverse probability of being a stayer for all waves. A binary variable was 

created, equal to one if a respondent was a stayer throughout all the waves and zero if they dropped 

out. The probability of being a stayer was estimated using binary logit models with gender and birth 

cohort as control variables. The sum of the weighted data is 1,053.01 (minimum 0.757; maximum 

1.492). 

6 As is well recognised, the interpretation of odds ratios (exp(b)) is not straightforward. A value 

greater than one indicates a positive relationship, whereas a value less than one suggests the 

opposite. 

 

 



Data acknowledgement 

Understanding Society, the UK Household Longitudinal Study, is an initiative funded by the 

Economic and Social Research Council and various Government Departments, with scientific 

leadership by the Institute for Social and Economic Research, University of Essex, and survey 

delivery by the National Centre for Social Research (NatCen) and Verian (formerly Kantar Public). 

The research data are distributed by the UK Data Service.  

 

 

 

References 

 

Abbott A (1995) Sequence Analysis: New Methods for Old Ideas. Annual Review of Sociology 21: 

93–113. 

 

Abbott A, Hrycak A (1990) Measuring Resemblance in Sequence Data: An Optimal Matching 

Analysis of Musicians. American Journal of Sociology, 96(1): 144–185. 

 

Abbott A, Tsay A (2000) Sequence Analysis and Optimal Matching Methods in Sociology. 

Sociological Methods and Research 29(1): 3–33. https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124100029001001 

 

Almond GS, Verba S (1989) The Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in Five 

Nations. New Park: SAGE Publications. 

 



Arndt C, Rennwald L (2017) Workplace Characteristics and Working Class Vote for the Old and 

New Right. British Journal of Industrial Relations 55(1): 137–164. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjir.12143 

 

Batrouni D. (2020) The Battle of Ideas in the Labour Party: From Attlee to Corbyn and Brexit. 

Bristo: Bristol University Press. 

 

Bauman Z (2000) Liquid Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

 

Beck U (1992) Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity. London: SAGE Publications. 

 

Beck U, Giddens A, Lash S (1994) Reflexive Modernisation: Politics, Tradition and Aesthetics in 

the Modern Social Order. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 

 

Checchi D, Visser J (2005) Pattern persistence in European trade union density: A longitudinal 

analysis 1950-1996. European Sociological Review, 21(1): 1–21. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jci001 

 

Corbetta P (2003) Social research: Theory, methods and techniques. London: SAGE Publications.  

 

Department for Business and Trade (2023) Trade Union Membership, UK 1995-2022. Statistical 

Bulletin. 

 



Donnelly MJ (2016) Competition and solidarity: union members and immigration in Europe. West 

European Politics 39(4): 688-709, https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2015.1110941 

 

Ebbinghaus B, Göbel C, Koos S (2011) Social capital, ‘Ghent’ and workplace contexts matter: 

Comparing union membership in Europe. European Journal of Industrial Relations 17(1): 107–124. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680111400894 

 

Ebbinghaus B, Visser J (1999) When institutions matter: Union growth and decline in Western 

Europe, 1950-1995. European Sociological Review 15(2): 135–158. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.esr.a018257 

 

Evans G, Tilley J (2017) The New Politics of Class: The Political Exclusion of the British Working 

Class. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Finkel SE (1995) Causal analysis with panel data. London: SAGE Publications. 

 

Fitzgerald I, Beadle R, Rowan K (2020) Trade unions and the 2016 UK European Union 

Referendum. Economic and Industrial Democracy 43(1): 388-

409. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X19899483 (Original work published 2022) 

 

Frege CM, Kelly J (2003) Union Revitalization Strategies in Comparative Perspective. European 

Journal of Industrial Relations 9(1): 7–24. 

 



Frymer P, Grumbach JM (2021) Labor Unions and White Racial Politics. American Journal of 

Political Science 65: 225-240. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12537 

 

Gabadinho A, Ritschard G, Müller NS, Studer M (2011) Analyzing and Visualizing State Sequences 

in R with TraMineR. Journal of Statistical Software 40(4): 1–37. 

https://doi.org/10.18637/jss.v040.i04  

 

Garzia D, Ferreira da Silva F, De Angelis A (2020) Partisan dealignment and the personalisation of 

politics in West European parliamentary democracies, 1961–2018. West European Politics 45(2): 

311–334. https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2020.1845941 

 

Giddens A (1991) Modernity and Self-identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press. 

 

Goldthorpe JH, Lockwood D, Bechhofer F, Platt J (1968) The Affluent Worker: Industrial Attitudes 

and Behaviour. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

Gumbrell-McCormick R, Hyman R (2013) Trade Unions in Western Europe: Hard Times, Hard 

Choices. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Hadziabdic S, Baccaro L (2020) A Switch or a Process? Disentangling the Effects of Union 

Membership on Political Attitudes in Switzerland and the UK. Industrial Relations 59(3): 466–499. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/irel.12264 



 

Haugsgjerd Allern E, Bale T (2017) Left-of-Centre Parties and Trade Unions in the Twenty-First 

Century. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

 

Hirschman AO (1970) Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Organisations, and 

States. Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press. 

 

Holgate J (2013) Community organising in the UK: A ‘new’ approach for trade unions? Economic 

and Industrial Democracy 36(3): 431-455. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X13511275 

 

Hyman R (2001) Understanding European trade unionism: Between market, class and society. 

SAGE Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446217139 

 

Hyman R (2007) How can trade unions act strategically? Transfer: European Review of Labour and 

Research 13(2): 193-210. https://doi.org/10.1177/102425890701300204 

 

Iner M (2023) Individual-level determinants of current trade union membership and previous trade 

union membership in European countries. Journal of International and Comparative Social Policy. 

39(1): 84-100. https://doi.org/10.1017/ics.2023.3 

 

Jensen CS (2017) Political attitudes and trade union membership in the Nordic countries. European 

Journal of Industrial Relations 23(4): 381-395. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680117708372 

 



Kim SE, Margalit Y (2017) Informed Preferences? The Impact of Unions on Workers' Policy Views. 

American Journal of Political Science 61: 728-743. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12280  

 

Kirmanoǧlu H, Baçlevent C (2012) Using basic personal values to test theories of union 

membership. Socio-Economic Review: 10, 683–703. https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwr020 

 

Kollmeyer C (2013) Who Joins Trade Unions? Testing New Sociological Explanations. 

Comparative Sociology 12(4): 548–574. 

 

Leschke J, Vandaele K (2018) Explaining leaving union membership by the degree of labour market 

attachment: Exploring the case of Germany. Economic and Industrial Democracy 39(1): 64-86. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X15603456 

 

Macdonald D (2021) Labor Unions and White Democratic Partisanship. Political Behavior 43: 

859–879. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-020-09624-3 

 

Miles A, Savage M (1994) The Remaking of the British Working Class, 1840-1940. Milton Park: 

Routledge. 

 

Mills M (2011) Introducing survival and event history analysis. London: SAGE Publications. 

 



Mosimann N, Rennwald L, Zimmermann A (2019) The radical right, the labour movement and the 

competition for the workers’ vote. Economic and Industrial Democracy 40(1): 65-90. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X18780317 

 

Mundlak G (2020) Organising matters. Two Logic of Trade Union Representation. Geneva: Ilera. 

Edward Elgar. International Labour Office. 

 

Newman L, Skocpol T (2023) Rust Belt Union Blues. Why Working-Class Voters Are Turning Away 

from the Democratic Party. New York: Columbia University Press. 

 

Putnam RD (2000) Bowling Alone. The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New York: 

Simon and Schuster Paperbacks.  

 

Rennwald L (2020) Social Democratic Parties and the Working Class. New Voting Patterns. 

London: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Rennwald L, Pontusson J (2021) Paper Stones Revisited: Class Voting, Unionization and the 

Electoral Decline of the Mainstream Left. Perspectives on Politics 19(1): 36-54. 

doi:10.1017/S1537592720000067 

 

Riley N-M. (1997) Determinants of Union Membership: A Review. LABOUR 11: 265-301. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9914.00037 

 



Ritschard G, Studer M (eds) (2018) Sequence Analysis and Related Approaches Innovative Methods 

and Applications. Cham: Springer International Publishing. 

 

Savage M (2015) Introduction to elites from the “problematic of the proletariat” to a class analysis 

of “wealth elites.” Sociological Review 63: 223–239. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.12281 

 

Savage M, Devine F, Cunningham N, Taylor M, Li Y, Hjellbrekke J, Le Roux B, Friedman S, Miles 

A (2013) A New Model of Social Class? Findings from the BBC’s Great British Class Survey 

Experiment. Sociology 47(2): 219–250. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038513481128 

 

Schnabel C (2002) Determinants of trade union membership. Diskussionspapiere No. 15. Friedrich-

Alexander-Universität Erlangen-Nürnberg. 

 

Schnabel C (2013) Union membership and density: Some (not so) stylised facts and challenges. 

European Journal of Industrial Relations 19(3): 255–272. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680113493373 

 

Schnabel C (2020) Union Membership and Collective Bargaining: Trends and Determinants. In: 

Zimmermann KF (eds) Handbook of Labor, Human Resources and Population Economics. Springer 

1-37. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-57365-6_202-1 

 



Schnabel C, Wagner J (2007) Union density and determinants of union membership in 18 EU 

countries: evidence from micro data, 2002/03. Industrial Relations Journal 38(1): 5–32. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2338.2007.00433.x 

 

Schnapper P (2025) Reaching power through ambiguity? The Labour Party and Brexit 2021–25. 

British Politics. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41293-025-00292-7 

 

Singer JD, Willett JB (2003) Applied Longitudinal Data Analysis: Modeling Change and Event 

Occurrence. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Studer M, (2013) Weighted Cluster Library Manual: A practical guide to creating typologies of 

trajectories in the social sciences with R. LIVES Working Papers, Issue 

24.https://doi.org/10.12682/lives.2296-1658.2013.24 

 

Studer M, Ritschard G (2016) What matters in differences between life trajectories: A comparative 

review of sequence dissimilarity measures. Journal of the Royal Statistical Society. Series A: 

Statistics in Society 179(2): 481–511. https://doi.org/10.1111/rssa.12125 

 

Telford L, Wistow J (2020) Brexit and the working class on Teesside: Moving beyond reductionism. 

Capital and Class 44(4): 553–572. https://doi.org/10.1177/0309816819873310 

 

Trentini, M. (2022). Political attitudes, participation and union membership in the UK. Industrial 

Relations Journal, 53(1), 19–34. https://doi.org/10.1111/irj.12352 



 

Turner T, Ryan L, O’Sullivan M (2020) Does union membership matter? Political participation, 

attachment to democracy and generational change. European Journal of Industrial Relations 26(3): 

279–295. https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680119844926 

 

University of Essex Institute for Social and Economic Research (2023) Understanding Society: 

Waves 1-13, 2009-2022 and Harmonised BHPS: Waves 1-18, 1991-2009. [data collection]. 18th 

Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 6614, http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6614-19. 

 

Visser J (2002) Why Fewer Workers Join Unions in Europe: A Social Custom Explanation of 

Membership Trends. British Journal of Industrial Relations 40(3): 403–430. 

 

Visser J (2019) Trade Unions in the Balance. ILO ACTRAV Working Paper. International Labour 

Organization. 

 

Visser J (2023) Will they rise again? Four scenarios for the future of trade unions. Economic and 

Industrial Democracy 45(3): 629-652. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143831X231178850 (Original work 

published 2024)  

 

Waddington J (2006) Why Do Members Leave? The Importance of Retention to Trade Union 

Growth. Labor Studies Journal 31(3): 15-38. https://doi.org/10.1177/0160449X0603100302 

 



Waddington J (2015) Trade union membership retention in Europe: The challenge of difficult times. 

European Journal of Industrial Relations 21(3): 205–221. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680114538708 

 

Waddington J, Whitston C (1997) Why do people join unions in a period of membership decline? 

British Journal of Industrial Relations 35(4): 515–546. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8543.00067 

 

 

Table 1 Transition rate among the four states both no, being a union member, being close to the 

Labour Party and both yes (%, weighted data) 

  

Both no 
 
 

Trade union 
member 

 

Close to the 
Labour Party 

 

Both yes 
 
 

Both no 90,0 7,0 3,0 0,0 
Trade union member 28,0 63,0 3,0 6,0 
Close to the Labour Party 44,0 3,0 43,0 10,0 
Both yes 16,0 34,0 14,0 36,0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table 2 Being a union member and close to the Labour Party. Binomial logistic discrete-time model 

Be a union member       
 

  exp b 
Intercept -1,016.248 *** 0.000 
Year 0.503 ** 1.654 
Close to the Labour Party lagged 0.673 ** 1.960 
Gender (ref. female)    

Male -0.592 *** 0.553 
Birth cohort (ref. 1944-59)    

1960-75 -0.060  0.942 
1976-91 -0.112  0.894 

Education level  

 (ref. CGSE, A level, other secondary qualifications) 
degree and other higher degree 0.492 *** 1.635 
no qualification -1.614  0.199 

Socio-economic current job classification (ref. intermediate)   
Management & professional 0.028  1.028 
Routine 0.846 *** 2.330 

Job size (ref. medium-large)    
Small-medium enterprises 0.036  1.037 

Labour Party leader (ref. Corbyn)    
  Miliband 1.644 *** 5.174 
Work days lost in strike 0.073  1.075 
Frailty (id) 0.000 * 1.000 

    
AIC 1,954.800   
  

  
    

Be close to the Labour Party    

 
  exp b 

Intercept -813.469 *** 0.000 
Year 0.401 *** 1.494 
Union member lagged 0.724 ** 2.062 
Gender (ref. female)    

Male 0.074  1.077 
Birth cohort (ref. 1944-59)    

1960-75 -0.033  0.967 
1976-91 0.229  1.258 

Education level  

 (ref. CGSE, A level, other secondary qualifications) 
Degree and other higher degree 0.494 * 1.638 
No qualification 0.144  1.155 

Socio-economic current job classification (ref. intermediate)   

Management & professional 0.380  1.463 
Routine -0.037  0.963 



Job size (ref. medium-large)    
Small-medium enterprises -0.049  0.952 

Labour Party leader (ref. Corbyn)    
  Miliband 1.628 * 5.095 
Work days lost in strike 0.493  1.637 
Frailty (id) 0.000  1.000 

    
AIC 1,062.900     

 

 

 
Notes: Ref.: reference category. AIC: Akaike information criterion. 
Significance levels: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 Union membership and proximity to the Labour Party. State distribution plot (weighted 

data) 
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Figure 2 Union membership and proximity to the Labour Party. State distribution plot of the 

sequences by cluster (weighted data) 

 

 

 



Figure 3 Union membership and proximity to the Labour Party. The ten most frequent sequences 

within each cluster 

 

 
   
 



Appendix 

Table A Contingency table questions ‘Are you a member of a workplace union?’ and ‘Which 

political party are you closest to?’ (absolute values) 

    Close to the Labour Party   
Union member No Yes Missing Inapplicable Total 
No 1.350 1.015 22 2.257 4.644 
Yes 1.805 1.975 42 2.905 6.727 
Missing 1 1 2.971 3 2.976 
Inapplicable 7.590 5.356 147 13.520 26.613 
Total 10.746 8.347 3.182 18.685 40.960 

 

 

 


