


The long-run fall 
in membership is 

stark

Trade union 
membership has 

roughly  halved 
since 1979 – from 
a peak of over 13 

million to under 7 
million today – at 

the same time 
the workforce 
has grown by 

around a quarter



Membership 
rates are far 

higher in the 
public sector 

(52%) than in the 
private sector 

(13%)

But have also 
been falling 

faster among 
public sector 

workers, which 
has driven much 
of the recent fall 

shown here



Some of the 
biggest falls in 

membership have 
taken place  in 

union-heavy 
sectors like 

education & 
public admin

Only in wholesale 
& retail has 

membership risen 
(marginally) since 

the early 2000s 



For a whole host 
of reasons, there 

are massive 
inequalities in 

representation

Membership 
rates are 17 

times higher for 
older highly-paid 

public sector 
workers  than for 

younger low-paid 
private sector 

workers





We expect a slight 
increase (c. 20k) in 

the number of 
members 

(employees) when  
new stats come 

out for 2017 

Membership 
broadly flat across 

all those in 
employment

Last year 
membership fell 

by c.250k 



The levels of trade 
union membership 

among young 
workers in the 

private sector is 
very low (at just 

6%) but at least it 
hasn’t fallen since 

the turn of the 
decade

Arguably it’s hit 
some sort of rock-
bottom. But a flat 
line is a necessary 

stage before a 
rising one?









Dots show 
membership rates over 

the past 5 years

Each new cohort is 
starting out with lower 

membership rates than 
its predecessor, and is 

failing to catch-up as it 
ages

For example, millennial 
membership rates are 

a third lower at age 
26-30 than was the 

case for ‘generation X’ 
at the same age



• We’ve projected membership rates forward 15 years to try and understand the 
potential size of the generational challenge facing trade unions. 

• This projection is based on the very simple assumption that changes in 
membership in the coming years track the path that previous cohorts took at the 
same age.

• For example, the cohort born around 1990 saw a 50 per cent increase in union 
membership as they moved from their early to late twenties. We assume that the 
same percentage increase in membership will occur (from today’s lower starting 
levels) over the coming decade among those born around 2000.

• This is a very rough and ready approach which assumes the near-future continues 
the trajectory of the recent-past. Arguably it is too rosy. Growth rates in 
membership for those in their 20s/30s may fall short of the past. And no account 
is given to potential ‘shocks’ like automation or the impact of another recession.



The slow grind of 
demography is 
likely to mean 

membership falls 
by a quarter over 
the next 15 years

There are different 
factors behind this, 

but put very simply: 
young people just 

aren’t signing up in 
anything like 

sufficient numbers 
to replace the loss 

of older union 
members



• To get a handle on what this projection means for the size of the 
recruitment challenge facing trade unions we’ve asked the question: how 
high would membership rates among the under 35s have to be in 2030 to 
stop overall membership rates falling over the next 15 years?

• We’ve assumed that membership rates for the cohorts who will be over 35 by 2030 
will fall in line with our projections.

• And adjusted upwards the membership rates for the under 35s until the overall 
membership figure remained unchanged at 21 per cent.

• This is a simple thought experiment. It (unrealistically) assumes that young people’s 
membership rates that will do all the work of stemming decline. But it hopefully 
provides a sense of the scale of the challenge…



For membership 
rates across the 

whole economy to 
stay flat over the next 

15 years they’d need 
to be 80% higher (up 

from 14% to 26%) 
among under 35s if 

membership falls for 
over 35s took place as 

per our projection

A 33% increase in 
under 35s 

membership is 
required to hold 

membership 
constant in the face 

of falls just among 
over 50s



•

•

•

•

•

→

•

•

•

→

•

•


