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Abstract

Trade union free-riding is a highly contentious issue for trade unions. Yet, it is poorly understood.
Using data from a representative survey this article examines the incidence of free-riding in Ireland
and profiles those who free-ride, distinguishing between two cohorts — never-have-been union
members and former union members. The authors examine a series of hypotheses derived from
the international literature to assess how free-riders are distinguished from union members and,
in turn, how the two cohorts of free-riders are dissimilar from one another in their orientations
to unions. The article concludes by identifying a number of theoretical contributions, makes some
suggestions for the conduct of future research and identifies a number of policy implications for
unions.
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Introduction

In most Anglophone countries, employees working in unionised organisations are under
no obligation to join the trade union in their workplace, but are permitted nonetheless to
enjoy the benefits of collective representation (Ballot, 1992; Bryson, 2008; Bryson and
Gomez, 2005; Harbridge and Wilkinson, 2001; Haynes et al., 2008; Murphy, 2023;
Wilkinson et al., 2003). This phenomenon is usually referred to as ‘free-riding’ and
sometimes ‘free-loading’ (Ballot, 1992; Freeman and Medoff, 1984). It is widely seen as
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a major problem for trade unions, primarily arising from the financial loss associated
with non-members not paying union membership dues and the consequent diminishment
of union density, power resources and mobilisation capacity (Haynes et al., 2008;
Murphy, 2023). There is also the prospect that union members will grow to resent their
work colleagues who chose not to join the union but who otherwise benefit from union
members’ collective efforts, potentially giving rise to heightened division and acrimony
(Cardador et al., 2017; Freeman and Medoff, 1984).

Measuring the extent of free-riding is not an easy task. It is often estimated by sub-
tracting union density rates from the extent of collective bargaining coverage (Harbridge
and Wilkinson, 2001). However, these data points are usually derived from different
sources, including surveys and databases, which are oftentimes provided by several par-
ties, including employers, government departments and trade unions. These estimations,
although helpful, have been neither entirely accurate nor fully representative (see
Eurofound, 2022). In addition, we do not know a great deal about the free-riders them-
selves, who they are, how they might be distinguished from one another, or what bio-
graphical, occupational and organisational characteristics are linked to their free-riding.

Using data from a nationally representative survey in Ireland we address these gaps in
our knowledge. We make two important empirical contributions: first, we measure the
proportion of the workforce who engage in free-riding, which we find to be relatively
high and to have risen in recent years; and second, we identify the biographical and
employment characteristics of free-riders. We also make an important conceptual dis-
tinction in distinguishing between two types of free-riders: namely those who are former
union members, which we label the ‘leavers’, from those who have desisted from joining
unions, which we call ‘the never-have-beens’.

We begin by considering why free-riding is a problem for trade unions. We then detail
a series of hypotheses to guide the analysis of our data. Drawing from the Working in
Ireland Survey 2021, we use a representative sample of 806 workers employed in union-
ised organisations in Ireland to profile the free-riders as well as to identify the features of
their work and workplace that are associated with their free-riding. We conclude the
article by highlighting the theoretical contributions of our study and exploring what
actions unions might pursue in the face of free-riding as well as pointing to how future
research might build on the research we conduct here.

Free-riding: A contentious behaviour yet a rational and
defensible principle?

The concept of free-riding first appeared in the American literature as a phenomenon
rooted in the ‘freedom of individual choice’ (Bennett and Johnson, 1979). The so-called
Right-to-Work Laws, enforced in 1947 in the US, provided workers with the freedom to
join or not to join the union engaged in collective bargaining at their workplace. Those
workers who desist from joining unions in the US, as also with workers in Ireland and
indeed in other Anglophone countries, still stand to benefit from the gains achieved by
trade unions in their workplace. As such, (most) union benefits are not delimited to union
members: they accrue to members and non-members alike (Bennett and Johnson, 1979;
Freeman and Medoff, 1984; Olson, 1965).! To put it plainly, a free-rider’s gain is derived
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at the expense of union members who actively contribute to the collective endeavour,
either by paying membership dues or by participating in collective action (Cardador
et al., 2017; Freeman and Medoff, 1984; Olson, 1965). This Olson (1965) referred to, in
his seminal work The Logic of Collective Action, as the first order problem of collective
representation wherefrom the free-rider believes there is no rational incentive for them to
join a union as they benefit from union representation whether they join or not. Further,
seeing their individual contribution as being of minimal or of no value to the collective
effort, the free-rider opts to withhold it and simply rides the wave of other people’s
efforts.

Union members, for their part, may resent that non-members are permitted to avail of
the benefits of union representation without incurring or sharing in any of its costs. In
response, members may seek to compel the free-rider to join the union, or punish or
reprove the free-rider in some manner, or they may reduce their own contribution to the
collective effort, thus potentially setting in train a vicious cycle of diminishing coopera-
tive effort and, with it, the diminishment of union influence (for all) within and beyond
the workplace (Cardador et al., 2017; Freeman and Medoff, 1984).

Where such a dynamic takes hold, it may become difficult for a union to prevail upon
management to continue to maintain a strong collective bargaining relationship with the
union. It also deprives unions of financial resources to organise workers in non-union
organisations, and to mount campaigns at a sectoral or national level. Thus the presence
of a significant number of free-riders may come to represent a fundamental challenge to
a union’s claim to be the representative organ of workers. In such instances, too, where
there are significant numbers of free-riders a union may desist from providing collective
representation even where some workers at least desire it, but where the marginal costs
militate against it. This is Olson’s (1965) second order problem of collective representa-
tion. It is not surprising, then, that free-riding is often perceived to be a highly charged
and emotive phenomenon. It is especially so when the term is deployed to denote a moral
violation where the free-rider is castigated for not contributing to the collective good.
However, as well as being marshalled to lay charge on a party, it can also be used as a
means of self-vindication when, in reproving of any castigation, the free-rider may well
respond that they possess a legal right to choose whether or not to join a union, and that
right cannot and must not be nullified or demeaned.

Research hypotheses

Our first research interest is to identify those who are the free-riders, and to explore how
their orientations towards union representation are different to those of union members.
From our reading of the international literature, we anticipate that they are distinct in
discernible ways. First, free-riders are more likely to see unions as being ineffective in
representing their interests and are likely to place little store on the representative value
of unions more generally (Fiorito et al., 1986; Walsh, 2015). Union members, on the
other hand, are more likely to value the role performed by unions, would wish to have
continued union representation and, as a corollary, are more likely to regard their
employer with some suspicion and distrust (Fiorito et al., 1986; Guest and Dewe, 1988;
McClendon et al., 1998).
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Notwithstanding these likelihoods, we expect to identify differences in the disposi-
tions of the two cohorts of free-riders as identified here — the ‘never-have-beens’ and the
‘leavers’. It is conceivable that the latter may have left unions because they saw them to
be ineffective in a narrow instrumental manner and, as such, are deliberate free-riders.
The never-have-beens, on the other hand, may conceivably be either ideologically
opposed to unions or may simply be neutrally disposed towards them, holding neither
hard nor fast views either way. Those free-riders who are hostile to unions would be
more likely to vote against keeping the union in a workplace (Bigoness and Tosi, 1984)
than would other more neutral never-have-beens. The latter are more likely to be young
workers and will have only recently encountered unions and, as such, are unlikely to be
agnostic towards them, or at least will not have formed a definitive opinion or political
commitment in respect of them (Aleks et al., 2021; Peetz et al., 2015). Therefore, in rela-
tion to free-riders’ dispositions towards unions, our first set of hypotheses read as
follows:?

Hla: There is a higher probability that free-riders will see unions as being ineffective
in representing workers’ interests when compared to union members.

Hlb: Among free-riders, leavers will be more likely than never-have-beens to per-
ceive unions as being ineffective.

Hlc: Leavers will also be more likely than never-have-beens to vote against keeping
unions in the workplace.

H1d: Union members are more likely to be politically or ideologically committed to
trade unions than free-riders but, among the latter, never-have-beens are more likely
to be politically in favour of unions, or perhaps to be simply neutrally disposed
towards them than leavers.

Second, we anticipate that free-riding is associated with particular demographic char-
acteristics, such as whether workers were ever union members in the past, their age,
gender, levels of educational attainment, length of employment tenure and employment
status. Taking each of these factors in turn, then, we anticipate that most free-riders have
never been union members; that is, it is not that they grew disgruntled with union repre-
sentation and ceased being members, but rather that they never joined in the first place
(Bryson and Gomez, 2005). It is also probable that older workers, having entered the
labour market when union membership was higher and when unions enjoyed the status
of social partners through their participation in a succession of social partnership agree-
ments, will be less likely to query the social custom of union membership. Younger
workers, however, are less likely to have been socialised into such a social custom. They
are also more likely to enjoy multiple job options in Ireland’s booming economy. These
factors are likely to diminish the value they might attach to private excludable goods
afforded by union membership such as individual grievance representation (Bryson,
2008). We anticipate that the incidence of free-riding will be greater among males than
among females as it is in other countries such as New Zealand and the UK, although the
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presence of a positive association between gender and free-riding is modest — and negli-
gible depending on the statistical test used — in the UK at least (Bryson, 2008). Based on
the literature, we also anticipate that highly educated workers will be less predisposed to
join a union as they see themselves more equipped to influence their working conditions
independently and on an individual basis (Harcourt et al., 2024).

Further, long-tenured and permanent workers are more likely to be union members
than non-permanent workers as they are more heavily vested in their firms having
acquired firm-specific skills and see value in union influence over their terms and condi-
tions of employment (Blanchflower, 2007; Budd and Na, 2000; Jermier et al., 1988). As
with older workers, long-tenured workers are more likely, too, to have been socialised
into the social custom of union membership. By contrast, temporary or contract workers
may be less motivated to stay with the firm, see less reason and feel under less obligation
to join a union, as well as seeing it as being relatively expensive (Blanden and Machin,
2003; Booth and Bryan, 2004; Bryson, 2008; Bryson and Gomez, 2005; Haynes et al.,
2008). Our second set of hypotheses read as follows:

H2a: Most free-riders are likely to have never been union members.

H2b: The probability of free-riding is likely to be higher among young workers than
it is among older workers.

H2c: The incidence of free-riding is likely to be higher among males than females.

H2d: Free-riding is likely to be more apparent among employees with higher levels of
educational attainment.

H2e: Long-tenured workers are less likely to free-ride than short-tenured
workers.

H2f: There is a lower probability that workers on a permanent contract will
free-ride.

Third, we would expect workers on low salaries and who struggle to make ends meet
not to join a union and instead engage in free-riding. Those occupying higher occupa-
tional grades and with good salaries may also be more likely to free-ride due to their
individual bargaining power and the ease with which they can get jobs elsewhere. For
those too who occupy managerial positions the custom of not joining a union is likely to
be pronounced as would the reputational cost of being found to be a union member
(Bryson, 2008; Schnabel, 2002; Visser, 2002). The sector, too, in which an employee
works is an important influence (Booth, 1986; Bryson, 2008). As the social custom of
union membership is more deeply embedded in the public sector than it is in the private
sector, free-riding is likely to be less evident among workers in the public sector. These
propositions and findings from the literature inform our third set of hypotheses:

H3a: Those whose earnings are low and who struggle to make ends meet are more
likely to engage in free-riding.
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H3b: There is a higher probability of free-riding among employees within higher
occupational categories.

H3c: There is a higher probability that workers in the public sector will not engage in
free-riding.

Finally, the literature identifies certain organisational factors as being associated with
free-riding. One key factor is the provision of line management support for employees,
such that the greater the support provided by management to employees, the greater the
likelihood of their engaging in free-riding. By corollary, where such support is absent
and where the climate of employment relations in the workplace is poor, the more likely
employees are to join the union in a bid to avail of union representation and protection
(Freeman, 1978; Freeman and Medoff, 1984). These findings from the existing literature
are thus expressed in the following two hypotheses:

H4a: Workers who report strong management effectiveness and support are more
likely to free-ride than those reporting weak management support.

H4b: Workers experiencing a poor employment relations environment are less likely
to free-ride than those who encounter a good employment relations environment.

The Irish context: The legal situation in regard to free-

riding

The legal status of a requirement to be a trade union member as a condition of securing
and maintaining employment in a job — a so-called ‘closed shop’ provision — although
unclear or unproven in part, is generally held to be unlawful in Ireland. Where such so-
called ‘closed shops’ did exist in the past, most notably in the media, printing, mining,
docks and construction sectors, they were rare and were more often negotiated as infor-
mal understandings where the employer assented to a union injunction that union mem-
bers would not work alongside non-union labour.

There apart, closed shops are not regulated by legislation in Ireland, although there
have been a number of cases brought before the courts under the constitutional right
relating to the freedom of association. The rulings indicate that employees have a right
to dissociate and that this, it would appear, renders unconstitutional closed shop provi-
sions of either a pre-entry or post-entry form. That said, as indicated, the Irish courts
have not ruled definitively on the constitutionality of either the pre-entry or post-entry
closed shop as it applies to new employees. Regardless, it is most unlikely that any type
of closed shop agreement would survive a constitutional challenge given the European
Court of Human Rights ruling in respect of Sorensen and Rasmussen v. Denmark in
which the two applicants successfully claimed that the existence of closed shop agree-
ments in Denmark in their respective areas of employment violated their rights under
Article 11 of the Convention.> The Court noted that the trend in the Contracting States
was towards eliminating entirely the use of closed shop agreements, on the basis that
such agreements were not an essential means for securing the interests of trade unions
and their members, and that due weight had to be given to the right of individuals to join
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aunion of their own choosing, without fear of prejudice to their livelihood. Although this
decision is not binding on the Irish superior courts, it would likely be highly influential
in any future litigation.*

The significance of this legal context, then, is that trade unions cannot compel work-
ers to join a union and that workers have a legal right to remain outside membership in
unionised enterprises and engage in free-riding if that is what they wish to do.

Data source

To examine our research questions we analyse data derived from the University College
Dublin’s Working in Ireland Survey 2021 (WIIS). The survey, which draws from a
nationally representative sample of 2,076 people of working age in paid employment
across the country, was conducted between May and August 2021. The data were
weighted for age, gender, region and economic sector to agree with the then most recent
population estimates as derived from the Labour Force Survey (Q1 2021).

Of those surveyed, 806 employees work in unionised organisations, of which 493 are
union members, 203 have never been a union member (the ‘never-have-beens’) and the
remaining 110 are former union members who have now left the union (the ‘leavers’).
Our data analysis is confined to these three categories of employees (806 in total) who
work in unionised organisations. This permits us to provide a uniquely granular account
of free-riding that has not been provided in Ireland or, to our knowledge, elsewhere
before. In addition, we examine a sub-sample of workers employed in the public sector
(N =513).

Measuring the incidence of free-riding

Measuring the incidence of free-riding is not an easy undertaking. In Ireland, estimates
of its incidence have often been made by drawing on data derived from different sources
and different respondents. Usually this involves subtracting the level of union density
from an estimate of the coverage of collective bargaining. The latter is a measure of all
workers whose terms and conditions of employment are determined by negotiations
involving union and employer representatives. In Ireland, apart from the public sector
where negotiations are centralised at a national level, negotiations are usually conducted
at the level of the enterprise and, in some instances, at a sectoral level involving legally-
supported provisions such as provided for by Joint Labour Committees (JLCs) and
Sectoral Employment Orders (SEOs).® While union density can be measured with con-
siderable accuracy from representative sample surveys, the coverage of collective bar-
gaining is usually derived from returns supplied by government departments, unions and
employers and is regarded to be a rough estimation. Consequently, measures of the extent
of free-riding in Ireland have been approximate estimations to date.

In our analysis we confine our estimate of the incidence of free-riding to that at the
level of the unionised organisation where an employee works. We are not in a position
from our survey results to estimate the number of workers who benefit from JLCs and
SEOs and who are not union members. To begin, we establish who are the non-union
workers and we identify where they work. The majority work in non-union organisations



8 Economic and Industrial Democracy 00(0)

where the staff have not sought union representation or, where they have, their employer
has not ceded union recognition. These workers are not considered to be free-riders. Our
interest is in non-union workers who work alongside union members in unionised organ-
isations where the employer negotiates terms and conditions of employment with a trade
union. The former are free-riders and from establishing their number, we are able to
estimate the extent of free-riding in Ireland.

The incidence of free-riding in Ireland

Drawing on the WIIS, we estimate union density among employees in the Republic of
Ireland is 28%.° A further 16% were union members in the past but are no longer. These
are the ‘union leavers’. The remaining 56% of the employed workforce have never been
union members. Of those who have never been union members, 80% work in non-union
organisations while the remaining 20% work in unionised organisations. Thirty-six per
cent of the union leavers continue to work in unionised workplaces. Having determined
the number of non-union workers who work in unionised organisations, which includes
both the union ‘leavers’ and ‘the never-have-been union members’, the question, then, is
whether all these workers might accurately be considered free-riders. At this point in our
analysis, we say yes, with the assumption that they all occupy job categories that have
union representation, and for whom union membership is a possibility.

We calculate the extent of free-riding in two ways. In the first we estimate the levels
of union density and collective bargaining coverage: the difference between the two
represents the incidence of free-riding, and the ratio of the difference to collective bar-
gaining coverage is the free-riding ratio (Peetz, 2005; Wilkinson et al., 2003).

We calculate the coverage of collective bargaining by asking respondents whether
there is a trade union recognised by the organisation where they work that negotiates
workers’ pay and/or conditions of employment. Forty-three per cent of employees
reported the existence of such an arrangement. Our estimate of the coverage of collective
bargaining — 43% — represents a decline on the last estimate as derived by similar means
from the Changing Workplace Survey of 2009, which found that 48% of employees were
employed in workplaces where there was a union presence (O’Connell et al., 2010). This
latter estimate represented a further decline as measured in a previous iteration of the
national workplace survey in 2003, when it was found to be 53% (O’Connell et al.,
2004). This continual decline in the reach of collective bargaining over the past 18 years
mirrors the decline in union density over the same period, which in 2003 was 38%, fell
to 32% in 2009 and fell yet further to 28% in 2021. Not surprisingly, too, the net free-
riding ratio increased over this period of 18 years from 28% in 2003 to 33% in 2009, and
to 35% by 2021. From these calculations and with the aforementioned assumptions, we
estimate that 35% of the Irish workforce are free-riders. We can be reasonably confident
in our calculations as to the rise in free-riding as our estimates are derived from data
obtained from similarly designed employee surveys conducted at different points in
time. The effects of sampling variability are thus minimised. When compared to other
Anglophone countries, the extent of free-riding in Ireland is very similar, for example, to
Australia at 39% (Haynes et al., 2008; Peetz, 2005) where it too has increased in recent
years, and so too in Britain where it was estimated to be 35% in 2003, and even higher
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Table I. Levels of union density and free-riding (leavers and never-have-beens) among
workers employed in unionised organisations by sector.

Private sector Public sector State-owned companies NGOs
Union density 43% 72% 71% 46%
Leavers 17% 12% 12% 8%
Never-have-beens 40% 16% 17% 46%
Overall free-riding 57% 28% 29% 54%
N 265 463 51 26

again in New Zealand at 45% in 2001 (Bryson, 2008) where it was measured as a propor-
tion of those employed in unionised workplaces that could join a union if they wished.
The extent of free-riding in Ireland (and elsewhere), however, is considerably higher
than that found in Canada, where a legal principle called the Rand Formula allows unions
to collect dues from all employees, union members and non-members alike, so long as
the union has a right to and is required to represent that person.

In our second approach to measuring the incidence of free-riding the denominator is
different to that used in the first method. Here we confine our analysis to those workers
who work only in unionised companies and we estimate the proportion who are and are
not in unions. The latter represent the free-riders. With this means of calculation a differ-
ent and larger ratio emerges. Here, 39% of respondents are found to be free-riders. In
Table 1 we show the results by sector using this approach. With this approach, there
remains the likelihood that we may overestimate the incidence of free-riding. It may be
the case that not all non-unionised employees in a unionised organisation (the numera-
tor) are eligible to join a union and have their terms and conditions of employment deter-
mined by a collective agreement. Recognising this, if we restrict our calculations to
exclude those for whom union representation may not usually apply — managerial staft/
directors/senior officials — the proportion of the Irish workforce who are free-riders falls,
but only slightly, to 37%. Of this occupational cohort — managerial staff/directors/senior
officials — 44% continue to retain union membership. Consequently, one would have to
be very cautious in excluding them from our calculations.

If we adopt yet a narrower calculation of measuring the extent of free-riding and
include only those who have ceased to be union members on the basis that are likely to
continue to work alongside union members and exclude non-members who have never
been union members on the basis they are not eligible to join a union, the incidence of
free-riding falls considerably to 18%. However, to rely solely on such a measure and to
assume all those who were never union members are not in a position to join a union in
their workplace and do not benefit from collective agreements (i.e. are free-riders) is, we
believe, erroneous.

We are on more secure ground when we confine our analysis solely to those who work
in the public sector where union membership is available to all employees irrespective of
their occupation or grade. Here, we estimate the extent of free-riding to be 28%, which is
considerably lower than that in the private sector (57%). See results reported in Table 1.
Although the number of respondents from non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and
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state-owned organisations is small, we include them here for general interest. The latter,
often referred to (unhelpfully) as semi-state companies, are commercial businesses or gov-
erning bodies that in most cases are wholly- or majority-owned by the state. Free-riding in
semi-state companies is similar to that in the public sector. Most free-riders are never-have-
beens. The proportion who are leavers is considerably smaller across all sectors.

Who are - and are not - the free-riders in Ireland?

We turn now to examine whether free-riding is a feature of certain cohorts of workers
and organisations over others. As much as is practicably possible, we follow the order of
the research hypotheses as laid out earlier in the article. At this point, as our results are
derived from bivariate analyses, they should be seen as provisional. Until we conduct a
series of multivariate tests, which we do later in the article, we cannot confirm if these
preliminary results will still hold. All of our independent variables are listed below in
Tables 5 and 6, and we also provide the details (definitions in the tables) as to how they
are operationalised in the survey. They can be reviewed here and also when we turn to
the multivariate analysis of our data below.

Table 2 provides data in respect of the influence of a series of indicators as to respond-
ents’ disposition towards unions. In contrast to union members, free-riders, as anticipated
in our hypotheses (Hla—d), are significantly less likely to see unions as being effective
in exercising influence over the terms and conditions of their employment, the way their
work is organised and also over the adoption of flexible working practices. However,
there is a difference of view among free-riders, with never-have-beens being more likely
than leavers to see unions as being effective in their levels of influence. Not surprisingly,
free-riders are less likely than union members to vote for continued union representation
and, while their respective proportions are relatively modest, there are differences in the
orientations of the two cohorts of free-riders, as anticipated in our hypotheses. Twenty-
three per cent of leavers as opposed to 12% of never-have-beens are identified as stead-
fast objectors to union representation in that they would vote to cease the operation of the
union in their workplace if given the opportunity in a ballot. The remainder are either
undecided (19% and 23% leavers and never-have-beens respectively), or are in favour of
continued union representation (58% and 65% leavers and never-have-beens respec-
tively). It would seem, then, that the majority of free-riders are either neutral or well-
disposed towards, and supportive of, the principle of union organisation and would vote
to ensure its continuance either because — one might speculate — they benefit themselves
from union representation and/or they are tolerant of other employees’ voice preferences.
Those free-riders who would extend a blanket opposition to union voice are a small
minority, particularly among never-have-beens.

We also formulate a proxy measure of free-riders’ political or ideological commit-
ment to unions to test hypothesis Hl1d. Those who are deemed to be politically commit-
ted to unions are those who see the union as exercising little or no influence in their
workplace but who would still vote to have the union continue in their role as worker
representatives. By contrast, those who are not politically committed to unions are those
who, irrespective of the level of union influence in the workplace, would vote to termi-
nate the unions’ representative role. The proportion of union members who exhibit this
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Table 2. Free-riders’ and union members’ views of and orientations towards union
representation.

Free- Union
riders members
Leavers Never-have-beens
High/Moderate effectiveness of unions over. . .
Your employment T&Cs 47% 55% 69%
The way your work is organised 28% 37% 45%
The adoption of flexible working conditions 51% 53% 58%
Vote on the union
Keep the union 58% 65% 90%
Cease operation of the union 23% 12% 5%
Undecided 19% 23% 5%
Political commitment to unions
Not politically committed to unions 70% 73% 60%
Politically committed to unions 30% 27% 40%
N 109 202 493

form or level of political commitment to unions is higher (40%) than it is among free-
riders but not remarkably so. And while the data might be read to support H1d, the dif-
ference in the political disposition among the two cohorts of free-riders is very modest
indeed: almost a third of ‘leavers’ and a little over a quarter of ‘never-have-beens’ exhibit
a political commitment to unions.

We turn next to examine the links between free-riding and the remaining independent
variables identified in our research hypotheses H2a to H4b. The results presented in
Table 3 illustrate the proportion of workers in any given particular cohort who are free-
riders of either type. Echoing the results presented in Table 1, most free-riders have never
been union members, confirming hypothesis 2a. Never-have-beens constitute 25% of all
workers employed in unionised organisations and almost two-thirds (65%) of all free-
riders. By comparison, the leavers comprise 14% of all employees in unionised organisa-
tions and 35% of free-riders.

The finding that free-riding is noticeably higher among young workers than it is
among those workers in older age cohorts confirms hypothesis 2b: 64% of those aged
between 15 and 24 years are free-riders, while only 28% free-ride among those workers
over 44 years of age. As a proportion of those who free-ride, young workers are consider-
ably more likely to have never-been union members (88%) in contrast to those over 44
years (46%). Conversely, few young free-riders are leavers. We do not find a positive
association between being male and free-riding as anticipated in hypothesis 2¢. Rather,
the incidence of free-riding is broadly similar among males and females.

With respect to hypothesis 2d, we find there are few differences in the distribution of
union members and free-riders among employees with different levels of educational
attainment. There is a slightly higher incidence of college graduates in the never-have-
been group.
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Table 3. Percentages of free-riding and union membership across the remaining independent
variables.

Free- Union N
riders members

Leavers  Never-have-beens

Incidence 14% 25% 61% 806
Gender
Male 15% 26% 59% 379
Female 13% 24% 63% 425
Age
15-24 8% 56% 36% 66
25-34 1% 42% 47% 135
3544 13% 28% 59% 211
44+ 15% 13% 72% 393
Education
Up to secondary education 15% 23% 62% 150
Trades and short cycle tertiary 18% 21% 60% 164
College education 12% 27% 61% 490
Tenure (with current employer)
Newly employed 15% 47% 38% 109
Fairly recently employed 19% 41% 39% 186
A fairly long time 15% 24% 62% 193
A very long time 9% 9% 82% 317
Permanent job
Yes 13% 23% 64% 721
No 17% 44% 38% 86
Salary levels
Low 14% 32% 54% 112
Medium 13% 22% 65% 505
High 22% 52% 26% 23
Making ends meet
Very easily 16% 29% 55% 176
Easily 13% 25% 63% 379
Neither 8% 28% 64% 130
With some difficulty 20% 19% 61% 106
With great difficulty 17% 16% 67% 12
Occupation
Elementary occupations 12% 21% 67% 42
Prof. occupations 11% 23% 66% 301
Assoc. prof. occupations 19% 25% 56% 101
Admin & secretarial occupations 18% 21% 61% 104
Skilled trade occupations 20% 23% 57% 44
Caring, leisure, other services 8% 19% 72% 36
Sales and customer services 4% 39% 57% 51
Process, plant and machine operatives 15% 25% 60% 6l

(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued)

Free- Union N
riders members

Leavers  Never-have-beens

Managers, directors and senior officials ~ 14% 42% 44% 64
General sector

Private sector 17% 40% 43% 265

State-owned companies 12% 17% 71% 51

NGOs 8% 46% 46% 26

Public sector 12% 17% 71% 463
Management effectiveness and support®

Respects you as a person 14% 27% 59% 721

Gives you praise and recognition when  14% 28% 58% 629

you do a good job

Is helpful to you in getting the job 15% 27% 58% 634

done

Encourages and supports your 14% 28% 58% 628

development
Employment relations environment®

In general, employees in your 13% 32% 55% 478
organisation trust management
For the most part, this organisation 13% 27% 60% 538

treats its employees fairly

2The incidence of management effectiveness and support and the employment relations environment is the
arithmetic average between strongly agree and agree responses.

Turning to the influence of length of employment tenure, 62% of newly employed
workers are free-riders, the great bulk of whom have never joined a union. By contrast,
only 18% of very long tenured employees are free-riders. This points to a confirmation
of hypothesis 2e¢. Free-riding is also, as expected with hypothesis 2f, more apparent
among those workers who do not possess a permanent contract.

In relation to our third set of hypotheses, our descriptive data show that the highest
incidence of free-riding is found among those reporting high salary levels (74%), the
great majority of whom have never joined a union. However, our binary analysis does
not support that those earning a low salary will be more likely to engage in free-riding
(H3a). Nonetheless, it indicates that free-riding rates decrease as workers are able to
make ends meet with greater ease. In relation to occupational groups and hypothesis 3b,
it is striking that a considerable proportion (44%) of managers, directors and senior offi-
cials in unionised organisations continue to be union members. The remainder are free-
riders, most of whom have never been union members. For all other occupational groups
the incidence of leavers and never-have-beens is very similar with the exception of sales
and customer services occupations, where the bulk are ‘never-have-beens’. Free-riding
is also, as expected with hypothesis 3¢, more apparent among those workers who are
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employed in the private sector, particularly in organisations operating in the manufactur-
ing and wholesale and retail sectors.

We turn now to our fourth set of hypotheses concerning perceptions of management
effectiveness and support in the workplace (4a) and the employment relations environment
(4b). Alittle over 40% of workers who report that they strongly agree or agree that manage-
ment is effective and supportive in their organisations are free-riders, most of whom have
never joined a union. A similar incidence of free-riding is found among those who strongly
agree or agree that their organisation offers a trusting and fair employment relations envi-
ronment. This points to a potential validation of these last two hypotheses (4a and 4b).

Finally, the intra-variation of all independent variables within the leavers, never-have-
beens and union members categories is included in Appendix 1. We provide these details
for the interest of the reader.

In summary, the findings as presented here provide indicative support for a number of
our hypotheses: that is, union free-riding is linked to perceptions of union effectiveness,
workers’ age, level of educational attainment and employment status, but the association
with other factors, including occupation and gender, is weaker or not evident at all. These
results, while revealing, are nonetheless derived from bivariate statistical tests and do not
control for the influence of various other factors that we have not taken account of, such
as the specific sector or the size of the organisation, nor do they help determine which
factors exercise a stronger influence over others. To do so, we turn now to provide a
multivariate analysis of the factors independently associated with free-riding.

Independent influences associated with free-riding

As our dependent variable is categorical with three different responses — namely, (1) yes,
I am currently a member; (2) no, but I have been in the past; and (3) no, I have never been
a member of a trade union — we employ a multinomial logistic regression. The first cate-
gory in our dependent variable (‘being a union member’) is our reference category and,
therefore, is omitted in the model. The two remaining categories (leavers and never-have
beens) are always interpreted in relation to our reference category. Our model specifica-
tion is detailed in Tables 4, 5 and 6 wherein we define all our variables (dependent, inde-
pendent and control) and the manner in which they were operationalised in the survey.

We ran Spearman correlations for all variables and these were generally low or moder-
ate (see Appendix 2). Only a handful of paired variables reported moderately high correla-
tions. These were age and tenure (.555**); holding a permanent job and tenure (.355%%*);
effectiveness of unions and political commitment to unions (.607**); and finally vote to
keep the union and political commitment to unions (.358**). We then proceeded to test for
any collinearity existing among our independent variables through the calculation of the
variance inflation factor (VIF), which gauges both the correlation and the strength of cor-
relation between variables. Most independent variables report normal levels of collinear-
ity. Very few variables signal a moderate level of correlation and all are considerably
below a value of 5, and are not sufficient to merit attention or concern.

The results of our regression analysis are reported in Table 7. In Model 1, we intro-
duce the control variables as our ‘baseline’ model. Model 2 also incorporates all of our
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Table 4. Dependent variable’s definition and descriptive values.

Definition Descriptive (N = 806) (in %)

Union membership /free-riding  Are you a member of a trade

in unionised workplaces union?
Yes, | am currently a member 61
(ref. category)

No, but | have been in the 14
past
No, | have never been a 25

member of a trade union

independent variables, namely, employees’ perceptions of the effectiveness of unions,
vote on keeping the union in the organisation, employees’ political commitment to
unions, employees’ age and gender, employees’ education level, employees’ tenure, type
of job contract, employees’ salary level and their ability to make ends meet, employees’
occupation, employees’ perceptions of management effectiveness and support, and
employees’ perceptions of the ER environment in the organisation.

In Model 1 when we examine individual sector effects, we find that workers in public
administration and defence as well as those in education are less likely to free-ride (as leav-
ers) when compared to those who free-ride in manufacturing, the reference category.
Additionally, workers in virtually all sectors are more likely to free-ride than never-have-
beens when compared to those in manufacturing. We still need to examine whether these
identified (disaggregated) sector effects also operate at an aggregate sectoral level, i.e. at
public and private sector levels. We return to examine this below. Another potentially
important control variable is size of the organisation. We find that leavers are more likely
to be present in micro-firms (1-10 employees), and never-have-beens are more likely to be
employed by organisations of sizes smaller than that of large firms (250 employees+).

We turn now in Model 2 to include our independent variables and to see if any of these
control variable effects are diluted in the complete model. Perceptions of union effective-
ness are found to be associated with free-riding: the more workers rate unions to be inef-
fective, the more likely they are to free-ride. This holds true particularly for leavers, but
is less evident among never-have-beens. These results provide modest support for Hla.
In a similar vein, while leavers are significantly more likely to vote for the cessation of
union representation at their workplace, never-have-beens are more likely to remain
undecided on the matter when compared to union members. To put it in other words,
leavers are considerably more likely than union members and never-have-beens to be
hostile to, or diluted in their support for, continued union representation in their work-
places. These findings offer support for hypotheses H1b and Hlc. We further expected in
our formulation of our hypotheses that free-riders’ estimation of union influence and
their views on whether unions should have a continued role in the workplace would also
parallel their political commitment to unions. This would appear to be the case. Both
categories of free-riders are less politically committed to unions than are union members.
However, we again need to be cautious. The associations in the data are modest and



Economic and Industrial Democracy 00(0)

16

(panunuod)
19 (*Jo4) uonesnpa ads|j0D
0z AJenua 9]24d 1J0oys pue sope. |
0¥’ 6l uoneonpa Arepuodss 01 dn [9A9] uonreonpy
€S Sewa4
£S5t Ly (4o4) oely Jopuany
67 (R4 v+
9¢ Pr—SE
Ll ¥E€-SC
1291 8 ¥T-SI a3y
uonejuasauda.
uolUN PaNUIIUOD J0) 910A (SS3[BYIBUOU)
PINOM 1Nnq 9d2U3Njjul OU U0 MO| SulAeY SB
¢ (424) suoiun 03 par3iwWod Aj[ed3ijod suolun sa9s juspuodsa. s4aym suonssnb 7
61T 59 suolun 01 paniwwod A[jednijod J0N WO PAALIDQ "SUOIUN O3 PA1UWWIOD [d11|0d
6/ (*Jo4) uoiun ayy doayy
6 papspun
609°1 Tl uolun sy jo uonesado ases) uolun 3yl UO I0A
suonIpuod Supjiom 3|qixa|} jo uondope ay] -
pasiue3.o sI JoM JInok Aem ay] -
$7/L°0 = eydje s yoequodd (239 ‘sunoy Sunjiom
ausodwod sisAjeue Jo31oe, ‘Aed) JuawAo|dwsa Jo SUONIPUOD pUE SWL.S) UNOA -
[jle 2e suou = g+ * aduanpuI
786'0 = dS JoPAd| ydiy e = |] ¢ * * 49A0 aAey dde|dddoM Jnok ul
we'| 167 = ues|y (s)uolun spe.a Y3 se0p ‘|[e 3B JI ‘©2USNjjul YINW MOH (3]83s 249)|17) SUOIUN JO SSAUIAIDRYT
(% w) (908 = N)
JIA aAndiinsag uoniuyaqg

'sanjeA aAndLIDOSap pue uoniuyap s3|qelieA Juapuadapu] g 3|qe L



17

Geary and Belizén

(panunuod)

0ze' |

vl

99¢°|

SS¢€°|

S8l

N O 00 o

S
€l
€l
LE

S

[4
€l
9l
Ly
[4¢

14
6L
L1
I
68
6¢
144
4
4l

(*Jo4) s[eId140 JOIUS puE S401d3JIp ‘suddeuel
saAneJado auiysew pue jueld ‘ssad0.y
SODIAIDS JBWOISND pUE SI[eS

S9DIAISS Y30 ‘DunsI9| ‘Bulae)
suonedndd0 ape.aa pa||iS
suoiedndd0 [B1Ie19.433S g UIWPY
suonednado “joud "dossy

suonednd0 "jo.d

suonednodo Aejuswsalg

Aynoypp 38348 Yaan - ()

Aynaiyip swos yian - ()

syueN  (g)

Aise3  (7)

Ajises Aisp - (1)

(34) y3iH

wnipajy

Mo

(34) oN

SIA

(‘Jo4) (saeak + |7) awn 3uo| AuaA
(saeak oz—| |) wn 3uoj Aiey
(saeak 9| —) pakojdws Apuadau Ajireq
(saeak §—0) pakojdwa AimaN

uonedniQ

(31e2s 149|17) 393W spud d>jew 01 ANjIqy

s|PAd| Auejeg

qol Jusurwag

(494ojdwid JuauNd YIIM) aunua |

dIA

(% ur) (908 = N)
aandlsag

uoniuyaqg

(penunuo)) ‘g ajqeL



Economic and Industrial Democracy 00(0)

18

§TL°0 = eydje s yoequoad
31sodwod sisAjeue J4o3oe

1201 =4S
6L1°C 60T = Uedy

9980 = eydje s,yoequoud
a1sodwood sisAjeue J4o1dey

€00l = ds

[4VA 8| = Uesly
89

€

9

699°| €€

Arey soakojdwa
11 s3e9.1 Uonesiuesio siyl ‘wed 1sow ay3 Jod -
Juswadeuew
IsnJ3 uopesjuedao anoA uj saakojdws ‘feasuas uj -
[s348esip A|Buouas
= G " 9a43e ABuons = |] jsauswaiels 3uImo)|o)
33 yam 93.3esIp Jo 99438 NOA Op JUIIXS 1BYM O]
juawdojaAsp JnoA syioddns pue sadenoduy -
auop qol ays Sumal ur nok o3 |nydjay s| -
qol poo3
® op noA uaym uoniusodau pue asiead nok saAID) -
uos.ad e se noA s3dadsay -
[22.8esip A|Buounrs = g * * - 99u8e A|Suoays =
1] - 498euew/Josiauadns Uno ) js1uswRIels SUIMO||O)
U3 YIIM 9343es|p 0 33438 NOA Op JUSIXD JeYM O |
(*494) 402295 d11qny
SOSN
sajuedwod paumo-21e1s
101295 938ALI]

(9125 2493|17) JUSWUOIIAUD YT

(3reas 3417)
140ddns pue ssauaAIldaye JusWdeUR]

101095 [BJ2UID)

(% ur) (908 = N)
dIA aAndunsaQg

uoniuyeQ

(penunuo)) ‘g alqel



Geary and Belizén 19

Table 6. Control variables’ definition and descriptive values.

Definition Descriptive VIF
(N = 806) (in %)
Specific sector Agriculture, forestry, fishing & mining 2 1.329
Energy & construction 6
Wholesale & retail 7
Transport & hospitality 8
ICT, prof., scientific, technical, admin 12
& support, arts and other services
Financial services & real estate 5
Public administration & defence 13
Education 18
Human health 20
Manufacturing (ref.) 9
Organisation size Micro-firms (1-10) 3 I.116
Small firms (I 1-49) 7
Medium firms (50-249) 12
Large firms (+250) (ref.) 64
Don’t know 14

while they may be read to support hypothesis H1d, it needs to be noted that the relevant
p-value here is < 0.1000. With a lower p-value, free-riders would evidently not be dis-
tinguishable from union members in their levels of political commitment to unions.

The results in respect of age are not entirely as anticipated (H2b). Young workers
between the ages of 15 and 24 years are less likely to have relinquished their union mem-
bership than those workers aged 44 years or more (the reference category), while those
aged between 25 and 35 are more likely to have never joined a union when compared to
those over 44 years of age. There apart, however, there are no other evident differences
across the different age cohorts; that is, other younger age cohorts are no more or less
likely to be free-riders than older workers. These results, then, only partially support
H2b. We return to the significance of these findings in respect of the influence of age in
the conclusion to the paper.

Our regression analysis reports no significant association between gender or educa-
tional level and free-riding, confirming our earlier results derived from our bivariate
analysis. Thus, there is no support for hypotheses H2¢c and H2d.

Job tenure, however, would appear to play a large part in explaining the probability of
an employee being a free-rider. The strength and direction of the links across both cohorts
of free-riders would indicate that this is the most powerful explanatory influence in our
modelling of independent factors. Those who are recently employed in their job with
their current employer are considerably more likely to free-ride, thus providing support
for hypothesis H2e.

Job status exercises no influence. Thus, those possessing a permanent job are no more
likely to engage in free-riding than those who do not. Therefore, hypothesis H2f is not
supported.
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The results in respect of the influence of salary levels vary. It has no effect with regard
to leavers, but does in relation to never-have-beens where those on low and middle
incomes are less likely to free-ride than those on higher incomes and, as such, these find-
ings only provide limited support for hypothesis H3a.

We found no significant association between the ability to make ends meet and free-
riding in the case of leavers but it is supported for never-have-beens. This could be read
to suggest that the financial cost of union membership is a significant factor in explaining
union free-riding albeit only for those who had never joined a union but not for leavers.
This partially validates hypothesis H3a.

Turning now to the influence of employees’ occupations. Here again we find impor-
tant differences between the two cohorts of free-riders. Occupation exercises no influ-
ence with respect to leavers but does in regard to never-have-beens. The latter who
occupy elementary jobs, professional occupations, skilled trades, sales and customer
service positions, and plant and machine operatives have a lower propensity to free-ride
than those in managerial occupations. Thus hypothesis H3b is only partially endorsed.

When we turn to look at the influence of broad sectoral effects, the results are very
clear; there are no such evident effects. Thus, for example, an employee is as likely to
free-ride in the private sector as is one in the public sector once other factors are taken
account of, thereby leaving hypothesis H3c unsupported.

Finally, we consider the influence of management effectiveness and support, and the
perceived quality of employment relations within the workplace. Neither exercise any
substantial effect on the likelihood of workers engaging in free-riding. It is only in respect
of where workers report the existence of good employment relations that there is some
association and that is only in respect of never-have-been free-riders. As such, we can
reject hypothesis H4a and, while there is modest support for hypothesis H4b, it is only in
regard to never-have-beens but not for leavers.

Findings in respect of employees in the public sector and state-owned
organisations

To this point in our analysis we have considered the dispositions of workers to free-ride
across the entire Irish labour market. However, we cannot be fully assured that the option
of joining a union was available to all workers in our sample. We are on far more secure
ground when we examine the case of workers in the public sector and in state-owned
organisations. In both these sectors, workers, irrespective of their occupation or position,
are always eligible to join a trade union and for whom a union exists in their workplace.
For this reason, we focus in specific detail on this subsample of 514 workers employed
in the public sector (463) and the state-owned organisations (51). These two sectors share
the same levels of free-riding, and the proportions of leavers and never-have-beens are
broadly similar. We include the same independent variables as we ran in Model 2 above
for this sub-sample. A full account of this multinomial regression is available in Table 8.
We focus here in our discussion only on the principal findings.

The findings are again instructive. They reveal a broadly similar pattern to that found
in our previous analysis of employees across all sectors of the economy albeit with some
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Table 8. Multinomial logistic regression for leavers and never-have-beens (odds ratios and

p-values) in the public sector.

Independent and control variables Model
2
Leavers Never-have-beens
Effectiveness of unions (Likert scale) 1.857 (0.062)* 1.846 (0.040)**
Vote on the union
Cease operation of the union 3.212 (0.181) 5.733 (0.030)**

Undecided
Keep the union (ref.)
Political commitment to unions

2.400 (0.255)

3.255 (0.103)

TU not as political choice 2.597 (0.146) 3.016 (0.068)*
TU as political choice (ref.) - -
Age
15-24 —0.150 (0.178) 2.599 (0.271)
25-34 0.615 (0.492) 2.660 (0.103)
3544 0.886 (0.803) 2.077 (0.149)
+44 (ref.) - -
Gender
Female 1.199 (0.685) —0.697 (424)
Male (ref.) - -
Education level
Up to secondary education —0.800 (0.766) 1.588 (0.507)
Trades and short cycle tertiary 1.404 (0.525) 1.353 (0.577)

College education (ref.)
Tenure (with current employer)

Newly employed

Fairly recently employed

A fairly long time

A very long time (ref.)
Permanent job

[1.117 (0.004)%%*
8.176 (0.000)**

1.774 (0.289)

14.490 (0.002)***
19.946 (0.000)***

4.649 (0.006)*

Yes —0.375 (0.208) —0.338 (0.147)
No (ref.) - -
Salary levels
Low —0.502 (0.619) —0.136 (0.071)*
Medium —0.390 (0.458) —0.094 (0.016)**
High (ref.) - -
Ability to make ends meet (Likert scale) —0.869 (0.495) —0.576 (0.021)**
Occupation
Elementary, skilled trades, process, plant and —0.316 (0.331) —0.118 (0.063)*
machinery occupations
Prof. occupations 0.639 (0.601) —0.352 (0.191)
Assoc. prof. occupations 1.735 (0.555) 1.402 (0.688)

Admin & secretarial occupations 2.864 (0.254) 1.587 (0.596)

(Continued)
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Table 8. (Continued)

Independent and control variables Model
2
Leavers Never-have-beens
Caring, leisure, sales and customer services —0.158 (0.194) —0.534 (0.521)
Managers, directors and senior officials (ref.) - -
Management effectiveness and support (Likert scale)  —0.939 (0.780) 1.098 (0.663)

ER environment in the firm (Likert scale) —0.812 (0.400) —0.615 (0.050)**
Specific sector
Agriculture, transport, energy & wholesale 1.317 (0.714) 2.072 (0.353)

ICT, prof., scientific, technical, admin & support,
arts and others
Public administration & defence
Human health
Education (ref.)
Organisation size
Micro-firms (1-10)

~0.755 (0.704)

~0.366 (0.170)
1498 (0.486)

2.583 (0.454)

~0.902 (0.894)

1030 (0.968)
1.714 (0.376)

~0.596 (0.794)

Small firms (I [-49) —0.302 (0.198) —0.063 (0.039)**
Medium firms (50-249) —0.411 (0.270) —0.984 (0.979)
Large firms (+250) (ref.) - -
Chi-square 150.072%%*
Nagelkerke 0.449
N 340

N decreases as some control and independent variables contain missing values.
Statistical significance: p-value < 0.005 (*¥¥); p-value < 0.050 (**); p-value < 0.100 (¥).

qualifications. Job tenure is again the major influence. Second, and again as in the full
sample, free-riders are more likely to perceive unions to be ineffective although they are
somewhat more tolerant of continued union representation. The qualification is in respect
of the never-have-beens whose evaluations and orientations to unions are considerably
more negative than the leavers. The latter remain just as positive and as well disposed
towards unions as union members.

Summary and discussion

We conclude by summarising our main findings and by indicating the important contri-
butions of the study to the existing literature. Then, we detail the findings’ implications
for union strategies and conclude by pointing to the limitations of our study as a means
of providing guidance on the conduct of future research.

The incidence of free-riding in unionised workplaces in Ireland has grown signifi-
cantly in recent decades. It now exceeds one-third of the employed workforce and is
considerably higher in the private sector (57%) than it is in the public sector where free-
riding accounts for nearly one-third of the workforce. We find that union free-riding is
more prevalent among young workers (at least in the private sector) newly employed in
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their jobs and who earn low to medium salaries. This finding is similar to prior research
(Blanden and Machin, 2003). However, it is job tenure — by some distance — which is the
most significant factor in accounting for free-riding across both cohorts of free-riders.
Such effects can be taken to support Booth’s (1986) social custom model of union join-
ing and are similar to the findings of other research internationally (Blanchflower, 2007;
Budd and Na, 2000). That is, as the social custom of union membership has declined, so
young workers entering the labour market feel under less pressure to join; simply put, the
reputational risks and costs of free-riding are not what they used to be. By corollary, that
there is less free-riding in the public sector where union density remains high would also
support this thesis. In addition, that the size of the organisation does not influence the
propensity to free-ride would suggest that the influence of social custom relates more to
the length of time a worker is in employment and has less to do with the size of their
workplace and again this finding offers further support for Booth (1986), as well as
Bryson (2008).

We find that the influences associated with free-riding among leavers and never-have-
beens vary. For the leavers the influences cited in the previous paragraph largely account
for their dispositions to free-ride. With the never-have-beens, other influences are also
important such that we can claim never-have-beens are more likely to occupy poorly-
paid jobs, they struggle to make ends meet and they rate the employment relations cli-
mate within their workplace to be poor. Indeed, it is plausible to think that for low earning
never-have-beens in unionised workplaces paying union dues is simply not affordable.
By contrast, these factors matter appreciably less or not at all for leavers, who are more
likely to be evenly or indeed randomly distributed across occupations, economic sectors
and salary levels.

Other key influences are orientations to unions and perceptions of union influence.
With the latter, there is an inverse relationship — the poorer unions are rated in their rep-
resentative capacity, the greater the likelihood workers will free-ride. This certainly
chimes with prior research in the field (Bryson, 2008). And with respect to the former,
free-riders are more likely to call for the union to cease in its role in representing workers
or at least they are ambivalent or undecided as to the merit of continued union represen-
tation when compared to union members.

These differences across the two cohorts of free-riders hold broadly for both those
working in the private and public sectors save that in the latter never-have-beens have a
higher propensity than union members (and leavers) to be ill-disposed towards unions and
to be critical of the benefits of continued union representation. Leavers, by contrast, tend to
be more anodyne or at least neutral in their dispositions and views of unions. Never-have-
beens are also less politically committed to unions than leavers and union members.

To this point our consideration of the effect of various influences on the propensity to
free-ride has focused on behavioural, demographic and organisational features. We have
not considered the influence of any institutional factors. While the degree to which we can
is limited by our data, they still merit consideration, and, in particular, the influence of the
structure of collective bargaining.” From the late 1980s until the onset of the global finan-
cial crisis, collective bargaining in Ireland was conducted at a national level under the aegis
of a series of tripartite social partnership programmes involving the state, the employers’
association (Irish Business and Employers’ Confederation) and the Irish Congress of Trade
Unions.® It could be suggested that those workers who entered the labour market during
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this period would have had less incentive to join a union as the terms negotiated under
national agreements applied to all workers in unionised workplaces. It might then be sup-
posed that those workers — now entering middle age at the time of our survey — would have
continued to free-ride after centralised bargaining came to an end, mainly due to inertia.
Our data reveal a more complex picture. Certainly, the bivariate analysis does not support
this possibility: older workers, those aged 44 or more years of age, are considerably less
likely to free-ride than those younger workers who entered the labour market when enter-
prise-level bargaining was re-established. Further, the multivariate analysis reveals that age
mattered considerably less than other factors in accounting for workers’ propensity to free-
ride. Thus, we can fairly claim that the location of the conduct of bargaining — whether that
be at a national level as it was up to 2009 or at a local enterprise level since then — did or
does not play a decisive role in accounting for free-riding.

We turn now to the theoretical contributions of the paper. Our principal contribution
is derived from our conceptual distinction between the two different types of free-riders
— those who never joined the union (the ‘never-have-beens’) and those who were once
union members but who subsequential rescinded their membership (the ‘leavers’). In
significant respects these two cohorts exhibit different orientations to union membership
which has not been revealed in previous research. In the future, then, theoretical proposi-
tions of free-riding would do well to discriminate between these two distinct groups of
free-riders in identifying the factors associated with their free-riding. Second, considera-
tion of the propensity to free-ride resides mainly within behavioural and biographical
attributes of workers and considerably less — if at all — with factors associated with the
institutional context of collective bargaining. These theoretical contributions and atten-
dant empirical findings reveal important practical implications as to how unions might
respond to free-riding, which we turn to now.

A word of caution, or at least circumspection, is warranted at the outset. Free-riding is
not an anomalous or indeed deviant form of behaviour. It is becoming more common and
the evidence presented here would suggest that workers have not only clear identifiable
preferences in regard to union membership and representation and also exhibit clear rea-
sons — it can be inferred — for eschewing union membership. And, as discussed in respect
of the legal context in Ireland and elsewhere in the EU, whatever tensions free-riding
might generate within a workforce, free-riders cannot be compelled to join a union.
Employers are very likely to assert, too, that this is proper and appropriate and that all
workers should be free to choose whether they join a union or not. As such, in a context
where there is no viable legal basis to compel workers to join a union, we suggest the fol-
lowing policy prescriptions for unions who may seek to organise free-riders. These rec-
ommendations are derived directly from our research findings and they point to ways in
which unions can direct their resources and energies. First, campaigns might usefully
target the young: most free-riders are young never-have-been union members. Second,
there is a great deal unions can do to alter these workers’ as well as union leavers’ prefer-
ences for non-union membership. Crucial here are these workers’ perceptions of union
(in)effectiveness as they act independently to influence the likelihood of free-riding.
Relatedly, unions might explain what unions do. One way to do this is to elucidate the
distinction elaborated by Alan Flanders (1970), where unions are and/or should not be
seen solely as a “vested interest’ (i.e. a good for individual groups of workers) but that
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their work also involves of necessity a collaborative endeavour where they act as a ‘sword
of justice’ (i.e. be a good for society). The evidence presented in the current study would
suggest that the latter union ambition will likely land on fertile ground, as some free-riders
at least are politically and ideologically committed to the broader political ambitions of
trade unionism. Third, organising strategies need to be customised to the cohort of free-
riders to be approached — the research findings provided here show that in significant
respects they are different from one another and have different predispositions in regard
to union membership. Finally, as many never-have-beens work in poorly paid jobs consid-
eration might usefully be given to soliciting union dues according to workers’ income.
While this might not meet the full cost of bringing free-riders into membership and in
representing them, it is important symbolically in signalling that all members are willing
to make a contribution, albeit according to their means. Further, free-riders can then dem-
onstrate that their former actions were not motivated by exploitative intent whereby they
sought to benefit themselves at the expense of their fellow workers.

We turn now to lessons for future research. While we argue that our findings have
considerable merit and help us greatly in examining the incidence of free-riding and in
profiling those who are the free-riders, ultimately they cannot determine why it is that
some workers choose to free-ride. To be able to do so, future research would need to
include questions in their survey instruments which specifically focus on ascertaining
workers’ motives for engaging in free-riding. Future surveys would also require a larger
sample size. In the current study only around a quarter of the sampled workforce are in
union membership. When one then looks only at unionised workplaces across various
sectors of the economy or across various cohorts of the workforce, one’s ‘N’ becomes
inevitably smaller. A larger sample size would permit more detailed statistical tests. In
addition, future research would also profit from undertaking repeat surveys where simi-
lar questions would be asked by similar means so as to avail of reliable longitudinal data
(Felstead, 2021). In the absence of such longitudinal data, one cannot determine the
direction of causality or take account of possible selection effects where, for example,
workers who are hostile to trade unions may deliberately avoid seeking work in strongly
unionised workplaces where the peer pressure or the social custom to join a union is very
difficult to evade. Instead, they may choose weakly unionised workplaces where their
aversion to unions is more easily accommodated.
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Notes

1.  Some union benefits may be excludable such as grievance and disciplinary representation.
However, the outcome of collective negotiations in respect of pay and terms and conditions of
employment, including the establishment of grievance and disciplinary procedures, are often
collective (non-excludable) goods.

2. We desist from using the formal denotation of ‘null hypothesis’. Instead, we use the term
‘hypothesis’ as a means of directing our analysis in uncovering associations in the data. At
this point in our analysis, we are primarily interested in identifying relationships between
our independent and dependent variables without making formal statistical inferences. This
helps us to provide provisional findings. For this purpose, we use a series of bivariate tests.
However, later in the article, we seek to control for a variety of potential influences to exam-
ine the independent effects of our explanatory variables (which are listed in our hypotheses)
on our dependent variable and we use multivariate statistical techniques for this purpose.

3. See https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/fre#{%22itemid%22:[%22002-3524%22]}

4. We are grateful to Professor Michael Doherty for helping us to better understand the law in
regard to this matter.

5. JLCs set minimum standards of employment in low pay labour intensive sectors wherein
traditionally unions have had a weak presence and where there was little or no collective bar-
gaining, such as hotels, security, catering and cleaning. SEOs apply to the construction sector
and the mechanical engineering sector.

6.  This figure excludes those workers who consider themselves to be self-employed. If they are
included, union density falls to 25%. All percentages reported here are rounded to the nearest
whole number.

7. We thank one of our referees who asked us to explicitly address this possibility.

8. It should be noted that while collective bargaining in the private sector is now largely con-
ducted at company or workplace level, pay determination in the public sector is conducted at
a centralised level.
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Appendix |. Percentages of independent variables within free-riding and union membership.

Free- Union
riders members
Leavers Never-have-beens
Gender
Male 51% 49% 45%
Female 49% 51% 54%
Age
15-24 4% 18% 5%
25-34 14% 28% 13%
3544 26% 29% 25%
44+ 56% 25% 57%
Education
Up to secondary education 20% 17% 19%
Trades and short cycle tertiary 27% 17% 20%
College education 53% 66% 61%
Tenure (with current employer)
Newly employed 15% 26% 8%
Fairly recently employed 33% 41% 15%
A fairly long time 26% 24% 24%
A very long time 26% 9% 53%
Permanent job
Yes 86% 81% 93%
No 14% 19% 7%
Salary levels
Low 18% 23% 15%
Medium 76% 70% 83%
High 6% 7% 2%
Making ends meet
Very easily 26% 25% 20%
Easily 43% 46% 49%
Neither 10% 18% 17%
With some difficulty 19% 10% 13%
With great difficulty 2% 1% 2%
Occupation
Elementary occupations 5% 5% 6%
Prof. occupations 31% 37% 40%
Assoc. prof. occupations 18% 13% 12%
Admin & secretarial occupations 17% 13% 13%
Skilled trade occupations 8% 6% 5%
Caring, leisure, other services 3% 4% 5%
Sales and customer services 2% 6% 6%
Process, plant and machine operatives 8% 8% 7%

(Continued)



Geary and Belizén 33

Appendix |. (Continued)

Free- Union
riders members

Leavers Never-have-beens

Managers, directors and senior officials 8% 8% 6%
General sector

Private sector 41% 33% 23%

State-owned companies 6% 6% 7%

NGOs 2% 3% 3%

Public sector 51% 58% 67%
Management effectiveness and support®

Respects you as a person 89% 96% 87%

Gives you praise and recognition when you 81% 88% 74%

do a good job

Is helpful to you in getting the job done 84% 87% 76%

Encourages and supports your development 82% 85% 74%
Employment relations environment®

In general, employees in your organisation 59% 72% 54%

trust management

For the most part, this organisation treats its ~ 85% 85% 78%

employees fairly

2The incidence of management effectiveness and support and the employment relations environment is an
accumulated summation of strongly agree and agree.
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