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Marco Trentini, Department of Education Studies “Giovanni Maria Bertin”, University of Bologna,
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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/events! 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; Kirmanoglu and
Baslevent, 2012; Schnabel and Wagner, 2007). Some authors have identified a relationship between
left-wing political orientation and unionisation (Kirmanoglu and Baslevent, 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.’ 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.*

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).’

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, Miiller 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 fo 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).° 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



! 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, Miiller 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.

> 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.
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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 Close to the Both yes
member  Labour Party

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  kx 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 *x* 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

expb

Intercept -813.469 *** 0.000
Year 0.401 s 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)
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Figure 3 Union membership and proximity to the Labour Party. The ten most frequent sequences

within each cluster
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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 2971 3 2.976
Inapplicable 7.590 5.356 147 13.520 26.613

Total 10.746 8.347 3.182 18.685 40.960




