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ABSTRACT

A common challenge for all trade unions in most of the Western world is the growing trade union
density gap between young and older workers. In this paper, we examine the generational trade
union gap with point of departure in the Danish case. Our data stem from two large surveys
(APL Il & lIl). We find that young workers are not more individualized; to the contrary, unorganized
young workers have a growing collective mind-set. Through the lens of a life-course perspective, our
data show that young workers have a growing ‘fluidic’ working life. Many young workers also take
jobs in parts of the labor market with weak trade unions representation not allowing them to get
in contact with trade unions representatives.
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The Nordic labor market models and the trade union
generational density gap

he Nordic labor market models are renowned for their strong social partners and

collective bargaining. OECD (2018) has recently linked strong independent collec-

tive bargaining with a high macroeconomic performance and good quality of work.
The Nordic model of industrial and employment relations is therefore a key factor for
growth and welfare for the Nordic countries. However, one of the most important pre-
conditions for the functionality of the Nordic labor market models is a high density for
both trade unions and employer organizations. In other words, strong, collective part-
ners are pivotal for high multiple-employer collective bargaining coverage and thus the
output of the industrial and employment relations models. The density for employers
seems to be rather steady whiles the trade union density has dropped since the peak in
mid-1990ies (Hogedahl 2019). If trade unions in the Nordic countries continue to expe-
rience a dropping density, they will subsequently lose the representational power and
legitimacy to negotiate with their employer counter parts and use collective actions as a
tool to demand collective agreements with unorganized employers (Dglvik et al. 2015).
A dropping trade union density is thus a challenge for the Nordic welfare models and
not only trade unions as organizations.

"You can find this text and its DOI at https:/tidsskrift.dk/njwls/index.
2 Corresponding author: hogedahl@dps.aau.dk.
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There are many and complex explanations for the development in the overall trade
union density for each of the Nordic countries (Schnabel 2013; Visser 2002). Structural
factors such as technology (e.g., robots or artificial intelligence) and internationaliza-
tion are changing the demand for labor and shifting the ‘membership potential’ from
unskilled workers (and their trade unions) to skilled workers and workers with lon-
ger education (Ibsen et al. 2011). Others emphasize institutional factors such as unem-
ployment insurance systems, where trade unions in Finland, Sweden, and Denmark are
dependent on the unemployment insurance (Ghent) systems as an important recruiting
mechanism (Hogedahl & Kongshej 2018). Hence, changes to the unemployment insur-
ance system can also bring changes to the overall trade union density. The scope of this
article, however, is the trade union density gap between young and older workers. This is
not a new phenomenon (see Kjeldstadli 1997) yet the gap seems to be growing (Caraker
et al. 20135). Nor is it a unique Nordic problem but a global trend found in most of the
OECD countries (Haynes et al. 2005).

When surveying the existing literature regarding the density gap, as presented in the
next section, a wide range of explanations can be identified. These explanations span
from a more individualistic orientation towards union membership among the young
workers to explanations focusing on structural characteristics of the young worker’s
jobs, which are often placed in sectors of the labor market where contact to the trade
unions for various reasons are less frequent. This hindrance of experience with trade
unions can lead to less first-hand knowledge for decision-making. Yet, another perspec-
tive potential relevant for explaining the density gap is taken from the life course and
youth literature. We see a great potential in this strain of literature because it allows us
to combine structural changes with active choice. The main point is that the transition
from education to working life is becoming increasingly more complex and “fluid” with
more jumps between the two states. In turn, this contributes to increment of the length
of the period of youth as the young person is neither fully educated nor fully integrated
on the labor market. In a sense, young workers are in a transition or on migration, as
they are not fully prepared to settle down. This goes hand in hand with long running
institutional changes in the educational system, characterized by more young people go
to university and fewer become skilled laborers.

The research question guiding our analysis: Can the low trade union density for
young workers be explained by an active choice based on more individualistic values
and/or structural conditions and life course trajectories for young people?

In the following sections, we develop our theoretical argument allowing us to for-
mulate the following hypotheses, which we will test in our empirical analysis:

H1:  Young workers are becoming more individualistic in their orientation. Hence, the
declining density is a direct consequence of young workers opting-out i.e. an active
choice based on value.

H2:  Structural factors in combination with life course trajectories are placing young
workers temporary in parts of the labour market with no or little contact with
trade unions.

The two different explanations for the generational density gap point to very different
scenarios for trade unions and the Nordic labor market models. If the main reason for
the generational density gap is due to ingrained individualistic values incomparable with
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unionization, the prospects for trade unions are bleak. However, if the density gap is due
to changes in working life transitions and/or mismatch between trade union strategies
and young workers expectations then the trend is reversible (Ibsen et al. 2011). As we
argue throughout the article, there is no clear-cut explanation for the declining member-
ship rate among young workers. Rather the explanation should be found in the combi-
nation of the different development trends.

In the next section, we survey the state-of-the-art by looking at previous studies.
We hereby list a number of explanations and point to the fact that we are able to bring
the research further by applying our repeated cross sectional survey data. This allows
us to test not only structural and individual variables but also attitudes and experiences
among young workers. Later, we then turn to our empirical analysis followed by a final
section summarizing our findings.

Can individualistic values explain the decline
in union membership?

As mentioned in the Introduction, a popular explanation for the density gap is because
young people today differ from the orientation of previous generations by becoming
more individualistic. The consequence is that trade unions are perceived as irrelevant in
their focus on collectivism and solidarity (Beck 1983, 1986; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim
2002). This type of explanations are labeled as generational, where attitudes and values,
including attitudes towards union membership, will depend on the general conditions
of upbringing to which the individual, like other peers, has been exposed. Generational
explanations are further based on a basic assumption that socialization to particular
attitudes and values takes place in youth, and are maintained throughout life. The future
of collectivity in this perspective is therefore ominous because trade union organizing
efforts later in life may have difficulty in changing the already entrenched attitudes
towards trade unions. This type of explanation draws on a categorization of young
people as a homogeneous group, in the sense that they act in accordance with certain
norms and values characterized by individual orientations, given the liberation from the
traditions and norms of previous generations. At the same time, the view of being young
means that demands for decision-making and choices in relation to the future become
a framework-setting condition. In this perspective, younger generations will differ from
older generations in their orientation towards trade unions, that is, the younger the
individuals, the less support there is for collective solutions. A recent cross-sectional
study of Swedish trade union members (Allvin & Sverke 2020) has found support for
the individualization-thesis. They found that younger trade union members to a lesser
extent rallied around the solidaric values of the trade unions, and thereby implicitly
challenged a central aspect of the Swedish trade unions. The conclusion of the study was
that individualization of the working life has led to less support for trade unions. The
results indicate a mismatch between the values of trade unions and the expectation of
the members, especially the younger members. The argument should not be restricted
to explain the development within the unions as in the case of the Swedish study, but
as the argument is based on societal changes, it could readily apply to membership of
unions, which is the main aim of this article, and not just value orientation when already
a member. The hypothesis deduced from the argument above would be that the declining
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interest in the union membership among younger workers relative to older workers can
be explained by change in societal values favoring more individualistic values. Empiri-
cally, we would expect union density to be less prominent among younger workers
compared to older workers.

Structural explanations for the density gap

Even though the argument of an individualistic youth as a central component in explain-
ing the declining membership density is by no means new cf. the aforementioned study,
other studies have been critical of the argument (Aleks et al. 2021; Haynes et al. 2005).
The argument is still being advanced, as it resonates well with other theoretical strands
especially within management literature (Aleks et al. 2021). Although in society there is
a general focus on the individual as well as the individual’s free self-expression, it must
necessarily be discussed whether a macro-oriented generational explanation causes uni-
form results in young people’s individual orientation towards trade unions and union-
ization? Recent international research on young people and unionization points out that
young people’s declining trade union density does not necessarily have to be explained
as a rejection of collectivity, solidarity and trade unions (for a good review see Keune
2015). Rather, the lower degree of unionization is due to lack of knowledge as well as
the absence of direct experience with trade unions in their working lives (Aleks et al.
2021; Hodder & Kretsos 2015; Simms et al. 2018; Vandaele 2012).

These findings indicate that the lower trade union density gap can to some extent
be attributed to the lack of presence of trade unions and trade unions representatives
in young people’s everyday lives, and not just a more individualistic orientation among
young people. At the same time, it is true that young people’s entry into the labor market
often takes place in industries that are characterized by a low degree of unionization,
low collective agreement coverage, and changeable and short-term employment relation-
ships (Cieslik & Simpson 2013; Scheuer 2015; Simms et al. 2018). Jensen (2020) points
out that sectors with high labor turn over are harder to unionize. From the individual
perspective, a possible explanation is that the motivation for trade union membership
is low due to the short period of employment. Additionally, the relations between the
workers are unstable, which minimizes peer pressure for membership. From a trade
union perspective, workers in these industries are harder to identify, and therefore
harder to organize, and furthermore, they are at risk of leaving the union. These chal-
lenges combined increases the cost of recruiting workers in these industries. Vandaele
(2012) points out the seemingly mismatch between young workers expectations and
trade union strategies.

In addition, the financial crisis 2008 has in particular had a significant impact on the
opportunities and conditions that entry into the labor market offers. This can be seen,
among other things, in the reduction in job opportunities, as well as precarious proper-
ties of the available jobs (Scheuer 2015; Standing 2014). Research shows that young
workers (<30 years) were disproportionally affected by the financial crisis, for example,
more young workers became unemployed compared to other workers. The primary
drop in employment were among young workers on a standard employment contract
(open ended and above 35 weekly hours) (Allmendinger et al. 2013). As a consequence,
individual experiences with trade unions will be largely limited. In connection to the
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young workers entry to the labor market, it should be mentioned that the educational
background of the young worker in connection with entering the labor market has a
strong impact on the opportunities and limitations to which the individual is subjected.
Roberts (2012) points out that Beck only to a limited extent has an eye for the signifi-
cance of the position the young worker occupies on the labor market, as well as how this
contributes to situational experiences.

In addition to these conditions for entering the labor market, young people’s early
working life are also characterized by a high degree of mobility in and out of jobs,
amplified by the financial crisis. This is due to several aspects; for example, that young
people’s problem solving in the labor market is predominantly governed by exit strate-
gies, rather than voice strategies, which other age groups in the labor market make
greater use of (Caraker et al. 2015; Hirschman 1970).

In other words, the lower and declining trade union density for young workers
compared to older workers cannot necessarily be attributed to that young workers are
more individualistic in their orientation. In this line of theorizing, possible membership
is more determent by the structural opportunities for exposure to trade unions at the
job. The trade unions are in other words absent when the young workers enter the labor
market, which in turn complicates the socialization of the young workers.! The young
worker is individualized due to the structural position of the job, and not due to indi-
vidualistic values. Therefore, the decline in propensity to join a trade union is not due
to increase in anti-collective values among young workers rather it can be construed as
lack of socialization.

These explanations fit well with the social custom theory emphasizing the connec-
tion between a strong trade union representation at the local workplace and a repro-
ducing high trade union density (Ibsen et al. 2017; Visser 2002). If young workers are
increasingly working in segments of the labor market with weak trade union representa-
tion, the social custom effects are equally weak, and thereby the possible socialization
effect. This trend is furthermore strengthened by the fact that many young workers have
precarious working conditions as mentioned above (Simms et al. 2018) and will often
use exit strategies and not voice when exposed to injustice (Caraker et al. 2015).

Alongside the development of the labor market, the literature on life course and
youth describes aspects of de-standardization of the life course, especially related to
the twenties. Completion of education or starting a family is considered key transi-
tions in the life course and important for all aspects of life, especially for working life.
Depending on the particular stage the young worker is in, this will affect the perception
of labor market participation and in turn possible orientation towards trade unions.
Brickner and Mayer (2005) discuss how different transitions in the course of life (pair-
ing, family formation, the transition between education and the labor market) are to
a lesser extent than before linked to specific ages, which means that the age spread at
transitions increases. This means that the youth is stretched, and at the same time ‘con-
quers’ periods of life that were previously identified with being an adult. Inspired by
Fronws and Brusdal, individuals in this extensive transition can be called ‘young adults’
(Katznelson et al. 2009). The term covers individuals who are well into their twenties
and are still unclear as to the direction of their lives (Nielsen 2020). Tanner and Arnetts
(2009) refer to this period as ‘emerging adulthood’ in an attempt to theoretically cap-
ture this period in the life course, where the young person is neither young nor adult.
These different contributions to youth research all indicate that the transition to ‘adult
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life’ is delayed, which is in line with Briickner and Mayers (2005)’ argument for de-
standardizing transitions between different periods in life. Education and work do not
necessarily appear in a linear fashion and in clearly separated periods. Mixture forms
emerge where the order is not unambiguous. Participation in the labor market between
training courses in the form of sabbatical years and paid work during a training course
are examples of such ‘temporary’ entries into the labor market. This will immediately
give different expectations and experiences of the labor market, which will then affect
young people’s orientation towards trade unions. Nielsen (2020) has shown that young
workers in these intermediate positions on the labor market do not plan far ahead;
their time horizon is rather short, and they do not worry about long term consequences
of the work conditions. This attitude towards work aligns with a preference for exit-
strategies as the consequences of a potential job loss is less severe given their short time
horizon.

The transition from youth (preparation for working life in the form of education)
and working life itself is no longer simple and unambiguous, but often has a longer
duration. In this phase of life, many are working (often part time) alongside studying.
A development that is supported by the change in the educational background of the
workforce, where more and more people participate in higher education. Especially the
hotel and restaurant and the retail and service industries have over the last 10-20 years
experienced a sharp increase in the proportion of employees who work in parallel with
participation in higher education (Hegedahl & Jergensen 2016). This only reinforces
the problem that young people are often in industries and work areas that traditionally
have a reputation for being difficult to organize. The life course theory offers an addi-
tional perspective on the decline in trade union membership among young workers as
they can be seen on migration throughout their emerging adulthood.

The development of precarious working conditions in particular segments of the
labor market and the described changes in the life course patterns in combination
strengthen the possible detachment of young workers from union exposure.

Given the transitional nature of young workers, they are harder to recruit. The
straightforward solution would be to wait till the young workers finally settle. However,
research has shown (Booth 1985; Toubel & Jensen 2014) that the probability of joining
a trade union decreases with labor market experience and age. Therefore, this might not
be a viable solution to the declining membership among young workers.

Survey data from the Danish case

The empirical analyses are based on data from the two large-scale surveys from 2002
and 2014 (APL II and III). The APL surveys (see Bild et al. 2007; Caraker et al. 2015) are
cross-sectional surveys, both of which contain responses from more than 2200 employ-
ees, and are representative of the active Danish workforce between 18 and 65 years
of age who have labor market participation as their primary activity. Full-time stu-
dents were as a consequence excluded from the sampling frame. The response rates
were 53.6% in 2002 and 40.2% in 2014. However, no serious bias in the material was
discovered after testing the representivity. Both surveys contain respondents that are
members and non-members of trade unions. The analysis in this paper focuses primarily
on young people between the ages of 21 and 30, who answered the APL questionnaire
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in either 2002 or 2014. Young people under the age of 21 have been excluded due to
too few respondents and thus great statistical uncertainty. In our analyses, we will take a
closer look at what characterizes young employees in relation to education, connection
to the labor market and experiences with trade unions, as well as how these factors can
contribute to the explanation of the relationship between trade union membership and
individualization. This is possible because the APL studies from 2002 and 2014 include
a number of identical questions and response categories. As both studies are reasonably
representative for the total active labor market force with respect to organizational fac-
tors, age, gender, and so forth, it is possible to compare changes over time (Donsbach &
Traugott 2007).

When comparing trade union membership across time it is important to take into
account the development of the labor market. In 2002, the employment rate was 75.9%,
which increased to 77.4% in 2006. Around the onset of the financial crisis in 2008-
2009, the employment rate decreased to 73.5%. The employment rate continued to
decline until 2013 (70.8%). In 2014, the employment rate increased to 71.1%. Prior to
2002, the employment rate was relatively stable around 76% (OECD 2021). Thus, the
labor market contexts during the collection of the survey differed. In 2002, the economic
situation in Denmark was stable and booming. In 2014, the economy was still strug-
gling with the aftermath of the financial crisis in 2008-2009. The economic downturn
affected different age groups disproportionally. Allmendinger et al. (2013) have shown
that the employment possibilities changed for young workers, that is, full-time employ-
ment decreased and more precarious job positions increased in numbers for these young
workers. These different economic situations around the data collection are likely to
have an effect on the answers of the respondents.

Analysis

The empirical question this article sets out to answer is twofold: First and foremost, we
will address and discuss whether or not young workers are increasingly more individu-
alistic, which in turn will increase the notion that trade unions are consider obsolete
as a collective entity for solving the challenges faces by workers in the current labor
markets. The descriptive analysis will primarily address Hypothesis 1 on the changes in
value orientation of young people towards more individualistic orientated values, and
partly address changes in labor market attachment over time. These changes are often
associated with young people taking up or seeking jobs at parts of the labor market,
which have little or no contact with trade unions (H2). Following this initial descriptive
analysis, we will turn to analyzing the generational differences in union membership.
The analysis primarily focuses at age differences in 2014, where we find the largest
discrepancy between positive orientation towards trade unions, heterogeneity of labor
market attachment, and trade union membership. Therefore, APL III data from 2014
serves as the best case for discussion of the theoretical aspects of the paper. However,
occasional comparisons with the APL II data will be made to further points of the pri-
mary analysis (APL III data). The logistic regression analysis will be framed in terms
of mediation analysis (see Figure 1). We are aware that cross sectional data limits the
possibility for empirically claiming the temporal order exposure-mediation-outcome as
this would require panel data measuring the same individuals over time. Even doing the
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analysis on a pooled dataset (APL II and APL III) would not alleviate this shortcoming.
However, the analysis will still be a valid test of whether or not age-differences in union
membership can be explained away by taking into account individual characteristics
and labor market attachment of the individual. The empirical question of interest is:
‘How much of the generational differences in trade union membership can be explained
by the direct effect of generation on membership and how much of the generational dif-
ference is mediated via positions on the labour market?’

Figure | Analytical model.

Trade union
membership

Generations

Position on the
labor market

The direct effect would lend support to the thesis that generational differences, that
is, the younger generations are more individualistic in the orientation towards labor
unions. Whereas a strong indirect effect mediating the generational differences in mem-
bership would support the thesis that exposure and opportunities for trade union con-
tact is the explanation for membership or lack hereof as discussed above.

Outcome variable

The outcome variable in the analysis is whether or not the individual at the moment
of survey is a member of trade union. The measurement does not include information
on membership of unemployment insurance. Therefore, the analysis of the trade union
membership does not distinguish between trade union members who are and are not
members of the associated unemployment insurance fund (i.e., the Ghent system). Nor
does the measure of trade union membership differentiate between traditional trade
unions and so-called yellow trade unions (for more on this phenomenon please see Ibsen
et al. 2013). Because the main dependent variable is dichotomous, the regression analy-
sis used in the latter part of the analysis will be binary logistic regression. In addition,
age differences in predicted probabilities are presented in the analysis.

In the quantitative methods, literature caution has been raised when comparing
coefficients from different logistic regression models (Mood 2010). The reason is that a
change in coefficient may be a result of controlling for confounding; however, changes
may also be attributed to rescaling bias, which occur if the confounding variable have
an independent effect on the outcome variable (Karlsson et al. 2012; Kohler et al. 2011).
Therefore, the user-written program KHB (Karlson/Holm/Breen) for Stata 16 has used
to ensure that cross-model comparison is not compromised by rescaling bias (Karlsson
et al. 2012; Kohler et al. 2011).
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The KBH analysis also facilitates calculation of how much of the generational effect
on membership that is explained by the indirect effect, understood as workers position
on the labor market.

Measures

The main independent variable of interest is generations measured in 10 years intervals.
Respondents below the age of 21 years are excluded from the analysis since the majority
of these respondents did not have labor market participation as their primary occupa-
tion. The age variable is divided in the five intervals 21-30 years of age, 31-40 years of
age, 41-50 years of age, 51-60 years of age, and finally above 60 years of age. The last
age category is a selected age category both due to self-selection into early retirement
possible at the age of 60 and old age pension possible at the age of 65. Rendering the
active labor market participants in this age category a highly selected group.

The following variables are part of the operationalization of the ‘position on the
labour market’, which constitutes the measurement of the indirect effects, mediating the
generational differences in union membership. This set of variables contains information
on level of education, contractual hours, positioning of hours in the day, social custom at
the workplace and sector. All variables that characterize different aspects and possibili-
ties for employment and more importantly possible contact to trade unions.

Level of education is measured in six levels. No vocational education (this category
includes respondents who have completed compulsory schooling and high school), Voca-
tional education (1 year duration), Vocational education (3—4 year duration), and higher
education subdivided into three categories, short, medium, and long duration. The level
of education provides insights into the possibilities regarding employment. Informed by
the theorization of youth and the education-labor market transition, the no vocational
category can, especially for many of the youngest workers, be seen an indication of tem-
porary employment between different educations. The period of emerging adulthood
which for many is extended well up in the twenties with no clear-cut transition from
education to work. In fact, in this, the two states are often combined. In a Danish con-
text, Nielsen (2020) has shown that the young adult in this intermediate period is more
prone to risk taking, have a narrow time perspective regarding work life conditions, and
uses an exit rather voice strategy when conditions become disadvantageous as discussed
above. This complicates the recruitment and organizing processes of the trade unions.

The labor market is becoming increasingly diverse regarding employment condi-
tions (Scheuer 2017; Standing 2010). Weekly hours worked is another indicator of this.
The measurement of average weekly hours (on average less than 30, 30-36, 37-38,
39-42,43-48 hours, and more than 48 hours) is an empirical indication of the diversity
in the work force. Deviation from the norm (37-38 hours a week) can be seen as atypi-
cal employment, especially less than 30 hours a week is often associated with positions
on the labor market where contact with trade unions is less frequent or membership is
not seen as an option at all.

Irregular hours measured as a binary variable with regular hours during the day
(8-18) and irregular hours outside the 8-18 period.

Sector is central in understanding differences in the trade union density. Tradition-
ally, the trade unions have highly divergent success when it comes to the recruitment
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of potential members. The service sector, retail sector, and the hotel and restaurant
hospitality sector are traditionally sectors in which trade unions struggle to gain foot-
hold, and at the same time, this is where many young people find their entry into
the labor market, especially young adults apart from migrant workers. Employment
within sectors with low trade union density would result in a minimal trade union
exposure for the young adult entering the labor market lowing the effect of social
customs.

The variables mentioned are indicators of possible exposure to trade unions seen
through the position on the labor market and not lived experience of encounter with
trade unions as such. In the APL-surveys, we have asked whether or not it causes griev-
ances from organized colleagues if a colleague at the workplace is not organized. This is
an indication of social customs in the workplace, and therefore direct contact with trade
unions. The variable is measured on a five-point scale from ‘to a high extent’ - ‘to a very
low extent’ to cause aversion. Hereby, we are able to measure the perceived effects of
social custom thus test pervious results by Ibsen et al. (2017) using administrative data.
Ibsen et al. (2017) find a clear effect between union density at work place level and
membership propensity.

Finally, gender, measured as male and female, will be introduced in the analysis to
account for the effects on the gender-segregated labor in Denmark. Previous studies have
shown that especially sectors such as education (primary, secondary schooling) and the
hospital sector employ a majority of female workers (Caraker et al. 2015). At the same
time, these sectors have a strong tradition for union membership since many are public
employed with high collective agreement coverage.

Descriptive analyses

Table 1 Development in generational trade union density over time

Union membership Union membership
2002 (%) 2014 (%)
Age group Non-member Member Total Non-member Member Total
21-30 years 254 74.6 413 337 66.4 315
31-40 years 189 8l.1 581 220 78.0 505
41-50 years 1.5 88.5 653 19.6 80.4 704
51-60 years 99 90.1 513 12.5 875 922
above 61 years 194 80.6 67 120 88.0 276
Total 159 84.1 2227 18.5 81.5 2722

Pearson chi*(4) = 55,7744 Pr < 0.001.
Pearson chi?(4) = 82,7041 Pr < 0.001.

In both 2002 and 2014, we find that union member density increases with increas-
ing age, with the exception of the above 61 years of age in 2002. However, the result
reported of worker above the age of 61 years both in 2002 and 2014 should be analyzed
with caution as they are a selected group. Therefore, the respondents remaining on the
labor market are not representative of the age group as such.

COS



Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 12 + Number S8 1 February 2022

39

Still, the union density is relatively high; 90.1% among the age group 51-60 years
in 2002 down to 74.6% among the age group 21-30 years. In 2014, the age difference
in union density is more outspoken. From 87.5% among the age group 51-60 years to
66.4% among the age group 21-30 years old. The different trade union density between
the age groups, with lower density for the younger age groups are highly significant in
both years (Chi*-test, p < 0.001 for both years)

Looking at the union density across 2002-2014 within the individual generation
(comparing the age group 21-30 in 2002 with the age group 31-40 in 2014, etc.) the
level of union density is overall characterized by stability, that is, the small differences in
density across time reported in Table 1 are not statistically significant (see appendix 1).
This result supports the notion that the foundation of union membership is laid around
the period of entry to the labor market, and remaining stable in the generation over time
(Booth et al. 2010; Visser 2002).2 In addition, a decline in trade union density among
the youngest age group (21-30 years of age) over time from 74.6% to 66.4% in 2014 is
identified (Chi?-test, df = 1, value = 5.8764 p = 0.015).

If the trend identified in the APL-surveys is not reversed, the trade unions will even-
tually be become extinct. Moreover, these results are, on the outset, in line with the
individualization-hypothesis, that is, young workers are becoming less and less prone
to enlist in the trade unions. Even though, the individualization-hypothesis as a viable
explanation for the decline in trade union density among young workers is still being
debated (Aleks et al. 2021). Several studies (Keune 2015; Vandaele 2016), including
Aleks et al. (2021) have pointed out if would be a mistake to assume that declining
union density is the result of the increasing anti-union persuasion among the youth of
today. The lack of knowledge or encounter with trade unions officials in the daily work
life has been advanced as possible explanations.

However, the APL-survey results support the claims that declining trade union den-
sity cannot attributed to increasing anti-union persuasion among the youth of today.
What we find is that young people in 2014 to a markedly higher extent perceive trade
unions to be necessary for securing the interests of the workers compared respondents
of the same age group in 2014 (Chi*-test, df = 4, value = 25.48, p < 0.001).

Table 2 Trade unions are necessary for securing the interests of the workers (%), 21-30 years of age

Year Agree Agree Neither Disagree Disagree Total

to a high agree nor to a high
degree disagree degree
| 2002 27.1 338 19.7 1.2 8.2 376

a

2014 41.6 337 16.2 56 30 303

2002 315 36.6 17.6 10.3 4.0 273
Members

2014 47.1 353 10.3 4.9 25 204

2002 155 26.2 25.2 13.6 19.4 103
Non-members

2014 296 306 28.6 7.1 4.1 98

Pearson chi*(4) = 25,4763 Pr < 0.001 (all).
Pearson chi?(4) = 16,8199 Pr = 0.002 (members).
Pearson chi*(4) = 16,8736 Pr = 0.002 (non-members).
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Respondents answering totally and partially agree to the question: ‘Trade unions
are necessary for securing the interests of the workers’ increase from 60.9% in 2002 to
75.3% in 2014 among the 21-30 years of age. The results point in the different direc-
tion than ascribed by the individualization-hypothesis. The youth of today (2014) are
not compared to older generations more anti-trade union in their orientation. On the
contrary, there is a raising acknowledgment among younger respondents that collective
action in some form has to be taking in order to secure workers interests. This increment
in acknowledgment can in addition be found not only among young trade union mem-
bers, but more importantly also among young non-members (Chi*-test, df = 4, value =
16.82, p = 0.002). More than six out of 10 in 2014 agree to the question, which was
only true for 41.7% of non-members in 2002. The same positive increase can be found
among members (Chi>-test, df = 4, value = 16.87, p = 0.002).

Other factors must be affecting the trade union density including structural changes.
We find that the labor marked segment where the respondents of the age group 21-30
years find employment, have changed over time. Looking at average weekly hours
worked, we find a decline in what in most general agreements constitutes the norm
(37-38 weekly work hours).

Table 3 Hours worked on average (%), age group 21-30 years

-30 hours 30-36 37-38 39-42 43-48 above 48 hours total
2002 43 [ 63.9 11 3.8 5.8 396
2014 252 144 464 8.5 33 2.3 306

Pearson chi*(5) = 73,3188 Pr < 0.001.

In 2002, 63.9% worked on average 37-38 hours a week. In 2014, this is the case for less
than half of the respondents in the age group. At the same time, there is a large increase
in the share who work less than 30 hours on average.

The result is a clear indication of a more fragmented connection to labor market
for an increasing share of the youngest generation. This development in the labor mar-
ket attachment for younger age group reflects the development well documented in the
literature on precarization discussed earlier (Simms et al. 2018). What is, in addition,
evident from this line of research is, that younger worker to a larger extent compared to
older worker are employment in positions that can be characterized as precarious (Ibid;
Nielsen 2020; Scheuer 2017). At the same time, the nature of precarious employment
complicates the recruitment process, as contact point between the trade unions and the
individual worker become more scares. Consequently, the position on the labor market
should be seen as a possible explanation of membership or lack hereof.

Another indication of that young workers to a lesser extent meet the trade unions in
their daily working life can be found when looking closer at young workers experience
with social customs.

The respondents were asked to what extent it triggers aversion among the majority
of colleagues on your workplace if a colleague is not a member of the trade union.

Even though, the social customs was limited in 2002, there were 13.7% who replied
‘to a very large extent’ or ‘to a large extent’ to the question. In 2014, only 4.5% in the age
group (21-30 years) have replied to a very large extent or ‘to a large extent’ to the same
question. The results show that the experiences of social custom, that is, the expectation
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Table 4 Trade union social customs at workplace level (%), age group 21-30 years

To a very high To a high Partly To a small To a very total
degree degree degree small degree
2002 6.5 7.2 17.3 204 48.6 387
2014 3.1 1.4 264 19.3 49.8 295

Question:'Can one say that it triggers aversion among the majority of colleagues on your workplace if a colleague is not
a member of the trade union’.
Pearson chi’(4) = 22,9477 Pr < 0.001.

of trade union membership from other colleague is on the decline. This suggests that
the explanation of the decline trade union density is derived from possible encounters
with the unions rather than young workers orientation towards unions. In other words,
position on the labor market has more to offer in term of explanation, than age of the
respondent or the generation to which he or she belongs. This is an important finding.

The descriptive analysis illustrates the complexity of explaining trade union mem-
bership for young workers. Trade union membership is declining from 2002 to 2014;
at the same time, there is an increase in young workers who find the presence of trade
unions relevant for securing the interests of the workers. This implies that decline in
membership cannot necessarily be attributed to a different value orientation of the young
workers compared to older workers. The descriptive analysis further shows changes in
the labor market attachment between 2002 and 2014, for example, atypical employ-
ment is more common for the young workers (21-30 years) in 2014 compared to young
workers in 2002. In addition, they experience less social custom. Labor market possibili-
ties will to a large extent be affected by the economic cycles (see previous discussion of
the years of data collection) when discussing the implications of the results.

In the following part of the analysis, we will address questions of the opposite hypoth-
esis between the individualistic value orientation of the young workers and the position
of the young worker as an explanation for trade union membership. The outset for the
analysis will be APL III data where two logistic regressions will be fitted. Model 1 will
include age as an explanation for the trade union membership. Model 2 will include age
and in addition the following control variables gender, level of education, working hours,
irregular hours, social custom, and sector. The primary objective of model 2 is whether
or not the inclusion of the control variables, which are indications of the position on the
labor market can explain away the crude age difference already presented in Table 1.

The results presented in Table 5 (The full logistic regressions can be found in the
appendix) show a clear generational effect (the crude model). The effect increases with
increasing age. This could be interpreted as an indication of the younger generations are
more individualistic, and therefore less inclined to join the trade unions as they embody
a more collectivistic approach.

However, when the control variables are introduced into the model no statistically
significant difference between the three youngest generations (21-30, 31-40, and 41-50)
can be identified. In other words, the generational difference between the three young-
est generations is due to the position on the labor market. Seventy-one percent of the
crude difference between the age group 21-30 and 31-40, and 59% of crude difference
between age group 21-30 and 51-60 is explained by the position on the labor market
(see KHB-analysis in appendix). The results support the hypothesis that the position on
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Table 5 Logistic regression —Trade union membership in 2014

Model | Model 2

Member Odds Ratio P>z Odds Ratio P>z
21-30 years (baseline)

3140 years 1.80 0.000 [.15 0470
41-50 years 2.08 0.000 1.24 0.246
51-60 years 3.56 0.000 2.08 0.000
61 years 373 0.000 2.50 0.001
_cons 1.97 0.000 0.18 0.000
Pseudo R? 0.0301 0.117

N 2722 2418

Source: APL Ill data.

Model |: unadjusted.
Model 2: controlled for gender; education, hours, irregular hours, social custom, and sector.

the labor market and thereby exposure to trade unions rather than individualistic value
orientated is the explanation at least for the abovementioned age groups.?

Perhaps a more intuitive presentation of age differences in trade union membership
is predicted probabilities, which will be presented in Figure 2 (based on results from
model 1) and Figure 3 (based on results from model 2) in Table 5.

Figure 2 Predicted probabilities for model I.

Predictive Margins of age with 95% Cls

Pr(Member)
.8
1

7
1

©

’ T T T T T
21-30 years 31-40 years 41-50 years 51-60 years above 61 years
Age group of the respondent
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The predicted probabilities in Figure 1 matches the results presented in Table 1 and
we clearly see that the youngest age group in the unadjusted model (model 1, Table 3)
have a remarkable lower predicted probability (66.4%) for being a trade union member
compared to all the other age-groups with the two oldest age groups having the highest
predicted probability for being a trade union member.

Figure 3 Predicted probabilities for model 2.

Predictive Margins of age with 95% Cls
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However, when controlling for gender, education, hours, irregular hours, social custom, and
sector, there is no longer a difference in predicted probability for being a trade union mem-
ber, when comparing the three youngest age groups. Even though the predicted probabili-
ties numerically are different, they are not statistically different as their CI are overlapping.

However, some generational difference in trade union membership remains between
the youngest (21-30) and the oldest generations (workers aged 51 and above), even after the
introduction of the variables indicating the position on the labor market. The explanation of
enduring age difference could potentially be that the older the workers are the more selected
since workers with more peripheral connection to the labor market from these generations
are retired from the labor force, whereas this is not the case among the youngest age groups.

Conclusions and discussion

In this paper, we set out to explain the trade union generational density gap by apply-
ing cross sectional data from the Danish case collected through two large surveys.
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This enables us to test a combination of different independent variables (including
structural, institutional, and individual measures) in relation to our outcome variable
indicating trade union membership. In addition, our repeated cross-sectional design
makes it possible to track changes from 2002 to 2014. Initially, our research shows a
clear generational effect on trade union density since young workers are increasingly
not trade union members. This trend would and should support the notion that young
workers are increasingly becoming individualized to an extent that a trade union mem-
bership is not relevant. However, as soon as we introduce other variables, it becomes
clear that the participation and affiliation to the labor market are much more impor-
tant. The youth segment is changing since more people are receiving longer education
in combination with a growing precarious employment that are especially pronounced
among young workers. We also find that many young workers are found in parts of
the labor market with low trade union density and collective agreement coverage. This
means few shop stewards and other trade union representatives. The lack of trade
union representation presents itself as weak social custom effects of strong norms.
Young workers are also more likely to exit than voice making transition between jobs
more frequent. When taking these variables into account the generational effect van-
ishes for between the age groups 21-30, 31-40, and 41-50 in 2014. There are still
differences between the young workers (aged 21-30) and the oldest age groups on the
labor market (51-60 and 61 years of age). However, the difference is greatly reduced
by the inclusion of the variables indicating the position on the labor market. The expla-
nation of enduring age difference could potentially be that the older the workers are
the more selected since workers with more peripheral connection to the labor market
are retired from the labor force among the older age group, whereas this is not the
case among the youngest age groups. The generational effect is also being challenged
when surveying the changes in attitudes towards trade unions among young workers.
We find an increase positive attitudes from 2002 to 2014. This includes not only thus
already members of a trade union but also young non-members. Some the explanation
for this increase might come from a periodic effect due to two very different contexts
that our surveys have been conducted. In 2002, the economy was booming, and in
2014, we still partly suffered from the long-term economic effects of the financial
crisis from 2008. We know that trade union membership is procyclical, which might
be part of the explanation why young workers in 2014 have a more positive view on
trade unions compared to similar aged young workers in 2002 where the economy was
at an upturn that lasted until 2008 when the financial crisis hit. However, since the
actual membership rate declined from 2002 to 2014, we consider this possible period-
effect to be less important for the main arguments of the article. Nevertheless, there
is no doubt that further research into procyclical membership and youth should be
explored. Especially, due to the fact, that young workers are disproportionally affected
in terms of employment during a crisis. The analysis is in this regard limited by only
having two data points, as this does not allow for distinction between trends or cyclic
development of values towards the trade unions. However, the fact that both members
and non-members are showing increasing positive attitudes clearly refute a growing
individualization.

Our data cannot cover the supply side of the equation. We clearly see that structural
changes on the labor market combined with a more segmented group of young workers
are important factors for a lower trade union density. However, trade union strategies — or
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lack of — might also prove very important explaining variables. The theoretical insights
from life course theory and youth research points to the fact that a growing number of
young workers are often in transition with a high job mobility. More research should be
done on the effect of life course transitions between education and labor market partici-
pation and how the contact or non-contact with trade unions affect future membership.
At present, many trade union might be reluctant to spend too many resources on this
segment since many are just passing through hanging around for a short period. Young
workers in transition with a high job turnover are more costly to recruit for the trade
unions (Schnabel 2013). However, as Tapia and Turner (2018) show, trade union can
play an important role giving ‘voice’ to young workers, yet, this is only possible through
relative openness and active encouragement of unions to the leadership development of
young workers. Organizing effort seem to work through the persistence and creativity of
groups of young workers in promoting their own engagement However, since research
clearly shows that trade union membership early in ones working life means a higher
probability of membership later in life, it is important to organize young workers even
though they are temporary visiting. Young workers are also heavily based on emerging
labor market such as the platform economy. These growing industries are of strategic
importance for the Nordic labor movement since it fits poorly with Nordic labor market
model with a clear definition of workers and employers.
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Notes

! Another aspect of socialization, which will not be addressed in this article is intergenerational transmis-
sion of trade union membership [see Bryson and Davies (2019) for a recent discussion].

2APL is a repeated survey, and not panel data, therefore the claim of stability can be ascertained at the
age group and not on the individual level.

SRerunning the same models from Table 5 but for the year 2002 (analysis not shown) did produce a
comparable age difference in membership. However, in the adjusted model, they age difference largely
remained. The difference between 21-30 years and 31-40 years where only significant at p = 0.104. The
difference between 21-30 years and 41-50, 51-60 years were statistically significant. The oldest age
group were not different from youngest in the adjusted model. But this is largely a power problem as
there are only 67 respondents from 2002 in the oldest age group. The results indicate that position on
the labor market cannot explain away the age difference as is the case in 2014 data.
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Appendix |
Comparing the membership density over time Chi’-test df = P
21-30 (2002) with 31-40 (2014) 1.4973 | 0221
31-40 (2002) with 41-50 (2014) 0.0916 | 0.762
51-60 (2002) with above 60 (2014) 03513 [ 0.553
Appendix 2. Logistic regression
Model | Model la Model 2

member Odds Ratio P>z Odds Ratio P>z Odds Ratio P>z
21-30 ar (baseline)

3140 ar 1.80 0.000 1.27 0215 [.15 0470
41-50 é&r 2.08 0.000 1.34 0.105 1.24 0.246
51-60 ar 356 0.000 230 0.000 2.08 0.000
61 ar— 373 0.000 2.65 0.000 2.50 0.001
female 123 0.108 1.25 0.086
No education (baseline)

| -year vocational 2.15 0.005 2.14 0.007
Three-year vocational 2.8 0.000 292 0.000
Short higher education 1.70 0016 1.87 0.005
Medium higher education 1.59 0.012 |.68 0.006
Long higher education I.21 0.333 1.35 0.138
less than 30 hours (baseline)

30-36 hours 1.96 0.001 1.93 0.002
37-38 hours 2.60 0.000 254 0.000
39-42 hours 226 0.001 223 0.001
43-48 hours 327 0.000 322 0.000
> 48 hours 2.02 0.034 2.18 0.023
irregular hours [.58 0.003 1.59 0.003
Agricultural osv. (baseline)

Process Industry 4.06 0.000 3.66 0.000
Construction 4.73 0.000 4.45 0.000
Trade, retail, restaurants, hotel | .45 0.307 |.54 0.233
Transport 398 0.001 349 0.004
Bank-, insurance, finance 2.83 0010 2.80 0011
Public administration 6.88 0.000 6.82 0.000
Teaching and nursing 5.63 0.000 5.44 0.000
Private service 2,19 0.025 2.09 0.037
Other 4.56 0.002 4.18 0.003

(Continued)
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Model | Model la Model 2
member Odds Ratio P >z Odds Ratio P>z Odds Ratio P>z
Strong social custom 3.73 0.000
_cons 1.97 0,000 0.19 0.000 0.18 0.000
Pseudo R? 0.030 0.103 0.117
N 2722 248 2418

Appendix 3. Crude and adjusted logistic regression on union
membership based on the decomposition using the KHB-Method

Age group Coef. P>z effect mediated
21-30 (baseline)
3140
Crude 0.48 0.0120
Adjusted 0.14 0.4700 70.8%
Difference 0.34 0.005
41-50
Crude 0.53 0.0030
Adjusted 0.21 0.2460 59.3%
Difference 0.31 0011
51-60
Crude [.16 0.0000
Adjusted 0.73 0.0000 36.6%
Difference 0.42 0.001
61—
Crude 1.39 0.0000
Adjusted 092 0.0010 34.1%
Difference 047 0.000
APL [l data.
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