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Although job insecurity has received growing recognition in
connection with the transformation of working life, little is known
about how unionization affects its consequences. This study addresses
how unionized workers cope with job insecurity and examines the
extent to which they respond with reactions of exit, voice and loyalty.
Of special interest is whether such reactions tend to affect primarily
the employer or the union. Survey data from four European
countries (Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden) suggest that
job insecurity is primarily related to exit and loyalty reactions, but
not to voice. The results replicate previous findings of adverse effects
of job insecurity on organizational loyalty and employees’ propensity
to turnover from the job. Although the findings were less consistent
across countries with respect to union-related outcomes, the study
suggests that job insecurity may lead to reduced union loyalty and
withdrawal from union membership.
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Introduction

For most industrialized economies, the last decades represent an era
of dramatic change. Information technology has paved the way for
less labour-intensive production and enabled organizations to out-
source a range of non-core business functions. Intensified inter-
national competition and periods of economic decline have put
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organizations under pressure to reduce their production costs and
investments in human capital. State deregulation and an accelerat-
ing faith in market principles have brought about changes in man-
agement practices and led to an increased emphasis on numerical
flexibility in the staffing of organizations (Cappelli, 1999; Pfeffer,
1998). As a result, employment relations have undergone profound
transformation. Long-term relationships based on mutual depen-
dence between employer and employee have gradually given way
to short-term employment relations based on flexibility (Hartley,
1995; Sparrow, 2000; van Ruysseveldt, 1995).

A central characteristic of this trend is an increased uncertainty
among employees concerning the nature and future existence of
their present jobs (Hartley et al., 1991; Sverke and Hellgren, 2002).
A growing number of employees face the risk of losing their jobs
as a consequence of organizational restructuring and layoffs, and,
hence, experience a ‘powerlessness to maintain desired continuity
in a threatened job situation’ (Greenhalgh and Rosenblatt, 1984:
438). Official statistics indicate that in recent years such perceptions
of job insecurity have increased substantially within the OECD
countries. For example, the proportion of workers reporting that
they are satisfied with their job security fell from 61 percent in
1992 to 56 percent in 1996 (OECD, 1997).

A growing body of research suggests that job insecurity may have
important consequences for both the individual and the organiza-
tion (Burke and Nelson, 1998; Cameron et al., 1991; Greenhalgh
and Rosenblatt, 1984; for meta-analysis results, see Sverke et al.,
2002). Indeed, job insecurity has been found to be negatively asso-
ciated with factors such as job satisfaction (Ashford et al., 1989),
well-being (De Witte, 1999), organizational commitment (Davy et
al., 1997), trust in management (Borg and Elizur, 1992) and turnover
intention (Hellgren et al., 1999). Other studies suggest effects such as
lack of compliance with safety regulations (Probst and Brubaker,
2001) and resistance to change (Noer, 1993). One striking character-
istic of previous research, however, is that it has generated only
limited interest in unravelling the effects of job insecurity on labour
unions (Sverke and Hellgren, 2002).

Given the lack of research on how job insecurity relates to union
outcomes, the present research was designed to shed light on whether
unionized workers’ reactions to job insecurity primarily affect the
company or the union. A framework which can assist researchers
in addressing this issue is Hirschman’s (1970) exit, voice and loyalty
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theory. According to this framework, individuals can respond to dis-
satisfying employment conditions, such as job insecurity, by exiting
from the organization, voicing their concerns in an attempt to
correct the problem, or altering their loyalty to the organization.
It would seem plausible to suggest that members’ evaluations of
which party is responsible for deteriorating employment security —
the employer or the union — may make them more inclined to
retaliate against that party (Mellor, 1992). The study is based on
questionnaire data from union members in four European countries
(Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden). Although job
insecurity may make employees more inclined to unionize in order
to get protection from uncertainty (Bender and Sloane, 1999), the
present study focuses only on the reactions of employees who
already belong to a trade union.

The Exit, Voice and Loyalty Framework

The linking of unsatisfactory conditions to specific actions and work
behaviours represents a fruitful area of recent research. To a large
extent, this research has benefited from Hirschman’s (1970) exit,
voice and loyalty framework. Hirschman described exit and voice
as the major economic and political alternatives for firms, organiza-
tions and states in decline to bring about change. Hence, unsatis-
factory conditions can lead an actor to exit from the situation by
a permanent movement away from the organization. For instance,
a dissatisfied customer can switch to another supplier. In contrast,
voice represents articulation of interests in an attempt to change
the unfavourable situation, rather than to escape from it. For
instance, the actor may, individually or collectively, attempt to
change the production policies of the supplier or the quality of the
merchandise. Both exit and voice can make the people in charge
consider why dissatisfaction has occurred and to remedy the unsatis-
factory conditions, especially if these reactions are exhibited by valu-
able and respected actors (Freeman and Medoff, 1984). The active
responses of exit and voice can also be contrasted with a more
passive form — loyalty. Hirschman (1970) described loyalty as the
product of various factors that bind the actor to the organization
and thus make exit costly and voice problematic.

Although Hirschman (1970) developed the exit, voice and loyalty
framework to describe primarily how states and organizations
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respond to decline, his theory has had broader implications by
enriching the understanding of the wide range of responses that
can result from dissatisfying conditions in general. Indeed, the
framework has guided research investigating the consequences of a
variety of factors, such as unsatisfactory romantic involvements
(Rusbult et al., 1982) and job dissatisfaction (Farrell, 1983). Not
least importantly, more recent studies have used Hirschman’s
(1970) framework to describe workers’ reactions to violations of
psychological contracts between employee and employer (Turnley
and Feldman, 1999), downsizing (Spreitzer and Mishra, 2000) and
job insecurity (Sverke and Hellgren, 2001).

Exit has been described as a typical response to job insecurity, and
a growing body of research suggests that employees who are dis-
satisfied with their job security can choose to exit from their job
or organization (Hartley et al., 1991). Indeed, numerous studies
have found high levels of perceived job insecurity to be associated
with an increased propensity to voluntarily turnover from the
employment relationship (Ashford et al., 1989; Cavanaugh and
Noe, 1999; Hellgren et al., 1999). Such exit behaviour clearly
involves adverse consequences for the employer, especially because
employees with valuable skills can easily find better job alternatives
and therefore often tend to be among the first to leave the organiza-
tion (Kozlowski et al., 1993; Pfeffer, 1998).

However, it is not clear if there are similar exit effects for union
organizations; that is, if job insecurity makes unionized employees
more inclined to withdraw from membership. Union members
typically place high priority on job security (Allvin and Sverke,
2000; Brown Johnson et al., 1992; Lind, 1996). Indeed, research
has identified numerous motives for joining a union, among them
protection against unsatisfactory employment conditions and
employment uncertainty (e.g. Barling et al., 1992; Gallagher and
Strauss, 1991; Kjellberg, 2001; Wheeler and McClendon, 1991),
and, of particular interest here, it appears that perceptions of job
insecurity typically make employees more inclined to unionize (e.g.
Bender and Sloane, 1999; Iverson, 1996). The question, then, is
how those that are already unionized react when they experience
job insecurity. Because the mission of unions is to protect the
interests of the members, the collective support derived from mem-
bership may obviously make the members less inclined to exit from
the union when they fear losing their jobs. On the other hand, if
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members believe that their unions are not successful in protecting
their job security, or if they trust their own capacity to redress
insecurity, exiting from the union would be a manifestation of dis-
satisfaction with union interest representation. To address these
issues, we examine the relationship of job insecurity with both orga-
nizational turnover intention and union turnover intention.

Voice is conceived of as interest articulation, and thus represents a
more political response than exit (Hirschman, 1970). In organiza-
tional settings voice typically represents any attempts to restore
deteriorating conditions and return to previous levels of functioning
(Farrell, 1983). In terms of employment relations, it has been argued
that voice embodies the individual worker’s efforts at restoring
impairments in the contractual relationship between employee and
employer (Turnley and Feldman, 1999). In one of the few studies
that have explicitly addressed voice responses to job insecurity,
Sverke and Hellgren (2001) investigated if unionized and non-
unionized employees in an organization undergoing change differed
with respect to involvement in individualized forms of voice. They
found that union members typically were less inclined than their
non-affiliated co-workers to individually raise their concerns and
protest against the organizational change. However, the study did
not consider collective forms of protest.

Whereas unionization in itself can represent a voice function by
putting pressure on management to improve the characteristics of
the employment contract (Freeman and Medoff, 1984), unions
also represent a forum for collective voice expressions (Heller et
al., 1998). Research generally suggests that dissatisfaction with
various facets of work may make union members more inclined to
participate in union activities in an effort to bring about change
(Barling et al., 1992; Gallagher and Strauss, 1991; Klandermans,
1996). Hence, we investigate if job insecurity is associated with
union participation.

The third category of responses to unsatisfactory conditions
proposed by Hirschman (1970) is loyalty. Originally, loyalty was
described as passive support of the organization, as a characteristic
of individuals who ‘suffer in silence, confident that things will soon
get better’ (Hirschman, 1970: 38). More recent research, however,
suggests that workers, rather than silently supporting their organiza-
tion, respond with emotional withdrawal and loss of loyalty when
confronted with unsatisfactory employment relations (Sparrow,
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2000; Turnley and Feldman, 1999). In this vein, numerous studies
have found job insecurity to be negatively associated with organiza-
tional commitment (Davy et al., 1997; Yousef, 1998; for meta-
analysis results, see Sverke et al., 2002).

In contrast to the vast amount of research that has addressed the
loyalty implications of job insecurity for the employing organ-
ization, the understanding of the consequences for union loyalty is
limited at best. Research on union member adjustments to industrial
conflicts may help illuminate this issue. It appears that in situations
plagued with union—management conflict, such as a strike, members
tend to express more positive attitudes towards their union (Mellor,
1990; Stagner and Eflal, 1982). Along similar lines, it could be
assumed that downsizing and job insecurity may evoke expressions
of loyalty to the union, at least if the employer is perceived as
responsible for the unsatisfactory employment security and if the
union makes this an important issue. Consistent with this reasoning,
positive evaluations of union performance have been found to
predict union loyalty (Johnson and Johnson, 1992). However, there
is also research to suggest that members’ loyalty to the union
could drop if the union is blamed for the unsatisfactory conditions.
For instance, a study by Mellor (1992) showed that the level of union
commitment was lower when members attributed the responsibility
for layoff decisions to the union. In addition, research suggests that
members’ loyalty to the union is higher when they feel that their jobs
are secure (Iverson and Kuruvilla, 1995). We addressed the loyalty
implications of job insecurity by investigating the effects on both
organizational and union commitment.

The Present Study

The overall aim of this study is to contribute to the understanding of
the behavioural consequences of job insecurity. More specifically,
we investigate if job insecurity is primarily associated with exit,
voice or loyalty reactions. Given that previous research typically
has focused on organizational outcomes, as opposed to conse-
quences for the union, the study is designed to detect if job insecurity
mainly affects the company or the union.

In addition, whereas most research is based on data from one
single sample, we use data from union members in four European
countries — Belgium, Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden. Although
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labour unions all over the globe are facing membership decline and
challenges posed by internationalization, the accelerating diversity
of the workforce, deregulations in labour laws and employer
opposition, there are also important differences between countries
(Ferner and Hyman, 1998; Sverke, 1997; Visser, 1994; Waddington
and Hoffman, 2000). Hence, the use of data from countries with
differing industrial relations characteristics allows for investigating
to what extent the reactions to job insecurity generalize across
cultural settings.

One striking difference between the four countries concerns union
density. Sweden is a country with a very high unionization rate in
international comparison, and the Swedish model of interest repre-
sentation has long served as a source of inspiration for union
officials as well as industrial relations researchers. In 1995, the pro-
portion of unionized workers in Sweden (85 percent) could be
contrasted to the rather low union density rates in the Netherlands
(23 percent) and Italy (32 percent), with Belgium (60 percent) in
an intermediate position (Ebbinghaus and Visser, 2000; Kjellberg,
2001; figures include unemployed workers). In Sweden and Belgium,
the unemployment insurance funds are administered by the unions,
and hence many unemployed individuals retain union membership
in order to benefit from the unemployment insurance (Kjellberg,
2001). This fact can partly explain the higher unionization rates in
comparison with countries such as Italy and the Netherlands.
Another difference concerns the division of the union movement
into federations. Whereas the federations are based on political as
well as religious grounds in Belgium (van Gyes et al., 2000) and
the Netherlands (Valkenburg and Coenen, 2000), the Italian union
movement is divided on political grounds (Regini and Regalia,
2000), and Sweden has separate federations for blue-collar workers,
white-collar employees and professionals (Kjellberg, 2000). A third
example of differences between the four countries concerns indus-
trial relations climate. The number of industrial conflicts (strikes
and lockouts) in 1995 was very high in Italy (545), while there
were rather few in Belgium (46) and the Netherlands (14) and
none in Sweden (Gold and Weiss, 1998).

There are also a number of characteristics of the labour market
scene that distinguish between the four countries. For instance,
the level of unemployment in Belgium (10.0 percent) and Italy
(10.7 percent) was substantially higher compared to the Netherlands
(3.0 percent) and Sweden (5.9 percent) in 2000 (OECD, 2001).
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Further, in 1996 the percentage of workers employed on fixed-term
contracts in the Netherlands (12.0 percent) and Sweden (11.8 per-
cent) was substantially larger than in Belgium (5.9 percent) and
Italy (7.5 percent), as observed in a publication from the European
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Condi-
tions (Gold and Weiss, 1998). Also the share of part-time employ-
ment of total employment differs between countries. In 2000, the
proportion of part-time work in the Netherlands (32.1 percent)
clearly exceded that of Belgium (19.0 percent), Italy (12.2 percent)
and Sweden (14.0 percent) (OECD, 2001). These factors could
influence the level of job insecurity perceived by the workers and
affect individuals’ choice of strategies to cope with employment
uncertainty.

Data
Sample Characteristics

This study is based on data from a European project which encom-
passes four countries (for details of the project, see Sverke et al.,
2001). Questionnaire data were collected either before (Belgium
and the Netherlands) or after (Italy and Sweden) initiation of the
project. Efforts were made to obtain relatively heterogeneous
samples within countries. However, because the focus of the project
is not on cultural differences, no attempts were made to have iden-
tical samples across countries. Given that the primary interest
rather is cross-validation, the differences between samples enable
us to analyse the extent to which results generalize across countries.
Sample sizes, response rates and characteristics of the respondents
are presented in Table 1. For all countries, the analyses were
based only on union members with complete data on the study
variables.

The Belgian data originate from a telephone survey conducted in
the period April-July 1998. The sampling focused on employees in
relatively large private sector plants in all three parts of Belgium
(Flanders, Brussels, Wallonia). First, a representative sample of 98
out of 589 Belgian municipalities was selected. Second, proportional
to the number of inhabitants in each municipality, telephone
numbers were randomly drawn within each municipality. Based
on this, a total of 23,912 persons were contacted. Individuals eligible
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TABLE 1
Summary of Sample Characteristics

Belgium Italy The Sweden
Netherlands

Sample size 13,358 865 1590 2564
Participants 1487 476 799 1923
Response rate (%) 11 55 50 75
Union members (%) 58 62 100 100
Effective sample size? 851 287 611 1806
Mean age (years) 39 41 43 45
Proportion women (%) 40 31 28 78
Average union tenure (years) - 13 14 16

— indicates not measured.
¢ Unionized participants with complete data on the study variables.

for the study had to be wage-earners employed in workplaces with at
least 50 employees. About 44 percent (10,554 persons) did not fit the
sampling criteria. Of the remaining 13,358 individuals, 45 percent
refused to participate, 44 percent could not be contacted (telephone
number incorrect, never at home, ill, etc.), and no more than 1487
did fit the criteria and were willing to be interviewed. The minimum
response rate could thus be estimated to be 11 percent (based on the
conservative assumption that all individuals in the group that
could not be reached met the criteria for inclusion in the study).
Approximately 58 percent of the participants were members of a
union, which leaves us with an effective sample of 851 individuals.
The mean age of the sample was 39 years (SD = 9), and the propor-
tion of women 40 percent. No data were available on union tenure.

The Italian data were collected by means of fill-out questionnaires
in spring 2000 among a sample of 865 workers, mainly in small
groups and at their workplaces. The sample was recruited mainly
in the north and the centre of the country, and represented both
the service and the manufacturing industries, primarily in the private
sector. Completed questionnaires were received from 476 employees,
for a response rate of 55 percent. In the present study, we used
data only from the 62 percent of the participants that belonged
to a union. After correction for internal attrition in the study
variables, there remained an effective sample of 287 union mem-
bers with complete data on the study variables. Around one-third
of the participants were women (31 percent), the mean age was
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41 years (SD = 9) and the average length of union membership 13
years (SD = 10).

The Dutch sample was drawn from one wave of a longitudinal
panel survey which started in 1992, and the present data were
collected in summer 1999. The telephone survey was conducted
among members of the largest trade unions affiliated with the
National Christian Trade Union Federation (the CNV), the second
largest trade union federation in the Netherlands. The 10 CNV
unions included in our study represent over 90 percent of the total
CNV constituency. Among these 10 unions six are public sector
unions. Out of 1590 members sampled for the data collection
wave, 799 (50 percent) agreed to participate. List-wise deletion for
missing data resulted in an effective sample size of 611 members.
Their mean age was 43 years (SD = 10), their average union tenure
14 years (SD = 11) and the proportion of women 28 percent.

Data for Sweden were taken from a national sample of blue-collar
workers from the Swedish Municipal Workers’ Union (Kommunal)
affiliated to the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO). The
union represents service workers, mainly within the public sector.
In spring 2000, postal questionnaires were sent to a random
sample of 2564 members, and a total of 1923 usable questionnaires
were returned for a response rate of 75 percent. The effective sample
was reduced to 1806 members with complete data on the study vari-
ables. They had been union members for an average of 16 years
(SD = 8) and their mean age was 45 years (SD = 11). Women
comprised 78 percent of the sample.

Measures

The ambition was to obtain comparable data from all countries.
However, the fact that all data collections were not tailored for
the project explains why there are small differences in operationali-
zations across countries and why a few variables were not measured
in one of the countries (Belgium). Table 2 presents the number of
items used for each variable in the four different countries along
with reliability estimates. In general, the variables exhibited accept-
able reliability in all countries. Correlations among the study
variables are reported in the Appendix.
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Job insecurity. In Italy, the Netherlands and Sweden, job insecur-
ity was assessed using five items (e.g. ‘I am afraid I will get fired’)
drawn from other measures of job insecurity (Ashford et al., 1989;
De Witte, 2000; Hellgren et al., 1999). The response alternatives
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Cron-
bach alpha reliability varied between .78 and .91. In Belgium, job
insecurity was measured with a single item developed by De Witte
(1997). Respondents rated the perceived likelihood of losing their
job on a scale ranging from 1 (very unlikely to become unemployed)
to 5 (very likely).

Exit variables. Both exit variables, which reflected the propensity
to leave the employing organization and the union, respectively,
were assessed on a five-point Likert-scale (1 = strongly disagree,
5 = strongly agree). Organizational turnover intention was mea-
sured with a three-item scale (Sjoberg and Sverke, 2000) in Italy
and Sweden. The items, which were drawn from commonly used
turnover scales (Cammann et al., 1979; Lyons, 1971), evidenced
reliability estimates around .70. Only one of the items (‘I feel that
I could leave this job’) was used in the Netherlands. This variable
was not included in the Belgian survey. Union turnover intention
was measured with three items in Italy and the Netherlands (e.g.
‘I would quit my union if I had a good alternative’). The scale,
which was developed by Sverke and Kuruvilla (1995), showed a
reliability estimate of .75 in Italy and .68 in the Netherlands. The
surveys in Belgium and Sweden included only one of these items.

Voice variables. Both voice variables focused on having a voice
through participation in union activity. The measurement of union
participation was based on two dichotomous items reflecting
involvement in union activities and actions in the past six months
(1 = no, 2 = yes). Both items were used in Italy (alpha = .72) and
the Netherlands (alpha = .71), whereas the Belgian and Swedish
data contained only one item each. The measurement of union par-
ticipation intention was also conducted with slight differences
between countries. Two items (‘Would you want to become a repre-
sentative?” and “‘Would you want to organize activities for a short
while?”) were used in Italy (alpha = .82) and the Netherlands
(alpha = .80), while only the first of these was used in Belgium and
Sweden. Responses were given on a scale ranging from 1 (certainly
not) to 4 (certainly).
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Loyalty variables. A short-form, five-item version of Allen and
Meyer’s (1990) affective commitment scale was used to measure
organizational commitment. This variable showed adequate reliabil-
ity in Italy (alpha = .88), the Netherlands (alpha = .78) and Sweden
(alpha = .86), but was not included in Belgium. Union commitment
was assessed using a short-form version of Sverke and Kuruvilla’s
(1995) measure of value-based commitment to the union, and a
sample item is ‘My union means a great deal to me personally’.
Five items were used in Italy and Sweden, whereas only four of
these were included in the Belgian and Dutch surveys. The reliability
ranged from .74 (the Netherlands) to .86 (Sweden). For both loyalty
variables the response scale ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree).

Methods of Analysis

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) procedures were used to investi-
gate whether the levels of exit, voice and loyalty reactions differed
across countries. Because the F-test only detects overall mean level
differences between samples, these analyses were followed up with
Bonferroni post-hoc tests to identify which of the four countries
differed from another.

To investigate the relationships of job insecurity with exit, voice
and loyalty reactions, we used the multi-sample regression pro-
cedures in Lisrel 8 (Joreskog and Sérbom, 1993). These structural
equation models were computed using maximum-likelihood estima-
tion based on the variance/covariance matrices in each country. We
first computed the effect of job insecurity on each exit, voice and
loyalty variable. In a second step, we tested for similarities of effect
sizes across countries by constraining the regression coefficients
to be equal over samples. A significant chi-square test between the
saturated and the constrained model indicates that the strength of
the relation between insecurity and coping reaction differs between
countries, whereas a non-significant chi-square signals that the mag-
nitude of effect size generalizes over countries.
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Results

Table 3 presents mean values in all study variables, and reports the
ANOVA results of tests for mean-level differences across countries.
As can be seen from the table, the aggregate level of job insecurity
was relatively low in all four samples, but there was a significant
difference between countries. Whereas job insecurity was below 2
on the five-point scale in Belgium and the Netherlands, it was some-
what higher in Sweden (2.08), and the Italian sample evidenced a
mean value (2.63) that was significantly higher as compared to the
remaining countries.

If we turn our attention to the first set of coping reactions of
interest in the present study — exit — the results reveal that there
were significant overall differences between countries in the propen-
sity to leave both the organization and the union. Organizational
turnover intention was significantly higher in Italy (2.70) and the
Netherlands (2.85) as compared to Sweden (2.31). Thus, despite
the fact that the level of job insecurity was lowest in the Dutch
sample and highest in the Italian, these two countries evidenced
similar levels of organizational turnover intention. Union turnover
intention was highest in Belgium (2.98 on the five-point scale) and
lowest in Sweden (1.39), with Italy and the Netherlands in-between
(2.34 and 2.41, respectively). These results also indicate that the
intention to exit from the organization, on a general level, was stron-
ger than the intention to exit from the union (even if the high level of
union turnover intention obtained in the Belgian sample, because of
lack of organizational data, could not be contrasted with organiza-
tional turnover intention).

In terms of voice, union participation was highest in Italy (1.68
on the two-point scale) and substantially lower in Sweden (1.27),
Belgium (1.20) and the Netherlands (1.15). The pattern for union
participation intention followed a rather similar pattern. Also for
this variable, the mean level was highest in the Italian sample (2.34
on the four-point scale) and lowest in the Dutch sample (1.65),
with the Belgian and Swedish samples in-between (1.95 and 1.80,
respectively). Thus, having a voice by actively participating in union
activities does not appear to be a particularly preferred option
among union members in any of the samples but the Italian.

There were overall mean level differences between countries in
both loyalty variables. Organizational commitment was relatively
high in the Netherlands (3.52 on the five-point scale), medium in
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Italy (3.08), and rather low in Sweden (2.53), and all country com-
parisons were significant when the Bonferroni criterion was applied
(note that this variable was not assessed in the Belgian survey).
Members in the Italian sample expressed an average level of union
commitment (3.77 on the five-point scale) that was significantly
higher than the other three samples. The levels of union commitment
in the Netherlands (2.78) and Sweden (2.74) were almost identical
and higher than that expressed by the union members surveyed in
Belgium (2.62). These results thus indicate that union members in
Italy and Sweden express more loyalty to their union than to the
organization they work in (although the levels of both foci of com-
mitment were substantively higher in Italy), while Dutch union
members are more attached to their organization than to their
union (again, the lack of organizational data prohibited compari-
sons among commitment types for Belgium).

The question then arises whether the levels of exit, voice and
loyalty reactions covary systematically with that of job insecurity
—and if the pattern of relationships is similar in different countries.
Table 4 summarizes the results of the regression analyses and the
tests for equality of effect sizes across countries.

Job insecurity predicted organizational turnover intention in all
three countries where this exit reaction was measured. The positive
and significant relation obtained in Italy, the Netherlands and
Sweden indicates that the stronger the experience of job insecurity,
the more prone the employee is to exit from the present employer.
However, there were differences between the countries as reflected
in the significant chi-square difference test. The moderate effect
size in Italy (.37) was stronger as compared to the weak association
between job insecurity and organizational turnover intention in the
Netherlands (.10) and Sweden (.09). A different pattern of results
emerged for union turnover intention. Significant associations were
detected in two countries and the chi-square test signalled differing
relationships across countries. Whereas union members in Belgium
and Italy were more inclined to withdraw from union membership
in their attempts to redress perceptions of job insecurity, the two
variables were unrelated in the Dutch and Swedish samples. These
results imply that job insecurity, in general, is more likely to result
in exit from the organization than from the union.

With respect to voice, job insecurity was unrelated to both union
participation and union participation intention. This finding gener-
alized across countries as reflected in the non-significant chi-square
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difference tests. The lack of significant effects of job insecurity on the
two participation measures thus indicates that voicing one’s con-
cerns through active involvement in union affairs does not appear
to be a frequent strategy to cope with job insecurity in any of the
countries.

The magnitudes of relationships between job insecurity and both
loyalty variables differed significantly across countries as reflected in
the significant chi-square tests. Job insecurity predicted organiza-
tional commitment in two countries (Italy and the Netherlands),
and union commitment in only one country (Italy). The negative
regression coefficients indicate that in these countries the level of
commitment decreased with stronger perceptions of job insecurity.
The results also suggest that decreased organizational loyalty appears
to be a more typical response to job insecurity than decreased loyalty
to the union.

Discussion

We opened this article by observing that job insecurity has become
an increasingly important feature of modern working life. Whereas
previous research indicates that perceptions of job insecurity may
have adverse consequences from both the occupational health and
the managerial perspective (see Sverke et al., 2002, for meta-analysis
results), very little is known in terms of consequences for union-
related variables. By surveying union members from four European
countries, we investigated how job insecurity relates to exit, voice
and loyalty reactions. We also raised the question whether such
reactions tend to affect primarily the employer or the union.

The results of the study indicate that job insecurity is related
mainly to exit and loyalty reactions, but not to voice. In terms of
exit, a striking pattern in our results concerns the association
obtained between job insecurity and organizational turnover inten-
tion. Although the magnitudes of effect sizes differed across coun-
tries, there was a positive relation between job insecurity and the
propensity to exit from the organization in all three countries
where this relationship was investigated (i.e. Italy, the Netherlands
and Sweden). This finding replicates previous research which has
found that the intention to leave the organization increases with
the level of job insecurity (e.g. Arnold and Feldman, 1982; Brockner,
1988; Davy et al., 1997; Hellgren et al., 1999). Our results also
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expand previous research by indicating that job insecurity may have
similar consequences for union turnover intention. Only a few
studies have previously addressed this issue, and typically concluded
that job insecurity is positively related to union membership (e.g.
Bender and Sloane, 1999; Iverson, 1996). In our study, which
focused on those that already are unionized, job insecurity was asso-
ciated with a propensity to exit from membership in two of the four
countries (i.e. Belgium and Italy).

With respect to loyalty, our results generally confirm the notion
that job insecurity may lead employees to diminish their loyalty to
the organization. Consistent with a large body of research that has
uncovered a negative relationship between job insecurity and orga-
nizational commitment (e.g. Davy et al., 1997; Hartley et al., 1991;
Yousef, 1998), we found job insecurity to predict reduced organiza-
tional commitment in two of the countries where this relationship
was tested (Italy and the Netherlands). In contrast to this, we found
a negative relationship between job insecurity and union commit-
ment in only one of the four countries (Italy). Although research
on job insecurity and union attitudes is scarce, a few studies indicate
that union loyalty is higher in the absence of job insecurity (e.g. Iver-
son and Kuruvilla, 1995). Whereas the Italian data provide support
for this view, the results for the remaining three countries suggest
that job insecurity is unrelated to union commitment.

A notable finding of the present study concerns the absence of
effects on voice. In neither of the countries was job insecurity
associated with the two indicators of union participation. Previous
research has found job insecurity to predict individualized forms
of voice, such as protest against organizational restructuring
(Shaw et al., 1993; Sverke and Hellgren, 2001), but the effects on
collective voice through member participation in union activity
have hardly been addressed. Although research on union participa-
tion has concluded that dissatisfaction with work characteristics is
an important factor for members’ active involvement (Barling et
al., 1992; Klandermans, 1996), members’ decisions to take part in
union activity are also shaped by numerous other factors (Gallagher
and Strauss, 1991; Sverke, 1996). The very nature of unions is to pro-
vide a forum for collectively voicing members’ concerns (Freeman
and Medoff, 1984; Heller et al., 1998). A plausible explanation for
the absence of relations between job insecurity and union participa-
tion in the present study is that members simply count on their
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unions to restore employment security without themselves taking
active part in these efforts.

Let us return to the question whether job insecurity primarily
has consequences for management or for unions. Consistent with
previous research (e.g. Hartley et al., 1991; Sverke et al., 2002),
our data clearly suggest that job insecurity tends to affect the
employing organization. Insecure workers typically express less loy-
alty to their organization and are more inclined to exit from it. The
fact that these results were obtained in different countries and in
samples with varying levels of job insecurity lend credibility to this
conclusion. The only exception to this uniform pattern of results is
represented by the absence of a significant association between job
insecurity and organizational commitment in Sweden.

In contrast, the pattern of results is not as unequivocal when it
comes to consequences for unions. The fact that job insecurity was
unrelated to union exit in two countries (the Netherlands and
Sweden), and to union loyalty in three countries (Belgium, the
Netherlands and Sweden), could be taken to suggest that worries
of job loss have only marginal impact on members’ attitudinal and
behavioural orientations to their unions. On the other hand, job
insecurity was associated with reduced union commitment and a
stronger inclination to withdraw from union membership in the
sample where the level of job insecurity was the highest (i.e. Italy).
Whereas this finding could indicate that union-related variables
are negatively affected only when job insecurity is a major concern
of the workers (as expressed in higher levels of worries of job
loss), the absence of significant effects in the sample with the
second highest level of job insecurity (Sweden) partly mitigates the
plausibility of this explanation.

An alternative explanation would be that characteristics of
the national industrial relations system explain whether members
retaliate against their employer or their union when they experience
job insecurity. For instance, the lack of union exit and loyalty effects
in Sweden could be a result of the harmonious union—management
climate and the high degree of unionization. Along similar lines, the
characteristics of Italy — a relatively low union density rate and an
industrial relations climate fraught with conflict — could explain
why the Italian workers were more inclined to respond with exit
and loss of loyalty when they experienced job insecurity. However,
this explanation is contradicted by the observation that union vari-
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ables were unaffected in the country with the lowest unionization
rate (the Netherlands) and the fact that job insecurity was related
to union turnover intention in the country with the second highest
proportion of unionized workers (Belgium). It could also be
argued that absence of a union exit effect in Sweden is a function
of the fact that the unemployment insurance funds are administered
by the union, thus making union turnover more problematic for
Swedish unionized workers threatened with job loss. However, the
significant relation between job insecurity and union turnover inten-
tion in Belgium, in which the unemployment insurance system is also
operated by the unions, contradicts this explanation. Moreover, in
the two countries where the unemployment insurance is not union
administered, job insecurity predicted union exit in one (Italy) but
not the other (the Netherlands).

Yet another potential explanation of our findings concerns labour
market characteristics. The effects of job insecurity on union
variables were more pronounced in the countries with the highest
unemployment rates (Belgium and Italy). Clearly, a high level of
national unemployment would increase the difficulties of finding
alternative jobs and thus make perceptions of job insecurity
especially burdensome (Hartley et al., 1991). However, whereas
this might explain why insecure workers in Belgium and Italy
expressed more negative reactions towards their unions, this expla-
nation is partly contradicted by the strong relationship between
job insecurity and organizational turnover intention in Italy. More-
over, following Hirschman’s (1970) reasoning, if exit is costly then
increased loyalty would be a natural option for employees to restore
employment uncertainty — by supporting the employer and putting
in extra effort at work, employees have the opportunity to prove
that they are valuable to the organization (Sverke and Hellgren,
2001).

A perhaps more convincing explanation of the findings of the
present study focuses on members’ judgements of the performance
of the union. For instance, it has been shown that positive evalua-
tions of union performance typically make members embrace more
positive views of their union and express more loyalty to it (Johnson
and Johnson, 1992). As suggested by Mellor (1992), it could be that
members’ perceptions of their unions are negatively affected only
when they attribute the dissatisfying employment situation to the
unions. According to this view, only to the extent members hold
the union responsible for the experience of job insecurity, they
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would respond with reduced loyalty and be more inclined to exit
from the union. Hence, it could be that union membership serves
as a collective source of support which protects members from
both job insecurity and the adverse consequences of it (Dekker
and Schaufeli, 1995; Hellgren and Sverke, 2001), something which
is also apparent from the observation that job insecurity typically
makes workers more inclined to unionize (Bender and Sloane, 1999).

Given the turbulence on the labour market scene in most indus-
trialized countries, job insecurity will continue to take its toll on
employees as a consequence of organizational restructuring, layoffs
and more flexible employment relations (Burke and Nelson, 1998).
Although the cross-sectional nature of our data warrants some
caution in drawing causal inferences, the similarity of findings
across countries with respect to organizational consequences of
job insecurity has an obvious managerial implication. A workforce
plagued with impaired organizational loyalty and a stronger inclina-
tion to turnover from the job cannot reverse decline and make their
organization more effective (Hartley et al., 1991; Sverke et al., 2002).
Even if the pattern of results was not as uniform when it comes to
union-related consequences of job insecurity, the implication for
unions is that members’ perceptions of job insecurity can result in
loss of loyalty and diminished membership numbers. The challenge
for unions, when corporate decline forces unions to work together
with management and employment security becomes less character-
istic of working life, is to continue protecting members’ interests and
to provide alternative ways to handle market demands and pressures
from corporate competition.
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Note

This article has been written within a European project (European Unions in the
Wake of Flexible Production) financed by a grant to Magnus Sverke from the Swedish
National Institute for Working Life through the Joint Programme for Working Life
Research in Europe (SALTSA). Data collections in the participating countries were
made possible through financial support as follows: Belgium: the Christian Labour
Union (ACV) and the Hoger Instituut voor De Arbeid (HIVA) at Katholiecke Univer-
siteit Leuven; the Netherlands: the National Christian Trade Union Federation (CNV);
Italy: CGIL-Nazionale; Sweden: the Swedish Council for Work Life Research.
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