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Employee status and its impact on the collectivisation of white-collar managerial grade and professional workers 

ESRC Case (Collaborative) 3 year PhD studentship
The ESRC CASE studentship is a collaboration between London Metropolitan University and the Transport Salaried Staffs Association (TSSA), Nautilus UK and Prospect. TSSA is a trade union representing white-collar managerial grades and professional workers on the railways and in the UK travel industry. The second partner is Prospect, a union for professional workers, whose members are engineers, scientists and managers. The third is Nautilus UK, a professional organisation for 18,000 shipping industry personnel.

There have been important debates about the individualisation and collectivisation of workers in the fields of sociology, management and industrial relations in recent years. Some of this work has analysed how various factors affect whether workers join or do not join trade unions (Cregan, 2005 Waddington and Whitston (1997) while others have focused on the changing nature of trade unionism itself (Kelly and Heery 1994). There has also been considerable research into union decline (for example, Clawson 1999, Deery and Walsh 1999, Disney 1990, Heery 2001, Machin 2000, Pollert 2005), however, there has been a dearth of studies which have looked into the disjuncture between overall union decline and the fact that union membership has been rising among those previously thought to be the least likely to join trade unions - managerial and professional workers.  These debates relate to the concerns of trade unions in that they help provide theoretical and empirical context to their day-to-day operations. They are important in understanding the economic and individual influences on workers' behaviour, which may assist in tailoring their advice and structures to meet the needs of particular workers who may need assistance with work related issues. The studentship therefore offers a way to link academic research and the concerns of the three partners.

The research will analyse the nature of collective organisation among professional and white-collar managerial workers. Over the last 10 years there has been considerable interest in approaches to understanding collectivisation among different groups of workers and whilst there has been research on this topic among low-paid and migrant workers (Holgate 2005; Wills 2004), there is an omission when it comes to looking at white collar managerial grades and professional workers. Although there were a number of studies in the 1970s and 1980s (Dickens 1972; Gill et al 1977; McLoughlin 1984), research in this area has been sparse. This is despite the fact that both in the UK and the US there has been an increase in the unionisation of professional and managerial workers. The 2007 Labour Force Survey shows that union density is highest among professional and associate professional staff where nearly three out of five professional women are union members compared with around a quarter of skilled male workers. Also, the LFS figures show that just 18 percent of employees who earn less than £250 a week are union members, compared with 42 percent of those who earn between £250 and £999. 

While not wishing to prescribe in advance where the student might wish to locate themselves from an intellectual or theoretical perspective, we would encourage an interdisciplinary approach to enable the student to draw upon a range of relevant literature and theoretical approaches to help in the analysis and explanation of the behaviour of this group of workers. However, the particular theoretical debates that this studentship may engage with, and contribute to, relate, in part, to the question posed by Kelly (1998) in his book on mobilisation theory when he asks 'are workers more or less collectivist or more individualist'? Here, Olson's (1965) work on the logic of collective action would be useful to test the theory that if a group has interests in common, then they will act collectively to achieve them. Lockwood (1966) and Goldthorp et al's (1968) embourgeoisement thesis may also provide insights into the behaviour of these more affluent workers. It will also add to an understanding of how geographical divisions of labour (in terms of labour market stratification of workers) affects the collective behaviour of workers who often see themselves as working in 'individualised' jobs. 

The studentship will aim to help fill the above-mentioned gap through a theoretically informed analysis of primary and, difficult to access, secondary data. The main research questions are: 

1. Why is it that jobs or occupations that are characterised as individualised and are perceived to have little in the way of a collective spirit have comparatively high trade union densities? 

2. Why have professional and managerial unions been successful in increasing membership among managerial staff? 

3. What are the factors that cause these groups of workers to cohere? 

In order to answer these, the research will be conducted through three case studies of professional and managerial trade unions. 

The organisations have been chosen to provide a contrast between workers who are categorised as 'managerial and professional' but who perform sufficiently different jobs to draw out a range of factors influencing the individual decision to collectivise. The organisations are the Transport Salaried Staffs' Association (TSSA: collaborative partner), Nautilus UK (shipping union), and Prospect (the union for professionals). Privileged access will be arranged through the partner TSSA who has already made arrangements with these organisations. 

It will involve the use of multiple qualitative methods that will provide broad-based qualitative training: 

1. participatory research whereby time will be spent working in each organisation 

2. in-depth interviews with key respondents responsible for organisational policy in relation to membership (5x3) 

3. in-depth interviews with members of each organisation (25x3) 

4. discourse analysis of each organisation's publicity and internal documentation. 

5. review of literature and theory on union adhesion and commitment.  

As a result, the student will have sufficient and varied data to enable him/her to theorise issues of individual and organisational behaviour, whether there is a relationship between industrial relations context and professional and managerial work and whether or not this differs amongst occupational groups. While this would be of considerable interest to participating organisations, the student will also be able to make a significant intellectual contribution in this area. 

Timetable: 

Year 2009/10 

Literature and methodology reviews. Short placement in each organisation for familiarisation, and identifying existing information sources. To map membership growth and union density over 10 year period in each organisation. Design of research instruments - e.g., interview schedules. Research report 1 for sponsors, plus research positioning and methodology papers. 

Year 2010/11 

Continuing theoretical development and refinement. Case study work in the 3 organisations. Key respondent interviews Member interviews. Research report 2 for sponsors as well as summary papers of the empirical findings. 

Year 2011/12 

Mutual interrogation of theoretical understandings and empirical findings, while revising the theoretical framework and literature review. Final write up, research report for partners and prepare articles for journals.

Outputs

Regular reports for the steering committee, some of which will be published by the 3 organisations. The partners also intend to involve the student in their regular seminars and workshops, providing an exceptional opportunity for engagement with informed practitioner audiences. The student will be encouraged to write and present academic papers at conferences, as well as submit to leading peer-reviewed journals in the latter stages of the PhD. The student will also gain work experience, gaining an understanding of policy development and implementation, as well as seeing organisational structures operating at different scales. 

Academic outputs

1. The research will make an original contribution to research where currently there is a gap in knowledge. 

2. It will contribute to the literature that seeks to understand how the status of workers influences their behaviour in terms of collective organisation.

3. It will build on sociological and industrial relations literature that has (in the recent period of union renewal) primarily focused on low paid and 'vulnerable' workers. 

Non-academic outputs

1. The research will provide the 3 partners with a more theoretically informed understanding of the selectivity of collectivisation amongst professional and managerial workers.

2. New data will be of particular use in deepening their understanding of members' perceptions and motivations.

3. The studentship will contribute to wider debates in the union movement about organisational change and expectation of different groups of workers from their collective organisations. A comparative study will give additional weight to this contribution.

4. In terms of a wider policy perspective the research will contribute to debates in government, the legal profession and employment advice agencies about how to manage the individualisation of workers' issues.
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