
for National Statistics data.

It found that the highest ratios of unemployed 
people to vacancies were in northern England, 
the south of Scotland, Northern Ireland, parts of 
Wales, and coastal towns. The worst affected areas, 
in terms of typologies, were those with a signifi-
cant industrial legacy, covering the central belt of 
Scotland, parts of Wales and the North of England, 
and ethnically diverse metropolitan areas such 
as outer London boroughs and districts including 
Birmingham, Leicester, Luton, and Slough.

According to the IES, the overall level of vacan-
cies at 24 May was 331,000, almost half a million 
vacancies below the level just before the crisis, 
when there were 820,000 jobs on offer. Hospitality/
catering, administration, consultancy, and HR/re-
cruitment were the occupational categories with 
the largest percentage drop in vacancies.

https://www.employment-studies.co.uk/system/files/resources/files/IES%20
Briefing%20-%20w.e.%2029.05.2020_0.pdf

Test and trace 'needs 
sick pay increase'
The TUC has warned that, without extra financial 
support, those advised to self-isolate under the 
NHS test and trace scheme may choose not to do so.

It says that, while many workers benefit from con-
tractual sick pay, paid for by their employer, 7 mil-

50 years after Equal Pay 
Act, inequality remains
On the 50th anniversary of the Equal Pay Act 1970 
the TUC has warned that many women are still in 
low-paid and insecure jobs. The pandemic has 
shown, the TUC states, how they are much more 
likely than men to be key workers and, when they 
are, are more likely to be on low pay.  

Of an estimated 9.8 million key workers, nearly 
two-thirds are women, 2.6 million of whom earn less 
than £10 an hour.  

TUC general secretary Frances O’Grady com-
mented: “As we emerge from this crisis, we need 
a reckoning on how we value and reward women’s 
work. Without proper change it will take decades 
to close the gender pay gap.” 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/coronavirus-shows-working-women-are-still-underpaid-
and-undervalued-says-tuc

Ex-industrial areas 
facing double jobs blow
Coastal and industrial legacy areas are experienc-
ing higher unemployment and lower vacancies 
during the coronavirus crisis, according to analysis 
by the Institute of Economic Studies (IES) of Office 
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lion employees only have the protection of statutory 
sick pay (SSP). This currently pays just £95.85 per 
week, too little for many families to live on. 

Worse still, around 2 million of the lowest-waged 
employees do not even qualify for SSP, because 
their earnings fall below the qualifying income 
threshold.  

The TUC says these include: 34% of workers on 
zero-hours contracts; 10% of women workers; 22% 
of workers aged 16-24; and 26% of workers aged 
65 and over.

The organisation is therefore urging the govern-
ment to introduce:
l emergency legislation to ensure that statutory 
sick pay covers all employees, regardless of how 
much they earn; 
l an increase in the weekly amount of SSP, to the 
equivalent of a week’s work at the National Living 
Wage (£325); and
l a legal duty on employers not to penalise or 
discriminate against any workers who are required 
to self-isolate by NHS test and trace. 

The TUC has released Testing and tracing for Cov-
id-19, an online guide on how to ensure fair access 
and manage monitoring in the workplace (available 
via the link below).

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/nhs-test-and-trace-may-fail-without-decent-income-all-
workers-who-must-self-isolate
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-05/Testing%20and%20Tracing.pdf  

RMT threatens strike
The RMT transport union is warning of strike ac-
tion over government plans to recruit volunteers 
to assist with social distancing at railway stations. 

RMT general secretary Mick Cash said: “[The] 
RMT is furious that the Department for Transport 
has done a backroom deal to recruit unpaid and 
unskilled workers on our railway without even so 
much as conversation with rail unions.”

https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-warns-of-strike-action-over-transport-
austerity010620

Union membership hits 
6.44 million
Trade union membership rose to 6.44 million peo-
ple in 2019, according to the Office of National 

Statistics (ONS). As reported in the last issue, this 
was achieved through a rise of 91,000 members, 
the third increase in as many years.

The ONS figures are exhaustive, and offer valuable 
information on long term and recent trends, the 
role of women in driving the increases, workplace 
size, education levels, geography, public sector vs 
private sector membership, and more.

Trends. According to the research, membership 
levels have risen in each of the past three years 
(by 17,000 in 2017, 103,000 in 2018 and 91,000 in 
2019), nearly recovering from the drop of 267,000 
in the year to 2016, when membership levels fell 
to a record low of 6.23 million. The proportion of 
employees that were union members has also in-
creased slightly by 0.1 percentage points in each 
of the past two years to reach 23.5%.

Importantly, this indicates that in the past two years 
growth in employees who were union members 
has been faster than the overall growth in employ-
ee numbers. Union membership (as reported by 
unions) has reduced in the past four decades, 
though the decline has slowed. Membership lev-
els reached their peak in 1979 (13.2 million) then 
dropped during the next two decades. From 1996 
onwards the rate of decline slowed, with occasional 
years of slight growth. 

Public and private sector differences. The rise 
in membership was mainly in the public sector. 
Estimates show that union membership among 
public sector employees increased by 74,000 in 
2019 to 3.77 million. Among private sector employ-
ees there was a much smaller increase of 17,000, to 
2.67 million, and this followed a fall of 47,000 in 2018. 

Gender and ethnicity. The number of women 
union members rose by 170,000 to 3.69 million in 
2019, the highest level recorded since the survey 
series began in 1995. The previous highest was 3.66 
million in 2007. The proportion of women who are 
trade union members increased by 0.8 percentage 
points to 27% in 2019. Meanwhile, the proportion of 
UK male employees in a trade union in 2019 fell to 
a new series low of 20.1%. Membership levels for 
male employees fell by 79,000 on the year to 2.75 
million in 2019, also a series low. These figures 
reflect the longer-term trend that the decline in 
the proportion of people who are union members 
since 1995 has been significantly weaker for wom-
en than men. 

In 1995, the proportion of male employees who 
belonged to a trade union was around 35%, com-
pared with just below 30% for female employees. 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/nhs-test-and-trace-may-fail-without-decent-income-all-workers-who-must-self-isolate
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/nhs-test-and-trace-may-fail-without-decent-income-all-workers-who-must-self-isolate
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-05/Testing%20and%20Tracing.pdf 
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-warns-of-strike-action-over-transport-austerity010620
https://www.rmt.org.uk/news/rmt-warns-of-strike-action-over-transport-austerity010620
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-05/Testing%20and%20Tracing.pdf
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High falls in union membership densities among 
male employees narrowed the gap between men 
and women.

Union membership as a proportion of employees by major 
occupation group and gender

(Percent) 2018 2019 

All Employees 23.4 23.5

Managers; Directors And Senior Officials 12.1 12.4

Professional Occupations 39.9 40.8

Associate Professional And Technical 
Occupations

21.3 20.7

Administrative And Secretarial Occupations 17.6 16.1

Skilled Trades Occupations 18.1 16.7

Caring; Leisure And Other Service 
Occupations

25.0 26.5

Sales And Customer Service Occupations 13.5 14.4

Process; Plant And Machine Operatives 26.7 25.6

Elementary Occupations 16.2 15.5

Males 20.7 20.1

Managers; Directors And Senior Officials 10.8 10.9

Professional Occupations 26.4 27.2

Associate Professional And Technical 
Occupations

21.9 20.2

Administrative And Secretarial Occupations 21.1 16.3

Skilled Trades Occupations 18.6 17.2

Caring; Leisure And Other Service 
Occupations

24.1 25.5

Sales And Customer Service Occupations 12.3 12.6

Process; Plant And Machine Operatives 27.6 26.7

Elementary Occupations 18.3 17.7

Female 26.2 27.0

Managers; Directors And Senior Officials 14.4 15.0

Professional Occupations 53.1 52.9

Associate Professional And Technical 
Occupations

20.6 21.2

Administrative And Secretarial Occupations 16.6 16.0

Skilled Trades Occupations 14.2 12.8

Caring; Leisure And Other Service 
Occupations

25.3 26.8

Sales And Customer Service Occupations 14.2 15.6

Process; Plant And Machine Operatives 19.9 18.2

Elementary Occupations 13.8 13.1

Source: ONS

In 2002, the proportion of employees who belonged 
to a trade union was around 29% for both genders. 
These trends continued between 2002 and 2019, 
with union membership densities among male 

employees falling by 8.7 percentage points from 
28.7% in 2002 to 20.1% in 2019. Over the same peri-
od the proportion of female employees with union 
membership had remained comparatively stable. 
Membership levels among UK male employees 
have fallen throughout the period from 1995, though 
the rate of decline has slowed since 2011. 

The ONS suggests that these changes may partly 
be explained by changes in the labour market 
since 1995: 
l women employees have increased as a propor-
tion of overall employees;
l there has been a decline in the number of em-
ployees working in manufacturing, where male 
employees account for just under three-quarters 
of the total; and
l there have been big increases in the number 
of employees in education and health and social 
care, where women workers comprise just under 
three quarters of the total. Around two-thirds of the 
increase in the number of female employees was 
accounted for by jobs in these relatively highly 
unionised industries.

UK-born employees are significantly more likely 
to be a member of a trade union than non-UK born 
ones. 24.7% of UK-born workers were union mem-
bers in 2019, compared with 17.9% of non-UK born 
employees The proportion of employees who were 
trade union members was highest in the Black or 
Black British ethnic group (27.2%), followed by the 
White ethnic group (23.9%) and the Mixed ethnic 
group (22.8%). Trade union membership density 
was lowest amongst the Asian or Asian British and 
Chinese and Other ethnic group employees, at 
19.1% and 15.1% respectively. A higher proportion 
of women than men were trade union members in 
each of the ethnic groups. 

Just under half of Black or Black British employees 
worked in the health and social work, education 
or public administration and defence industries in 
2019. These accounted for over two-thirds of union 
members in this ethnic group. Those in the Asian 
or Asian British or Chinese or Other ethnic groups 
were more likely to work in relatively un-unionised 
industries like accommodation and food services, 
wholesale and retail, and professional, scientific and 
technical services than employees overall. 

Qualifications. The proportion of employees who 
were trade union members was greater for people 
with a higher qualification, such as a degree, com-
pared with those with lower level qualifications, or 
no qualifications. The proportions of employees 
with a degree or another form of higher education 
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qualification who were trade unionists in 2019 were 
29.2% and 30.3% respectively. This was significantly 
higher than the proportions of employees with no 
qualifications and other qualifications who had trade 
union membership, at 15.5% and 16.8% respectively. 

Nations and regions. Northern Ireland was the na-
tion with the highest proportion of employees whose 
pay was affected by collective agreements between 
their employer and a trade union (44.4%), while 
among English regions it was the North East (34.4%) 
See the figure below for membership level details.

Trade union membership levels by nation and region

(Thousands)

1995 2018 2019

United 
Kingdom

7,113 6,350 6,440

England 5,694 5,055 5,136

Wales 434 388 389

Scotland 766 655 670

Northern 
Ireland

218 251 245

England 5,694 5,055 5,136

North East 401 307 304

North West 973 826 850

Yorkshire and 
the Humber

647 597 527

East Midlands 523 445 469

West Midlands         665 552 573

East of 
England

525 500 540

London 760 685 661

South East 724 691 711

South West 478 500 501

Source: ONS

Permanent and temporary. Overall, 24% of em-
ployees in permanent positions belonged to a trade 
union in 2019, compared to 15.1% of employees in 
temporary positions. Similarly, a higher proportion 
of full-time employees (24.3%) compared to part-
time ones (21.3%) had union membership. Employ-
ees in professional occupations were more likely 
to be trade union members, accounting for over 
four-in-ten (40.7%) of employees who were trade 
union members in 2019, but only 22.8% of UK em-
ployees overall, indicating that this occupational 
group is relatively highly unionised. The other oc-
cupations which accounted for a higher proportion 

of employees who were trade union members than 
employees overall were caring, leisure and other 
service occupations (10.5% compared to 9.6%), 
and process, plant and machine operatives (6.2% 
compared to 5.8%).

Workplace size. Employees who worked in larger 
workplaces (with 50 or more staff) were more likely 
to be members of a union and to have their pay di-
rectly affected by a collective agreement between 
their employer and a trade union. The proportion 
of employees who belonged to a union in larger 
workplaces was 30.5% in 2019, compared to 15.2% 
of who are employed in a smaller one (fewer than 
50 employees). 63.4% of employees working in 
larger workplaces had a trade union presence in 
the workplace, compared to 29.6% of employees in 
smaller workplaces. The proportion of employees 
whose pay was affected by a collective agreement 
between their employer and a union was 37.4% in 
larger workplaces and 14.6% in smaller ones.  The 
proportions of employees who belong to a union 
were significantly higher in the education sector 
(48.7%) and in public administration and defence 
(44.2%) than for the UK economy as a whole (23.5%). 
Consequently, a high proportion of employees in 
both industries had a union presence in their work-
place (83.2% in public administration and defence, 
and 82.5% in education). 

The union wage premium. The trade union wage 
gap, defined as the percentage difference in av-
erage gross hourly earnings of union members 
compared with non-members, has increased for 
employees in the public sector from 11.6% in 2018 
to 17.7% in 2019. The private sector trade union 
wage gap also increased on the year, from 2.6% in 
2018 to 3.6% in 2019.

Personal and job characteristics. Employees who 
are older make up a larger proportion of trade 
union members than younger employees. Of those 
who were trade union members in 2019: 
l 4.4% were aged between 16 and 24;
l 19.5% were aged between 25 and 34;
l 36% were aged between 35 and 49; and 
l 40.1% were aged 50 or older.

Employees with disabilities are more likely to be 
union members. Some 27.4% of employees who 
have a disability were union members in 2019, 
above the 22.8% membership rate for employees 
who do not have a disability. Employees with dis-
abilities comprised 19% of employees who were 
trade union members in 2019.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/trade-union-statistics-2019
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