
in the first quarter against 35 in the final quarter 
of last year. The first quarter total is the highest 
number of outward M&A reported since 2012.

In terms of value, these M&As in the first quarter 
of 2015 were worth £8.49 billion — down by 28% on 
the final quarter of 2014 when the value was £11.75 
billion.

www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_405708.pdf

‘Union premium’ on 
wages gets bigger
The gap between the hourly earnings of union 
members and non-union members — the union 
premium — widened in 2014, official figures show.

The trade union wage premium, defined as the 
percentage difference in average gross hourly 
earnings of union members compared with non-
members, is 21.6% in the public sector and 8.1% 
in the private sector. This is an increase of 1.7 and 
0.9 percentage points respectively when compared 
with 2013 when the gaps were 19.9% and 7.2%.

For all employees, the premium widened slightly 
from 16.7% to 16.7% in favour of union members.

The union premium is one of the many areas of 
union membership covered in Trade union mem-

Low activity in 2015 
mergers and takeovers 
Merger and acquisitions (M&A) activity involving 
UK companies remains at an historically low level, 
official figures show.

There were 28 completed domestic acquisitions 
— UK companies buying other UK companies — re-
ported in the first quarter of 2015. That was the low-
est number since the Office for National Statistics 
first began publishing quarterly data in 1969 and 
half the number for the final quarter of 2014.

In terms of value, these M&As in the first quarter of 
2015 were worth £1.15 billion — down by 30% on the 
end of 2014 when the value was £1.64 billion.

The number of inward cross-border acquisitions 
and mergers in the UK by foreign companies fell 
slightly during first with 21 completed transactions 
reported, compared with 28 in the final quarter 
of 2014. This was the lowest quarterly number of 
inward M&A recorded since 1998.

In terms of value, these M&As were worth £4.74 bil-
lion in the first quarter of 2015 — up by 20% on the 
final quarter of 2014 value of £3.94 billion.

Conversely, there were 41 acquisitions and merg-
ers made abroad by UK companies (outward M&A) 

F A C T
S E R V I C E

LABOUR RESEARCH DEPARTMENT
 Published weekly by LRD Publications Ltd, 78 Blackfriars Road, London SE1 8HF. 020 7928 3649 www.lrd.org.uk

85 Low activity in 2015 mergers and takeovers
 'Union premium' on wages gets bigger

86 Economic growth estimate unchanged

87 Blowing the whistle — but to who?
 Experts say cut time spent sitting in office

88 ... continued

Annual Subscription £84.50 (£71.50 for LRD affiliates)  Volume 77, Issue 22, 4 June 2015



86 Fact Service Volume 77 Issue 22

bership 2014, published by the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills.

Other key findings in the annual survey were as 
follows:
Membership Around 6.4 million employees in the 
UK were trade union members in 2014. The level of 
overall union membership was broadly unchanged 
from 2013, with a reduction of 0.6% or only 40,000 
members over the year.

With an overall increase in employment, the propor-
tion of employees who were trade union members 
— union density — fell slightly to 25.0% in 2014, from 
25.6% in 2013. This is the lowest union density rate 
recorded between 1995 and 2014.

Public v Private In the public sector, union mem-
bership levels fell by 79,000 year-on-year to 3.76 mil-
lion in 2014, while non-union employee levels rose 
by a similar amount. Union density in the public 
sector, therefore, decreased from 55.5% to 54.3%.

Union membership levels in the private sector rose 
for the fourth consecutive year — an increase of 
38,000 on 2013 figure to 2.7 million. However, union 
density in 2014 was 0.2 percentage points lower 
than 2013 at 14.2% among private sector employees, 
as the growth in membership lagged behind the 
growth in employment in the sector.

Gender Women continue to outnumber men in 
terms on union membership. In 2014, the break-
down was 3.55 million women and 2.90 million men. 
Women accounted for 55.0% of membership in 2014 
against 54.8% the year before.

Union density by gender fell in 2014 to 27.7% from 
28.3% for women and to 22.3% from 23.0% for men.

Ethnicity Union density was highest in black or 
black British ethnic group at around 30% in 2014. 
The proportion of union members among employ-
ees in Asian, Asian British, Chinese, mixed and 
other ethnic groups was below the average  of a 
quarter (25%) for all employees. 

Higher proportions of female employees belonged 
to a trade union than males for all ethnic groups. 
The largest difference was within the black or 
black British group in 2014 where the proportion of 
female employees who belonged to a trade union 
was just over a third (34%), compared with around 
a quarter (24%) for male employees.

Collective bargaining Employees who worked in 
larger workplaces (50+ staff) were more likely to 

be in a trade union and were more likely to have a 
trade union present in the workplace. The propor-
tion of employees who belonged to a trade union 
in larger workplaces was a third (33%) in 2014, 
compared with around one in six (16%) in small 
workplaces with less than 50 employees.

Employees in larger workplaces were also more 
likely to have their pay affected by a collective agree-
ment. The proportion of employees who had their 
pay affected by a collective agreement was around 
two in five (39%) in larger workplaces, compared 
with one in seven (15%) in small workplaces.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: 
“Trade unions are essential for protecting work-
ers’ interests. With 6.4 million members, unions 
are best placed to speak on behalf of working 
people, to combat growing inequality and help 
ordinary families through the crisis in living 
standards.

“Unions make workplaces better and safer places 
to work. Unionised workplaces are shown to be 
more protected from the impact of post-recession 
problems, such as shorter hours and lower pay 
— the union wage premium in the private sector 
increased to just over eight per cent. And union 
members are twice as likely to develop their skills 
than those in non-unionised workplaces.”

www.gov.uk/government/statistics/trade-union-statistics-2014

www.tuc.org.uk/union-issues/trade-union-membership-valued-ever-says-tuc

Economic growth 
estimate unchanged
The economy did grow in the first quarter of the 
year as estimated earlier, the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) said. 

The second estimate of gross domestic product 
(GDP) indicated that the UK economy grew by 0.3% 
in the first quarter of 2015, unrevised from the pre-
liminary estimate. Following output growth of 0.6% 
in each of the final two quarters of 2014, the pace 
of GDP growth moderated slightly during the first 
three months of 2015.

The moderation of GDP growth in first quarter 
reflected slower output growth in the production 
and services industries, as well as a further fall in 
construction output. Production output grew by just 
0.1% in the first quarter of 2015, and in that figure 
manufacturing output growth was also 0.1%. Con-
struction output fell by 1.1% over the same period. 
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The outturn for both production and construc-
tion was stronger than thought at the time of the 
preliminary estimate — production was initially 
thought to have fallen by 0.1% and construction by 
1.6%. However, their performance was offset by 
weaker than previously estimated growth in the 
services industries, leaving the estimate of GDP 
growth unchanged. 

Services output growth fell from 0.9% at the end of 
2014 to 0.4% in first quarter 2015, reflecting a weaker 
performance in the business services and finance 
industries in particular. The first quarter figure was 
down on the preliminary estimate of 0.5% growth.

Output growth compared to the same period a year 
earlier is estimated to have slowed from 3.0% in final 
quarter of 2014 to 2.4% in the first quarter of 2015.

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady said: 
“With growth so weak, the chancellor’s plans to 
hit the economy with extreme cuts could plunge 
it into deeper trouble.

“The government must think again because its 
economic plan is failing. The economy urgently 
needs a new plan for growth, based on the strong 
foundation of investment in infrastructure and good 
jobs with decent pay.”

www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_405340.pdf

www.tuc.org.uk/economic-issues/public-spending/budget/labour-market/weak-
growth-and-extreme-cuts-dangerous

Blowing the whistle 
— but to who?
Prescribed persons and bodies to who individuals 
can make a protected disclosure have been listed 
in an official document.

If someone decides to blow the whistle to a pre-
scribed person rather than their employer, they 
must make sure that they have chosen the cor-
rect person or body for their particular issue. For 
example, if somebody wants to blow the whistle 
on broadcasting malpractice the organisation to 
contact is the Office of Communications.

In early June, the Department for Business, Innova-
tion and Skills (BIS) published Blowing the whistle 
to a prescribed person, which list the prescribed 
persons and bodies for particular complaints. 

Someone can also blow the whistle to their legal 
adviser, in the course of obtaining legal advice, or 

to a member of the House of Commons about any 
matter specified in the Public Interest Disclosure 
(Prescribed Persons) Order 2014.

The broad effect of the Order, taken with section 43F 
of the Employment Rights Act 1996, is that a worker 
will be protected by the Act if he or she makes a 
qualifying disclosure to a person prescribed in 
the Order, reasonably believing that the failure dis-
closed is in the public interest and falls within the 
matters in respect of which that person is prescribed 
and that the information disclosed, and any allega-
tion contained in it, are substantially true.

In March this year, BIS published guidance for em-
ployer and a code of practice on whistleblowing. 

The Acas website provides a brief guide to blowing 
the whistle — follow the link below.  And the website 
of whistleblowing charity Public Concern at Work 
also has useful information.

A consultation on the recommendations of the 
Francis review of whistleblowing in the NHS closed 
on 4 June. 

The review had two main recommendations. Firstly, 
all organisations which provide NHS healthcare 
and regulators should implement the principles 
and actions set out in the report in line with the 
good practice described in the report. 

Secondly, the secretary of state for health should 
review at least annually, the progress made in the 
implementation of these principles and actions, 
and the performance of the NHS in handling con-
cerns and the treatment of those who raise them 
and report to Parliament. 

www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/431221/bis-15-
289-blowing-the-whistle-to-a-prescribed-person-list-of-prescribed-persons-and-bodies-2.pdf

http://wbhelpline.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/bis-15-200-whistleblowing-
guidance-for-employers-and-code-of-practice.pdf

www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1919

www.pcaw.org.uk/

http://consultations.dh.gov.uk/secondary-legislation-team/consultation-on-the-
implementation-of-the-recommen

Experts say cut time 
spent sitting in office
Office workers should be on their feet for up to four 
hours a day to curb the health risks of too much 
cumulative sitting time.

A panel of international experts have recom-
mended a minimum of two hours daily standing 
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time, in the first ever UK guidance on the topic, 
The sedentary office: a growing case for change 
towards better health and productivity.

The expert statement, written from a group of in-
ternational experts from the UK, Europe, USA and 
Australia and published in the British Journal of 
Sports Medicine, focuses on breaking up seden-
tary activity in the workplace. 

Professor John Buckley, lead author of the expert 
statement, said: “What may be most shocking is 
that irrespective of your level of physical activity, 
prolonged sedentary working leads to a significant 
increase in the risk of: heart disease, diabetes, 
obesity, certain cancers, depression and muscle 
and joint problems.” 

The UK chief medical officer's reports on physical 
activity updated in 2011 included recommenda-
tions, for the first-time, to minimise the amount of 
time spent sitting. 

According to Gavin Bradley, director and Founder 
of Active Working: “British people sit on average 
for 8.9 hours each day and 70% of sitting time is 
at work. International research now provides com-
pelling evidence that prolonged sitting has major 
health impacts and we are delighted people now 
have access to some clear and concise expert rec-
ommendations that can go hand in hand with the 
accelerating promotion of more active work-places 
and adjustable furniture”. 

The overall aim of the expert statement is to pro-
vide guidance for employers and staff working in 
office environments to combat the potential ills of 
long bouts of seated office work. 

In the past five years an accelerated amount of 
evidence has been published on the links between 
sedentary living, including time at work, and the 
leading causes of morbidity and mortality (cardio-
vascular disease, diabetes and some cancers).

There are five core recommendations in the ex-
pert statement for those occupations which are 
predominantly desk-based. 

Firstly, there should be initial progress towards ac-
cumulating at least two hours a day of standing and 
light activity (light walking), eventually progressing 
to a total accumulation of four hours a day (pro-rated 
for part-time hours).

Another recommendation is that seat-based work 
should be regularly broken up with either active-
movement breaks (for even as short as two minutes, 
three times an hour), the use of desk stations that 
allow for periods of more prolonged standing. For 
example, in Scandinavia 90% of office workers have 
the choice of using sit-stand desks compared to 
less than 1% in the UK.

Prolonged static standing should also be avoided. 
Occupational standing and walking have however 
not shown to be causally linked to low back and 
neck pain and can provide relief, says the third 
recommendation.

Fourthly, those individuals new to adopting more 
standing-based work could expect some muscu-
loskeletal sensations and some fatigue as part of 
the positive adaptive process. If such sensations 
cannot be relieved either by an altered posture or 
walking for a few minutes, then the worker should 
rest, including sitting, with a posture that relieves the 
sensations. If discomfort does persist, then seeking 
appropriate medical advice is recommended. 

Finally, along with other health promotion goals 
-— such as improved nutrition, reducing alcohol, 
smoking and stress — companies should also 
promote a warning to their staff that prolonged sit-
ting, aggregated from work and leisure time, may 
significantly increase the risk of cardio-metabolic 
diseases and premature death. 

http://getbritainstanding.org/PRESS%20RELEASE.pdf

http://bjsm.bmj.com/content/early/2015/04/23/bjsports-2015-094618.full.pdf+html
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