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Abstract
This study examines trade union decline in light of concurrent changes in the demographic and sectoral 
composition of labor markets. Drawing on classical sociology and contemporary scholarship on work and 
employment, the author theorizes that the emergence of post-industrial work settings coupled with more 
socially diverse workforces make labor organizing more difficult than prior research recognizes. Operating 
through various mechanisms, these factors are thought to hinder the development of solidarity among 
workers and direct employment growth toward previously unorganized parts of the economy. Using panel 
data on 18 countries from 1960 to 2015, these ideas are tested with regression models that capture labor 
market changes indicative of post-industrial capitalism—measured by changes in deindustrialization, foreign-
born population, and female share of employment. The results support the theoretical argument, with 
counterfactual estimates suggesting that labor market changes occurring between 1960 and 2015 reduced 
union density by 9 to 13 points for the whole sample.
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Introduction

Trade unions in most advanced capitalist countries have steadily lost members for decades, as they 
struggle to adapt to changes in the economy and society (Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2013; 
Rosenfeld, 2014). Because union decline has pronounced implications for important societal out-
comes—affecting phenomena such as income inequality, democratic class politics, and social 
mobility—sociologists are keen to understand its causes. One prominent explanation highlights the 
enduring importance of labor market institutions, such as centralized wage bargaining and the 
Ghent system (Checchi and Visser, 2005; Scruggs and Lange, 2002; Western, 1995, 1997). Here 
considerable evidence suggests that union membership remains buoyant when these institutions 
are present and robust. Other explanations focus on structural economic changes, such as 
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the offshoring of routine production jobs (Blaschke, 2000; Vachon et al., 2016), the rollback of 
public-sector employment (Blaschke, 2000; Scruggs and Lange, 2002), and the financialization of 
the economy (Kollmeyer and Peters, 2019). Still other explanations highlight how the political 
climate has turned against trade unions in some countries and question whether this is pushing 
union density downward (cf. Farber and Western, 2002; Tope and Jacobs, 2009).

Building on these explanations, the present study considers whether trade union decline is 
bound up with labor market changes indicative of post-industrial capitalism. Seemingly, the pro-
nounced shift toward service-sector employment should cause problems for organized labor 
(Blaschke, 2000; Kollmeyer, 2018; Lee, 2005), although some evidence suggests this is not the 
case (Brady, 2007). Likewise, rising numbers of female and foreign-born workers may impede 
unionization for various reasons (Lee, 2005), but comparative research on this topic yields no con-
sensus (cf. Brady, 2007; Lee, 2005). Furthermore, although there are successful cases of union 
organizing in post-industrial work settings (e.g. Milkman, 2006), these cases may run counter to 
general trends, making the overall effect on union density unclear.

The present study contributes to the literature on trade union decline by asking how recent 
changes in the demographic and sectoral composition of labor markets affect trade union density. 
I focus on three structural changes occurring over the late-20th century that likely hamper the abil-
ity of trade unions to attract and keep members: (1) deindustrialization reversed a longstanding 
trend in which capitalist development concentrated workers into large and regimented worksites 
where they could be easily organized; (2) rising levels of immigration increased the ethnic diver-
sity of labor markets, creating potential complications for attempts to organize workers along class 
lines; and (3) similarly, rising levels of female labor market participation introduced another social 
cleavage into labor markets, potentially complicating labor organizing efforts through various 
means. Together, these structural changes broadly reconfigured the demographic and sectoral com-
position of labor markets. In this new social context, which I refer to as post-industrial capitalism, 
the task of labor organizing becomes more difficult and hence less likely to succeed at levels neces-
sary to sustain high union density.

Importantly, few studies systematically assess this possibility. To date, a few quantitative stud-
ies consider some combination of deindustrialization, immigration, and female labor market par-
ticipation as determinants of union density, but their conclusions vary considerably (cf. Brady, 
2007; Lee, 2005). Using panel data similar to mine, Lee (2005) links all three factors with falling 
union density but makes no assessment about their substantive effects. Conversely, using hierarchi-
cal cross-sectional data, Brady (2007) finds that deindustrialization plays no role in union decline 
and that immigration has positive effects under some model specifications. However, female 
employment levels are not considered. Combined, these inconsistent results leave uncertainties 
about the role demographic and sectoral changes play in trade union decline.

Furthermore, no study considers the possibility that demographic and sectoral changes in labor 
markets function not as standalone factors (additive causation) but rather combine and interact in 
ways that alter the original social forces (moderated causation). Other quantitative studies of union 
density consider interactions between market forces and institutions such as the Ghent system 
(Checchi and Visser, 2005; Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999; Scruggs and Lange, 2002). Yet no study 
assesses the possibility that labor market changes themselves interact in ways that lower union 
density.

To fill this gap in the literature, I gather data from 18 advanced capitalist countries from 1960 to 
2015 and run panel regression models of trade union decline based on both additive and moderated 
causation. The latter models include three-way interactions (and all possible two-way interactions) 
among deindustrialization, foreign-born population, and female labor market participation. The 
results show that the interactions are statistically and substantively significant, but that some 
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interactions boost union density, even though the overall effect is sharply negative. By contrast, the 
additive model identifies foreign-born population and female labor market participation as promi-
nent determinants of trade union decline, with deindustrialization having a more limited effect. 
Overall, the evidence from both models supports the argument that the reconfiguration of labor 
markets under post-industrial capitalism plays a prominent role in trade union decline.

Classical theories of collective action and trade unionism

As discussed below, classical accounts of class formation, collective action, and trade unionism 
highlight two important factors relative to my study: (1) that different production regimes within 
capitalism can create attendant social conditions that either facilitate or impede class formation and 
working-class collective action and (2) that salient non-class divisions in society can hinder class 
solidarity and impede workers’ ability to organize around common class interests. I discuss each 
point in turn.

First, in the Communist Manifesto, Marx (1988: 61–64) argued that early industrial capitalism 
was unwittily organizing workers into a potentially powerful social and political force. This was 
occurring, Marx contended, because capitalist development pulled workers into urban areas, con-
centrated them in factory settings, and organized them into an “industrial army.” It also homoge-
nized their material conditions, both at work and in their communities. For Marx, the combination 
of similar material conditions and close physical proximity prompted industrial workers to form 
small “associations” against their employers (1988: 63). Over time, these associations grew and 
aggregated into modern trade unions. In this way, Marx viewed the logic of industrial capitalism as 
actually facilitating the organization of the working class (see Sabia, 1988).

By contrast, some production regimes from this era remained outside the logic of industrialism 
and hence their structures impeded working-class mobilization. Notably, some industries in Marx’s 
time followed the “domestic industry” model, in which workers undertook piecemeal work in their 
homes or in small workshops. For Marx (2000: 304), this production regime left workers socially 
isolated and hence possessing little “power of resistance.” Furthermore, although the peasantry 
were highly exploited and numerically large, Marx (1977a: 317) saw them as “incapable of enforc-
ing their class interests” because they were scattered across the countryside and rarely interacted 
with one another. Hence, for both peasants and piecemeal domestic workers, the structure of their 
workplaces made labor organizing inherently difficult.

Similarly, Weber claimed that the structure of work affects workers’ response to their common 
problems. He claimed that “class-conscious organization succeeds most easily” when “large num-
bers of people are in the same class situation” and when “it is technically easy to organize them, 
especially if they are concentrated at their place of work” (1978: 305). This describes most indus-
trial work settings where similarly situated workers are assembled in regimented groups. In sum, 
classical theory highlights how the logic of industrial capitalism facilitated labor organizing.

The second point arising from classical theory is that status-group divisions in society can 
impede workers’ ability to organize around their common class interests. For Weber (1978: 303–
307, 926–940), exploitation under capitalism need not provoke organized resistance from the 
working class. His argument rests partially on the idea that classes are merely large aggregates of 
people, who are similarly positioned relative to the economy but may have little else in common. 
Hence, in discussing the possibility of strong labor movements, Weber concluded that “the emer-
gence of associations or even mere social action from a common class situation is by no means a 
universal phenomenon” (1978: 929). Instead, he stressed that status groups, such as ethnicities, 
form a stronger basis for building social solidarity because they function as social “communities,” 
with shared norms and common patterns of behavior (see Hechter, 1978; Nielsen, 1985). 
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Importantly, people within the same status-group can occupy different class positions. When this 
occurs, it becomes difficult to mobilize around both status group and class identities (see Hechter, 
2004). This idea—that class and status groups can function as cross-cutting systems of social 
stratification—is a central concept in Weberian sociology. It also animates discussions among the 
contemporary left about the difficulties of simultaneously pursuing “redistribution” (in support of 
the working class) and “recognition” (in support of disadvantaged status groups) (see Fraser, 
1995).

Although little known, Marx tangentially discussed this point as well. Pointing toward ethnic 
divisions in the working class, Marx (1977b: 591) described how immigration from Ireland divided 
the British working class: “Every industrial and commercial centre in England now possesses a 
working class divided into two hostile groups, English proletarians and Irish proletarians.” This 
ethnic antagonism was intensified by Britain’s domination of Ireland and Ireland’s struggle for 
independence, but nonetheless it hindered working-class unity. In fact, for Marx, “this [ethnic] 
antagonism is the secret of the impotence of the English working class” (1977b: 591).

Clearly, there is no essential reason for status-group distinctions to have such salience, but 
socially defined categories have been entrenched in the “geoculture” of Western capitalism since 
the rise of the modern nation-state (Wallerstein, 2011). In particular, the 19th century witnessed the 
“creation of our entire contemporary conceptual apparatus of identities” (Wallerstein, 2011: 217), 
giving rise to notions of nationality, ethnicity/race, and gender. These socially defined categories, 
in turn, have real political consequences. For example, during the 19th century, status-group dis-
tinctions repeatedly created tensions among labor, ethnic/race, and women’s movements, prevent-
ing them from effectively collaborating even though all three movements represented disadvantaged 
groups (see Wallerstein, 2011: 184–217).

In terms of my study, these ideas from classical sociology point toward early industrial capital-
ism and related societal structures as creating a social context that generally favored trade union-
ism. In this regard, I draw attention to three structural features of industrial society, all peaking in 
the mid-20th century: (1) industrialization concentrated similarly situated workers into large and 
regimented worksites where they could be easily organized (Marx, 1988: 61–64; Sabia, 1988; 
Visser, 2012); (2) low levels of immigration limited employment shares of foreign-born workers 
(Hatton and Williamson, 2005) and lessened tensions between class and status group as the salient 
basis of solidarity in the workplace (Hechter, 2004; Nielsen, 1985; Weber, 1978); and (3) similarly, 
postwar gender norms relegated women to unpaid domestic work, or to the margins of the paid 
economy, thus limiting gender as a potential social division within the industrial workforce 
(Milkman and Townsley, 1994). Combined, these structural conditions spatially concentrated and 
socially homogenized the workforce, creating a social context in which workers could be readily 
organized.

In this way, classical theory points toward what contemporary labor scholars call “positional” 
and “solidaristic” accounts of trade unionism (see Rosenfeld and Kleykamp, 2009). Positional 
accounts emphasize the labor market position of workers and how certain occupations and types of 
jobs are more or less difficult to organize. From this perspective, the erstwhile factory system of 
industrial capitalism provided more fertile grounds for labor organizing than today’s post-indus-
trial worksites. Conversely, solidaristic accounts emphasize factors that promote or hinder solidar-
ity among workers, making workers more or less inclined to mobilize around common concerns. 
From this perspective, the more socially homogeneous labor markets of the mid-20th century made 
class solidarity easier to build because cross-cutting pressures arising from competition among 
status groups were less prevalent (also see Nielsen, 1985).
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Rise of post-industrial capitalism and trade unionism

Sectoral changes in labor markets

Although the causal links are debated, the steady decline of union density over recent decades 
closely coincides with sectoral changes in the composition of labor markets (see Table 1). Regarding 
its effect on trade unionism, deindustrialization massively reorganized the sectoral composition of 
employment, shifting relative employment shares away from the industrial sector (where union 
density is high) and toward the service sector (where union density is typically lower). Indeed, for 
the countries in my sample, employment in the industrial sector peaked at 40 percent of the work-
force in 1969, and then slowly declined for decades, falling to just under 18 percent by 2015 
(OECD, 2017a).

Deindustrialization and service sector expansion can contribute to trade union decline in two 
important ways. First, based on US data, Farber and Western (2001) show that differential employ-
ment growth between non-unionized and unionized sectors of the economy significantly contribute 
to trade union decline. The key issue is that, if employment expands more rapidly in non-unionized 
sectors of the economy (such as services), then considerable amounts of new organizing are 
required just to maintain current density levels. For the United States, they calculate that the rate 
of new organizing required to keep union density stable is far greater than the US labor movement 
could ever hope to achieve. As deindustrialization is occurring in all the countries examined in this 
study (see Kollmeyer, 2009: Fig. A1), differential employment growth between industry (typically 
high unionization) and services (typically low unionization) should contribute to trade union 
decline outside of the United States as well.

Second, deindustrialization forces trade unions to organize new workplaces, but the post-indus-
trial economy makes this particularly challenging (Dølvik and Waddington, 2004; Lash and Urry, 
1987; Lipset and Katchanovski, 2001). Unlike the industrial sector, worksites in the service sector 
are typically small and geographically dispersed, and workforces are often fragmented by high 
turnover rates and non-standard employment practices. In addition, some service-sector workers 
view trade unionism as a blue-collar concern and thus have little direct experience with it. 
Combined, these circumstances make labor organizing challenging. Indeed, empirical studies gen-
erally find a negative relationship between service sector employment and union density (see 
Blaschke, 2000; Lee, 2005; Polachek, 2004; cf. Brady, 2007).

Demographic changes in labor markets

The growing demographic diversity of labor markets also coincides with trade union decline (see 
Table 1). Notably, the employment shares of female and foreign-born workers have steadily risen 
for decades in nearly all advanced capitalist countries. For my sample, the female share of total 
employment rose from 32 to 46 percent between 1960 and 2015 (OECD, 2017a), and the foreign-
born population (a proxy for foreign-born workers) rose from 6 to 15 percent of the total popula-
tion over the same period (World Bank, 2017). Since most trade union members in the postwar era 
were native-born men, these demographic trends mean that trade unions now operate in a very 
different social context.

These demographic shifts may impede unionization in several ways. One problem is solidaristic 
in nature. Potentially, an influx of foreign-born workers can undermine the social cohesion and 
comradery upon which trade unionism is built. This can happen by heightening perceived competi-
tion for jobs (Bonacich, 1972) and by introducing cultural divisions among groups trying to engage 
in class-based collective action (Hechter, 2004: 431; Wets, 2018). Historically, some employers in 
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the United States intentionally pitted workers of different ethnicities and races against one another, 
attempting to weaken organized labor (Brown, 2000; Lipset and Marks, 2001: Chapter 4). Such 
management tactics may remain today, but this historical example clearly demonstrates the poten-
tial for ethnic divisions in the workplace to weaken class solidarity. Importantly, if this occurs, 
trade union participation should decline for foreign- and native-born workers alike because dimin-
ished social cohesion makes collective action less appealing for all workers. Quite possibly, gender 
divisions in the workplace foster similar problems, but this is not documented.

Solidaristic accounts of trade union decline have some notable limitations. One limitation is 
that they assume that labor market participants from different status groups compete for the same 
jobs and share the same work settings. However, some labor markets are highly segmented, with 
men and women or native-born and migrant workers rarely competing for the same jobs (see 
Sakamoto and Chen, 1991). On this topic, Hudson (2007) finds that US labor markets are increas-
ingly stratified by citizenship, with migrant workers disproportionately confined to low-wage 
work in secondary labor markets. Most likely, European labor markets are less segmented, but 
they nonetheless exhibit a strong “insider-outsider” logic (Rueda, 2007). Importantly, when labor 
markets are demographically segmented, solidaristic accounts of trade union decline become less 
applicable.

By contrast, positional accounts of unionization highlight how segmented labor markets present 
their own problems for trade unions. First, female and migrant workers are often overrepresented 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics of study’s main variables.

1960 2015 Full sample

Union density
  Average 41.8 32.0 40.7
  Std. deviation 14.7 20.5 18.9
  Minimum 19.7 7.9 7.7
  Maximum 72.1 68.6 86.6
  N 18 18 216
Deindustrialization
  Average 62.9 81.4 70.1
  Std. deviation 6.7 3.6 8.1
  Minimum 53.0 74.1 50.1
  Maximum 77.6 86.0 86.0
  N 18 18 216
Foreign-born population
  Average 6.3 15.1 9.6
  Std. deviation 5.4 7.1 6.5
  Minimum 0.7 1.6 0.7
  Maximum 16.5 29.4 29.4
  N 18 18 216
Female share of employment
  Average 32.4 46.5 40.2
  Std. deviation 5.7 1.7 6.4
  Minimum 23 41.8 23
  Maximum 44.8 48.8 48.8
  N 18 18 216

Deindustrialization measured as 100 – industrial sector’s share of total employment.
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in marginalized and non-unionized areas of the economy, giving them fewer chances to join trade 
unions (Gorodzeisky and Richards, 2013; Rosenfeld and Kleykamp, 2009; Theodoropoulos, 2018; 
Wrench et al., 2016). In addition, since turnover rates are often high in marginalized jobs, trade 
unions can underappreciate the benefits of incorporating these workers into their ranks, leading to 
half-hearted organizing drives (Crouch, 1982: 70–72). Indeed, it is well documented that trade 
unions have struggled to organize marginalized workers, especially those from diverse back-
grounds (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2013: Chapter 3; Milkman 
and Voss, 2004). These failures are often attributed to trade unions themselves and their inadequate 
response to changing social circumstances.

Post-industrial capitalism and union revitalization

Conversely, some scholars view demographically diverse labor markets as an opportunity to revi-
talize trade unions (Milkman and Voss, 2004; Milkman, 2006; Ness, 2005). Here, the main argu-
ment is that female and foreign-born workers represent new opportunities for labor organizing, 
especially in the United States where decades of low union density mean that most native-born 
men have little experience with the labor movement. Indeed, organizing campaigns targeting 
migrants and women have proven successful, albeit mainly in highly segregated workplaces with 
few native-born men (Holgate, 2005; Milkman, 2006). Hence, in these particular cases, trade 
unions are overcoming positional rather than solidaristic barriers to union organizing, but they do 
suggest that the effects of post-industrialism are not wholly negative for trade unions. Overall, 
however, it is unlikely that these new organizing opportunities could fully compensate for the 
structural barriers highlighted in this study.

Consequently, our understanding of how post-industrialism and attendant labor market changes 
affect union density at the national level are incomplete. Evidence from cross-national studies yield 
mixed results. Studies examining the relationship between foreign-born workers and union density 
generate varied results, ranging from lowering union density (Lee, 2005), to increasing union den-
sity (Brady, 2007), to having little effects on union density (Vachon et al., 2016).1 Furthermore, to 
my knowledge, only Lee (2005) assesses the possibility that female labor market participation 
influences union density, and he finds no effect. Ebbinghaus and Visser (1999) posit a negative 
effect, but do not test for this in their models.

Moderation hypothesis

This study considers the possibility that sectoral and demographic changes describe above interact 
with one another, creating more complex social forces than additive causation would otherwise 
suggest. The literature on trade union revitalization (e.g. Frege and Kelly, 2003; Gumbrell-
McCormick and Hyman, 2013; Milkman, 2006) hints at the possibility that post-industrial capital-
ism opens up new possibilities for trade unionism. This seems likely, at least in some ways. For 
example, overtly masculine workplace cultures were endemic to industrial work settings and quite 
likely re-enforced gender imbalances in trade union participation. In this regard, one may surmise 
that a post-industrial economy provides promising opportunities for mixed-gender trade unionism, 
because highly gendered work cultures are less prevalent and traditionally masculine jobs in indus-
try are waning. In this way, the rise of post-industrialism may alleviate some of the challenges trade 
unions face when trying to incorporate women into their ranks.

However, some moderation effects are likely negative. For instance, the post-industrial econ-
omy may heighten cultural barriers that hinder the incorporation of migrant workers into trade 
unions operating in the expanding service sector. Here it is likely that service sector employment, 
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especially where social interaction with customers is necessary, may require cultural sensibilities 
and soft skills that disadvantage foreign-born workers in ways that the industrial economy never 
did.

In methodological terms, these types of causation imply the presence of an interaction effect 
whereby an otherwise straightforward bivariate relationship (i.e. deindustrialization’s effect on 
union density) is altered by the presence of a third variable (i.e. demographic diversity in labor 
markets). In standard regression models, the parameter estimates of variables are unaffected by 
other variables in the model. For instance, one may anticipate that a surge in foreign-born workers 
would complicate unionization efforts. Under the additive logic of standard regression models, this 
effect is the same across different socioeconomic contexts—for example, in both industrial and 
post-industrial economies and in both male-dominated and gender-balanced labor markets. Yet 
these assumptions may not hold in actual workplaces where union organizing occurs.

By contrast, moderated causation allows for more complex relationships between demographic 
and sectoral changes in labor markets and the ways they affect union density. Here the effect of one 
factor can be contingent upon the presence and magnitude other factors under consideration. For 
instance, if moderated causation prevails, we might find that deindustrialization drives down union 
density, but mainly when rising numbers of foreign-born workers enter the labor market. 
Importantly, interaction effects can either “mute” or “amplify” the original effect (see Pedulla, 
2018). My hypothesis is that labor market changes are creating countervailing pressures on union 
density, with some muting and others amplifying, but that the overall effect is still negative, albeit 
smaller in magnitude than additive model would predict.

Data and methods

Sample and main variables

To test my arguments about trade union decline, I collect data on 18 advanced capitalist countries 
from 1960 to 2015. The 18 countries are Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, 
France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Sweden, 
Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States. For reasons discussed below, the coun-
tries are observed every 5 years, starting in 1960 and ending in 2015. This yields 216 observations 
per variable (t = 12 × n = 18).2 Admittedly, this is a relatively small sample, but major studies in 
macro-comparative sociology are based on fewer observations (e.g. Beckfield, 2006 with n = 48). 
Clearly, a small sample reduces the precision of the parameter estimates, but it also inflates the 
standard errors, making statistically significant results harder to obtain. Table 2 lists and summa-
rizes the study’s variables.

The dependent variable is the percentage of wage and salary earners belonging to trade unions. 
I consider limiting the analysis to private-sector trade unionism, but the necessary panel data are 
limited for my sample.3 Hence, my measure of union density includes both private- and public-
sector workers, but excludes union members who are self-employed, retired, unemployed, or oth-
erwise outside the workforce. Data come from Visser (2019). In using this measure of union 
density, I follow numerous studies of trade unionism (e.g. Checchi and Visser, 2005; Kollmeyer 
and Peters, 2019; Lee, 2005; Vachon et al., 2016).

The study centers on three independent variables, each capturing some aspect of the demo-
graphic and sectoral changes indicative of the rising of post-industrial capitalism. The first varia-
ble, foreign-born population, captures the percentage of the national population born abroad and 
functions as a proxy for migrants in the national workforce. Data come from the World Bank 
(2017). Admittedly, this variable has limitations. First, I prefer a direct measure of migrants in the 
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national workforce, but panel data are unavailable. Hence, in using this proxy, I assume that more 
migrants in the general population means more migrants in labor markets. Second, this measure is 
taken only once every 5 years, starting in 1960 and ending in 2015. To deal with this complication, 
I limit the temporal dimension of my sample to years covered by the World Bank data (i.e. 1960, 
1965, 1970 .  .  . 2015). Although this results in significant data loss, I prefer this strategy to estimat-
ing annual immigration flows based on births, deaths, and total population (see Lee, 2005), since 
this latter process likely introduces measurement error into a key variable. Finally, my use of for-
eign-born as a salient status group (instead of race or ethnicity) partially reflects the lack of panel 
data on ethnic and racial groups within national societies, but it also reflects evidence suggesting 
that foreign-born workers join unions at lower rates than their native-born children (Rosenfeld and 
Kleykamp, 2009; see also Hudson, 2007).

Fortunately, the two other independent variables are easier to measure. The variable deindustri-
alization captures the structural shift away from manufacturing and heavy industry as significant 
sectors of employment and job growth. It equals 100 minus industry’s share of total employment, 
with industry including manufacturing, mining, construction, oil and gas extraction, and similar 
activities. Larger numbers reflect greater levels of deindustrialization. The other variable, female 
share of employment, captures the growing prevalence of women in the paid workforce. It equals 
female workers as a percentage of the total workforce. Data for both variables come from OECD 
(2017a).

Table 2.  Variables used in the analysis: measurement, sources, and descriptive statistics.

Variable name Description and source Mean
(SD)

Union density Percentage of wage and salary earners belonging to trade unions. 
Data from Visser (2019).

40.69
(18.94)

Foreign-born 
population

Percentage of total population born abroad. Data from World Bank 
(2017).

9.71
(6.58)

Female share of 
employment

Female workers as a percentage of total workforce. Data from 
OECD (2017a).

40.23
(6.38)

Deindustrialization 100 minus industry’s share of total employment. Data from OECD 
(2017a).

70.92
(8.14)

Financialization 
index

Composite variable combining measure of private sector debt 
markets and measure of capital account liberalization. Data from 
the World Bank (2018) and Chinn and Ito (2018), respectively. See 
footnote 3 for more details.

57.22
(24.06)

Public sector size Value of goods and services produced by the state as a percentage of 
GDP. Data from Penn World Tables (2019).

15.85
(4.00)

Import penetration Imports as a percentage of GDP. Figures are benchmarked at 1960 
levels. Data from Penn World Tables (2019).

1.73
(0.75)

Centralized wage 
bargaining

Level of wage bargaining, ranging from 1 (firm level) to 5 (national 
level). Data from Visser (2019).

3.15
(1.38)

Left cabinet seats Percentage of government cabinet seats held by left parties. Data 
come from the Comparative Politics Data Set, Armingeon et al. 
(2018).

33.17
(38.91)

Misery index Sum of unemployment and inflation rates. Data from OECD (2017b). 9.79
(5.03)
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Control variables

My baseline model includes six well-known covariates of union density. The first set of control 
variables account for structural features of the economy that may affect union density (Blaschke, 
2000; Scruggs and Lange, 2002; Vachon et al., 2016). Public sector size is included because the 
public sector is often highly unionized but its size varies considerably across my sample. Given the 
lack of panel data on public sector employment for the first decade of my sample, I use the public 
sector’s contribution to national economic output as a proxy. This proxy equals the value of all 
goods and services produced by government, but excludes direct cash transfers for social welfare 
payments and debt repayments. Next, I control for import penetration—imports as a percentage of 
gross domestic product (GDP)—because imports may replace domestic unionized jobs. Since 
small countries naturally have more open economies, I benchmark this measure against imports 
levels prevailing in 1960. Data for both variables come from the Penn World Table (Feenstra et al., 
2019).4 In addition, financialization may lower union density (Kollmeyer and Peters, 2019). Recent 
research measures financialization with composite variables, but the required data only begin in 
the mid-1970 to 1980s. To resolve this issue, I develop a new financialization index with data going 
back to 1960.5 This index combines a measure of lending to the private sector with a measure of 
regulatory constraints placed on cross-border capital flows. To create the index, these two meas-
ures are normalized on a 100-point scale, summed, and divided by two. Higher figures represent 
greater levels of financialization.

A second set of control variables accounts for institutional factors that help trade unions attract 
and sustain members (Checchi and Visser, 2005; Ebbinghaus and Visser, 1999 Western 1994, 
1997). First, left-labor political parties often support trade unions through their strategic use of 
state power. To gauge the influence of such parties, left cabinet seats capture the percentage of 
government cabinet seats held by left parties, with the Liberals in Canada and the Democrats in the 
United States being coded as centrist not left. Data come from the Comparative Politics Data Set 
(Armingeon et al., 2018). Next, centralized wage bargaining benefits trade unions by allowing 
them to concentrate their organizational capacities and by reducing employers’ opposition to trade 
unionism. The latter occurs because all employers, whether their workplace is unionized or not, 
pay the centrally negotiated wage. Scores for this variable range from 1 (firm-level bargaining) to 
5 (national-level bargaining). Data come from Visser (2019). Finally, in the Ghent system, trade 
unions administer state-subsided unemployment benefits on behalf of their members. This creates 
strong incentives for workers to join unions. However, as discussed below, my modeling strategy 
cannot incorporate time-invariant variables, so these effects are absorbed by the fixed effects (FE) 
regression models.

In addition, my baseline model uses the misery index to control for prevailing macroeconomic 
conditions. This index equals the sum of inflation and unemployment rates (OECD, 2017b). Here, 
I expect that rising insecurity brought about by macroeconomic problems heightens incentives for 
workers to join unions.

Estimation strategy

My estimation strategy accounts for several methodological complications associated with panel 
data. Standard regression techniques assume that observations comprising the sample are inde-
pendent, but observations in panel data are structurally linked. This data structure allows me to 
enlarge my sample, and to model union density over time and under different market and institu-
tional contexts. Yet, if unmeasured country-specific effects are present and correlated with 
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independent variables (a likely possibility), then standard regression techniques will yield biased 
and inconsistent parameter estimates (Halaby, 2004; Wooldridge, 2012: Chapter 14).

This complication can be handled in various ways, but I use FE models for two reasons: (1) FE 
models use within-country variation in the panel data to purge the unmeasured country-specific 
effects that would otherwise yield biased and inconsistent parameter estimates. Importantly, the FE 
model’s emphasis on within-country change is consistent with my study’s emphasis on trade union 
decline over time. Hence, by using FE models, my parameter estimates are interpreted as average 
longitudinal effects arising from my 18-country sample and (2) random effects (RE) models are 
preferred when using time-invariant regressors, such as my Ghent variable. This is the case because 
FE models generate perfect collinearity between the FE and the time-invariant regressors. However, 
since I use the Ghent system merely as a control variable, this advantage of RE models becomes 
inconsequential, because my FE models will purge all unmeasured country-specific effects, includ-
ing those associated with the Ghent system. Hence, my FE models indirectly account for the Ghent 
system, even though specific parameters are not estimated.

In addition, I account for two other complications associated with panel data: (1) time trends 
within panel data can yield spurious results if variables trend together over time but are not caus-
ally linked (Wooldridge, 2012: Chapters 10, 11, and 18). To safeguard against this possibility, I 
include a time-trend variable (i.e. t = 1, 2, 3.  .  . n) as a regressor (Wooldridge 2012: 363–368). In 
addition, I log this time trend, allowing it to capture the rise and fall of union density over the 
timeframe of my study; and (2) standard regression techniques assume that the model’s errors are 
independent and identically distributed (i.i.d.), but models based on panel data often violate this 
assumption (Beck and Katz, 1995; Wooldridge, 2012: Chapter 12). Consequently, I use country-
specific robust standard errors, which control for heteroscedasticity and serial correlation.

Modeling interaction effects

Finally, given my use of interaction effect, I review some issues related to their use in regression 
models. First, standard regression analysis assumes a straightforward additive logic, in which the 
value of the dependent variable equals the arithmetic sum of the net effects arising from each inde-
pendent variable. In addition, it is assumed that these net effects are not influenced by the values 
of other variables in the model. For example, the effect of female labor market participation on 
union density remains constant across various levels of deindustrialization (i.e. the same in both 
the industrial and post-industrial work setting). By contrast, models with interaction terms allows 
for moderated causation, whereby the effect of one variable depends on the values of other varia-
bles in the interaction term (Jaccard and Turrisi, 2003). Importantly, prior research assessing the 
effect of labor market changes on unionization, such as those addressed in this study, implicitly 
assumes an additive logic (see especially Brady, 2007; Lee, 2005; Vachon et al., 2016). However, 
some theory suggests these effects may vary across industrial and post-industrial economy. 
Consequently, this study not only tests for additive effects but also the possibility of complex inter-
actions among my three primary independent variables.

Second, some researchers may worry about multicollinearity, because multiplicative interac-
tion terms are highly correlated with their constitutive variables (i.e. X1 X2 will be highly corre-
lated with X1 and X2). However, multicollinearity causes estimation problems mainly when the 
independent variables are highly correlated, not when the constitutive variables are highly cor-
related with their interaction terms (Jaccard and Turrisi, 2003: 27–28; Brambor et al., 2006). 
Hence, I check for excessive multicollinearity among my independent variables but find none 
(see Note 6).
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Results

Preliminary models

Using the data and methods described above, the analysis begins by presenting bivariate models of 
union density (see Table 3). Model 1 focuses on sectoral changes in labor markets associated with 
deindustrialization. The resulting parameter estimate is negative as well as statistically and sub-
stantively significant. Regarding the latter, each one percentage-point shift from industrial to ser-
vice-sector employment pushes union density down by more than half a point (i.e. b = −0.684). 
Using the summary statistics from Table 1, the substantive effect of this parameter estimate is 
easily calculated. For my sample, deindustrialization rose, on average, by 18.5 percentage-points 
between 1960 and 2015. Hence, the observed level of deindustrialization over this period implies 
more than a 12-point drop in union density (e.g. −0.684 × 18.5 = −12.7).

The other two models examine bivariate relationships between the demographic composition of 
labor markets and union density. As expected, both parameter estimates are statistically significant 
and negative. In particular, Model 2 estimates the effect of the foreign-born population and finds 
that a one percentage-point increase pushes union density down by 1.81 points (i.e. b = −1.811). 
Since the foreign-born population rose, on average, by 8.8 percentage points between 1960 and 
2015 (see Table 1), this amounts to nearly a 16-point drop in union density (e.g. −1.81 × 8.8 = −15.9). 
Similarly, Model 3 estimates that a 1 percentage-point rise in the female share of employment 
pushes union density downward by 1.15 points (i.e. b = −1.147). Given the 14.1 points increase in 
the female share of employment between 1960 and 2015 (see Table 1), this also implies about a 
16-point drop in union density (e.g. −1.15 × 14.1 = −16.2). In sum, the bivariate models find sta-
tistically significant and substantively large relationships between demographic and sectoral 
changes in labor markets and union density. However, given that these are bivariate models, there 
may be considerable overlap among these effects, which if accounted for, will reduce the size and 
significance of the parameter estimates.

With this in mind, Model 4 estimates the three labor market variables simultaneously. This 
specification estimates the unique contribution to trade union decline attributed to each 

Table 3.  Preliminary models of union density.

1 2 3 4

  Deindustrialization −0.684***
(0.117)

−0.067
(0.162)

  Foreign-born population −1.811***
(0.247)

−1.214***
(0.332)

  Female share of employment −1.147***
(0.173)

−0.602**
(0.241)

Intercept 84.64***
(12.67)

53.44***
(1.87)

78.78***
(5.16)

71.94***
(7.59)

Countries   18   18   18   18
Observations 216 216 216 216
R2 (within) 0.193 0.256 0.227 0.294
R2 (between) 0.009 0.073 0.117 0.030
R2 (overall) 0.019 0.100 0.106 0.075

Fixed effects regression with robust standard errors in parentheses. A logged time-trend term is included but not 
reported.
*p < 0 .05; **p < 0 .01; ***p < 0 .001.
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independent variable, under conditions when the other independent variables in the model are held 
constant. Thus, if the variables have overlapping effects on union density, the resulting parameter 
estimates will be reduced accordingly. Indeed, this appears to be the case. In particular, foreign-
born population and female employment retain their strong, negative effects on union density, 
although as expected the size of the effects are now smaller. Surprisingly, however, deindustrializa-
tion now exhibits low statistical and substantive significance. Overall, this model explains nearly 
a third of the observed within-country decline in union density within my sample.

Again, the combined substantive effects can be calculated using the summary statistics in Table 
1. Assuming deindustrialization has no effect (given its statistical insignificance), the parameter 
estimates for foreign-born population and female employment imply a combined 19-point drop in 
union density over the period of the study (i.e. (0.0 × 18.5) + (−1.214 × 8.8) + (−0.602 × 
14.1) = −19.2). This combined effect remains substantively large, but as expected, it is now smaller 
than the summation of the individual bivariate models would suggest.

Baseline model, main effects, and interaction effects

The analysis now introduces a baseline model that captures six known covariates of union density 
(see Table 4). The results indicates that a broad range of market and institutional forces are impor-
tant determinants of union density (see Model 5). Importantly, all parameter estimates exhibit the 
expected signs and nearly all achieve statistical significance. Overall, this model confirms that 
public sector size, poor macroeconomic conditions, and centralized wage bargaining are positively 
associated with union density, and that financialization and foreign imports are negatively associ-
ated with union density. Conversely, left political power has a negligible effect on union density, 
net of the other variables in the model.

Next, Model 6 adds the labor market variables to the baseline model. Like the previous models, 
it assumes an additive causal logic, in which each labor market variable exerts its own effect on 
union density, which goes above and beyond the other factors in the model. Despite the introduc-
tion of the control variables, which account for potential confounding effects, the parameter esti-
mates of the labor market variables change only modestly from the earlier model (cf. Models 4 and 
6). In particular, the effect of female employment declines slightly, the effect of foreign-born popu-
lation falls by nearly half but remains large, and both variables retain their statistical significance 
albeit at a lower confidence level. Furthermore, deindustrialization continues to show little effect 
on union density. In substantive terms, the combined parameter estimates for the labor market vari-
ables imply a 14-point drop in union density over the period of the study (i.e. (0.0 × 18.5) + (−0.789 
× 8.8) + (−0.523 × 14.1) = −14.3). This is still a substantively large effect.

To this point, the regression results suggest that demographic changes in labor markets exam-
ined are substantively significant determinants of trade union decline, but that the sectoral changes 
associated with deindustrialization have little effect. The analysis now considers a more complex 
possibility, one in which the labor market variables interact with one another, shaping union den-
sity through moderated causation. To investigate this possibility, Model 7 builds on the prior model 
by adding a three-way interaction term and all possible two-way interaction terms. Recall that 
lower-order terms from the interaction effects are no longer interpreted as unconditional effects, 
but instead as conditional effects arising when the other lower-order term is zero (Jaccard and 
Turrisi, 2003). Hence, the size and statistical significance of the lower order terms can be 
misleading.

As expected, this model finds evidence of interaction effects among the three labor market vari-
ables. Foremost, the three-way interaction term and most of the two-way interaction terms are 
statistically significant, all of which suggest the presence of moderated causation. In addition, 
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unlike the additive model, deindustrialization now becomes statistically significant—not only 
under the three-way interaction but also under some of the two-way interactions and the lower-
order term as well. Interestingly, some of these two-way interactions with deindustrialization are 
positively signed, indicating that post-industrial economies create some opportunities for union 
organizing even though the overall trend is downward. In particular, the two-way interaction 

Table 4.  Models of trade union density.

5 6 7

Baseline variables
  Public sector size 0.580*

(0.238)
0.530*

(0.230)
0.535*

(0.224)
  Import penetration −5.224***

(1.122)
−4.774***
(1.236)

−4.359***
(1.203)

  Financialization index −3.045**
(0.926)

−1.973*
(0.901)

−1.827*
(0.851)

  Centralized wage bargaining 1.698*
(0.718)

2.227**
(0.744)

1.582*
(0.752)

  Cumulative left seats 0.078
(0.072)

0.183
(0.137)

0.083
(0.064)

  Misery index 0.683***
(0.139)

0.553***
(0.141)

0.683***
(0.145)

Main effects
  Deindustrialization −0.108

(0.182)
−2.503**
(0.943)

  Foreign-born population −0.789*
(0.312)

−9.749ϯ

(5.064)
  Female share of employment −0.523*

(0.226)
−5.629***
(1.066)

Interaction effects
Two-way interactions
  Deindustrialization × foreign-born pop. 0.140ϯ

(0.075)
 � Deindustrialization × female share of 

employment
0.076**

(0.024)
 � Foreign-born pop. × female share of 

employment
0.296ϯ

(0.155)
Three-way interactions
 � Deindustrialization × foreign-born pop. 

× female share of employment
−0.005*
(0.002)

Intercept 42.14***
(5.57)

43.78***
(9.47)

222.05**
(63.92)

Countries   18   18   18
Observations 216 216 216
R2 (within) 0.436 0.483 0.542
R2 (between) 0.501 0.400 0.319
R2 (overall) 0.441 0.417 0.362

Fixed effects regression with robust standard errors in parentheses. A logged time trend term is included but not 
reported.
ϯp < 0 .10; *p < 0 .05; **p < 0 .01; ***p < 0.001.
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between female employment and deindustrialization is positively signed, suggesting that, holding 
levels of immigration constant, increases in female employment in the context of rising service 
sector employment leads to higher union density. This finding is consistent with prior case studies, 
arguing that successful labor organizing within post-industrial settings is possible in some circum-
stances (e.g. Milkman, 2006).

In addition, the moderated model differs from the additive model in two important ways. On 
one hand, the moderated model explains more of the observed variation in union density, as evi-
denced by its r2 being 6 percentage points larger than the additive model’s. On the other hand, the 
moderated model implies a smaller substantive effect on union density, although this is not readily 
apparent due to the numerous interaction terms. Hence, using the technique described below, I 
calculate the substantive effecting, finding that changes in the labor market variables between 1960 
and 2015 yield a 9-point drop in union density. This is clearly smaller than the 14-point drop pre-
dicted by the additive model, again suggesting that some of the moderated effects are boosting 
rather than diminishing union density.

Counterfactual estimates

The analysis ends by considering several counterfactual scenarios, with the aim of clarifying the 
substantive effects of the demographic and sector labor market changes examined in this study. 
Using Stata’s margins command, the counterfactual estimates use the regression coefficients from 
Models 6 and 7, along with the sample’s data, to predict annual union density under two scenarios. 
The first scenario keeps deindustrialization, foreign-born population, and female share of employ-
ment at their 1960 levels across the whole sample period (representing industrial capitalism), while 
the second scenario keeps these variables at their 2015 levels (representing post-industrial capital-
ism). For both scenarios, the model’s control variables take their actual values. Note that the two 
scenarios are examined twice, first using the parameter estimates from the additive model (Model 
6) and then from the moderated model (Model 7). By comparing these scenarios, we can gauge the 
substantive effect on union density arising from changes in the composition in labor markets 
between 1960 and 2015 and decern differences between the additive and moderated models of 
trade union decline.

Figure 1 displays trend lines for both scenarios along with trends in actual union density as a 
benchmark. Starting with the additive model, the two scenarios yield clear differences in predicted 
union density. Under the first scenario, the labor market variables remain at levels from 1960. This 
results in predicted union density starting the sample period at 42.3, rising to a high of 54.9 in 1975, 
and then declining to 46.4 by 2015. Conversely, under the second scenario, the labor market vari-
ables remain at levels from 2015. Here predicted union density starts much lower, at 29.5, rises to 
a high of only 42.1 in 1975, and then declines to 33.5 by 2015. Overall, there is a 12.8-point differ-
ence between the two trend lines. Note that actual union density equals predicted union density for 
the years 1960 and 2015, because the values from 1960 and 2015 are part of the counterfactual 
scenarios and the actual observations for those years, respectively.

Finally, turning to the moderated model, the two scenarios yield meaningful but somewhat 
smaller differences in predicted union density. Now, under the first scenario, predicted union den-
sity begins at 43.0, rises to a high of 54.8 in 1975, and then declines back to 43.0 by 2015. 
Conversely, under the second scenario, predicted union density starts much lower, at 34.0, rises to 
a high of 45.8 in 1975, and then declines to 34.0 by 2015. The difference between the two scenarios 
is 9.0 points. Clearly, both the additive and moderated models suggest that the labor market vari-
ables examined in the study are substantively meaningful determinants of trade union decline, but 
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Figure 1.  Actual and counterfactual union density under additive and moderated models.
Counterfactual predictions based on sample data and regression equations from Model 6 (additive) and Model 7 
(moderated). Counterfactuals hold the three labor market variables at their sample average (for either 1960 or 2015) 
across the whole period. Actual union density is shown as benchmark to the counterfactual estimates.
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the moderated model captures the presence of countervailing forces, which lower the overall sub-
stantive effect by about 4 points (i.e. from 12.8- to 9.0-point decline in union density).

Conclusion and discussion

This study revisits the question of why union density has fallen in most affluent democracy over 
recent decades. My account of this phenomenon emphasizes broad demographic and sectoral shifts 
in the composition of labor markets and how these changes combine in ways that ultimately hinder 
trade unionism. During the postwar era, structural conditions were conducive to trade unionism 
because the industrial economy gathered workers into large and regimented worksites where they 
were easily organized, and because traditional gender norms and restrictive immigration laws 
meant that native-born men predominated in most workplaces. Operating in this social context, 
trade unions expanded their membership rolls over the mid-20th century, becoming a key institu-
tion in the political economy of advanced capitalism. However, over recent decades, the emergence 
of post-industrial economies, coupled with growing demographic diversity in workplaces, recon-
figured these social conditions. Now, trade unions often operate in social contexts where work-
forces are spatially dispersed and socially heterogeneous and where expanding sectors of the 
economy have little track-record of unionization. From a positional and solidaristic view of unioni-
zation, these conditions should hinder unionizing efforts and consequently high union density will 
be difficult to sustain.

Importantly, I empirically examine these demographic and sectoral trends, testing the degree to 
which they influence trade union participation and whether the resulting effects manifest through 
additive or moderated forms of causation. Regarding the latter, this study presents evidence that the 
increased prevalence of service-sector employment and the growing employment shares of female 
and foreign-born workers have countervailing effects on union density. Some of these emergent 
social forces appear to benefit labor organizing (as suggested by the literature on labor movement 
revitalization), but broader trends have pushed union density downwards. This complexity is evi-
denced by the moderated model, which finds that some interactions positively affect union density, 
resulting in less downward pressure on trade unionism than the additive model predicts.

My findings have several theoretical implications. First, they suggest that unionization has 
become more difficult for both positional and solidaristic reasons (Rosenfeld and Kleykamp, 
2009). Regarding the latter, growing demographic diversity may dampen class solidarity by 
expanding status-group divisions among workers, which makes class-based collective action more 
difficult. Regarding the former, post-industrialism disaggregates workers into smaller and more 
flexible work settings where organizing efforts become more difficult, and it channels employment 
growth into areas of the economy lacking experience with trade unionism (see also Farber and 
Western, 2001). However, I emphasize that neither positional nor solidaristic factors have primacy, 
but both play roles in trade union decline.

Second, in an odd way, my findings are consistent with theoretical expectations derived from 
classical sociological thinking on workers and their response to capitalism. In particular, a close 
reading of Marx suggests that the incipient labor movement of the 19th century was spurred not 
just by workers’ sense of exploitation, but also by the specific socioeconomic conditions associated 
with industrialism. Regarding the latter, Marx saw industrial capitalism as expanding the size of 
the working class and crucially aggregating them into large worksites where they could be easily 
organized. Hence, the dominant organizational forms of industrial capitalism—for example, facto-
ries, shipyards, mills, and mines—were crucial to Marx’s account of class formation and working-
class movements. Quite possibly, in a post-industrial economy such as ours, Marx would be less 
sanguine about the potential for working-class movements.
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Third, my analysis contributes to broader debates about collective action. Here classic debates 
hinge on whether rational and self-interested individuals would join trade unions, with some argu-
ing that such forms of collective action are irrational due to the free ride problem (Olson, 1965) but 
others arguing that they are a rational response to exploitation (Crouch, 1982). By contrast, my 
argument focuses not on individuals and their rationality, but on prevailing structural conditions in 
the political economy and whether they facilitate or constrain class formation and collective action. 
In particular, I suggest that collective action becomes harder to achieve when the workforce 
becomes socially differentiated and disaggregated into smaller and more varied worksites, and 
when job growth occurs in previously non-unionized sectors of the economy. In this way, the social 
structure of the workplace acts as an “opportunity structure,” either opening up or closing down the 
possibilities for collective action (Tilly, 1978). Surely, there are ways to overcome the present 
obstacles to labor organizing, and this may be a fruitful direction for future research, but my 
account of trade union decline offers fresh insights into the interplay between social structure and 
collective action.

In addition, my findings help reconcile prior research on trade union decline and its link to 
deindustrialization, female labor market participation, and migrant labor. My results are largely 
consistent with Lee (2005). We both find evidence that rising shares of female and foreign-born 
workers push union density downwards. Lee also finds strong effects from deindustrialization, 
while my findings are more circumspect in this regard, finding that under certain model specifica-
tions deindustrialization has limited effects on union density. Potentially, our different results may 
reflect his considerably larger sample size, which makes it more likely to find statistically signifi-
cant effects.

By contrast, my results provide very limited support for qualitative work examining trade union 
revitalization under post-industrial capitalism (Frege and Kelly, 2003; Gumbrell-McCormick and 
Hyman, 2013; Milkman, 2006). On one hand, my results suggest that deindustrialization does play 
a role in trade union decline, but not entirely a negative one. Under some circumstances, post-
industrial workplaces offer new opportunities, in particular for organizing women. In this way, 
there is some hope of revitalization. However, on the other hand, my results are broadly negative 
for the fortunes of trade unions. Quite clearly, the overall trends associated with labor market 
changes are pushing union density downward, and downward by substantial amounts. Specifically, 
I estimate that union density is about 10-points lower due to the factors considered in this study. 
Since average union density for my sample for just under 31 points for 2015, a 10-point difference 
is large indeed.

Furthermore, my analysis may underestimate the importance of politics and political forces in 
explaining trade union decline. Although my models include direct measures of several political 
and policy-related factors, these factors may inadequately capture the changing balance of class 
power that influence union density. Clearly, the typical policy stance of left parties has changed 
considerably with the rise of neoliberalism. My measure of left-party strength misses this political 
shift. Perhaps future research could account for this by creating a new measure of left-party 
strength, one that weights left cabinet seats by the ideological preferences expressed in party mani-
festos. This latter type of data is available (e.g. the Manifesto Project), making such a composite 
measure possible to construct.

Politics and social movements matter in another way as well. There is no immutable reason why 
rising shares of migrant and women in the workforce should push union density lower. Here, the 
effects depend on the reactions and strategic choices of national governments, political parties, 
civic groups, and trade unions themselves. For this reason, the revitalization literature focuses 
squarely on these more qualitative factors (Frege and Kelly, 2003), especially trying to identify 
organizing strategies that can overcome contemporary barriers to labor organizing. My study 
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admittedly misses these factors as well. Instead, it focuses on structural changes and how they 
hinder or support high union density. However, despite the importance of strategic choices and the 
possibility of more effective class politics, an inordinate amount of strategic guile is necessary to 
overcome the structural shifts in the economy that have disadvantaged trade unions. Consequently, 
some scholars see political and strategic failures as secondary causes of trade union decline (see 
Farber and Western, 2001, 2002). My research supports this conclusion.
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Notes

1.	 Comparing Brady (2007) with other studies is difficult. Brady uses a hierarchical analysis at one moment 
in time, whereas the other studies use panel data over many decades.

2.	 Six missing observations for the foreign-born population in Germany (1960 through 1985) were replaced 
with estimates generated with Stata’s multiple imputation function.

3.	 Visser (2019) provides data on private-sector union density, but the data are limited for my sample. Thus, 
I use union density across the whole workforce, but control for public-sector size to offset the inclusion 
of public-sector workers.

4.	 Two variables come from the Penn World Table. Public sector size is “csh_g” (government’s share of 
national consumption). Import penetration is “csh_m” (imports’ share of national consumption) divided 
by “cgdpe” (expenditure side GDP).

5.	 The financialization index combines two variables. From the World Bank (2018), I take estimates of 
loans to the private sector from commercial banks and related intermediaries (series id: FD.AST.PRVT.
GD.ZS). This figure is benchmarked against GDP and normalized on a 100-point scale. From Chinn and 
Ito (2018), I take estimates of capital account openness. Since these data only extend back to 1970, I 
assume the values from 1970 hold for 1965 and 1960, a reasonable assumption given that capital account 
liberalization began in earnest with the rise of neoliberalism in the late 1970s onward. This figure is nor-
malized on a 100-point scale. To create the financialization index, I sum these two variables and divide 
by two.

6.	 The correlation coefficients and variance inflation factors (VIFs) for the variables in Model 6 reveal 
acceptable levels of multicollinearity. Pairwise correlation coefficients range from −0.33 to 0.64 and 
VIFs range from 1.54 to 7.24, with the mean being 3.28.

References

Armingeon K, Wenger V, Wiedemeier F, et al. (2018) Comparative Political Data Set 1960–2016. Bern: 
Institute of Political Science, University of Berne.

Beck N and Katz JN (1995) What to do (and not to do) with time-series cross-section data. American Journal 
of Political Science 89(3): 634–647.

Beckfield J (2006) European integration and income inequality. American Sociological Review 71(6): 964–
985.

Blaschke S (2000) Union density and European integration: Diverging convergence. European Journal of 
Industrial Relations 6(2): 217–236.

Bonacich E (1972) A theory of ethnic antagonism: The split labor market. American Sociological Review 
37(5): 547–559.

Brady D (2007) Institutional, economic, or solidaristic? Assessing explanations for unionization across afflu-
ent democracies. Work and Occupations 34(1): 67–101.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8840-8857


Kollmeyer	 485

Brambor T, Clark WR and Golder M (2006) Understanding interaction models: Improving empirical analy-
ses. Political Analysis 14(1): 63–82.

Bronfenbrenner K (2005) Organizing women: The nature and process of union organizing efforts among US 
women workers since the mid-1990s. Work and Occupations 32(4): 441–463.

Brown C (2000) The role of employers in split labor markets: An event-structure analysis of racial conflict 
and AFL organizing, 1917–1919. Social Forces 79(2): 653–681.

Checchi D and Visser J (2005) Pattern persistence in European trade union density: A longitudinal analysis 
1950–1996. European Sociological Review 21(1): 1–21.

Chinn M and Ito H (2018) The Chinn-Ito Index: A Dejure Measure of Financial Openness. Available at: 
http://web.pdx.edu/~ito/Chinn-Ito_website.htm (accessed 14 October 2018)

Crouch C (1982) Trade Unions: The Logic of Collective Action. London: Fontana.
Dølvik JE and Waddington J (2004) Organizing marketized services: Are trade unions up to the job? Economic 

and Industrial Democracy 25(1): 9–40.
Ebbinghaus B and Visser J (1999) When institutions matter: Union growth and decline in Western Europe, 

1950–1995. European Sociological Review 15(2): 135–158.
Farber H and Western B (2001)) Accounting for the decline of unions in the private sector, 1973–1998. 

Journal of Labor Research 22(3): 459–485.
Farber H and Western B (2002) Ronald Reagan and the politics of declining union organization. British 

Journal of Industrial Relations 40(3): 385–401.
Feenstra RC, Inklaar R and Timmer MP (2019) Penn World Table. version 9.1. University of Groningen. 

Available at DOI: 10.15141/S50T0R (accessed 14 May 2019)
Fraser N (1995) From redistribution to recognition? Dilemmas of justice in a “post-socialist” age. New Left 

Review 212: 68–93.
Frege CM and Kelly J (2003) Union revitalization strategies in comparative perspective. European Journal 

of Industrial Relations 9(1): 7–24.
Gorodzeisky A and Richards A (2013) Trade unions and migrant workers in Western Europe. European 

Journal of Industrial Relations 19(3): 239–254.
Gumbrell-McCormick R and Hyman R (2013) Trade Unions in Western Europe: Hard Times, Hard Choices. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Halaby CN (2004) Panel models in sociological research: Theory into practice. Annual Review of Sociology 

30: 507–544.
Hatton TJ and Williamson JG (2005) Global Migration and the World Economy: Two Centuries of Policy and 

Performance. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Hechter M (1978) Group formation and the cultural division of labor. American Journal of Sociology 84(2): 

293–318.
Hechter M (2004) From class to culture. American Journal of Sociology 110(2): 400–445.
Holgate J (2005) Organizing migrant workers: A case study of working conditions and unionization in a 

London sandwich factory. Work, Employment and Society 19(3): 463–480.
Hudson K (2007) The new labor market segmentation: Labor market dualism in the new economy. Social 

Science Research 36(1): 286–312.
Jaccard J and Turrisi R (2003) Interaction Effects in Multiple Regression (2nd edn). Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Sage.
Kollmeyer C (2009) Explaining deindustrialization: How affluence, productivity growth, and globalization 

diminish manufacturing employment. American Journal of Sociology 114(6): 1644–1674.
Kollmeyer C (2018) Trade union decline, deindustrialization, and rising income inequality in the United 

States, 1947 to 2015. Research in Social Stratification and Mobility 57: 1–10.
Kollmeyer C and Peters J (2019) Financialization and the decline of organized labor: A study of 18 advanced 

capitalist countries, 1970–2012. Social Forces 98(1): 1–30.
Lash S and Urry J (1987) The End of Organized Capitalism. Maddison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press.
Lee C-S (2005) International migration, deindustrialization and union decline in 16 affluent OECD countries, 

1962–1997. Social Forces 84(1): 71–88.

http://web.pdx.edu/~ito/Chinn-Ito_website.htm


486	 International Journal of Comparative Sociology 62(6)

Lipset SM and Katchanovski I (2001) The future of private sector unions in the US. Journal of Labor Research 
22(2): 229–244.

Lipset SM and Marks G (2001) It Didn’t Happen Here: Why Socialism Failed in the United States. New 
York: WW Norton & Company.

Marx K (1977a) The eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. In: Mclellan D (ed.) Karl Marx: Selected 
Writings. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.300–325.

Marx K (1977b) On Ireland: Letter to Meyer and Vogt, 9 April 1870. In: Mclellan D (ed.) Karl Marx: Selected 
Writings. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp.591–592.

Marx K (1988) The Communist Manifesto. Edited by Bender F. New York: Norton & Company.
Marx K (2000) Capital, Volume 1. Marxist Internet Archive. Available at: https://www.marxists.org/archive/

marx/works/download/pdf/Capital-Volume-I.pdf
Milkman R (2006) LA Story: Immigrant Workers and the Future of the US Labor Movement. New York: 

Russell Sage Foundation.
Milkman R and Townsley E (1994) Gender and the economy. In: Smelser and Swedberg (eds) Handbook of 

Economic Sociology. New York: Sage, pp.600–619.
Milkman R and Voss K (eds) (2004) Rebuilding Labor: Organizing and Organizers in the New Union 

Movement. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.
Ness I (2005) Immigrants, Unions, and the New U.S. Labor Market. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University 

Press.
Nielsen F (1985) Toward a theory of ethnic solidarity in modern societies. American Sociological Review 

50(2): 133–149.
OECD (2017a) OECD Employment and Labour Market Statistics (database). Available at: DOI: 10.1787/

lfs-data-en (accessed on 13 June 2017)
OECD (2017b) OECD Economic Outlook: Statistics and Projections (database). Available at: DOI: 10.1787/

eo-data-en (accessed on 13 June 2017)
Olson M (1965) The Logic of Collective Action. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Pedulla DS (2018) How race and unemployment shape labor market opportunities: Additive, amplified, or 

muted effects? Social Forces 96(4): 1477–1506.
Polachek S (2004) What can we learn about the decline in U.S. union membership from international data? 

In: Wunnava PV (ed.) The Changing Role of Unions: New Forms of Representation. New York: ME 
Sharpe, pp.362–377.

Rosenfeld J (2014) What Unions No Longer Do. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Rosenfeld J and Kleykamp M (2009) Hispanics and organized labor in the United States, 1973 to 2007. 

American Sociological Review 74(6): 916–937.
Rueda D (2007) Social Democracy inside Out: Partisanship and Labor Market Policy in Advanced 

Industrialized Democracies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Sabia D (1988) Rationality, collective action, and Karl Marx. American Journal of Political Science 32(1): 

50–71.
Sakamoto A and Chen M (1991) Inequality and attainment in a dual labor market. American Sociological 

Review 56(3): 295–308.
Scruggs L and Lange P (2002) Where have all the members gone? Globalization, institutions, and union den-

sity. Journal of Politics 64(1): 126–153.
Theodoropoulos P (2018) Barriers to migrant worker unionization: Examining the impact of structural and 

subjective barriers to migrant worker unionization in the UK. Journal of Labor and Society 21(3): 317–
335.

Tilly C (1978) From Mobilization to Revolution. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.
Tope D and Jacobs D (2009) The politics of union decline: The contingent determinants of union recognition 

elections and victories. American Sociological Review 74(5): 842–864.
Vachon TE, Wallace M and Hyde A (2016) Union decline in a neoliberal age: Globalization, financialization, 

European integration, and union density in 18 affluent democracies. Socius 2: 1–22.
Visser J (2012) The rise and fall of industrial unionism. Transfer: European Review of Labour and Research 

18(2): 129–141.

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Capital-Volume-I.pdf
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/download/pdf/Capital-Volume-I.pdf


Kollmeyer	 487

Visser J (2019) Database on Institutional Characteristics of Trade Unions, Wage Setting, State Intervention 
and Social Pacts. version 6.0. Amsterdam Institute for Advanced Labour Studies. Available at: http://
uva-aias.net/nl/ictwss (accessed 17 July 2019)

Wallerstein I (2011) The Modern World-System IV: Centrist Liberalism Triumphant, 1789–1914. Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press.

Weber M (1978) Economy and Society. Vol. 1 and 2. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Western B (1994) Unionization and labor market institutions in advanced capitalism, 1950–1985. American 

Journal of Sociology 99(5): 1314–1341.
Western B (1995) A comparative study of working-class disorganization: Union decline in eighteen advanced 

capitalist countries. American Sociological Review 60(2): 179–201.
Western B (1997) Between Class and Market: Postwar Unionization in Capitalist Democracies. Princeton, 

NJ: Princeton University Press.
Wets J (ed.) (2018) Cultural Diversity in Trade Unions: A Challenge to Class Identity? London: Routledge.
Wooldridge JM (2012) Introductory Econometrics: A Modern Approach (5th edn). Mason, OH: South-

Western.
World Bank (2017) World Development Indicators (database). Available at: http://databank.worldbank.org/

data/databases.aspx (assessed 11 October 2017)
World Bank (2018) Global Financial Development Database. Washington, DC: The World Bank. Available 

at: https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/global-financial-development (accessed 13 June 2019)
Wrench J, Rea A, Ouali N, et al. (2016) Migrants, Ethnic Minorities and the Labour Market: Integration and 

Exclusion in Europe. Springer.

http://uva-aias.net/nl/ictwss
http://uva-aias.net/nl/ictwss
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/databases.aspx
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/databases.aspx
https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/dataset/global-financial-development

