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ABSTRACT
The effects of trade union membership on wages and job satisfaction have been studied extensively. Arguably, life satisfaction
serves as a more comprehensive measure of the benefits of union membership and warrants closer examination. Using all
relevant waves from the German Socio-Economic Panel between 1985 and 2019, we find a negative correlation between trade
unionmembership and life satisfaction in OLS and FE specifications. The associationmay arise because unionmembers are more
concerned about their job and the economic situation and less satisfied with their work. Social capital and wages also perform
as channels between membership and life satisfaction. The negative correlation is more pronounced in settings in which trade
unions are relatively weak.
JEL Classification: I 31, J 28, J 51

1 Introduction

Trade unions, likemany other interest groups, aim to improve the
well-being of their constituency. Since one of central objectives
is to raise wages, the wage mark-up represents an important
indicator of union success. While this wage gain for union
members varies across countries and over time, it is mostly
positive (Fang and Hartley 2022) and often substantial enough
to exceed the costs due to membership fees. The wage premium
may, however, be an inadequate indicator of the well-being
consequences of union membership. First, unions affect other
working conditions. This impact could be positive if, for example,
trade unions bargain for better safety standards. The effect could
be negative if higher wages induce employers to reduce non-
wage benefits, in order to slow down the increase in labour costs.
Second, benefits associated with trade union membership, such
as greater vacation entitlements or support in case of conflicts
with the employer, may have non-monetary elements. Third, the

gains from union membership may be distributed unevenly and
non-monetary benefits may accrue to other members than to
those who obtain the wage increases. Fourth, for the employees’
decisionwhether to be a unionmember, the subjective evaluation
of the consequences of membership may be more relevant than
objective indicators, such as higher wages or greater fringe
benefits. Accordingly, analyses of the impact of trade unions
on their members’ well-being have frequently focused on job
satisfaction (see, e.g., the meta-analysis by Laroche 2016 and the
surveys by Artz and Heywood 2021 and Goerke 2021). However,
as it is the case for the union wage mark-up, job satisfaction
may also be an insufficient indicator of the entire well-being
effects of union membership. First, work-related correlates of
union membership can have broader satisfaction effects. Second,
employees may trade off a lower utility from the job against a
higher non-work utility resulting from union membership, or
vice versa. Accordingly, investigating the life satisfaction effects of
union membership can offer insights beyond those gained from
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examining wages or job satisfaction. Consequently, this paper
explores the relationship between trade union membership and
life satisfaction.

We focus on Germany, the largest economy in the European
Union (EU), using data from all waves of the German
Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) between 1985 and 2019 that include
information about a respondent’s trade union membership. In
Germany, union membership is not tied to a job and, therefore,
distinct from coverage by a collective bargaining contract.
While a collective agreement binds the firms it covers and the
members of the contracting trade union, covered employers
usually apply agreements to the entire workforce, irrespective
of an individual’s union membership status. In consequence,
many employees free-ride on the benefits of union-negotiated
bargaining agreements. These features make the German case
particularly interesting as the benefits of union membership and
the well-being consequences are less obvious than in countries
where membership and bargaining coverage are more closely
aligned as, for example, in the United States.

As our first contribution, we document a robust negative corre-
lation between trade union membership and life satisfaction for
pooled cross-sectional data and when considering time-invariant
unobservable individual characteristics. This finding is consistent
with the results concerning job satisfaction for Germany, but is
not in line with the scarce evidence on the life satisfaction effects
of union membership for other countries.

Previous investigations have put forward several explanations
for a positive correlation. If, for example, membership results
in a wage differential, this can represent a channel by which
membership contributes to life satisfaction. Empirically, the
explanation can be assessed by comparing estimation results
with and without wage information as a covariate. As our
second contribution, we analyse various explanations for the
observed negative correlation between union membership and
life satisfaction. Our analysis suggests that union members are
more concerned about job security and their own economic
situation than comparable non-members. These complementary
explanations can help to clarify why union members are less
satisfied with their life. Moreover, these effects are not fully
reflected in differential levels of job satisfaction, suggesting that
life satisfaction may be a more comprehensive indicator of the
well-being consequences of unionmembership.We, furthermore,
find that union members earn higher wages and have greater
social capital than non-members. Controlling for these two com-
plementary aspects strengthens the negative correlation between
union membership and life satisfaction. When accounting for all
five explanations, we continue to observe a negative association,
suggesting the need for further work on the causes of a negative
correlation.

As our third contribution, we analyse the role of the two central
pillars of industrial relations in Germany. The first pillar is
collective bargaining. The second pillar is co-determination,
particularly through works councils in the private sector and
personnel councils in the public sector. Our findings suggest that
the negative correlation between union membership and life sat-
isfaction is much weaker or does not arise in surroundings where
unions have a more significant impact on working conditions,

that is in co-determined firms or those covered by collective
bargaining. Instead, it is observable primarily in settings where
trade unions are relatively weak.

The further paper proceeds as follows: Section 2 provides some
background information on the German labour market and the
role of trade unions. Section 3 outlines the theoretical consid-
erations, which constitute the basis for our analysis. Section 4
summarizes the previous literature. In Section 5, we introduce
the data and describe the empirical model. Section 6 presents our
findings, while Section 7 concludes the paper.

2 Institutional Background

In Germany, bargaining coverage in the private sector has
declined to 50% in 2021, while it still hovers around 90% in
the public domain. Roughly, four out of five employees subject
to a collective agreement are covered by one negotiated at the
sectoral level, while the remaining 20% benefit from a contract
signed by a single firm and a trade union (Ellguth and Kohaut
2022). Moreover, there are substantial differences in coverage
rates according to firm size. While about 80% of firms with more
than 500 employees have signed a collective agreement or belong
to an employer association that has done so, this is true for
only 2 out of 3 firms with 200–500 employees and less than 50%
with 50–199 staff members (Ellguth and Kohaut 2022). Firms
not subject to collective agreements can negotiate wages and
working conditions individually with their staff. In about 50%
of the relevant contracts, at least pay is aligned to a collective
agreement (Hohendanner and Kohaut 2023).

Net union density equalled 16.3% in 2019. It has declined sub-
stantially over the last decades, from a peak of about 36% just
after re-unification in 1990 (OECDandAIAS 2021). Union density
among males is about 50% higher than among females. Union
members generally pay a (tax-deductible)membership fee of 1%of
their gross wage. In exchange, trade unions, for example, provide
them with strike pay and advice in case of employment-related
conflicts. Furthermore, union members benefit from financial
advantages, such as reduced insurance contribution rates or
price reductions for some leisure activities. Additionally, there
is evidence that union members are better protected against
dismissals and able to utilize their vacation entitlements to a
greater extent than non-members (Goerke and Pannenberg 2011;
Goerke, Jeworrek, and Pannenberg 2015).

One of the main benefits of union membership can be a wage
premium. There is substantial evidence for the United States and
other countries of such a premium of 10% or more (surveyed,
e.g., by Fang and Hartley 2022). In contrast, most studies for
Germany suggest the absence of wage differences between union
members andnon-members (see, e.g., Schmidt andZimmermann
1991, Fitzenberger, Ernst, and Haggeney 1999, and Goerke and
Pannenberg 2004). Somewhat in contrast,Wagner (1991) reports a
positive wage effect of unionmembership for blue-collar workers
of about 4.5% and a negative one for white-collar employees
of a comparable magnitude, using data for West Germany in
1985. More recently, Bonaccolto-Töpfer and Schnabel (2023) doc-
ument a union membership wage premium of 2.5% for 2015 and
2019.
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One reason for the absence of or a relatively small union
membership wage effect is that membership is not tied to a job
and, therefore, distinct from coverage by a collective bargaining
contract. This can already be observed when comparing the
bargaining coverage to union density. From a legal perspective,
collective bargaining agreements apply to all firms covered by
the contract and union members who work in the covered
firm. Individuals in covered firms cannot be forced to join
a trade union, or to support unions financially. According to
Hirsch, Lentge, and Schnabel (2022),more than 90% of employees
working in firms covered by a collective bargaining agreement are
actually paid according to it. Due to data limitations, the study
cannot relate the non-payment of collectively bargained wages to
the union status of employees. Nonetheless, the substantial differ-
ence between bargaining coverage and union density implies that
many employees free-ride on the benefits of union-negotiated
bargaining agreements in Germany.1

While (sectoral) collective bargaining constitutes one of the
main pillars of the German system of industrial relations, co-
determination represents the second such cornerstone (Jäger,
Noy, and Schoefer 2022). Works councils can be established
in private-sector firms with at least five employees. Works
councils have information, consultation and co-determination
rights. The latter are more extensive concerning personnel pol-
icy and social affairs and less pronounced regarding financial
and economic aspects. Co-determination is no substitute but
rather a complement to collective bargaining. Works councils
are, for example, not allowed to negotiate wages if a collective
bargaining determines them and they are forbidden to initiate a
strike.

Since works councils are not compulsory, they exist in less
than 10% of all eligible private-sector establishments. Personnel
councils, the public-sector equivalent to works councils, have
broadly the same rights and are much more widespread. As
works councils are more likely to exist in large than in small
establishments, about 40% of all private-sector employees are
employed in firms with a works council.2 In consequence, the
two pillars of the industrial relations system co-exist especially
in large establishments, and more than 80% of the employees
in plants with a workforce of more than 500 individuals are
covered by a collective bargaining agreement and simultaneously
represented by a works council (Ellguth and Kohaut 2022).
Trade unions and works and personnel councils often closely
cooperate and more than half of works council members actually
belong to a trade union (Goerke and Pannenberg 2024). However,
councils and unions are distinct entities and, therefore, deserve
separate consideration.

3 Theoretical Considerations

3.1 Individual UnionMembership and Life
Satisfaction

If the union membership decision is based on a rational choice,
an employee will be a member if the resulting (expected) utility
exceeds the (expected) utility from non-membership (Booth 1985;
Booth and Chatterji 1993; Barth et al. 2020; Oswald 1982). While
utility is difficult to measure, there is extensive evidence on

people’s life satisfaction. If such satisfactionmeasure constitutes a
suitable proxy for utility (see, inter alia, Blanchflower andOswald
2004 and Rayo and Becker 2007), we can expect life satisfaction
to increase with trade unionmembership (see, e.g., Flavin, Pacek,
and Radcliff 2010; Flavin and Shufeldt 2016; Keane, Pacek, and
Radcliff 2012; Radcliff 2005).

Because union members and non-members can differ, for exam-
ple, in demographic and job-related aspects, which, in turn,
impact on life satisfaction, the expected correlation may not
always be discernible in cross-sectional analyses. An empirical
specification that accounts for time-invariant individual char-
acteristics enables us to relate empirical results and theoretical
predictions more closely. Therefore, it may be more likely that
individual fixed effects (FE) specifications reveal a positive
correlation between an individual’s union membership and
life satisfaction.

Empirical studies, while often implicitly or explicitly based on the
above line of argument, have mostly looked at job satisfaction.3
However, focussing on this linkage can neglect important deter-
minants of well-being, which are not directly related to the job.
If, for example, union membership provides individuals with
valuable information about aspects not related to work, offers
them the opportunity to purchase goods at reduced prices or
enables people to lead a socially more active life, this can result
in an increase in life satisfaction without having an impact on
the evaluation of the job.Moreover, even job-related aspects, such
as job security, may affect job and life satisfaction differently if,
for example, job-related uncertainty has an impact on the family.
If, therefore, union membership involves benefits–or costs–not
associated with or extending beyond the job, life satisfaction
will be a strictly better proxy for the utility derived from being
a union member than wages or job satisfaction. In addition,
life satisfaction can reflect an individual’s evaluation of the
consequences of union membership, which is likely to be a more
relevant determinant of behaviour than actual effects, such as the
union wage mark-up.

3.2 Channels

In earlier contributions, various channels have been proposed
through which union membership could positively affect life
satisfaction. First, union membership and life satisfaction may
be correlated because of a union membership wage premium,
which has been documented for many countries (see Bryson 2014
and Fang and Hartley 2022). If wages have a positive impact on
life satisfaction, union members will exhibit a higher level of
satisfaction than non-members (Lee 2022). For Germany, most
studies find no evidence of a union membership wage premium,
once observable characteristics are accounted for (Schmidt and
Zimmermann 1991; Fitzenberger, Ernst, and Haggeney 1999;
Goerke and Pannenberg 2004; Bryson 2014). Somewhat in con-
trast, Wagner (1991) reports a positive correlation between wages
and unionmembership for blue-collar workers inWest Germany,
and Bonaccolto-Töpfer and Schnabel (2023) document a wage
premium in recent years. In consequence, the wage channel
either plays no role or could give rise to a positive, though not
a negative, correlation between trade union membership and life
satisfaction in Germany.
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Second, some contributions argue that unionmembers havemore
intensive social interactions, greater social capital and are more
integrated into life (see, e.g., Radcliff 2005). These expectations
are often based on the assumption that unions organize meetings
for their members, foster collaboration among colleagues and
help employees to cope with work-related stress.4 Moreover, life
satisfaction is positively associated with social capital (Helliwell
and Putnam 2004; Winkelmann 2009). The above reasoning
suggests that social capital contributes to a positive relationship
between union membership and life satisfaction (Flavin, Pacek,
and Radcliff 2010; Flavin and Shufeldt 2016; Keane, Pacek, and
Radcliff 2012; Radcliff 2005).5

Third, it is often argued that union members are better protected
against job losses (Berglund and Furåker 2016; Freeman 1980;
Goerke and Pannenberg 2011; Ivlevs and Veliziotis 2017; Pierse
and McHale 2015) and, therefore, experience a higher level of job
security than non-members. If subjectively perceived job security
is a good proxy for its actual level and the perception has a positive
impact on life satisfaction, as Clark, Knabe, and Rätzel (2010)
document, union members can be expected to exhibit higher
life satisfaction than non-members through this channel (Flavin,
Pacek, and Radcliff 2010; Flavin and Shufeldt 2016; Keane, Pacek,
and Radcliff 2012; Radcliff 2005). The evidence for Canada and
theUnited States is in conflict with the assumption that perceived
job security of union members is higher than that of comparable
non-members (Brochu and Zhou 2009; Brochu and Morin 2012).
In the United Kingdom, the relationship varies across groups
of workers and depends on tenure (Bender and Sloane 1999).
Moreover, union members’ satisfaction with job security, which
is probably highly correlated with perceived job security, may be
lower than that of non-members (Bender and Sloane 1998; Bryson
and White 2016; Green and Heywood 2015; Powdthavee 2011).
For Germany, there is evidence of a positive impact of perceived
job insecurity on union membership (Chadi and Goerke 2023).
In consequence, the direction of the relationship between trade
union membership and life satisfaction due to job security
considerations is difficult to predict.

Fourth, union membership may affect the employees’ view of
their own economic and financial situation. Such an effect can
arise as unions providemembers with detailed information about
economic developments both for the entire economy and individ-
ually.Moreover, trade unions can furnish job-related information,
which allows members to better evaluate the prospects of their
professional future. To garner support for their activities, trade
unions are more likely to emphasize adverse aspects of the
economic and financial situation (see, e.g., Hammer and Avgar
2005; Borjas 1979; Heywood, Siebert, and Wei 2002; Freeman and
Medoff 1984, pp. 139f). If a more sceptical evaluation of one’s own
economic position has negative consequences for life satisfaction,
unionmembers can be hypothesized to exhibit a lower level of life
satisfaction than non-members.

Finally, a common starting point of many analyses considering
the linkage between unionmembership and life satisfaction is the
expectation that job satisfaction of union members exceeds the
respective level of non-members. If job and life satisfaction are
correlated positively, life satisfaction of union members is likely
to exceed life satisfaction of comparable non-members (Flavin,
Pacek, and Radcliff 2010; Flavin and Shufeldt 2016; Keane, Pacek,

and Radcliff 2012).6 In the only comprehensive study of job
satisfaction and trade union membership for Germany, Goerke
and Huang (2022) document negative correlations in most OLS
specifications, which often become insignificant in FE models.7
Therefore, the job satisfaction channel suggests a non-positive
correlation between union membership and life satisfaction.

We conclude the exposition of the channels, which may give rise
to an impact of union membership on life satisfaction, with four
observations:

First, the channels outlined above are not mutually exclusive
but rather complementary as, for example, higher pay may affect
life satisfaction directly and also indirectly via job satisfaction.
Nonetheless, for analytical clarity, we discuss them separately.

Second, the enumeration of potential channels is unlikely to be
exhaustive. Consequently, we expect a correlation between trade
union membership and life satisfaction to persist even when we
empirically account for all of the above channels.

Third, the channels we look at may be based on a causal impact
of union membership or indicate selection effects. A higher wage
may, for example, result from joining a trade union. Alternatively,
those employees who are highly motivated and better paid may
also be more inclined to become a unionmember. Our analysis of
the channels that influence the relationship between trade union
membership and life satisfaction yields insights irrespective of the
nature of the linkage.

Fourth, a comparison of the findings for the various channels
can provide valuable insights: The first and the second channels,
higher wages and greater social capital, relate to actual outcomes.
In contrast, the third and fourth channels refer to expectations,
namely about job security and the economic situation. System-
atic differences between these two groups of channels can be
informative about whether trade union membership actually
yields benefits or primarily affects the perception of outcomes.
The fourth and fifth channels, concerns about the economic
situation and job satisfaction, represent encompassing measures
of the potential effects of union membership. Their analysis
can provide information about whether the dissatisfaction of
members is based on broader job-related and economic aspects of
union membership, beyond the effects on wages and job security.
Finally, channels 2 and 4 relate to social capital and the economic
situation and, therefore, to potential consequences of union
membership not directly associated with the job. The findings
for these outcomes can help to ascertain whether the analysis
of life satisfaction provides insights, which extend beyond those
obtained from considering job satisfaction.

4 Previous Analyses

Radcliff (2005) provides an early analysis of the linkage between
an employee’s trade union membership and life satisfaction.
He estimates a linear model, using data for 17 countries from
the 1990 wave of the World Value Survey (WVS) and finds
a positive correlation. A number of further studies also use
the WVS, focusing on different waves and countries. Flavin,
Pacek, and Radcliff (2010) document a positive linkage for 14
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industrialized countries in OLS specifications, particularly for
low-income individuals. Charman and Owen (2014) use a larger
sample covering 49 countries. In ordered probit specifications,
they find a positive correlation between union membership and
life satisfaction, which they no longer obtain for a subsample
of high-income countries. Flavin and Shufeldt (2016) focus on
the United States and observe a positive correlation in OLS and
Ordered Probit models. Employing data from the United States
Gallup Daily Tracker, Artz, Blanchflower, and Bryson (2022) and
Blanchflower, Bryson, and Green (2022) also report a positive
correlation for OLSmodels. Moreover, Blanchflower, Bryson, and
Green (2022) document a qualitatively comparable relationship
for almost 40 European countries, based on the European Social
Survey, without providing results for individual countries. Guzi
and de Pedraza García (2015) utilize a web-based survey for Spain
and observe a positive correlation in an OLS specification. In the
context of a completely different industrial relations system and
employing OLS and FE specifications, Booth et al. (2022) show
that rural-urban migrant workers in China who belong to real
(and not to so-called paper) unions exhibit higher happiness than
non-members. Finally, using SouthKorean household panel data,
Lee (2022) finds no correlation between union membership and
life satisfaction in firms where a union is present in a correlated
random effects panel ordered probit model.

In sum, most previous investigations present findings consistent
with the theoretical expectation of a positive impact of union
membership on life satisfaction. However, the correlations do
not always appear to be robust to variations in the sample or
estimationmethod. Moreover, most studies base their insights on
inter-personal comparisons.8

For Germany, there is no thorough study of the relation between
trade union membership and life satisfaction. Humpert (2013)
documents a negative (insignificant) relationship for females
(males) when analysing gender differences in the effects of social
participation, using the German General Social Survey (ALL-
BUS). Goerke andHuang (2022) analyse the relationship between
trade union membership and job satisfaction. Employing SOEP
data, they find a negative association in OLS models that can no
longer be observed in FE specifications. The authors conjecture
that individuals with time-invariant unobservable characteristics
negatively associated with job satisfaction may sort into union
membership. To scrutinize this hypothesis, they also look at
the relationship between union membership and life satisfaction
and report significantly negative correlations for OLS and FE
models. The present contribution builds on these initial estimates
by Goerke and Huang (2022) and extends their findings to
subgroups, evaluates potential mechanisms that bring about the
negative correlation and investigates the impact of labour market
institutions, such as collective bargaining and co-determination.

5 Data andMethodology

We use data from the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP,
version 36). The SOEP is a representative and rich longitudinal
dataset of private households in Germany (see Goebel et al. 2019
for more information). It provides information on individuals’
demographic and work-related characteristics. Our study focuses

on employed individuals aged between 16 and 65. The observation
period ranges from 1985 to 2019, the first and the last year for
which information on union membership status is available.

5.1 Definition of Variables

The dependent variable measures a respondent’s life satisfaction.
The respective question is asked in each wave and possible
answers range from 0 (completely dissatisfied) to 10 (completely
satisfied). The main explanatory variable, union membership
status, is a dummy variable that takes the value of one if
an individual is a member at the time of the interview and
zero otherwise. The questionnaire contains the corresponding
question at irregular intervals, namely in 1985 and 1989 for West
Germany, in 1990 for Eastern Germany, and in 1993, 1998, 2001,
2003, 2007, 2011, 2015 and 2019 for the entire country, which was
reunited in October 1990.

We separate further independent variables into three broad
categories. The first includes demographic and labour market
variables. The former include age (level & quadratic terms), being
female, being married, years of education (level & quadratic
terms) and the number of children living in the household.
We differentiate labour market variables into those which are
relatively exogenous from an individual’s perspective and a
second group, for which this is more difficult to argue. The
first group includes dummy variables taking the value of one
if a respondent works in the public sector, is a civil servant,
a blue-collar worker, and 16 dummy variables indicating the
industry affiliation (at the 2-digit NACE level). The second set
of labour market-related variables incorporates information on
actual weekly working hours, tenure (level & quadratic terms),
and a dummy variable indicating that the respondent has joined
the firm within the last year.

The second category of variables is utilized to analyse the
channels outlined in Section 3.2. We use the natural logarithm
of the gross labour income in the previous month to compute
the wage mark-up. It includes overtime remuneration, but does
not incorporate one-time payments, such as vacation pay or
bonuses. To derive a measure of social connectedness, we follow
Winkelmann (2009) and Bauernschuster, Falck, andWoessmann
(2014), and focus on the networking aspect of social capital. In
particular, we utilize information on leisure-related activities and
the participation in organized events. To do so, we employ a range
of questions about how individuals spend their leisure time.9 The
answers to each question range from 1 ‘at least once per week’
to 4 ‘never’. We recode them such that the more one performs
an activity, the higher the score is. Moreover, we average the
answers over all responses in each year, such that our indicator
of social capital can range from 1 to 4.10 We derive indicators
of an individual’s perceptions of job security and the economic
situation from the following questions: ‘How concerned are you
about the following issues?’. The list of topics includes ‘Your job
security’ and ‘Your own economic situation’. The possible answers
are 1 ‘very concerned’, 2 ‘somewhat concerned’ and 3 ‘not concerned
at all’, and higher values indicate fewer concerns. Finally, job
satisfaction is measured on an 11-point scale ranging from 0
(completely dissatisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied).
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In a subset of SOEP waves, there is information about collective
bargaining coverage and the existence of a works or person-
nel council in the respondent’s establishment. From these, we
construct our third category of independent variables. First,
we use the question ‘Are you paid according to a collectively
agreed wage agreement?’. The SOEP contains this enquiry and
information about unionmembership simultaneously in 2015 and
2019. Second, the information concerning co-determination at the
establishment level is derived from: ‘Does a works or a personnel
council exist at your place of work?’. This question and the one on
union membership are asked contemporaneously in 2001, 2011
and 2019.

In all specifications, we control for federal state and survey
year fixed effects. We exclude all observations with missing
values. Our main estimating sample consists of 88,739 observa-
tions from 39,218 individuals. Of these, 59,537 observations stem
from 29,162 individuals who never belonged to a trade union,
while 8430 observations relate to 4093 individuals who were
a member of a trade union in all survey waves in which we
observe them. Moreover, 5963 individuals (20,772 observations)
reported changes in the membership status. In particular, 1352
individuals joined, 2990 left, and 1621 reported both entry and
exit.

Since the information needed to scrutinize the various channels
is not available in all years and is not provided by all respondents,
the respective estimations are based on 73,151 observations (from
35,920 individuals). The sample incorporating information about
collective bargaining consists of 22,678 observations (from 18,117
individuals), while the co-determination sample includes 27,415
observations (from 22,024 individuals).

5.2 Model

We initially report OLS estimates. In order to control for time-
invariant observable and unobservable factors that might be
correlated with union membership and life satisfaction, we also
employ FE regressions. We estimate the following model:

𝐿𝑆𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑇𝑈𝑖𝑡 + 𝜷𝟐𝑿𝒊𝒕 + 𝜆𝑖 + 𝜆𝑡 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡 , (1)

where 𝐿𝑆𝑖𝑡 is life satisfaction of individual 𝑖 interviewed in year
𝑡 and 𝑇𝑈𝑖𝑡 indicates the union member status. 𝑿𝒊𝒕 is a vector of
control variables, including federal state fixed effects. 𝜆𝑖 indicates
individual fixed effects (omitted in OLS specifications), while 𝜆𝑡
represents a set of year dummy variables. 𝜀𝑖𝑡 is the error term. We
cluster standard errors at the individual level.

We focus on linear models since they are more straightforward to
interpret. Using SOEPdata, Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters (2004)
show that OLS models yield results equivalent to those for non-
linear models. To substantiate this equivalence for our analysis,
we provide results from an Ordered Probit model as a robustness
check for the main analysis.

6 Results

6.1 Descriptive Evidence

Table 1 reports the summary statistics for the main variables.
In our main estimating sample, 21.37% of all observations are
union members. There is a substantial gender gap in union
membership.While 43.54% of the observations are female, among
union members, this share amounts to 32.91%. Union members
are, on average, older than non-members, have longer tenure, are
more likely towork in the public sector, in blue-collar occupations
and large companies. Most importantly, from our perspective,
union members exhibit a level of life satisfaction that is around
0.15 points lower than the level reported by non-members.11

When we look at the distribution of replies to the life satisfaction
question, Figure 1 indicates that the most frequent answers are
those to the left and right of the mean value. Moreover, union
members are less likely to state that they are almost completely
satisfied with their life (particularly responses 8 and 9), whereas
they are more likely to provide intermediate answers (especially
responses 5 and 6).

6.2 Main Findings

Table 2 depicts estimation results from OLS models (Panel (A))
and FE models (Panel (B)) for the main estimating sample.
Column (1) shows a simple correlation between trade union
membership and life satisfaction, including year and federal state
fixed effects as covariates. The estimated coefficients are negative
and statistically significant. Adding demographic controls (in
column (2)) and information on labour market characteristics
(in column (3)) does not qualitatively change the estimates.12
The specification in column (3) contains both groups of labour
market characteristics, the relatively exogenous ones and those
which can be argued to be affected by union membership. If we
only include the former, the estimated coefficient on the union
membership dummy (not depicted) is not statistically different
from the one depicted in column (3) of Table 2. Hence, our
findings hold even if bad controls existed.

The results show that life satisfaction of union members is
substantially lower than that of non-members. The estimated
effects are quantitatively sizeable and, focusing on the FE model,
roughly equivalent to moving from a medium or large firm
to one with less than 20 employees (see Table A6 in the
Supporting Appendix, which contains the full set of results for
the specification in column (3)). The feature that the estimated
coefficient in the FE model is somewhat smaller in magnitude
than in the OLS specification is compatible with the view that
individuals who generally express lower levels of satisfaction sort
into union membership. However, the significant correlation in
FE specifications clarifies that sorting cannot entirely explain for
the observed negative relationship.

Table 1 indicates that a relatively large majority of union mem-
bers in Germany is male (see also OECD and AIAS 2021). In
consequence, trade unions may better represent the interests of
male members, such that the life satisfaction effect of union
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TABLE 1 Summary statistics of the main estimation sample.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
All observations Members Non-members Difference in the mean

mean s.d. min max mean mean (col. 5 − col. 6)

life satisfaction 7.2035 1.6670 0 10 7.0870 7.2351 −0.1481***
TU member 0.2137 0.4099 0 1 1 0
age 41.1792 11.7733 16 65 42.8811 40.7166 2.1645***

female 0.4354 0.4958 0 1 0.3291 0.4643 −0.1352***
married 0.5739 0.4945 0 1 0.6336 0.5577 0.0759***

education 12.1561 2.5946 7 18 11.7898 12.2556 −0.4658***
children in HH 0.5767 0.8874 0 10 0.5660 0.5796 −0.0136
hours worked 38.9923 12.1470 0.5000 80 40.1111 38.6882 1.4229***

public sector 0.2623 0.4399 0 1 0.3568 0.2366 0.1203***

civil servant 0.0709 0.2566 0 1 0.1164 0.0585 0.0578***

blue-collar worker 0.3017 0.4590 0 1 0.4354 0.2653 0.1701***

tenure 10.6454 10.1204 0 50.9170 14.5978 9.5711 5.0266***

new job 0.1226 0.3280 0 1 0.0650 0.1383 −0.0733***
firm size
self-employed or w/o employees 0.0215 0.1449 0 1 0.0025 0.0266 −0.0242***
< 20 0.2378 0.4258 0 1 0.0706 0.2833 −0.2126***
[20, 200) 0.2683 0.4431 0 1 0.2279 0.2793 −0.0514***
[200, 2000) 0.2213 0.4151 0 1 0.2817 0.2049 0.0769***

≥ 2000 0.2511 0.4337 0 1 0.4173 0.2059 0.2114***

observations 88,739 18,077 70,662
individuals 39,218 9353 33,763

Note: This table shows summary statistics of the main estimation sample using individual-level weighting factors. Observation period is 1985–2019. In columns
(1)–(4), we show statistics for the whole sample, in column (5) for trade union members, and in column (6) for non-members. Column (7) shows the difference in
means between columns (5) and (6). *** 𝑝 < 0.01.

FIGURE 1 Distribution of life satisfaction responses for union members and non-members. [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlineli-
brary.com]
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TABLE 2 Correlation between trade union membership and life
satisfaction.

(1) (2) (3)

Panel (A): OLS estimates

TU member −0.0863*** −0.0489*** −0.0966***
(0.0188) (0.0189) (0.0195)

Panel (B): FE estimates

TU member −0.0579** −0.0578** −0.0636**
(0.0252) (0.0251) (0.0252)

control variables
year/state fixed effects X X X
demographic controls X X
labour market controls X
observations 88,739
individuals 39,218

Note: This table shows the relationship between trade union membership
and life satisfaction. The observation period is 1985–2019. Demographic
characteristics include age (level & quadratic terms), being female, being
married, years of schooling (level & quadratic terms) and the number of
children in the household. As labour market factors, we include relatively
exogenous factors like working in the public sector, being a civil servant, being
a blue-collar worker, and dummy variables for firm size and industrial sectors,
as well as less exogenous factors, such as actual work hours per week, years
of tenure (level & quadratic terms) and having a new job (tenure shorter
than 1 year). Federal state fixed effects and year fixed effects are accounted
for in all specifications. Standard errors (clustered at the individual level) in
parentheses: *** 𝑝 < 0.01; ** 𝑝 < 0.05.

membership could be gender-specific.13 Panel (A) of Table 3
documents a significant and negative correlation of about the
same magnitude for males and females in OLS models (see
columns (1) and (3)). Accounting for individual fixed effects
does not qualitatively alter the findings for males, while the
estimated negative coefficient for females becomes statistically
insignificant (see columns (2) and (4)). Therefore, our findings
do not support the conjecture that unions act primarily on behalf
of their male membership.

Recent studies show that the association between union mem-
bership and job satisfaction varies across time and birth cohorts
(Blanchflower andBryson 2022; Blanchflower, Bryson, andGreen
2022; Goerke and Huang 2022). Moreover, the relationship with
life satisfaction turns positive in the United States and the EU
after theGreatRecession (Blanchflower, Bryson, andGreen 2022).
To analyse whether a similar feature is observable for Germany,
we create two sub-samples of about equal size; one consisting of
early observations surveyed in and before 2003, and a second one
with responses collected in the second half of our observation
period. BothOLS andFE estimates are statistically significant and
negative for individuals surveyed in or before 2003 (see columns
(1) and (2) of Panel (B) in Table 3).When looking at the employees
surveyed in later years (see columns (3) and (4)), theOLS estimate
is negative andmarginally significant, while themagnitude of the
estimated coefficient is substantially smaller than in column (1).
The FE estimate is statistically insignificant.14

Furthermore, we have split the sample according to birth year
and age. To ascertain whether the relationship between union
membership and life satisfaction varies across birth cohorts as,
for example, Blanchflower, Bryson, and Green (2022) document
for the linkage between membership and job satisfaction in the
United States, we consider separately individuals born in or
before the median birth year 1964 and afterwards. To look at the
possibility of age effects, we split the sample into observations
aged 41 or younger at the time of the interview and a second
group aged 42 or older. Using these samples, we observe that both
OLS and FE estimates are statistically significant and negative
for the older cohort and insignificant for the younger. All four
estimated coefficients for the different age groups are negative,
with the one resulting from the FE specification for the older
individuals being statistically insignificant (see Table A7 in the
Supporting Appendix).

The findings that the negative relationships between union
membership and life satisfaction become weaker or statistically
insignificant after 2003 and for individuals born later than
1964, while there are no clearly identifiable patterns across age
groups, suggest the absence of strong changes over time or age
cohorts. We may instead interpret the results outlined above in
conjunction with the feature of a declining union density over
time. This fall could imply, in contrast to the hypothesis usually
put forward when investigating the exit-voice perspective, that
only those individuals remain in a trade union, or join it, whose
benefits from membership are particularly large as the costs of
membership have remained basically unchanged. Their dissat-
isfaction is likely to be smaller than of individuals who benefit
to a lesser extent from membership. From this perspective, the
negative relationship between union membership and life satis-
faction has become weaker over the years because the remaining
members perceive the benefits of membership to be larger than
in earlier periods. However, in contrast to other countries, we
obtain no evidence for Germany that the relationship between
union membership and life satisfaction has turned positive since
the Great Recession or in recent years (Artz, Blanchflower, and
Bryson 2022; Blanchflower, Bryson, and Green 2022).

6.3 Potential Channels

In each of the subsequent subsections, we proceed as follows:
First, we document the relationship between union membership
and the variable under scrutiny, both descriptively and based
on OLS and FE models. This step helps to establish whether
the potential channel exists. We also re-estimate our baseline
specification with life satisfaction as the dependent variable for
the smaller sample that we use to analyse the various channels.
This clarifies whether the change in the estimating sample has
an impact. Second, we include the respective variable as an
additional covariate into the baseline specification. By comparing
the estimated coefficients for the unionmembership dummywith
and without the additional covariate, we can ascertain whether
the relationship between union membership and life satisfaction
operates via the channel considered. Finally, we discuss the
insights from combining the results for alternative combina-
tions of explanations and we consider all potential channels at
once.15
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TABLE 3 Trade union membership and life satisfaction: Effect heterogeneity.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
OLS FE OLS FE

Panel (A): Gender

Males Females

TU member −0.0985*** −0.0791** −0.1035*** −0.0398
(0.0247) (0.0319) (0.0323) (0.0410)

observations 47,336 41,403
individuals 20,260 18,958

Panel (B): Survey years

Surveyed in/before 2003 Surveyed after 2003

TU member −0.1174*** −0.1065*** −0.0493* 0.0342
(0.0253) (0.0343) (0.0260) (0.0460)

observations 44,508 44,231
individuals 19,753 26,573

Note: This table shows the heterogeneous associations between trade union membership and life satisfaction by gender (Panel (A)) and survey year (Panel (B)).
OLS estimates are depicted in columns (1) and (3) and FE estimates in columns (2) and (4). The covariates are the same as in the specification (3) of
Table 2, with the exception of the gender dummy in Panel (A). Standard errors (clustered at the individual level) in parentheses: *** 𝑝 < 0.01; ** 𝑝 < 0.05;
* 𝑝 < 0.1.

6.3.1 UnionWage Premium

The average gross monthly wage of union members is slightly,
but significantly, higher than that of non-members. This feature
can be observed descriptively and in OLS and FE specifications
with the natural logarithm of the wage as the dependent variable
and union membership as the independent variable (see Tables
A8 and A9 in the Supporting Appendix). Wage income may,
therefore, represent a channel through which unionmembership
affects life satisfaction.

Next, we estimate our standard specifications with life
satisfaction as the dependent variable. We observe that wages
are positively correlated with life satisfaction. The estimated
coefficients on the union membership dummy in column (2)
of Table 4 are somewhat larger in absolute value, that is more
negative, than the ones shown in column (1), which depicts the
findings for the same sample but without the wage variable.
Therefore, wage income can constitute a channel giving rise to
a correlation between union membership and life satisfaction.
However, this channel cannot help explain the observed
correlation as its consideration tends to strengthen the negative
relationship.

6.3.2 Social Capital

While the descriptive evidence delineated in Table A8 suggests
that union members and non-members have similar levels of
social capital, the regression-based analysis indicates a positive
correlation (see column (2) of Table A9). In the specification
with life satisfaction as the dependent variable, we detect a
positive correlation with social capital in OLS and FEmodels (see

column (3) of Table 4). The estimated coefficients on the union
membership dummy are larger in absolute value, that is more
negative, than the ones shown in column (1). Therefore, social
capital can act as a channel between union membership and life
satisfaction. However, as it is the case for wages, it cannot help
explain the observed negative correlation.

6.3.3 Job Security

Table A8 shows that union members are more concerned about
job security than non-members as a higher value of the job
security indicator implies fewer concerns. Regressing job security
concerns on union membership generates the same finding (see
column (3) of Table A9). Since there is no evidence that the
actual job security of union members is lower than that of non-
members, as, for example, the tenure of members is substantially
higher than that of non-members (see Table 1), members may
view a given situation more sceptically, possibly because union
communication draws their attention to such aspects. While
it is beyond the scope of the present analysis to ascertain the
reason for the negative correlation, it implies that lower perceived
job security can constitute a channel through which union
membership contributes to lower life satisfaction.

When we include the variable measuring concerns about job
security into our baseline estimation models, column (4) of
Table 4 shows that individuals with fewer concerns exhibit higher
life satisfaction. The coefficients on union membership become
smaller in magnitude compared to the ones in column (1).
Therefore, individuals’ concerns about job security may perform
as a channel between union membership and life satisfaction,
which could partially elucidate the negative correlation.
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TABLE 4 Trade union membership and life satisfaction: Potential channels.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Panel (A): OLS estimates

TU member −0.0791*** −0.0887*** −0.1015*** −0.0511** −0.0530*** −0.0457** −0.0481***
(0.0209) (0.0209) (0.0207) (0.0204) (0.0195) (0.0179) (0.0171)

ln (wage) 0.2094*** 0.0779***

(0.0127) (0.0099)
social capital 0.4539*** 0.3133***

(0.0172) (0.0142)
job security 0.4810*** 0.0560***

(0.0110) (0.0103)
economic concerns 0.7596*** 0.5197***

(0.0109) (0.0106)
job satisfaction 0.3359*** 0.2902***

(0.0038) (0.0037)

Panel (B): FE estimates

TU member −0.0718** −0.0760** −0.0775*** −0.0588** −0.0633** −0.0705** −0.0668**
(0.0297) (0.0297) (0.0297) (0.0293) (0.0291) (0.0280) (0.0276)

ln (wage) 0.1151*** 0.0555***

(0.0178) (0.0158)
social capital 0.2047*** 0.1811***

(0.0238) (0.0221)
job security 0.2933*** 0.0995***

(0.0134) (0.0130)
economic concerns 0.4631*** 0.3456***

(0.0134) (0.0134)
job satisfaction 0.2112*** 0.1889***

(0.0049) (0.0049)
observations 73,151
individuals 35,920

Note: This table shows how the natural logarithm of the gross monthly wage, social capital, job security, economic concerns and job satisfaction perform as
channels between trade union membership and life satisfaction. OLS estimates are depicted in Panel (A) and FE estimates in Panel (B). Apart from the added
channel variables, the covariates are the same as in the specification (3) of Table 2. Standard errors (clustered at the individual level) in parentheses: *** 𝑝 < 0.01;
** 𝑝 < 0.05.

6.3.4 Economic Concerns

Descriptively, union members are more concerned about their
own economic situation (see Table A8). This statement is con-
sistent with the findings from an OLS specification but is no
longer true when individual fixed effects are accounted for (see
column (4) of Table A9). This suggests that economic concerns
may no longer constitute a channel through which union mem-
bership affects life satisfaction in Germany once time-invariant
individual-specific effects are considered.

When we incorporate the variable measuring economic concerns
into our baseline estimation models, where a higher value
implies fewer concerns, column (5) of Table 4 shows that less

concerned individuals exhibit higher life satisfaction. The
estimated coefficients on union membership become smaller in
magnitude in OLS and FE models, relative to the specification
depicted in column (1). In consequence, based on the OLS
estimates, greater economic concerns can constitute another
channel giving rise to a negative correlation between union
membership and life satisfaction.

6.3.5 Job Satisfaction

The average level of job satisfaction is lower for union members
than non-members (see Table A8 in the Supporting Appendix).
This descriptive evidence is consistent with the findings from an
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OLSmodel. However, when individual fixed effects are accounted
for, we no longer discern a correlation (see column (5) in Table
A9 and comparable findings by Goerke and Huang (2022)). These
results indicate that job satisfaction may not constitute a channel
through which union membership affects life satisfaction in Ger-
many, once time-invariant individual-specific effects are taken
into consideration.

Whenwe include job satisfaction as an additional covariate in the
estimation specified inEquation (1), we observe a positive correla-
tion between job satisfaction and life satisfaction (see column (6)
of Table 4). Comparing OLS models, we find that the size of the
estimated coefficient on unionmembership is smaller in absolute
value in column (6) than in column (1), while the FE estimates
do not differ markedly. Based on these findings, we conclude
that the negative correlation between unionmembership and life
satisfaction observed from the OLS model is partly driven by the
channel of job satisfaction. However, job satisfaction does not
perform as a channel in FE specifications.

In addition, our findings suggest that more unpleasant working
conditions for union members than for non-members cannot be
the cause of the life satisfaction differential. This interpretation
is based on the assumption that working conditions primarily
reflect the evaluation of the job. When including job satisfaction
as a covariate, working conditions are indirectly accounted for.
Nonetheless, the estimated coefficient for the union membership
dummy remains negative.

6.3.6 A Summary Perspective

If we focus on the findings for wages and social capital (see
Subsections 6.3.1 and 6.3.2), they indicate that employees gain
from union membership and that these actual benefits tend
to mitigate the observed negative correlation between union
membership and life satisfaction. The results concerning the
perceptions of job security and the economic situation (see Sub-
sections 6.3.3 and 6.3.4) suggest that union members may have
lower life satisfaction because they aremore concerned about job-
related and also non job-related circumstances. There is, however,
no indication that the actual outcomes experienced by union
members are worse than of comparable non-members. This
provides support for the conjecture that different expectations of
members, which possibly trade unions cannot fulfil, explain the
negative correlation between membership and life satisfaction.
It should be noted though that the estimated coefficients for the
union membership dummy, depicted in columns (4) and (5) of
Table 4, are still negative and are not markedly smaller than the
ones in column (1). Therefore, our findings provide no indication
that disappointed expectations about the benefits of membership
constitute the main reason for the negative relationship between
union membership and life satisfaction.

Furthermore, the relevance of the channels related to social cap-
ital and economic concerns (see Subsections 6.3.2 and 6.3.4) and
the finding of a negative association between union membership
and life satisfaction also when including job satisfaction as a
covariate underline our starting point, namely, that thewell-being
effects of union membership extend beyond the domain of work.

To complete the analysis of potential channels, we estimate
Equation (1) and jointly include the empirical proxies for the five
channels. The estimated coefficients for the union membership
dummy are significantly negative. They are somewhat smaller in
absolute value than the ones for the model without accounting
for the various channels in OLS and FE specifications (compare
columns (7) and (1) inTable 4), thoughnot significantly so.Hence,
the multiple channels may help to explain part of the negative
correlation between trade unionmembership and life satisfaction
in Germany.

6.4 Institutions

Collective bargaining and co-determination are essential ele-
ments of the German industrial relations system. The estimations
presented thus far have not incorporated these aspects. This is
because the relevant information about institutions and union
membership is available simultaneously in the 2015 and 2019
waves for collective bargaining and three waves in the second half
of the observation period for works and personnel councils (see
Section 5.1). From the sample with information on the existence
of a works and personnel council, we exclude self-employed
respondents and those who work in establishments with fewer
than five employees because councils can only be established if
this size threshold is exceeded. Using the restricted samples, we
re-estimate Equation (1) and present the OLS estimates in Table
A11 in the Supporting Appendix. We find (quantitatively) weaker
results than in Panel (A) of Table 2 in the samplewith information
about works and personnel councils, while there is no statisti-
cally significant association between union membership and life
satisfaction in the collective bargaining sample.

To further account for collective bargaining and co-
determination, we estimate OLS specifications of the baseline
models for employees working in firms covered by a bargaining
agreement and not covered by one, and with and without a
works or personnel council, separately.16 The negative correlation
between unionmembership and life satisfaction is not discernible
for employees covered by collective bargaining agreements and
is more pronounced for uncovered employees than for the entire
sample (see Panel (A) of Table 5 and column (1) of Table A11
in the Supporting Appendix). Turning to co-determination, the
estimates suggest a quantitatively more pronounced negative
correlation for employees who work in establishments without a
works or personnel council (see Panel (B) of Table 5).

Because collective bargaining and co-determination are most
likely to exist in large establishments (Ellguth and Kohaut 2022)
and industries with strong unions, we also estimate Equation (1)
for two further sets of sub-samples to ascertain the relevance
of institutions. The first distinguishes between respondents who
work in establishments with 2000 or more employees, on the one
hand, and employees in smaller firms, on the other hand. The
second divides employees into two groups according to whether
they work in an industry where union density, calculated from
our SOEP sample, is above or below the median. Employing firm
size and union density as proxies for the coexistence of bargaining
coverage and co-determination allows us to use information for
the entire observation period 1985–2019.
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TABLE 5 Trade union membership and life satisfaction: Institu-
tions.

(1) (2)

Panel (A): Collective bargaining

no collective
bargaining

collective
bargaining

TU member −0.1822*** −0.0094
(0.0685) (0.0370)

observations 10,020 12,658
individuals 8241 9876

Panel (B): Co-determination

no council works or personnel council

TU member −0.1444** −0.0557*
(0.0697) (0.0295)

observations 10,617 16,798
individuals 9284 13,713

Note: This table shows the heterogeneous associations between trade union
membership and life satisfaction by collective bargaining (Panel (A)) and
works and personnel council (Panel (B)). The estimation method used is OLS
in both panels. The covariates are the same as in specification (3) of Table 2.
In Panel (B), the variable indicating a firm size of less than 20 employees
includes neither self-employed nor respondents working in establishments
with fewer than five employees. Standard errors (clustered at the individual
level) in parentheses: *** 𝑝 < 0.01; ** 𝑝 < 0.05; * 𝑝 < 0.1.

Panel (A) of Table 6 shows for OLS and FE specifications that
the correlation between union membership and life satisfaction
is quantitatively more pronounced and highly significant in firms
with less than 2000 employees but not for individuals working
in large firms. We obtain qualitatively similar results when
classifying firms with 200 or more employees as large firms,
and those with fewer staff as small,17 and from the distinction
according to the union density (see Panel (B)), although the OLS
estimate for the high-density sample is significant.

The estimation samples including information about collective
bargaining and works and personnel councils contain data pri-
marily for the secondhalf of the observation period covered by our
main estimating sample. Since the negative association between
union membership and life satisfaction is much stronger for the
first half, one may conjecture that the results depicted in Table 5
are actually an observation year effect. However, the findings for
the sample of employees not covered by collective bargaining
(Panel (A) of Table 5) do not support this conjecture. Instead,
the results of Tables 5 and 6 suggest a different interpretation.
Individuals working in smaller firms, not covered by collective
bargaining, in establishments without co-determination and in
industries featuring a low union density are represented by trade
unions that are likely to be less powerful. Hence, these employees
may experience fewer gains from their union membership than
individuals working in firms where unions are comparatively
strong and have greater influence. The resulting disappointment
about what trade unions can do for these members may give
rise to a negative correlation between union membership and
life satisfaction. If this perspective is justified, the relationship is

TABLE 6 Trade union membership and life satisfaction: Firm size
and trade union density.

(1) (2) (3) (4)
OLS FE OLS FE

Panel (A): Firm Size

Under 2000
employees

2000 employees
and more

TU member −0.1255*** −0.1196*** −0.0423 0.0563
(0.0238) (0.0322) (0.0311) (0.0497)

observations 66,877 21,862
individuals 31,958 12,366

Panel (B): Trade union density

Trade union
density low

Trade union
density high

TU member −0.1350*** −0.1297** −0.0811*** −0.0106
(0.0369) (0.0545) (0.0223) (0.0300)

observations 34,329 54,410
individuals 18,335 26,176

Note: This table shows the heterogeneous associations between trade union
membership and life satisfaction by firm size (Panel (A)) and trade union
density (Panel (B)). Low trade union density is defined by industries with
a smaller trade union density than the median: Agriculture, forestry and
fishing; Construction; Trade, maintenance and repair of motor vehicles;
Accommodation and food service activities; Financial and insurance activities;
Real estate activities, professional, scientific and technical services; Other
economic services; Arts, entertainment, recreation and other services; Activ-
ities of households as employers, production of goods and services by private
households for own use, without a predominant product. The covariates are
the same as in the specification (3) of Table 2, except that dummy variables
for the firm size drop out in columns (3) and (4) in Panel (A). Standard errors
(clustered at the individual level) in parentheses: *** 𝑝 < 0.01; ** 𝑝 < 0.05.

not primarily affected by the two central pillars of the industrial
relations system in Germany but by the strength of unions, or by
(disappointed) expectations about their impact.

In the public sector, bargaining coverage and union density
are much higher than in the private sector. Estimating the
specifications depicted in column (3) of Table 2 separately for
private and public sector sub-samples could, therefore, provide
additional support for the interpretation that the strength of trade
unions determines the correlation between union membership
and life satisfaction.

The line of argument outlined above rests on two elements:
First, to support the union-strength perspective, the estimated
coefficients for the union membership dummy need to be neg-
ative for the private sector sub-sample and smaller in absolute
magnitude, insignificant or even positive in the public sector
sample. Second, private and public sector unions are comparable,
only differ in their strength, and membership is associated with
similar benefits and costs in both sectors.18 The latter assumption
is unlikely to hold in Germany. First, the objectives of non-
profit oriented employers in the public sector in negotiationswith
trade unions are likely to differ from those of profit-maximizing
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private-sector firms. Therefore, bargaining outcomes and benefits
of membership are likely to differ across sectors. Second, job
security is on average much higher in the public sector, reducing
the relevance of this aspect of union activities. Third, about 27%
of public sector employees are civil servants (see Table 1) who are
not allowed to go on strike, can basically not be dismissed and
for whom the public employer has a much more comprehensive
duty of care than required in the private sector. Finally, there is
substantial evidence that different individuals choose to work in
the public than the private sector.

While the above features may also give rise to a different
relationship between union membership and life satisfaction in
the public than the private sector, separate estimates for both
sectors do not reveal any qualitative differences. Accordingly,
a separate inspection of the two sectors provides no additional
support for the hypothesis that the negative correlation between
union membership and life satisfaction is restricted to settings in
which trade unions are relatively weak.

7 Conclusion

We provide the first comprehensive analysis of the association
between trade union membership and life satisfaction for Ger-
many. Using SOEP data from 1985 to 2019, we find a negative and
significant relationship in OLS and FE models. The magnitude
of the effect is sizeable, as a comparison with an important
correlate of life satisfaction clarifies. Based on the FE model with
all controls, we observe that union membership is associated
with a reduction in life satisfaction by 0.06 points. The same
specification indicates that the life satisfaction of an unmarried
employee is about 0.15 points lower than the satisfaction level of a
married individual, that is about 2.5 times the unionmembership
effect (see column (2) in Table A6).

Our analysis indicates that job satisfaction, concerns about the
economic situation and job security, wage income and social
capital may be channels through which union membership
affects life satisfaction. However, other channels may exist and
be responsible for the negative correlation. Therefore, limiting
attention to job satisfaction neglects potentially influential con-
sequences of belonging to a trade union. In addition, our analysis
of effect heterogeneity shows that sorting may be stronger for
females than males and also in later years of the observation
period as the FE specifications yield no significant estimates
for females and for employees surveyed after 2003. Moreover,
the association between union membership and life satisfaction
may have become weaker over time, though we cannot discern
systematic birth cohort effects. In contrast to other countries, the
relationship between union membership and life satisfaction has
not turned positive in Germany recently. Finally, the negative
correlation between union membership and life satisfaction
seems much stronger in surroundings where trade unions are
relatively weak.

Our findings are compatible with the view that disappointed
expectations about outcomes affected by union activities are a
component of the negative relationship between union member-
ship and life satisfaction. However, other channels are relevant
as well, as the negative association persists even when empiri-

cally accounting for indicators of disappointed expectations. Our
conclusion can at most be tentative, though, since the data does
not allow us to contrast expectations about outcomes with the
actual realizations of these outcomes. Therefore, the disappointed
expectations perspective deserves further scrutiny.

Finally, the results suggest that union membership may have
systematic well-being consequences that are not directly related
to work. This insight provides substance to our approach. More-
over, it emphasizes the importance of further studies employing
more encompassing indicators of the consequences of trade
unionmembership for individuals that extend beyond job-related
outcomes, such as wages or job satisfaction.
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Endnotes
1Addison, Teixeira, and Zwick (2010), Gürtzgen (2009), and Hirsch
and Mueller (2020) provide evidence for a positive wage effect of
collective bargaining.

2Additionally, there is co-determination at the level of the enterprise.
It is compulsory in enterprises with at least 500 employees and grants
the workforce representation on company boards. Its extent varies with
firm size (Addison 2009; Jäger, Noy, and Schoefer 2022).

3A search on EconLit illustrates this imbalance. Searching for the terms
‘trade unions or labor unions or labour unions’ and ‘job satisfaction’
yields 363 references, while replacing the second term by ‘life satisfac-
tion’ results in solely 12 hits (as per 27 November 2024). A comparable
investigation using Google Scholar yields a much greater number of
results and less pronounced asymmetry of 3:1 findings.

4Putnam is somewhat sceptical concerning the role of unions in the
United States: ‘Although unions [. . . ] have often been plagued by
oligarchy, apathy, and corruption, historically they both created and
depended on social capital–that is, networks of reciprocity. By the end
of the twentieth century this once central element in the social life of
working Americans had virtually vanished’ (Putnam 2020, p. 81).

5 ‘There is no single definition of social capital’ (OECD 2001, p. 40). Some
authors define it in a manner that the strength of trade unions is one
indicator of its extent (see, e.g., Alesina and La Ferrara 2000). Such a
perspective is compatible with our approach if union members feature
more social capital with regard to its other dimensions.
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6There is an intensive debate about whether life satisfaction is best
understood using the bottom-up approach and, as a function of satisfac-
tion with life domains that is, inter alia, job satisfaction, or employing
the top-down approach, according to which life satisfaction depends
on stable personal traits, such as personality characteristics, and is pro-
jected on other subjective measures, such as job satisfaction (see, e.g.,
Erdogan et al. 2012). Obviously, the linkage may also be bi-directional.
Our interpretation is more in line with the bottom-up perspective.

7 Jirjahn and Tsertsvadze (2006) focus on works council and also include
trade union information. They observe sometimes insignificant positive
correlations. Hipp and Givan (2015) focus on the cross-national varia-
tion in the link between job satisfaction and union membership. They
find no satisfaction difference between members and non-members
for Germany.

8Contributions also look at the relationship between union density and
life satisfaction in the United States (Coshow and Radcliff 2009; Chen
and Islam 2023). Moreover, there are studies for different samples of
mostly industrialized countries, using data either from Eurobarometer
(Radcliff 2005) or the WVS (Flavin, Pacek, and Radcliff 2010; Keane,
Pacek, and Radcliff 2012; Radcliff 2005). These analyses tend to find
positive correlations. Finally, Addison and Teixeira (2022) document
a positive relationship between worker representation, that is if there
is a trade union, works council or committee representing employees
at the workplace, and life satisfaction, using the European Working
Conditions Survey (EWCS).

9The responses provide information about visiting or being visited
by neighbours, friends or acquaintances; attending cultural events
such as opera, classical concerts, theatre, exhibitions; going to the
cinema, pop concerts, dance events, clubs, taking part in sports; artistic
and musical activities (painting, music, photography, theatre, dance);
meeting with friends, relatives or neighbours; helping out friends,
relatives or neighbours; doing volunteer work in clubs, associations or
social services; participating in activities of political parties, municipal
politics, citizens’ initiatives; going to church, and attending religious
events. Bauernschuster, Falck, and Woessmann (2014) intensively
discuss themerits of this battery of questions as encompassingmeasure
of social capital.

10Averaging over all responses allows to accommodate two features of
the data. First, the respective questions have not been asked in all
waves (see Table A1 in the Supporting Appendix). The years 1989 and
1993 do not contain any of the relevant questions and are, therefore,
omitted. Moreover, in 1998, 2003 and 2019, the answers include a fifth
category, which includes undertaking the activity on a ‘daily’ basis. We
include such responses in the next highest category, ‘weekly’. Second,
by averaging, we do not lose observations if single items on the list of
queries relating to social capital remainwithout response.We divide the
sum of the scores by the number of questions answered. The wording
of some of the questions slightly varied over time.

11We provide summary statistics for the estimating samples, which
incorporate the information required to evaluate the channels outlined
in Section 3.2, and accounting for co-determination or collective bar-
gaining in Tables A2–A4 in the Supporting Appendix. The differences
between union members and non-members depicted in Table 1 also
exist for the sub-samples, with the exception of life satisfaction in the
collective bargaining sample.

12The findings are robust to the use of an Ordered Probit model (see Table
A5 in the Supporting Appendix).

13There is also substantial evidence of gender-specific differences in life
satisfaction for many countries, though not necessarily for Germany
(see, e.g., Blanchflower and Bryson 2023).

14We have also estimated the model delineated in Equation (1) for
individuals surveyed in 2011, 2015 and 2019, that is after the Great
Recession, to make our approach as comparable as possible to that
of Blanchflower, Bryson, and Green (2022). The results show similar
patterns as in columns (3) and (4) of Panel (B) in Table 3. Furthermore,

the estimated coefficients in OLS models for single years are always
negative and lose statistical significance from 2007 onwards.

15 Such a summary perspective requires information on all channels for
all observations. As indicated in Section 5.1, this restriction reduces
sample size by about 17%. To ensure that this loss of information does
not affect results concerning the specific channels, we also estimate the
specifications reported upon below in Subsections 6.3.1–6.3.5 separately
for the maximum samples available. The results are qualitatively
identical to those reported in Table 4 and depicted in Table A10 in the
Supporting Appendix.

16Given the small number of SOEP waves in which the relevant informa-
tion is available, and the sometimes substantial number of intermittent
years, FE models are not well identified.

17Two hundred employees is the next cut-off offered by the SOEP–
see Table 1. In particular, the estimated coefficients of the union
membership dummy are significantly negative for employees working
in small firms (< 200). The estimated coefficient for the sample of large
firms (≥ 200) is significantly negative but much smaller in magnitude
than for employees in small firms in the OLS specification, whereas the
finding for the FE specification is the same as in Panel (A) of Table 6.
Detailed results are available upon request.

18We are grateful to an anonymous referee for suggesting this additional
test of our hypothesis.
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