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Employee Well-Being and Union Membership

KEITH MACKY ~ and PETER BOXALL

Abstract

Using a random telephone survey of 645 New Zeatangdloyees in unionised workplaces,
we compare union members with non-members on fonemsions of employee well-being:
felt work intensification in terms of work demands time and role overload, job-induced
stress, work-life imbalance, and job satisfactidfe find no differences between unionists
and non-unionists in respect of overall job satisée, although two facet-level aspects of
satisfaction do predict union membership — prommotpportunities and recognition levels.
Union members also report higher levels of workrimael and pressure, greater stress, and
greater work-life imbalance compared to non-unicgners. These findings are discussed
in relation to theories of union belonging.
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Introduction

The relationship between employee well-being andrubelonging is a controversial area of
research. Much of the prior research has focuseglaiyal or overall job satisfaction as the
primary well-being indicator when predicting unianembership, although it is now
recognised that we must also look at job satigfactit the facet-level (Guest and Conway,
2004; Friedman, Abraham and Thomas, 2006). Theatstsa need, as Wood (2008) argues,
to examine the relationship with union belongingahuch fuller range of the psychological
and physiological indicators of employee well-beihgthis vein, this paper’s objective is to
compare union members with non-members in respedhedr reported levels of work
intensification, job-induced stress, work-life iniobace, and job satisfaction, both globally
and at facet level.

The context of the research is one of decliningomnnembership in the Anglo-American
world, together with evidence of a growing inteitsifion of work (Allan, Brosnan and
Walsh, 1999; Green and Mclintosh, 2001; Green, 2004 data is gathered in New
Zealand, a country in which pro-union reforms ofpémgment legislation in 2000 have
helped to halt union decline but have not stimulat@ion renewal (Boxall, Haynes and
Macky, 2007). Union density remains around one iue fof wage and salary earners
(Charlwood and Haynes, 2008). The general aim isfghper is, therefore, to explore New
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Zealand workers’ experiences of work, and the imighip these may have with their
motivations to join or not join a union.

We report a large-scale, random telephone surveNeiv Zealand worker attitudes
conducted in 2005. The paper is conventionally wisgad. We first set out the theoretical
background and establish our hypotheses. We thearide our data and variables, and
report our analytical strategy and results. Theepéipishes with discussion and conclusions.

Union belonging: theory and hypotheses

The theoretical background to this research isxdensive body of literature that seeks to
explain why employees do or do not join unions .(&gClendon, Wheeler and Weikle,

1998; Guest and Dewe, 1988; Charlwood, 2002; Gaasdt Conway, 2004). Individual

motives for union belonging can be grouped intoe¢hibroad, interconnected areas:
dissatisfaction-threat (e.g. Kaufman, 2004), wtirstrumentality (e.g. Peetz, 1998), and
ideological beliefs or feelings of group identi.g., Blackwood, Lafferty, Duck and Terry,

2003; Schnabel, 2003).

In brief, the dissatisfaction-threat model positgtt employees join unions when their
interests are threatened and/or aspects of theogmpht relationship are so dissatisfying
that they seek to engage in collective voice. B dhse of threats to their wages or working
conditions, union belonging is perceived as prawgdindividuals with a more credible
defence through the exercise of collective voicd, grotentially, industrial action. In the
utility model, it is the perceived ability of a wmi to deliver benefits greater than the costs of
belonging that is critical (Guest and Dewe, 1998e& and Conway, 2004). This model is
interesting in two ways. It describes workers vane far from dissatisfied or threatened but
who join a union on the rational calculus that ill wnlarge their relative gains in the
workplace. However, it also connects to the distattion-threat model: research often finds
that dissatisfied workers are more likely to joiugon when they perceive that the union
will be instrumental in resolving their problemsgeKochan, 1979; Premack and Hunter,
1988). The third model sees union membership asmsteg from an ideological position or
a collective sense of identity among workers. Bagain, there is a connection with the
dissatisfaction-threat model because pro-unionlddges or collective identities are most
likely to develop when groups of workers share stidny of disadvantage or injustice (e.g.
Kelly, 1998; Blackwood et al. 2003; Peetz and Fr2807).

The present study is motivated by a threat-didsatisn model of unionism. With regards to

individual experiences of work intensification, theeat that union membership might be
expected to mitigate is the intensification of watdelf, as well as factors posited to cause
intensification such as organisational restructyrolownsizing, as well as the use of pay-for-
performance and other performance-oriented HRMnieckes (Gallie, 2005; Green, 2004,

Handel and Levine, 2004; White, Hill, McGovern, Miand Smeaton, 2003).

If intensified work — through increased hours, rolerload, and/or perceived increased
pressure from managers to work harder or longdireatens employee interests or leads to
dissatisfaction, then the threat-dissatisfactiordehasuggests that employees experiencing
intensification would be more likely to be union mmgers than not. On the other hand, if
unions are instrumental in reducing work intensificn pressures for their members, then
non-union employees could be predicted to expegidngher levels of intensification than

15



New Zealand Journal of Employment Relati@4¢3): 14-25

union members. As with the argument about theiogiahip between union membership and
job satisfaction (Guest and Conway, 2004), we neeaxbnsider both possibilities. Therefore,
because union membership may be associated whbrdiigher or lower levels of work
intensification, we formulated the following norrettional hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1. Employee experiences of work intensification will differ between union
members and non-members.

Beyond work intensification, the threat-dissatisifat model of union belonging can also be
applied to three other measures of employee watigbased in the present study — job
satisfaction, stress, and work-life balance. Indase of job satisfaction, the connection with
union membership is well established and with ummembers tending to be less satisfied
with their jobs than non-union members. That saidinfluential paper analysing tiBgitish
Workplace Employee Relations Survey 1888cluded that while union membership was not
random, unobserved individual characteristics leagbloyees to both join unions and report
dissatisfaction with their jobs (Bryson, Cappelland Lucifora, 2004). In other words,
suggesting that the oft observed relationship betwgob dissatisfaction and union
membership was spurious.

Consistent with the need to study employee welidp@n a more comprehensive way (Wood,
2008), the present paper explores whether theseidodl motivations might include other
aspects of the experience of work and, in particylarceptions of job-induced stress and
work-life imbalance. There is a clear relationshigtween work intensification and such
variables (e.g. Eby, Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux &mohley, 2005; Green, 2002;
Landsbergis, Cahill and Schnall 1999; Sparks, Codpged and Shirom, 1997; White et al.
2003; Macky and Boxall, 2008), suggesting that nsifecation typically creates greater
levels of stress and work-life imbalance. Suchafféogically threaten employee interests.

The threat-dissatisfaction model, then, impliest thaployees experiencing poorer well-
being outcomes from their jobs would be more likelybe union members. However, as
argued in respect of hypothesis 1, we must allowtlie reverse: if collective action via

union membership serves to mitigate factors in Wwk environment that impact on

employee well-being, then it is also feasible ta@ibn members would report better levels of
well-being at work than non-members. Once agaimoa-directional hypothesis was

therefore formulated:

Hypothesis 2: Employee psychological well-being, in terms of job satisfaction, job-induced
stress, and work-life imbalance, will differ between union members and non-members.

Data and variables

The study utilises data collected from a random C#édrvey (response rate = 34.2%) of
1004 New Zealand employees aged 18 or over andnatlavorked for at least 6 months for
an employer with 10 or more employees. Conductelata 2005, the telephone interviews
took, on average, thirty minutes to complete.
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The analyses are based on the 645 respondentsepwbided having a union at their place of
work that they could join. Of these, 350 people.3%4) were members of that union at the
time of the survey (thus creating a dichotomouseddpnt variable coded 0 non-member, 1
member). These respondents were mainly permaneh%® rather than temporary

employees, nearly two thirds were female (62.9%h & mean age of 44.44 years (SD =
11.33), and they had a median tenure with theireciiremployer of 5 years (range = 6
months to 40 years). Most respondents (80.6%) rmetNew Zealand Department of

Statistics’ definition of a full-time employee (3®urs or more a week). The median typical
weekly take-home pay was NZ$625 (range = $65 — $R00

Work Intensification was measured by three variables. Firdtlyyrs worked over a defined
period of time is a common approach to the measemerof work intensification (e.g.,
Gallie, 2005; White et al. 2003). For this studyw mean usual hours worked per week was
39.39 (SD = 13.13) with a range from 4 to 95 holvhile the range is large, the mean,
median and mode measures of central tendency larealy identical and the frequency
distribution approximates the normal.

The second intensification measure wagk role overload, in the sense of feeling that there
is too much work to do in the time available (BeéiWalsh and Taber 1976). This was
measured using a six-item scale (Arynee, SrinivasTan, 2005) with responses obtained on
a 7-point response scale anchored fratrongly disagree(1) to strongly agree(7)
(coefficient alpha = .84). Higher scores are inteigd as indicating higher perceived work
intensification through work overload. Example itemre: [t often seems like | have too
much work for one person to’dand ‘There is too much work to do everything well

Work may also be intensified through the perceistethands and expectations management
places on employee time in ways that might interfeith non-work activities. A modified
four-item measure ofime demands originally developed by Thompson, Beauvais and
Lyness, (1999) was used. The items wefe: et ahead in the organisation, employees are
expected to work more than their contracted houmsheweek ‘Employees are often
expected to work overtime or take work home attnégtd/or weekends' Employees are
regularly expected to put their jobs before thammflies or personal livesand ‘To be viewed
favorably by senior managers, employees in my asgdéion must put their jobs ahead of
their family or personal livés Responses were obtained on a 7-point responake sc
anchored fronstrongly disagree(1) to stronglyagree(7), with higher scores interpreted as
indicating higher perceived work intensificatiorradbgh managerial demands on personal
time (coefficient alpha = .85).

Job Satisfaction was measured using Warr, Cook and Wall's (197%yiral 15-item
instrument, together with an additional item memgursatisfaction with the degree of
involvement in decisions. Responses were obtaimed @-point scale bounded fromery
dissatisfied(1) to very satisfied(7) (coefficient alpha = .90)(see Table 4 for igmA
measure of overall job satisfaction was obtainedalking an average of the responses to the
16 items.Job-induced stress was measured using House and Rizzo’'s (1972) sésmen-
instrument with responses obtained on a 6-poiriessi@red so that higher scores represent
greater felt stress (coefficient alpha = .85). Bynavork-life imbalance was measured using
an instrument Frone and Yardley (1996) developadaasure work-family conflict. Because
the wording of the six items includes negative weskllover to non-familial aspects of
personal life and friendship, higher scores arerpreted in this study as suggesting greater
negative spillover from work to non-work life arftetefore greater work-life imbalance. The
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response scale wasever seldom sometimesoften very often bounded from 1 to 5
(coefficient alpha = .90).

Control Variables: Preliminary analyses indicated that respondentigie(® (1) = 3.06,p =
.080), temporary or permanent employment statfg1) = 3.29,p = .070), and firm size in
terms of number of employees (631) = -1.25,p = .213) were independent of union
membership status. However, agé637) = -3.53p = .000), log weekly payt (622) = -3.07,

p = .002) and log years’ tenuré (642) = -5.46,p = .000) were found to differ by union
membership. Older workers, those with longer terune those earning higher incomes were
more likely to be union members. These last thraeakles were therefore included as
potential control variables in the analyses thibva

Employees’ behavioural and affective commitmenthigir organisation were also explored
as potential control variables on the principlet ttiese experiencing poorer well-being at
work and/or higher levels of intensified work cagek to resolve the situation by either
exiting or psychologically disengaging from therganisations, rather than by attempting to
use collective voice. Both dimensions of commitmenere measured using the
Organisational Commitment Questionnaire (Mowdayrtétoand Steers, 1982). However,
neither intentions to stay (642) = 0.79p = 0.43) nor affective commitmerit (640) = 0.29,

p = .768) were found to be associated with union bexship.

Principal-axis factor analysis with varimax rotati(available on request) revealed that the
work involvement and employee well-being variabhesre all factorially independent. Nor
was a single dominant factor was identified, sugggEommon method variance is unlikely
to be a significant problem in this study.

Analytical strategy and results

Table 1 reports the correlations between the veasatf interest in this study. With regard to
union belonging, employees with longer weekly wogkihours, higher perceived role
overload and greater managerial demands on thegrwere slightly more likely to be union
members than not, as were those with higher reghdeteels of job-induced stress and work-
life imbalance.

As indicated above, there is potential for uniormbership to be both a dependent variable,
in the sense that well-being at work may influemteether or not someone joins a union, or
an independent variable in that membership mayutir collective action, influence
employee well-being outcomes. A cross-sectionagaesh design such as the present one
cannot specify causal direction or whether the neatof the relationship is reciprocal.
Furthermore, as Table 1 shows, the work intensiboaand well-being variables also covary
with each other to varying degrees, although na evel suggesting multi-collinearity. For
these reasons, MANCOVA was used to test the hypethevith union membership entered
as a factor variable, and the well-being varialeletered as dependent variables. The control
variables of age, log pay, and log tenure wereredtas covariates. Bonferroni corrections
were applied to all significance levels to reduoe potential for Type | errors arising from
multiple statistical tests.
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Table 1: Correlations

Variables Union 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
belongin
g
1 Usual .08*
hours
worked
2 Overload 12%*
24**
3 Time .09*
demands 23** 48**
4 Job -.03 .00 - -
satisfaction 31 .36**
5 Job Stress 19%* -
.26** .53** .50%* 41
6 Work-life i -
32%* 55** 55%* .35** 67*
*
7 Age 13** .01 -.00 -.02 .06 -.03 -.03
8 Log tenure 22%* .07 .02 .07 .04 .05
A1 41
*
9 Log pay Q2% .07 .19**
.68** 21% .16%* .09* .23 24**

*

Notes: Union Belonging coded 0 (not a member), &niimer). N = 616 after listwise deletion of
missing values. * $ < .05 * =p < .01 (2-tailed)

Initial multivariate tests did not find any sigmifint effects for employee ageate (6, 606)

= 1.14,p = .339) or log tenuretrace (6, 606) = 1.84p = .089) and these variables were
therefore dropped as controls from subsequent sesilyor the final model, tiBox’sM test

of the equality of the covariance matrix was natistically significant § = .832), and nor
were the Levene’s tests of the equality of the rewariances, indicating that these
assumptions underpinning the use of MANCOVA werd (air, Anderson, Tatham and
Black, 1998).

In the final model, the multivariate test for unibelonging was significantrace (6, 612) =
3.23,p = .004), thereby justifying further analysis. Tal# reports the tests of between-
subjects effects and the marginal means for thensification and well-being variables.
While the magnitude of the difference between tleams is not large, all are in the direction
of suggesting that union members work longer hoexperience more work role overload,
and have greater demands placed on their non-vumik by management. They also tend
towards having poorer job satisfaction, higher jjoficed stress and work-life imbalance.
The differences between the means for work overlba demands, job induced stress and
work-life imbalance are statistically significaktowever, the differences between union and
non-union members in respect of hours worked amd satisfaction are not statistically
significant.
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Table 2: Union belonging marginal means and univadte tests of between-subjects effects

Variables Marginal Means F p
Non-member Union (df 1, 617)
Member

Typical Weekly Hours 39.19 39.26 0.01 .925
Overload 3.44 3.72 6.07 .014
Time Demands 3.19 3.46 3.89 .049
Job Satisfaction 5.19 5.09 1.49 222
Job Induced Stress 2.61 2.97 18.07 .000
Work-life Imbalance 2.43 2.61 5.19 .023

Of the observed differences, stress appears toebel¢arest differentiator between union and
non-union members. To further explore this findiAggble 3 reports findings for two
regression analyses examining the predictors ofgtdied stress for union and non-union
members separately. In both models, over 50% o¥déinance in job stress is explained. For
both groups, negative spillover from work to nonrkvbife is the clearest predictor of stress,
followed by dissatisfaction with one’s job.

The within-group analyses then show varying pasténnthe predictors of stress, with union
members with higher stress also tending to reporemole overload, to have longer tenure,
and to be permanent rather than temporary employegsnon-union employees, higher
stress levels were associated with higher levelsarfagerial demands on their time, as well
as being better paid, female and younger.

Table 3: Standardised Regression Coefficients forab-Induced Stress

Predictors Non-membe(N = 274) Union Membe(N = 330)

B t B T
Constant -0.11 201*
Age -.09 -2.05* -.06 -1.29
Gender OM1F) .20 4. 37+ .00 0.09
Permanent / temporary (1,0) .01 0.22 .09 2.21*
Log years tenure .04 0.87 .09 2.05*
Log weekly pay .23 3.23* .02 0.46
Log N employees .02 0.35 .00 0.09
Usual weekly hours -.07 -1.05 .04 0.71
Role overload .07 1.23 .20 4.12%**
Time demands A7 3.27** .07 0.16
Job satisfaction -.19 -4.16%** -.20 S
Work-life imbalance .46 8.26*** 44 8.26***
Adjusted R 538 528
Model F 29.86*** 34.40%+*

*=p<.05**=p<.0l**=p<.001
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To explore whether an aggregate measure of jobfaetion may in fact be masking facet-
level dimensions of dissatisfaction that relate utwon belonging, a further secondary
analysis was performed using logistic regressiomanalyse whether any aspect of job
satisfaction or dissatisfaction predicted the binarion membership variable (Table 4).

Of the 16 facet-level dimensions of job satisfattmoeasured in this study, only two were
found to be useful for predicting whether someoms & member of a union at their place of
work: being dissatisfied with the amount of recdigmi received for good work and being
satisfied with one’s opportunities for promotionowever, while the overall model for job
satisfaction is significant, the level of reductiorthe -2log likelihood between the initial and
final regression step, together with the small gafdi the Nagelkerké&?, does not suggest
that the model explains much of the variance imamhembership. Furthermore, knowing an
employee’s level of satisfaction on these two faeatuld only improve the odds of correctly
classifying someone as a union member by just udtter

Table 4: Union membership logistic regression restd for job satisfaction — final model

Variable B Wald p Exp(B)
Constant -0.10 0.04 .846 0.90
The physical work conditions you have to work in .00 0.03 578 0.97
The freedom you have to choose your own methods e9.02 0.05 .832 0.99
working

Your fellow workers. 0.00 0.00 .950 1.00
The amount of recognition you get for good work 260. 7.63 .006 0.82
Your immediate manager or supervisor 0.04 0.49 483 1.05
The amount of responsibility you are given 0.08 31.1 .289 1.08
How much you are paid 0.03 0.34 .560 1.03
The involvement you have in decisions that affeety -0.10 1.95 .163 0.91
Your opportunity to use your skills, abilities and0.12 2.09 .148 1.12
knowledge

Relations between management and other employe@92 0.09 .756 1.02
in your firm.

Your chances of promotion 0.12 4.31 .038 1.13
The way your firm is managed 0.01 0.03 .858 1.01
The attention paid to suggestions you make -0.10 721. .190 0.91
Your hours of work -0.07 1.43 231 0.93
The amount of variety in your job 0.07 0.97 .326 071.
Your current level of job security 0.05 0.85 356 .08
Initial -2log likelihood = 887.90 Final -2logkklihood = 860.73

Initial CCR =54.3% Final CCR58.2%

NagelkerkeR? = .055 Model Goodness ofyft (16) = 27.17p = .04

Discussion and conclusions

This paper throws light on the relationship betweenmployee well-being outcomes of the
experience of work and union belonging. In cer@onditions, work intensification remains
an important managerial ‘low-road’ for increasingbdur productivity and thence
organisational performance (e.g. Cooke, 2001). Sachprocess often has adverse
implications for employee well-being and the qualif working life. Our results provide
partial support for Hypothesis 1 in that workerpexencing higher levels of work overload,
in the sense of having too much work to do in iheetavailable, and who feel managers
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make high demands on their personal time, are rikety to be union members. These
findings seem consistent with union joining as i@dh response to managerial actions that
increase demands on workers without necessarirgasing either resources or rewards.

These findings also support a key methodologicahtpir studies of work intensification
that use hours worked as the primary indicator. (&acky and Boxall, 2008). In our study,
the actual hours worked by an individual do nofedéntiate union members from non-
members whereas perceptions of work overload anthgaial demands on time do. Future
research needs to be careful to distinguish sdnatwhere workers work longer hours in
order to meet personal income goals, or because are highly absorbed in work that
interests them, from those situations in which werkssures are imposed on, and are
distressing for, the worker. The latter situati@am cerive from direct supervisory pressure or
from the gradual development of an organisationélice in which managers and peers (for
example, in teams) create excessive workload norms.

The study also found partial support for Hypoth&si¥he findings on job satisfaction reveal
no significant differences in overall satisfactioetween union members and non-members,
while the findings at the facet level are not styorinstead, in our study the key
differentiators between unionists and non-unionistsn the areas of stress and perceptions
of work-life imbalance. Both higher levels of ssearising from work, and perceptions of a
negative balance between work and non-work lifegwelated to union belonging.

The stress measure used in this study is sympt@adbaointing to both psychological and
physiological adverse health outcomes that, foomnmembers, are also associated with
being dissatisfied with one’s job, work-life imbatz, and perceptions of being overloaded
at work. That this pattern of stressors differsnfrahat for non-union members is an
interesting result and needs further research.

Pertinent to these findings is the ‘demand—contmaddel of stress, which predicts that jobs
with higher demands, combined with low employeeticnwill be those that create the most
strain (Karasek, 1979; Mackie, Holahan, and GditliZ001; Gallie, 2005; Wood, 2008). To
the extent that stress is indicative of a lossutb@omy on the job, union joining behaviour
may represent a strategy by which some employess teegain greater control over their
work pressure and thereby a reduction in job stress

To conclude, our study shows the value for researclunion membership of measuring
employee well-being in a more comprehensive waw ties typically been done in the past.
Our findings show that job satisfaction is not afuspredictor of union membership in New
Zealand, while issues to do with work intensifioati stress and work-life imbalance are.
Union members’ discontent in this country is asast@a with higher levels of stress, role
overload, and demands on their personal time, stamgiwith a demand-control model of job
strain. That said, while our research implies tihabn membership is at least associated with
poorer employee well-being at work, we need to wtdad how effective those same
employees perceive their unions to be in responttirthese issues. Research of this nature,
examining the dynamic interplay among the motivéglissatisfaction/threat, utility, and
ideology/identity, is an important agenda for theufe.
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