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Newcomers as Potential Drivers  
of Union Revitalization:  
Survey Evidence from Belgium

Kurt Vandaele

This article combines insights from the union revitalization literature 
focusing on young people and the burgeoning work advocating a cross-
fertilization between the research on organizing unionism and the union 
commitment studies rooted in organizational psychology. Based on the 
findings of an e-survey conducted in a Belgian union, the argument is 
developed that there is an unmet demand by relative new union members 
to be more involved in union work via ‘small’ tasks inspired by organizing 
unionism. Also, while some of the tasks require segmented union policies, 
older new members should not a priori be excluded from revitalizing 
unions. Among other antecedents, two variables derived from the theory 
of planned behaviour are important predictors for such a type of union 
activism: the pro-union context and behavioural self-control. 

Keywords: trade union, young worker, union membership, union participa-
tion, organizing, renewal.

Introduction: The revitalizing promise of union newcomers

Two features largely characterize membership of mainstream trade unions 
in most western European countries—indeed, across the global North—and 
in turn influence union members’ willingness to pay membership dues and 
act collectively. The first is that most people tend to join a union due to 
instrumental motives and less for ideological reasons (Ebbinghaus et al., 2011; 
Scheuer, 2011; Waddington, 2015). Instrumental motivation relates to the 
security provided by unions, to different degrees, at workplace level and across 
economic industries and countries, which is shaped by institutional frameworks. 
From a historical perspective, the insurance function of membership, shielding 
workers from (labour market) risks, has been a core feature of unions from the 
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outset. Some scholars claim, however, that when unions merely provide a range 
of individual services, especially if they are external to the workplace, such a 
calculative member-union relationship “is less likely to retain members than 
is a strategy that emphasizes a broader appeal” (Snape and Redman, 2004: 
869). The second feature, underscoring the dominance of this kind of service-
oriented unionism, is that a passive interpretation of membership prevails today 
(Gumbrell-McCormick and Hyman, 2013: 6). Although members are willing 
to pay dues, they may be apathetic towards the union itself, leading to the 
danger of unions no longer having the active support necessary to be “fit for 
fighting” (Bergene and Mamelund, 2017) against employers’ union-busting 
tactics, or against political authorities taking anti-union measures or fostering 
the re-commodification of labour.

A sociological understanding of unions entails the idea that, besides the exter-
nal environment, agency-based, internal dynamics can also be a source of orga-
nizational change, and thus trigger a shift away from a service-oriented unionism 
(Heery, 2005). Burgeoning literature that studies under-represented groups in 
unions suggests that young people might be such a source, with their engage-
ment and participation a possible driver for union transformation, injecting cre-
ative energy, fresh ideas and imagination into the labour movement (Hodder and 
Kretsos, 2015; Tapia and Turner, 2018; Vandaele, 2018). While specific personal 
characteristics, skills and knowledge of young people may make them stand out 
from their older counterparts, age or cohort differences should not be exagger-
ated. Although the labour market experience of young and older new members 
likely differ, both share the characteristic of being new to the union since they 
have not been influenced by previous direct union experience or socialization. 
Thus, the revitalizing promise of young new members for the union movement 
might be overstated. Therefore, such a generational viewpoint is de-emphasized 
here in favour of a focus on first-time union members, regardless of age. They 
can be colloquially labelled ‘newcomers’. Their newness offers opportunities for 
stimulating a joint process of organizational learning (Hyman, 2007), combining 
the newcomers’ possibly innovative approaches and the union’s use of ‘socializa-
tion tactics’ for facilitating ‘adjustment’ to the labour movement. Based on an 
e-survey conducted among newcomers of a Belgian union, this article will analyze 
their willingness to voluntarily engage in union activities in an empirical manner. 
Apart from being future-orientated, with a methodological focus on ‘planned 
behaviour’, the research approach is also characterized by its explorative nature, 
whereby union participation is conceptually linked to specific tasks imbued with 
an ‘organizing soul’ (Fiorito and Jarley, 2008). In this regard, Belgium is an in-
teresting case for exploring how member-union ties can be enhanced, as it is a 
quintessential example of a high-union-density country, with instrumental and 
passive membership predominant (Van Gyes, 1999). 
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Contributing to the debate on a conceivable vanguard position for newcomers 
in union revitalization, this article is also novel in three other ways regarding how 
it conceives of union membership. First, inspired by the developmental perspec-
tive on union participation (Fiorito et al., 2015: 572), and unlike most studies, 
voluntary work for the union is not conceptualized here as the intent to become a 
union delegate or representative, but rather as the willingness to perform several 
less-demanding tasks. This follows the argument that a gradual approach, via 
the introduction of various levels of union participation, might be more fruitful 
for stimulating union activism and appealing to a larger membership base than 
creating a basic distinction between passive and fully active members. Second, it 
focuses on existing members in order to examine the appeal of activism based on 
organizing unionism. This emphasis distinguishes it from most other studies on 
the topic, which instead assess the outcomes of organizing campaigns targeted 
at potential members and membership growth. Third, while research on union 
activism is typically focused on English-speaking countries, the article highlights 
the potential of organizing unionism for unions with a more all-encompassing 
membership, i.e. including non-working members like the unemployed, which 
also opens the door to working on issues beyond the workplace.

Hypotheses and planned behaviour theory as  
a framework for examining unions 

Although organizing unionism is not the only union revitalization strategy 
(Frege and Kelly, 2004), it has been claimed for quite some time now to be an 
important one (de Turberville, 2004), particularly for achieving a greater impact 
in advancing the interests and needs of union members and workers in general, 
in both the workplace and society as a whole. Apart from accentuating recruiting 
and mobilizing over servicing members—a contrast that should not be exagger-
ated, as both are essential to unions—the organizing philosophy also promotes 
increasing the active participation of the rank-and-file. It is claimed, however, 
that current union practices tend to consider organizing unionism as only recruit-
ing new members—and sometimes mobilizing them (Simms and Holgate, 2010; 
Simms et al., 2013). Yet its “qualitative dimension” (Ibsen and Tapia, 2017: 11) 
of increasing members’ activism and union commitment is at least equally impor-
tant (Bergene and Mamelund, 2017; Fiorito et al., 2010; Gall and Fiorito, 2012; 
Smith et al., 2019; see Hickey et al., 2010 for a more skeptical view). This is the 
case for at least three reasons. First, unions can directly influence this dimension 
(Behrens et al., 2004), which is also of importance as a retention-centred strat-
egy for newcomers, as the first years of membership are crucial for encouraging 
members to stay in the union (Leschke and Vandaele, 2018). Second, by partially 
redistributing routine-style union work through involving ordinary members and 
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encouraging their self-sufficiency in finding solutions for workplace or other is-
sues, it is believed that already hard-pressed union representatives and full-time 
officers will be able to allocate more time to work on union policies of strategic 
importance (Nissen, 1998). Third, the unpaid volunteer efforts of members could 
help enhance a union’s organizational power and mobilization capacity (Clark, 
2009). For understanding the latter, it is helpful to conceptually distinguish 
between three approaches for rebuilding collective power based on the agent 
of change: advocacy, mobilizing and “deep organizing” (Holgate et al., 2018; 
McAlevey, 2016).

Union member participation is nearly absent in advocacy, which is instead run 
by professional union staff. In contrast, ordinary union members are involved in 
mobilizing and deep organizing, but to different degrees. While mobilizing does 
entail the involvement of union activists, its occasional nature implies that this 
approach only focuses upon those members who are already supportive, and also 
largely depends on staff for leadership, decision making, and problem solving. 
In the bottom-up organizing approach, the base of activists is widened through 
the day-to-day engaging and mobilizing of ordinary workers for a transformative 
change via mass pressure. Union commitment studies (Snape and Redman, 
2004; Smith et al., 2019), as illustrated in Figure 1, help to further understand 
how unions relate to their members in each approach and how this explains the 
multidimensionality of union participation. 

Thus, in the advocacy strategy, the economic exchange between members 
and unions is central to realizing immediate gains and benefits, while mobiliz-

Deep organizing : relying on union members 
Covenantal relationship: pro-organizing attitudes  
and ideological congruence

Source : Inspired by McAlevey (2016) and Snape and Redman (2004).

Mobilizing : relying on union activists 
Social relationship: pro-union attitudes

Advocating : relying on union staff 
Economic relationship: instrumentalism

figure 1

Linking union strategies with member-union relationships and their operationalization
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ing involves a social relationship, as “members are seen as potentially active 
participants” (Snape and Redman, 2004: 857). Deep organizing goes beyond 
the exchange motives driving advocating and mobilizing; it is characterized by 
covenantal orientations, i.e. based on shared values on organizing unionism 
(Fiorito et al., 2010) and ideological identification and congruence between 
the political beliefs of members, activists and union leaders (Upchurch et al., 
2012). Taking into account those intrinsic motivations, two hypotheses are 
proposed: 

H1	 Strong shared values on organizing unionism influence intent to engage in 
organizing-oriented activism positively.

H2	 Strong ideological identification and congruence influence intent to engage in 
organizing-oriented activism positively.

Union members’ willingness to perform direct, tangible and ‘small’1 union 
tasks, inspired by organizing unionism, could be considered a specific aspect 
of the union commitment construct, especially regarding union participation 
(Gall and Fiorito, 2012; Smith et al., 2019). Therefore, the literature on union 
commitment is of value for exploring the behavioural intentions behind future 
union activism. The theory of planned behaviour offers a conceptual frame-
work for linking intentions with behaviour via three types of beliefs identi-
fied as psychological antecedents of union activism (Fiorito et al., 2015). First, 
these intentions are influenced by union members’ beliefs regarding union 
activism, to which perceived union instrumentality and general beliefs about 
unions or pro-union attitudes are related, with the latter being more strongly 
related to activism. It is questionable, however, whether union instrumentality 
is relevant for every type of union participation and the importance of pro-
union attitudes and union instrumentality for union participation in general is 
debatable (Fiorito et al., 2010, 2015). Second, views on union activism held by 
families, friends or co-workers have an impact on an individual’s willingness 
to engage in such activism. Third, beliefs about one’s behavioural control, or 
the conviction that one’s personal involvement will make a difference, also 
contribute to union activism. In light of such context, the following hypotheses 
can be formulated:

H3	 Union instrumentality has no influence on intent to engage in organizing-oriented 
activism.

H4	 Strong pro-union attitudes influence intent to engage in organizing-oriented 
activism positively.

H5	 Strong pro-union socialization influences intent to engage in organizing-oriented 
activism positively.

H6	 Strong behavioural control influences intent to engage in organizing-oriented 
activism positively.
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Apart from these types of beliefs, previous research has identified several 
other antecedents of activism. Past union participation, with a distinction made 
between passive and active participation (Fiorito et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2019) 
and union loyalty (Buttigieg et al., 2014) are positively associated with a higher 
probability of union activism, while the converse is true for union apathy 
(Bergene and Mamelund, 2017). These antecedents will also be examined.

Now is the time to experiment – the Belgian context

Union density stabilized at around 55% in Belgium from the mid-1990s 
until 2013. Unions’ considerable mobilization capacity, including large-scale 
demonstrations and one-day general strikes, in combination with their institu-
tional embeddedness in the labour market and social security system (which has 
so far undergone incremental adjustments without any major policy changes), 
are possible explanations for this high and stable density (Faniel, 2010). Two 
examples illustrate how the member-union relationship is underscored by an eco-
nomic exchange. First, union involvement in the administration of unemployment 
insurance schemes is a particular incentive for workers to join a union or retain 
their membership (Van Rie et al., 2011). This pertains not only to young people, 
usually at higher risk of unemployment, but also to older workers, as they are 
often disproportionally hit by corporate restructuring and could be entitled to 
early retirement benefits paid out by the unions. About one in three union mem-
bers are not in employment, chiefly due to this ‘quasi-Ghent system’.2 The system 
thus tends to deliver many passive consumers of individual union services outside 
the workplace, like career counselling and training. Second, member retention 
is also encouraged via a ‘union premium’. Subject to compliance with the ‘social 
peace’ clause in collective agreements, this additional benefit for union members 
only is paid out from social funds at the industry level.3 The premium not only 
acts as a selective incentive for preventing free-riding, but it can also substantially 
reduce union dues in most but not all industries.

For a long time, Belgium was considered an exception to the trend of declining 
unionization, but the unions’ problems have increased. While the quasi-Ghent 
system results in a small youth-adult gap in unionization, the median age of 
members has increased over time (Vandaele, 2018). Moreover, membership has 
recently started to decline. Consequently, there is a growing awareness among 
some unions to revitalize among the membership dimension, in particularly 
focusing on recruiting more young people. Indeed, a recent initiative temporarily 
lowers the union subscription for them, but its success is not unequivocal 
(Delespaul and Doerflinger, 2019), illustrating the limits of a member-union 
relationship solely based on economic exchange. Also, Belgian unions have 
frequently protested against the austerity measures adopted in the aftermath 
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of the 2008 financial crisis, but without much direct impact, indicating a loss 
of political influence. Pointing to deficiencies in the member-union relationship 
based on social exchange, within union circles and beyond, it is often stated 
that only the ‘usual suspects’, a network of middle-aged committed activists 
and union representatives, are sufficiently motivated to take part in union-
staged demonstrations and industrial action (Faniel, 2012). Following the 
dominant servicing unionism, these activists run the risk of being overwhelmed 
by members’ demands (Liagre and Van Gyes, 2012).  Developing rank-and-file 
support could in fact help to mitigate feelings of burnout.

Tactics associated with organizing unionism are not unfamiliar to Belgian 
unions. In particular, the period prior to the quadrennial social elections for works 
councils in the private sector offers them an opportunity to reach out to workers 
and to identity future activists, i.e. those who want to run as candidates on the 
election lists (Op den Kamp and Van Gyes, 2009). Nevertheless, the focus often 
tends to rest upon existing activists than identifying newcomers as potential 
future ones. Unions seem to think that the latter (and young people in particular) 
are difficult to convince to stand as candidates in these elections. Furthermore, 
the elections only take place in companies with at least 100 employees.4 Con-
sequently, although union representatives in some industries may be active in 
companies with twenty employees or more, a considerable number of workers 
have no direct exposure to unions at their workplace; this is especially true for 
young workers as they are more likely to work in small companies. Finally, less 
attention is paid to members in the four years between elections: targeted 
member recruitment campaigns are lacking and there are generally no dedicat-
ed (follow-up) programs available for candidates who have not been elected. 
Therefore, de-emphasizing servicing unionism, by prioritizing innovative prac-
tices to involve members more in union work, could be a viable strategy for 
reigniting organizational power and regaining membership growth among Bel-
gian unions (Van Gyes, 1999), especially as they still have considerable financial 
and personnel resources as well as vast numbers of members whose potential 
remains largely untapped.

Data collection and sample 

Cross-sectional data were obtained from a 2015 web-based survey commis-
sioned by Local Y of Union X, as part of a revitalization project accepted by its con-
gress and sent to its 6,039 members with a known email address. 5 Like other Bel-
gian unions, Union X has several local units responsible for providing union services 
and communicating with its members. Local Y is one of the largest locals within 
Union X, but membership has been declining slightly (by 0.3% in 2015 and 0.7% 
in 2016).6 Despite being one of Belgium’s largest unions, neither Union X nor its 
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Local Y studied here had formal youth structures in place at the time of the survey. 
All respondents were first-timers in Local Y and had not been members for longer 
than seven years. This cut-off point was chosen because the likelihood of turnover 
is especially high in the early years of membership (Leschke and Vandaele, 2018). 
Union activists and representatives have been excluded from the data member-
ship file as the research focus is on members not yet formally active.7 Newcomers 
in Union X receive a welcome brochure and additional information about union 
services, but there are no formal procedures for any additional follow-up, nor does 
any retention policy exist. They are, however, usually welcomed by shop stewards 
in companies with union representation during the induction period. 

A total of 1,528 usable questionnaires were received, yielding a response rate 
of 25.3%.8 The sample is representative in terms of gender (χ2 (1, n=7.626)=1.84, 
p=0.17), with women accounting for 66.3% (n=1,013) of respondents; a per-
centage reflecting the industries in which Union X is located. Average member-
ship duration stands at two years and five months (n=1,528, SD=1.83). Confirm-
ing earlier studies (for an overview, see Vandaele, 2018), Figure 2 shows that 
the vast number of newcomers join Local Y at a rather young age, with women 
joining at a younger age than men, which is, again, linked to the industries in 
which women are employed  (being associated with a more practical education). 
A quarter of Local Y’s members had already joined by the age of 23, half by 28 
and three quarters by 41. The average age of respondents with no prior union 
history was 35 (n=1,088, SD=12.16), indicating that workers also unionize for 
the first time at an older age, especially men; the quasi-Ghent system could be a 
particularly strong incentive in these cases. Following case-wise deletion of miss-
ing data, 518 observations were available for analysis.

Measures and tests

Table 1 provides an overview of the used constructs and reliabilities, where rel-
evant; the items and exact wording have been translated from Dutch. Established 
scales were used where possible, but several measures were non-established due 
to the exploratory nature of the survey. Exploratory factor analysis, using maxi-
mum likelihood, confirms the convergent and discriminant validity of all used 
constructs.9 The scales’ reliability is satisfactory as measured by Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient except for the passive participation construct. The dependent variable 
measures the organizing-oriented activism intent based on union tasks, reflect-
ing one-on-one organizing tactics for reaching out to potential members; some 
of these tasks are not necessarily confined to the workplace. The activism intent 
should be distinguished from the willingness to become a union representative 
(Fiorito et al., 2010), a question targeting those respondents with a job, as the 
estimated correlation between those two variables is significant but only mod-
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erately strong (rs
 (303)=.56, p<.00). A critical mass of 41.3% (n=214) is (greatly) 

interested in at least one task. Newcomers with a strong willingness to do so are 
significantly more prepared to be contacted by Local Y for further developing 
their union involvement (M=3.06, SD=.96) than members with a lower intent 
(M=2.28, SD=.88) (t(513)=-8.96, p<.00). Certainly, not all newcomers are willing 
to participate in the union’s work. A loss of membership due solely to an orga-
nizing approach is, however, quite unlikely, as the activism intent is only weakly 
correlated with leaving LocalY “for reasons of a too active role expected from 
ordinary members” (r s (518)=.34, p<.00).

Table 1

Constructs, their Likert-type items and reliabilities

Construct	 Item wording	A lpha

Organizing-oriented	I  am willing to… 1) …help mobilize colleagues, family or friends  
activism intent	 for Union X campaigns or actions; 2) …inform colleagues, family  
	 or friends about the demands of Union X; 3) …talk to colleagues,  
	 family or friends and to convince them to join Union X; 4) … 
	 help distribute flyers on Union X campaigns or actions in public spaces	 (.90)

Satisfaction with 	M y unemployment file has been or is being easily handled;  
union services	T he information obtained from Union X is understandable;  
	I  mostly receive relevant information from Union X;  
	T he service package of Union X is sufficient	 (.78)

Pro-union attitudes	U nions play an important role in ensuring wage increases;  
	U nions are important for securing codetermination at the workplace;  
	U nions are important for job security; Unions contribute in  
	 a constructive way to improvements at my workplace 	 (.80)

Perceived self-control	M y engagement within Local Y could make a difference; If people 
	 like me were to engage in Local Y, the union would be much stronger	

Attitudes to	U nion X should focus more on the active participation of the  
organizing unionism	 rank-and-file in its internal decision making; Union X should focus  
	 more on the active participation of the rank-and-file in union  
	 campaigns; Union X should regularly use short surveys examining  
	 the aspirations of the rank-and-file	 (.72)

Union loyalty (reversed) 	I f Union X continues to protest against the government, I will leave; 
	U nions should only provide legal services: I will leave if Union X gets  
	 too involved in politics; I will leave Union X if my partner or family  
	 members ask me to do so; As soon as Union X expects a too active role  
	 of its members, I will leave	 (.75)

Active participation	A ttending union information sessions or meetings at the company;  
	P articipating in union actions like demonstrations; Participating  
	 in strike actions; Mobilizing colleagues, friends or family for union  
	 campaigns or actions	 (.80)

Passive participation	R eading union information; Talking with colleagues, friends or family  
	 about the union; Visiting Local Y’s website; Visiting Union X’s office	 (.62)

Union apathy index	S ee items ‘Satisfaction with union services’, ‘Pro-union attitudes’  
	 and ‘Attitudes to organizing unionism’.	
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Four focus variables were introduced using the conceptual framework on 
planned behaviour. Given that Local Y organizes members with and without a 
job, a scale measuring union instrumentalism through workplace performance 
is less relevant here, as members without a job are unable to assess this. As an 
alternative, given the predominance of service unionism, union instrumental-
ism is measured by a four-item Likert-type scale measuring respondents’ satis-
faction with union services as an example of an ‘economic exchange’ between 
Local Y and its members. The respondents’ pro-union attitudes are also based 
on a four-item Likert-type scale. The pro-union socialization context could only 
be indirectly measured for all Local Y members by the answer ‘because a lot 
of my colleagues, friends or family members are a union member’ to the ques-
tion “Why did you become a union member?”. It is assumed that this initial 
pro-union context, either at the workplace or beyond, is almost intact or fairly 
sustained. The perceived self-control, as an intrinsic motivation, is based on 
two items and a grouped variable, with four categories (‘weak’, ‘moderate’, 
‘strong’ and ‘I don’t know’) (rs

 (474)=.57, p<.00).10 

Regarding the independent variables, a conceptual distinction is made be-
tween passive and active participation for measuring prior union participation, as 
each type is linked to other antecedents, because they require different levels of 
effort, with each of them based on four activities (Fiorito et al., 2015; Smith et 
al., 2019). The attitudes towards organizing unionism are based on a three-item 
Likert-type scale. Such attitudes are significantly positively related to members’ 
desire for transparent bargaining, i.e. to be more and better involved in every 
phase of collective bargaining at workplace (rs(289)=.49, p<.00) or industry level 
(rs

 (283)=.41, p<.00). Feelings about ideological congruence are based on a single 
item, ‘I agree with Union X ideologically and politically’; this is a group variable 
with four categories (weak, moderate, strong and ‘no opinion’). Union loyalty 
comprises four Likert-type items. Respondents are considered apathetic when 
providing neutral or ‘no opinion’ responses to at least five items out of the eleven 
union-related questions (see Bergene and Mamelund, 2017). Their share stands 
at 16.0% (n=83), with the youngest age category being significantly more apa-
thetic (χ2(3, n=518)=9.18, p=.03), while there is no significant association with 
the duration of union membership (t(516)=-.60, p=.55). Five control variables 
are introduced: gender (1=male, 2=female); age is a grouped variable with four 
categories (≤24 years, 25-34 years, 35-54 years and ≥55 years); education is a 
grouped variable with four levels (basic and lower secondary education, upper 
secondary, tertiary non-university and university level); labour market position 
is a grouped variable with four categories (full-time, part-time, unemployed 
and other), with ‘other’ including students, occupationally disabled members, 
members on a leave scheme, house husband or wife members, and (early) re-
tired members (all sharing a certain detachment from the labour market); and 
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with the duration of union membership as a continuous variable. Regarding the 
age variable, the maximum age limit for the first category is based on the social 
elections: there is a separate candidate list for young workers in companies em-
ploying at least 25 workers below the age of 24. This age category is also in line 
with youth studies. The maximum age of the second category is used in Union X 
for defining a young worker. Accordingly, respondents less than 35 years old are 
considered ‘young’ throughout this article (see Tapia and Turner, 2018). Finally, 
a dummy variable is added as the data file did not allow a prior distinction to be 
made between first-timers and members who had left another local of Union 
X or another union and joined Local Y; newcomers without a history of union 
membership dominate the sample with 68.9% (n=357) and they are significantly 
younger (M=34.9, SD=11.6) than new members with a union history (M=41.9, 
SD=11.2) (t(518)=-6.36, p<.00).

Analysis and findings

Descriptive statistics and correlations are presented in Table 2 for all variables. 
The pairwise correlation results demonstrate how the focus and independent 
variables correlate significantly and positively with the organizing-oriented 
activism intent, except for union apathy. This is especially the case for perceived 
self-control, organizing unionism attitudes and both forms of union participa-
tion. The correlations suggest no problems of multicollinearity between the inde-
pendent variables. While union participation occurs more passively than actively, 
the correlation between these types is moderate, confirming that these are dif-
ferent forms of participation. There are some noteworthy correlations. Union 
loyalty correlates positively in particular with ideological congruence, pro-union 
attitudes, passive participation and satisfaction with union services. Pro-union 
attitudes are similarly positively associated with satisfaction with union services 
and ideological congruence. Finally, perceived self-control is positively linked with 
attitudes towards organizing and, again, ideological congruence.

Table 3 provides step-by-step results of ordered logit regressions to estimate 
the willingness of newcomers to take on organizing unionism tasks. The coef-
ficients (b) signify the proportional odds ratios for the models. Model 1 includes 
only the control variables. The model suggests that, compared to members aged 
55 or older, newcomers between 25- and 34-years old show higher odds of 
performing organizing unionism tasks. In contrast, more longstanding members 
display a lower intent to take on organizing tasks. Models 2 and 3 respectively 
introduce the independent and focus variables to assess their effect and to what 
extent they contribute to the model fit. Model 2 indicates that the younger age 
categories (below 35) are more likely to perform organizing unionism tasks than 
older newcomers (above 54). Members with a tertiary non-university level have a 
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lower intent to take on such tasks compared to newcomers with upper second-
ary education. The weaker willingness of more longstanding members to do so 
is no longer significant. Hypotheses H1 and H2, which postulate that the willing-
ness to conduct organizing tasks is positively related to strong attitudes towards 
organizing and strong ideological congruence with Local Y, respectively, are sup-
ported in this model. It is also worth noting that members who have ‘no opinion’ 
(yet) about their congruence also have higher odds compared to members with a 
weak ideological congruence. Additionally, in this model, newcomers with high 
prior passive or active union participation and those with outspoken union loy-
alty all demonstrate higher odds of taking on organizing tasks. Introducing the 
independent variables contributes to a better model fit, as is also the case for 
the focus variables in Model 3. Hypotheses H3, H4, H5 and H6, all linked to the 
theory of planned behaviour, are tested in this model. Hypothesis H3 theorized 
that union instrumentality will have no impact on the willingness to conduct 
organizing tasks, which is confirmed since the satisfaction with union service is 
not significant. H4 is falsified: strong pro-union attitudes are not positively related 
to performing union organizing tasks. Hypotheses H5 and H6 are supported, as 
members strongly embedded in a pro-union context, and especially those new-
comers with moderate or strong perceived self-control, display higher odds of 
taking on organizing tasks. Furthermore, a strong passive participation and union 
loyalty are still both significant. There are no significant differences between the 
age categories and education levels in Model 3, however, while the significant as-
sociations of newcomers with a strong active participation and with a moderate 
or strong ideological congruence (H2) also disappear. A member’s gender, labour 
market position and history of union membership attain no statistical significance 
in any of the models.

Running the full model for each of the four single items of the composite 
scale measuring the organizing unionism activism intent as dependent vari-
ables confirms that there are common antecedents: strong attitudes towards 
organizing unionism (H1), the pro-union context (H5), moderate and strong 
perceived self-control (H6), passive union participation and union loyalty are all 
significantly positively associated with the intent to inform, recruit or mobilize 
friends, family or colleagues or to distribute flyers in public spaces; union loyalty 
is not significant for the latter task.11 Several variables are insignificant for all 
four tasks: this is the case with gender, satisfaction with union services (H3), 
pro-union attitudes (H4) and for those members with no knowledge about 
their perceived self-control (compared to a weak one). There are also some 
antecedents that differ according to the task. Members with basic or lower 
secondary education, and members with a moderate or strong ideological con-
gruence (H2), or with no opinion about it, display higher odds of informing 
others about the demands of Local Y. Additionally, members with no opinion 
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Table 3

Ordered logit regression for intent to carry out organizing tasks 

	 Model 1	 Model 2	 Model 3

	B	  (SE)	B	  (SE)	B	  (SE)

Gender (male=1)	 .77	 (.130)	 .96	 (.17)	 .99	 (.17)

Age (≥ 55 years = ref.)

≤ 24 years	 1.43	 (.47)	 2.09*	 (.72)	 1.58	 (.55)

25-34 years	 1.73*	 (.46)	 1.96*	 (.53)	 1.51	 (.41)

35-54 years	 1.37	 (.35)	 1.60+	 (.43)	 1.31	 (.35)

Education (upper secondary = ref.)

Basic or lower secondary education	 1.59+	 (.41)	 1.29	 (.39)	 1.33	 (.36)

Tertiary non-university level	 .81	 (.15)	 .65*	 (.13)	 .76	 (.15)

University level	 1.17	 (.27)	 .91	 (.22)	 1.03	 (.24)

Labour market position (full-time = ref.)

Part-time	 1.24	 (.30)	 1.14	 (.28)	 1.08	 (.27)

Unemployed	 1.02	 (.19)	 1.03	 (.20)	 1.02	 (.21)

Other	 .89	 (.23)	 1.12	 (.29)	 1.06	 (.28)

Union duration	 .92*	 (.04)	 .93	 (.04)	 .95	 (.04

Dummy (members with union history = ref.)	 1.07	 (.19)	 .79	 (.14)	 .85	 (.15)

Active union participation			   1.41**	 (.17)	 1.22	 (.15)

Passive union participation			   2.04***	 (.28)	 1.94***	 (.27)

Organizing unionism attitudes			   2.59***	 (.33)	 2.21***	 (.29)

Ideological congruence (weak = ref.)	

Moderate			   2.70**	 (.87)	 1.66	 (.57)

Strong			   2.87**	 (.96)	 1.60	 (.57)

‘No opinion’			   3.07*	 (1.42)	 3.01*	 (1.50)

Union loyalty			   1.55**	 (.20)	 1.51**	 (.20)

Union apathy			   1.44+	 (.32)	 1.45	 (.36)

Union services satisfaction					     .98	 (.13)

Pro-union attitudes					     1.07	 (.13)

Pro-union context 					     1.41***	 (.11)

Perceived self-control (weak = ref.)

Moderate					     3.07***	 (.70)

Strong					     6.58***	 (2.05)

‘I don’t know’					     .82	 (.34)

pseudo R2	 0.007		  0.080		  0.107

-2 log likelihood	 -1 295.76		  -1 200.83		  -1 165.94

Likelihood-ratio test versus Model 1			   94.93		  129.82

d.f. (change in d.f. versus Model 1)	 28		  36 (8)		  42 (14)

n	 518		  518		  518

Source: Survey results.

Note: +p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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about their ideological congruence display higher odds of recruiting members 
compared to those with a weak congruence. Newcomers displaying strong ac-
tive participation display higher odds of mobilizing, while ideological congru-
ence is insignificant. Finally, surprisingly, apathetic members and members who 
have no opinion about their congruence with Local Y display higher odds of 
carrying out union leafleting. These results point to several ramifications for 
unions if they pursue policies for enhancing the engagement of newcomers via 
organizing-oriented tasks: the explicit ideological embeddedness of the tasks 
within the union objectives, the diversity of the tasks and their developmental 
character all need to be considered.

Discussion

Although the ideological congruence between newcomers and Local Y is no 
longer significant in the full model, there is some support for the view that boost-
ing member-union ties via organizing tasks is more successful when underpinned 
by an articulated political vision and long-term objectives (Simms and Holgate, 
2010). In particular, ideological congruence plays a significant role in informing 
others about the demands of Local Y. Stimulating worker self-organization or 
empowerment does therefore not only require training, but also mentoring and 
education, and a particular targeting of the youngest age category who tend to 
display weaker or more moderate congruence (χ2(9, n=518)=21.25, p=.01).12 
At the same time, rather strikingly, newcomers with no opinion about their con-
gruence are significantly keener to devote time and energy to union tasks than 
members with weak ideological congruence. Similarly, apathetic members are 
also associated with the intent to distribute flyers in public spaces. Both findings 
hint as to what extent a union has room for manoeuvre when initiating organiz-
ing unionism with the intent to reduce ideological unawareness and feelings of 
indifference among newcomers through experience and learning (Bergene and 
Mamelund, 2017). 

The regression models for each separate organizing task indicate that some 
antecedents vary. As tasks could differ “time-wise, skill-wise or stress-wise” 
(Fiorito et al., 2015: 575), they might appeal to different member categories. 
Member diversity should thus be considered when implementing specific tasks. 
Regarding age, the younger age categories display a stronger activism intent, 
possibly explained by their “biographical availability” (Milkman, 2017) or by 
the very nature of the tasks (Smith et al., 2019), which may be more attractive 
to them, although this is not always significant in the models. In this context, 
young members should be offered genuine opportunities to carry out specific 
tasks they find appealing and older union activists should put aside stereotypes 
about the younger generation (Vandaele, 2018). It is crucial for youngsters’ con-
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tinued involvement that they “feel that their contribution can make a differ-
ence” (Byford, 2009: 237). At the same time, older newcomers, over 54 years 
old, display a weaker willingness, likely pointing to greater economic exchange 
motives for union membership, at least in the Belgian context. In addition, new-
comers, irrespective of their age, are probably more prone to leave the union 
than longstanding members (Leschke and Vandaele, 2018). Therefore, in looking 
for innovative dynamics that they can bring to unions, it might be worthwhile 
lessening age categorization and to widen sights to encompass all newcomers, 
including older ones, albeit without denying the importance of age-based union 
networks and representation structures for young members. Educational levels 
and labour market positions seem to be of little relevance for most but not all 
tasks. The latter finding is not only relevant for Belgium or other Ghent-system 
countries (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, and Sweden), where unions organize the 
unemployed, but also for unions in other countries that count members among 
their ranks who are fairly detached from the labour market. The union tasks 
considered here appeal equally to men and women, although significant gender 
differences have been recurrently found regarding the willingness to become a 
union activist or representative, with women less likely to display such an inter-
est (Gall and Fiorito, 2012: 198). 

The results suggest not only that union participation is a multidimensional 
construct, but also that there is a need for a developmental perspective. From 
the viewpoint of newcomers, supporting the union through small tasks on an 
intermittent basis might help lower perceived thresholds to union participation, 
and be more appealing to a larger pool of (younger) members than taking on the 
arduous responsibilities of union representatives and the tasks associated with 
it. Therefore, it might be worthwhile for unions to investigate how hard-pressed 
(older) representatives could feel more supported by involving ‘union advocates’, 
as this kind of union participation is termed by the Public and Commercial Ser-
vices Union (PCS, 2015) in the United Kingdom. In line with the understanding of 
unionism as an ‘experience good’ (Vandaele, 2018), such informal induction into 
union work might be a ‘stepping stone’ to deeper union involvement (Fullager 
et al., 2004). Therefore, ‘union advocacy’ could help ‘occupy’ the no-man’s-
land between inactive, service-prone members and over-stretched union repre-
sentatives. This in turn could create a prosperous virtuous circle: “in the process 
of engaging in lower-demand activities, (…) awareness grows of other activism 
opportunities—along with the chance to observe positive impact from voluntary 
efforts. Over time, this effect likely enhances new members’ perceived control, 
eventually leading to taking on more demanding roles” (Fiorito et al., 2015: 
575). It remains to be seen if mobilizing newcomers can have spillover effects 
on longstanding members, and how this will influence workers as prospective 
members—a suggestion for subsequent research.
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Turning to the more practical implications then, like with any other organiz-
ing initiatives, internal tensions and resistance might arise when introducing 
and implementing organizing-based tasks; there is no guarantee of success. 
Therefore, prior debate is needed, for instance about the required resources, 
the relationship with other types of non-voluntary union work and their em-
beddedness in existing union organizational structures and the overall union 
strategy. First, as the tasks demand coherence, coordination and steering, a 
re-allocation of resources for building effective ‘union advocacy structures’ is 
required. Second, while utilizing the experience and skills of newcomers could 
help distribute the workload of union representatives, this implies a rebalancing 
of the relationship between those two categories of members, especially as es-
tablished union representatives might get the feeling that their status is some-
how being affected as the member-union relationship would shift from one 
based on economic and social exchange to a covenantal one. Consequently, 
the appeal and success of organizing-based tasks might be greater in industries 
with a weaker union presence than in industries with well-established union 
structures and entrenched cultures. Lastly, organizing-oriented activism via 
small tasks might be still marked by an overly top-down character, facilitating 
control by bureaucratic and hierarchical union structures (Hurd, 2004; Simms 
et al., 2013). 

‘Managed activism’ (de Turberville, 2004) might entail the risk that certain 
tasks are only half-heartedly implemented or that novel tasks proposed by ‘union 
advocates’ are stymied when they are perceived as alien to the predominant 
union culture, traditions and practices. The opportunities to anchor organizing-
oriented tasks in union strategies might therefore work better in a union that has 
already switched to an organizing culture and wants to develop this further via 
‘union advocates’, as is the case with the PCS (see Hodder, 2014). Alternatively, 
as proposed here, introducing organizing-inspired tasks might be a ‘soft way’ to 
import organizing unionism into institutionally embedded, large and mainstream 
unions (like in Belgium) to strengthen their organizational power. In a similar 
vein, in Germany, unions like ver.di and IG Metall deploy policies for strengthen-
ing union democracy and participation, especially in the build-up to collective 
bargaining negotiations, for instance through member surveys or a ‘mitglieder-
orientierte Tarifpolitik’, which sets a minimum union density that is required in 
a particular industry before unions can start negotiations. In any case, it is an 
empirical question to what extent a transformative leadership together with a 
critical mass, bringing together newcomers as ‘union advocates’ with existing, 
dynamic union activists, can shift away from a top-down organizing approach 
and evolve towards bottom-up unionism and a worker-led horizontal network 
of ‘union advocates’. 
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Conclusion

Two variables, derived from planned behaviour theory, significantly influ-
ence organizing-based union tasks: the pro-union context and behavioural 
self-control, with the latter being an especially strong, intrinsic antecedent. The 
importance of the pro-union context confirms the association between new-
comers’ embeddedness in social networks, in and outside the workplace, and 
union activism (Johnson and Jarley, 2005). This calls for a network-based focus 
on organizing unionism tasks, with the union as the orchestrator (Heckscher 
and McCarty, 2014). Satisfaction with union services, as a proxy for union 
instrumentalism, and pro-union attitudes are not significant, indicating that 
economic or social interaction with Local Y is not driving the organizing tasks 
intent. Instead, the significance of positive attitudes towards union organizing 
points to a covenantal relationship that is driving deep organizing (Holgate 
et al., 2018; McAlevey, 2016). While providing evidence of a “nature of ac-
tivism [that] is qualitatively different from most existing activism” (Gall and 
Fiorito, 2012: 194; Smith et al., 2019), this is a rather self-evident explanation 
and further research is needed to better understand the background of such 
attitudes. For instance, is it possible that members preferring a covenantal ex-
change with the union have experience in community organizations or other 
progressive movements? The intent to take on organizing-based tasks, as a 
socialization tactic, is also clearly driven by union loyalty, possibly indicating 
that loyal members “have some calculative belief that they can change the 
organization from within” (Buttigieg et al., 2014: 10). A developmental view 
on union activism is backed by the finding that members with a history of pas-
sive union participation seem to be significantly interested in taking on union 
organizing tasks. Previous active participation seems a less robust precursor 
to further activism in Local Y, indicating its slightly different nature or certain 
limits to expanding the base of activists, although it remains an empirical ques-
tion at which level of activism (fatigue) this would occur.

The findings presented here have several limitations, which stem from the 
research design. Some variables are single-point items undermining the reli-
ability and validity of attitudinal measures. Measurement context effects might 
have occurred, as the survey was conducted in a period when Union X was 
preparing to protest against the government. The idiosyncratic character of a 
single-union survey also implies that replicated research into other unions and 
countries is needed to assess the generalizability of the findings. Obviously, only 
relationships, attitudes and intentions towards union activism have been stud-
ied; no claims could be drawn regarding actual behaviour. Furthermore, solely 
social-psychological factors were considered, but no economic or other contex-
tual factors (Angrave et al., 2017); similarly, additional variables like a member’s 
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ethnic background, job satisfaction, or the support (Tetrick et al., 2007), 
culture or leadership of the union were not taken into consideration. Despite 
these caveats, if there is one key message to take away from this article, it 
is that there is a critical mass of newcomers (among them young members) 
interested in performing organizing tasks, which is currently underutilized. 
The actual size of this group of potential internal reformers should be a 
subject of empirical investigation in each and every union. Union activism 
is often sparked by opportunities or (unexpected) events like perceived un-
fair treatment by management or company restructuring. The generally low 
degree of activism among union members might not just reflect a lack of 
opportunity, however, but also indicate an absence of dedicated union pro-
grams to stimulate less-demanding forms of activism. If interested members 
can be identified and addressed, this could be an opportunity for unions to 
enhance (in a sustainable way) their power and capabilities in the workplace 
and beyond, and thus to revitalize their organization.

Notes

1	 ‘Small’ is placed between single quotation marks as the tasks are only small when compared 
to the job of union representatives or full-time union officers; they could, however, be consi-
dered large in the eyes of the rank-and-file.

2	 This proportion is fairly structured at an aggregate level, although influenced by the business 
cycle and government policies, but more fluid at an individual level.

3	 These funds are financed by the employers and administered by the employers’ associations 
and unions at the industry level.

4	 The threshold is lowered to 50 employees for the elections for the health and safety commit-
tees.

5	 The survey was piloted among a group of full-time officers of Local Y.

6	 No more information or details about the union nor the local can be provided for reasons of 
confidentiality. 

7	 Candidates of previous social elections who were not elected are considered to be union 
activists.

8	 Cinema tickets could be won for the first 100 respondents.

9	 Factor inclusion was based on Kaiser’s rule; items were removed if the magnitude of their 
loading on the appropriate factor was less than 0.3 or if they cross-loaded across more than 
one factor.

10	 Respondents answering ‘I don’t know’ to both items are put in the latter category, while 
those answering ‘I don’t know’ to just one item were excluded from the analysis.

11	 These regressions results are not provided here but can be obtained from the author.

12	 Conversely, there is no evident link between membership duration and congruence, at least 
in the relative short time span of seven years of union membership studied here (H(3)=2.09, 
p=.55).
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Summary

Newcomers as Potential Drivers of Union Revitalization:  
Survey Evidence from Belgium 

Most people tend to join mainstream trade unions for instrumental motives 
and not so much for ideological reasons. This instrumentalism, together with the 
passivity of most union members, endangers members’ union loyalty and their 
willingness to act collectively. One possible way to de-emphasize the traditional 
model of service-oriented unionism and strengthen union commitment is to in-
volve members in small union tasks. By partially assigning day-to-day union work 
to lay members, it is believed that over-stretched union representatives will be 
able to assign more time to implementing union policies of strategic importance.

The article examines to what extent new union members are willing to volun-
tarily engage in union tasks inspired by organizing unionism. To test this empiri-
cally, an e-survey was conducted among first-time members of a Belgian union. 
Predominantly young, the respondents had been members of the union for maxi-
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mum of seven years. Belgium is an interesting case for exploring how member-
union ties can be boosted, as it is a quintessential example of a country with a high 
union density characterized by instrumental and passive membership. 

Following the deletion of cases with missing data, 518 observations are 
available for analysis. The dependent variable measures the organizing-oriented 
activism intent based on union tasks reflecting one-on-one organizing tactics for 
reaching out to potential members. A critical mass of 41.3% new members is (greatly) 
interested in at least one task. The regression results show that two variables de-
rived from the planned behaviour theory significantly influence organizing-based 
union tasks: the pro-union context and behavioural self-control, with the latter in 
particular a very strong antecedent. Apart from the finding that a larger member-
ship base is interested in performing organizing-oriented tasks, the results also, 
support a developmental view on union activism, i.e. a step-by-step approach to 
stimulating union activism via introducing various levels of union participation.

Keywords: trade union, young worker, union membership, union participation, 
organizing, renewal.

Résumé

Les nouveaux affiliés à un syndicat comme moteurs  
du renouveau syndical : résultats d’une enquête menée  
en Belgique

La plupart des gens ont tendance à s’affilier à un syndicat traditionnel pour 
des raisons pragmatiques, bien plus que pour des motifs idéologiques. Ce prag-
matisme, conjugué à la passivité de la majorité des syndiqués, affaiblit la loyauté 
syndicale des affiliés et leur prédisposition à l’action collective. L’implication des 
membres dans des tâches syndicales plus modestes pourrait constituer une maniè-
re de sortir de ce modèle traditionnel (syndicalisme de service) et venir renforcer 
l’engagement syndical. En attribuant une partie du travail syndical quotidien 
à des membres ordinaires, les représentants syndicaux surchargés pourraient 
consacrer plus de temps à la mise en œuvre des politiques syndicales d’impor-
tance stratégique.

L’article examine dans quelle mesure les nouveaux affiliés en général sont 
disposés à s’engager volontairement dans des tâches syndicales inspirées par un 
syndicalisme basé sur l’engagement des affiliés. Pour le vérifier de manière em-
pirique, une enquête en ligne a été menée auprès des membres qui s’affilient 
pour la première fois auprès d’un syndicat belge. Les répondants, jeunes pour la 
plupart, ne sont affiliés à ce syndicat que depuis sept ans au maximum. La Belgique 
constitue un cas intéressant pour analyser la manière de renforcer les liens entre 
les syndicats et leurs membres, car il s’agit par excellence d’un pays où la présence 
d’un taux élevé de syndicalisation s’accompagne d’une affiliation généralement 
pragmatique et passive. 
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Une fois écartés les cas pour lesquels certaines données manquaient, 518 ob-
servations étaient disponibles pour l’analyse. La variable dépendante mesure le 
niveau de militantisme axé sur la mobilisation, sur la base des tâches syndicales 
reflétant des tactiques de recrutement face à face pour atteindre les membres 
potentiels. Une masse critique de 41,3 % de nouveaux membres se disent (très) in-
téressés par au moins une tâche. Les résultats de la régression montrent que deux 
variables dérivant de la théorie du comportement planifié influencent de manière 
significative les tâches syndicales militantes : un contexte favorable au mouvement 
syndical et, de manière encore plus nette, un autocontrôle du comportement. En 
plus de montrer que des tâches militantes peuvent intéresser une base syndicale 
plus large, les résultats plaident pour une approche progressive du militantisme 
syndical, soit une approche étape par étape qui vise à stimuler le militantisme syn-
dical en introduisant des niveaux différents de participation syndicale.

Mots-clés : syndicat, jeunes travailleurs, membres, participation, renouveau or-
ganisationnel.


