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Abstract: In this study, the researcher investigated the biographical and human resource management 
(HRM) predictors of union membership. The literature reviewed revealed that there is little research on this 
topic in the South African context. The literature reviewed also showed that males, permanent employees, 
employees who are less committed, who have a level of quality of work-life (QWL) and engagement, and 
those who are satisfied are more likely to be unionized. A cross-sectional survey design was used to address 
the research questions. One thousand questionnaires were distributed and 874 were completed by the 
respondents at Marabastad Mall in the City of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipality (CTMM) in South Africa. 
The study results showed that employment status was the highest predictor ( = -1.782, p<0.05) of union 
membership, and gender and job satisfaction were not predictors of union members. This study had 
managerial implications, in the sense that when hiring employees on a part-time basis, having employees who 
are committed and offering employees QWL (i.e. excellent fringe benefits) will impact negatively on union 
membership. In terms of policymakers, the study revealed that developing remuneration policies that are 
pro-employee (i.e. offering excellent working conditions and fringe benefits) would make them satisfied, 
possibly be productive, and they would engage less in counterproductive industrial actions like strikes, which 
in South Africa are the amongst highest in the world. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Union membership means employees who are registered with a union and enjoy benefits like being 
represented in grievances (Bendix, 2015), disciplinary hearings (Venter & Levy, 2015), and earn a living wage 
that will enable them to live a good quality of life (Anker, 2011). Conversely, employees who are not 
unionized are hired on a part-time basis, do not have specialized skills demanded by employers (Slabbert, 
Parker &Farrel, 2015) and earn lower wages (Maleka, 2012). In South Africa, unions operate under a 
collective agreement and negotiate for better working conditions and wages of employees irrespective of 
whether they are unionized or not (Bendix, 2015). Non-union employees who benefit from the collective 
agreements negotiated are known as free riders and in terms of the Labor Relations Act (LRA), No. 66 of 
1995, such employees must pay an agency fee (Finnemore, 2013). Literature from the United States of 
America (USA), and Europe suggests that union membership is decreasing (Fitzenberger, Kohn &Lembck, 
2008; Western & Rosenfeld, 2011; Markey & Townsend, 2013) and management control is on the rise 
(Maiorescu, 2016). Management approaches to union membership differ from country to country. For 
example, in Germany, through the policy of co-determination, managers have to include union leadership in 
strategic planning as members of the top management (Gumbrell-MacCormick & Hyman, 2010). The results 
have been positive because Germany is known for precision and producing high-quality products. A South 
African study where employees were engaged also yielded positive outcomes –involving and getting buy-in 
from union members helped the organization to increase profit (Nienaber & Martins, 2016). On the contrary, 
other organizations in South Africa have seen a spike in labor unrest, which has impacted negatively on 
productivity (Nel, Kirsten, Swanepoel, Erasmus & Jordaan, 2016). In the 1980s, in the United Kingdom (UK), 
productivity increased after unions were weakened by passing labor legislation that discouraged union 
membership (Mason & Bain, 1993). Trends show that South African productivity has been adversely affected 
by strikes (Nel et al., 2016); hence some employers have a negative attitude towards a high number of union 
members and prefer temporary workers (Coetzee &Schreuder, 2016).  
 
There are interesting trends on how biographical factors and HRM outcomes predict union membership (see 
Turner, Cross & O’Sullivan, 2014). An Australian study, showed that women who were unionized were more 
satisfied because they received training opportunities, as compared to women who were not unionized 
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(Oliver, 2010; Waddoups, 2014). Another study showed that the mean scores of job satisfaction were higher 
for employees who were unionized than the employees who were not part of trade unions (Garcia-Serrano, 
2009). Berglun (2014) argued that in Nordic countries, union membership is sustained because workers are 
satisfied with the benefits and working conditions (i.e. QWL). A review of labor relations literature revealed 
that there is little research on the biographical and HRM predictors of union membership of low- and middle-
income workers in the South African context. Instead, the focus has been on wage inequality (Ntuli & Kwenda, 
2014), wages (Godfrey, Maree, Du Toit & Theron, 2014), job security (Finnemore, 2009), andrepresentation 
during grievance and disciplinary hearings (Bendix, 2015; Venter & Levy, 2015). Low-income workers are 
employees who are paid low salaries and in most cases they are women, black, and most of them do not have 
a National Senior Certificate. In South Africa, they earn between R570 to R2 300 per month (Statistics South 
Africa [Stats SA], 2014). Using price capita per month in 2014 to determine poverty trends, economics 
determined the lower poverty line as R712 and upper poverty line as R1 312 (Morh, Yu &Mollentze, 2016). 
Research revealed that employees earning less than R10 000 are low-income workers and those who earn 
more than R10 000 are middle-income workers (Carr, Maleka, Meyer, Barry, Parker & Haar, 2017). 
Employees earn low wages because they are not unionized and part of the collective agreement (Stats SA, 
2014). 
 
This study is important because it addresses the gap in the South African literatureasit covers HRM variables 
(i.e. employee engagement, job satisfaction, quality of work-life [QWL], and organizational commitment) that 
are usually neglected as predictors of union membership in South African labor relations literature. In South 
Africa, predictors of union membership are based on decent wages (Mmolaeng&Bussin, 2012), job security, 
political affiliation, race, and representation during grievances and disciplinary hearings (Nel et al., 2016). 
The researcher conducted a study on low- and middle-income workers in Tshwane, one of the metropolitan 
cities in South Africa. According to the Tshwane Research Unit (2013), the population in Tshwane in 2013 
was 2.4 million, of which almost 40% were low-income workers. Discussed in the next section is the 
literature on predictors or determinants of union membership, the methodology followed to address the 
research problem, and the study results. The paper concludes with the discussion of the results and prior 
research, managerialimplications, and recommendations. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
Biographical predictors of union membership: There is evidence that gender plays a role in union 
membership (Bean &Holde, 1994; Blanchflower, 2007; Maiorescu, 2016). Women are less likely to be 
unionized (Western & Rosenfeld, 2011) because they perceive shop stewards to be ineffective in 
communicating information about workplace decisions (Nthani, 2017) and negotiating for equal wages 
(Casale & Posel, 2009). Employees who are not permanently employed are less likely to be unionized due to 
the type of employment contract they have signed (Bendix, 2015). The following hypotheses are therefore put 
forward: 
H1A: Males who are committed are more likely to be unionized than females.  
H1B: Permanent employees are more likely to be unionized than part-time employees. 
 
Human resource management (HRM) predictors of union membership: Meyer and Allen (1997) 
developed an organizational commitment model. Meyer and Allen’s model measured three dimensions, which 
are affective, normative, and continuance commitment, and it has been validated in different organizations 
globally (Stephens, Dawley & Stephens, 2004; Seibert, Wang &Courtright, 2011; Brunetto, Teo, Shacklock & 
Farr-Wharton, 2012; Coetzee, Mitonga-Monga & Swarts, 2014). The other model of commitment, which is not 
organization based but is used to measure union members, was developed by Newton and Shore (1992). In 
this study, Meyer and Allen’s model was deemed appropriate because the researcher was interested in 
measuring whether affective, continuance, and normative items predict union membership. The review of the 
literature showed that employees who worked under managers who were not democratic would not be 
committed to the organization and would be unionized (Sarkar, 2012).  The following hypothesis is therefore 
put forward: 
H2: Employees who are less committed are more likely to be unionized. 
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Collectively, employees who are unionized are engaged through workplace and bargaining forums in South 
Africa (Godfrey et al., 2014). Engaging union members collectively is not peculiar to South Africa, but is a 
global phenomenon (Chan & Hui, 2010; Compte & Jehiel, 2010; Muneer et al., 2014). Despite volumes of 
literature on collective engagement and union membership, there is little research on how individual 
engagement dimensions like absorption, vigor, and dedication, developed by Schaufeli, Salanova, González-
Romá, and Bakker (2002), predict union membership. According to Nienaber and Martins (2016), employees 
who are engaged are more likely to be unionized. At an individual level, employees who are members of 
unions thatengage employees through online media (Maiorescu, 2016) are more likely to be engaged than 
non-unionized employees (Maleka, Schultz, Van Hoek, Dachapalli & Ragadu, 2017). The following hypothesis 
is therefore put forward: 
H3: Employees who have a high individual level of engagement are more likely to be unionized thannon-
unionized members. 
 
QWL is viewed as an effort of a union to involve its leadership in working together with management (Lawler 
III & Drexler Jr., 1977) and to enhance customer satisfaction and/or implement new technology in the 
workplace (Fields & Thacker, 1987). For the purpose of this study, QWL is when an employee is satisfied with 
the working conditions and fringe benefits (Maleka et al., 2017) negotiated by trade unions (Fields & Thacker, 
1987). It was found that research on QWL tends to focus on union leadership, at the expense of focusing on 
how employees perceived union membership (Holley, Field & Crowley, 1981). A study conducted in the USA 
revealed that QWL was a predictor of union membership (Flavin & Shufeldt, 2016). Flavin and Shufeldt 
(2016, p.171) found that “union members are more satisfied with their lives than those who are not members 
and that substantive effect on union membership on life satisfaction rivals other predictors of QWL”. The 
following hypothesis is therefore put forward: 
H4: Employees who have good QWL are more likely to be unionized as opposed to non-unionized members. 
 
Job satisfaction as an HRM variable plays a significant role in determining whether employees are unionized 
or not (Gordon & Denisi, 1995; Bluem & Van Zwam, 1997; Hammer & Avgar, 2005; Hipp & Givan, 2015; 
Laroche, 2016; Colley, 2017). Smith, De Beer and Pienaar (2016) found that there was an association between 
job satisfaction and union membership. An international study revealed that unionized employees in low 
economic countries are satisfied, it negotiated for good working conditions (Charman & Owen, 2014). Union 
members are more likely to be satisfied than non-unionized members because they receive company benefits, 
for example training opportunities (Waddoups, 2014), fair and equitable policy, and negotiating a living wage 
(Mmolaeng & Bussin, 2012; Tufail et al., 2016). Conversely, studies conducted in the late 1970s showed that 
employees who were unionized were more dissatisfied compared to non-unionized employees (Borjas, 1979; 
Freeman, 1979). The commonality of the studies is that they used econometrics techniques to predict job 
satisfaction. Also, in the literature, it was evident that thereis a lack of research measuring job satisfaction as a 
predictor of union membership using statistical techniques like logistic regression. The following hypothesis 
is therefore put forward: 
H5: Employees who are satisfied are more likely to be unionized than non-unionized members. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
Discussed in this section are research approach, design and paradigm, sampling, research instrument, 
reliability and validity, and data analysis. 
 
Research approach, design, and paradigm: The research approach that assisted the researcher to address 
the research hypotheses was quantitative, because the researchers wanted to quantify the effects and 
differences of HRM outcomes on union membership. The research design was cross-sectional and descriptive. 
The research paradigm that influenced the study was positivism, and the researchers created new knowledge 
by testing hypotheses (i.e. epistemological stance) and were objective when they analyzed the data 
(ontological stance) (Du Plooy-Cilliers, Davis & Bezuidenhout, 2014).  
 
Sampling: Purposive sampling was used at Marabastad Mall because the researcher knew that it was a place 
where unionized and non-unionized employees could be found. One thousand (N=1000) questionnaires were 
printed, and 874 were completed. The sample size was sufficient to conduct logistic regression, because it 



Journal of Economics and Behavioral Studies (ISSN: 2220-6140) 
Vol. 10, No. 1, pp. 207-216, February 2018  

210 
 

was above 400 sample size threshold recommended by Hair, Black, Babin and Anderson (2014). The 
response rate was 87.40%. The response rate is above the 10% threshold suggested by Bless, Higson-Smith 
and Sithole (2013).  
 
Research instrument, reliability, and validity: The research instrument used for data collectionwas a 
validated questionnaire. The questionnaire did not take respondents a long time to complete (Maree, 2007; 
Neuman, 2014). The researcher hired research assistants who spoke the language understood by the 
respondents who visited the research site. In some instances, the research assistants translated the 
questionnaire items for respondents who did not understand English. Section A of the questionnaire 
comprised biographical information. Table 1 shows that the majority (67.10%) of the respondents were not 
unionized. In terms of gender, 51.70% of the respondents were males. The majority (88.80%) of the 
respondents’ ages ranged from 25 to 54.  
 
Table 1: Biographical information 
Variable Frequency  Percentage  
Trade union membership  Yes (589) 

No (280) 
67.10% 
31.90% 

Gender  Male (454) 
Female (421) 

51.70% 
47.90% 

 
Section B had three scales. Nine items of job satisfaction were taken from a scale developed by Spector (1985) 
and after deleting the following items, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.86: There are few rewards for those who 
work here; I don’t like the people I work with; I find I have to work harder than I should because of the 
incompetence of the people I work with. Nine items were taken from the quality of work-life scale developed 
by Timossi, Pedroso, De Fransicoand Pilatti (2008) and after deleting the following variables, the Cronbach’s 
alpha increased to 0.72: I am under pressure to meet deadlines; I often find myself thinking about work instead 
of focusing on home/leisure activities; I find it hard to take time off during work to take care of personal and 
family matters; andIt is difficult to concentrate on because of home matters. Nine items of organizational 
commitment were taken from a scale developed by Meyer and Allen (1997) and after deleting the following 
items, the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.71: It should be very hard for me to leave my organization right now, even 
when I wanted to; Right now, staying with my organization is a matter of necessity as much as a desire; One of 
the major reasons I continue to work for this organization is that I believe that loyalty is important and I 
therefore feel a sense of moral obligation to remain; and I think that people these days move from company to 
company too often. Items in Section B were measured on a five-point Likert scale where 1 is strongly disagree 
and 5 is strongly agree.  
 
Section C had nine employee engagement items, taken from Schaufeli et al. (2002). None of the items were 
deleted and the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89. A sample of the questions is as follows: At my work, I feel bursting 
with energy; My job inspires me; and I am happy when I work intensely. The items had a seven-point Likert 
scale, and the alpha coefficient in this study was 0.91. Since the factor loadings of all the items retained were 
above 0.70, it can be argued that construct validity was achieved (Field, 2013; Struwig & Stead, 2013). Prior 
to data collection, the researcher was given ethical clearance by the university to conduct the study and the 
questionnaire was pretested on 20 respondents. 
 
Data analysis: Data were coded in Microsoft Excel and exported into the Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS) version 24 for analysis. The univariate analysis comprised frequencies and logistic regression 
and was used to address the study’s hypotheses. The latter was used because the dependent variable was 
binary, where “Yes” was coded as 1 and “No “wascoded as 0 (Kleinbaum& Klein, 2010). As suggested by 
Pallant (2016), model fit was conducted by means of a chi-square (2) and variancewas measured by means 
of the Cox and Snell R-square and Nagelkerke R-square.  
 
4. Results 
 
This section comprises testing for model fit and hypotheses testing. 
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Testing for model fit: Binarylogistic regression was performed to assess the impact of a number of factors 
on the likelihood that respondents would report union membership. The model contained four predictor 
variables (employee engagement, QWL, job satisfaction, and organizational commitment). Table2 displays 
that the model containing predictor variables was statistically significant (Pearson chi-squared (2) at (4, 
N=857) = 248.541, p<0.05), indicating that it distinguished between those who were unionized and not 
unionized. 
 
Table: 2: Omnibus tests of model coefficients 

 Chi-square Df Sig. 
Step 1 Step 248.541 10 .000 

Block 248.541 10 .000 
Model 248.541 10 .000 

 
As can be observed from Table 3, the model can potentially explain between 27.20% (Cox & Snell R-square) 
and 37.90% (Nagelkerke R-square) of the variance in union membership.  
 
Table 3: Model summary 
Step -2 Log likelihood Cox & Snell R-square Nagelkerke R-square 
1 741.956a .272 .379 
a. Estimation terminated at iteration number 4 because parameter estimates changed by less than .001. 
 
The data not displayed in the paper correctly classified 76.40% of cases. The Hosmer-Lemeshowgoodness-of-
fit test (see Table 4) indicated a non-significant value (.510), meaning that our model fit the data satisfactorily 
(Kleinbaum& Klein, 2010; Hosmer, Lemeshow& Sturdivant, 2013; Pallant, 2016).  
 
Table 4: Hosmer-Lemenshowtest 

Step Chi-square df Sig. 
1 15.478 8 .510 

 
Hypotheses testing: As discussed in the methodology section, logistic regression (refer to the SPSS output in 
Table 5) was used to test the hypotheses.  
 
Table 5: Predictors of union membership 

 B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 
Step 1a Gender .181 .186 .944 1 .331 1.198 

Employment status -1.782 .279 40.936 1 .000 .168 
Organizational commitment -.802 .101 62.860 1 .000 .448 
Employee engagement .222 .095 5.512 1 .019 1.249 
QWL -.380 .119 10.249 1 .001 .684 
Job satisfaction .128 .099 1.681 1 .195 1.137 
Constant 5.386 .739 53.152 1 .000 218.248 

 
The data in Table 5 show that gender was not a predictor of union membership ( = .181 p>0.05). Based on 
the study results, H1a is not supported. The data also revealed that employment status is a predictor of union 
membership ( = -1.782, p<0.05). This indicates that permanent employees are .168 less likely to be 
unionized compared to part-time employees. Therefore, H1b cannot be supported. The data also revealed 
that organizational commitment was a predictor of union membership ( = .222, p<0.05). This indicates that 
employees who are committed, are0.448 less likely to be unionized. Based on the study results, H2 is not 
supported. It can also be observed from Table 5 that employee engagement was a predictor of union 
membership ( = .222, p<0.05). This means that employees who are engaged, are 1.249 more likely to be 
unionized. Hypotheses H3 is therefore supported. It was also found in this study that QWL was a predictor of 
union membership ( = -.380, p<0.05). This indicates that employees with high QWL are 0.684 times less 
likely to be unionized. H4 is thus not supported. Lastly, the data revealed that job satisfaction was not a 
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predictor of union membership ( = .128, p>0.05). This indicates that employees who are satisfied are 0.195 
more likely to be unionized than non-unionized members. H5 is therefore not supported. 
 
5. Discussion 
 
The purpose of the study was to identify biographical (i.e. gender and employment status) and HRM 
outcomes (i.e. employee engagement, QWL, job satisfaction and organizational commitment) as predictors of 
union membership. The data revealed that gender was not a predictor of union membership. This finding 
contradicts previous research that showed that gender was a predictor of union membership (Bean &Holde, 
1994; Blanchflower, 2007; Maiorescu, 2016) and that females were less likely to be unionized than males 
(Western & Rosenfeld, 2011). Interestingly, the data showed that employees who were working on a full-time 
based were less likely to be unionized, as compared to employees who were employed on a part-time basis. 
This finding is in contrast with the literature (Bendix, 2015). This implies that employees employed 
permanently did not see the benefits or the importanceof the roles that unions play, like negotiating for  
decent wages (Mmolaeng & Bussin, 2012) and job security and representation during grievances and 
disciplinary hearings (Nel et al., 2016).Earlier it was argued that this study is salient or important because it 
covered HRM outcomes (i.e. employee engagement, job satisfaction, QWL, and organizational commitment), 
which are neglected in South African literature as predictors of union membership. It was found that 
organizational commitment was a predictor of union membership. Similarly, Sarkar (2012) found that 
employees who are less committed are more likely to be unionized. The implication of having employees who 
are less committed is that the unions will have to represent them more often at disciplinary hearings because 
their lack of commitment can lead them to not coming to work and being charged for poor 
performance.Unfortunately, the literature showed that South Africa workplaces are less productive due to 
high labor unrest and employees who are not committed (Nel et al., 2016) and indicated less harmonious 
employment relations like in Germany, for example(Gumbrell-MacCormick & Hyman, 2010). It can be argued 
that employees who are not committed and are protected by the unions can also adversely affect the morale 
of committed employees.  
 
Consistent with the literature (see Maleka et al., 2017), it was found that employees who are engaged are 
more like to be unionized. At an organizational level, Nienaber and Martins (2016) discovered that South 
African management who were engaged or worked collaboratively with unions increased the profit margins 
of the organizations.  Contrary to Flavin andShufeldt’s (2016) findings, the data in this study showed that 
employees with a high QWL were less likely to be unionized. This implies that employees with high QWL 
valued their skills as proxy to better wages, and did not perceive being unionized as an enabler of decent 
wages and working conditions (Fields & Thacker, 1987). The data showed that employees who are satisfied 
were more likely to be unionized than those who are unionized. This seems to suggest that unionized 
employees were satisfied because unions negotiated for better training opportunities (Waddoups, 2014), fair 
and equitable policy, and a living or decent wage (Mmolaeng & Bussin, 2012). 
 
This study has managerial implications, in the sense that when hiring employees on a part-time basis, having 
employees who are committed, and offering employees QWL (i.e. excellent fringe benefits) will impact 
negatively on union membership. Hiring employees earning less than R203 000 on a part-time basis without 
proper reasons might lead to labor disputes because it is against section 198(c) of the LRA of 1995, which 
states that if employees are hired for more than three months, their contract must be converted to a 
permanent basis (Casual Workers Advice Office, 2015). In terms of policymakers, the study revealed that 
developing remuneration policies that are pro-employee (i.e. offering excellent working conditions and fringe 
benefits) would make them satisfied, possibly productive, and they would be less engaged in 
counterproductive industrial actions like strikes. In South Africa, a minimum wage of R3 500, which is above 
the lower- and upper-poverty lines determined by economics (see Morh et al., 2016), will be implemented in 
May 2018.It is recommended that organizations should: 

 hire employees on a part-time basis in accordance with section 198(c) of the LRA and train them to 
be productive; 

 encourage employees to be unionized, offer them decent wages, and treat them fairly and equally to 
keep them satisfied; 

 offer employees fringe benefits that will enhance their QWL; and 
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 work collaboratively with unions to gain buy-in to implement organization strategy and increase 
profit margins.  

In terms of the unions, it is recommended that they work together with management as in Germany, so that 
they can increase their membership and be involved in the strategic decision-making in organizations 
(Gumbrell-MacCormick & Hyman, 2010). In South Africa, it was found that when there is a co-determination 
between unions and managers; the latter had a high membership and assisted organizations in reaching 
business objectives (Nienaber & Martins, 2016). This study brought new insight on how to predict union 
membership, and since it was based on a cross-sectional research design, it is recommended that it is 
conducted over a longer period to determine if the same trends will emerge. In future, researchers can use a 
mixed-methods design, so that they can also solicit qualitative data that will shed more light on the 
quantitative predictors of union membership.  
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